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In a day when much is written on the urgency of

“Asianizing” or “Africanizing” Christianity, lest it remain an
alien growth on the continents of the Third World, it may be well

to remember that indigenization (or contextualization, to use the

currently more fashionable word) is no new phenomenon. It is

as old as St. Paul, and historians have debated for decades

whether the Hellenizing of Jewish Christianity in the West was
an indispensable step in its growth, or an inexcusable dilution of

its purity, or whether, in fact, it occurred at all.

It is too often forgotten that the Gospel moved east, and
Asianized (if it was not, indeed, already Asian) as early as it

moved west, and Hellenized. Why has not more attention been
given to the Orientalizing of Christianity by the Nestorians?

Before Christianity is too recklessly Asianized in the twentieth

century, it might not be amiss to look back at church history and
try to determine what Asianization meant in the first few
centuries as revealed in the development of the Nestorian

church.

One reason, of course, for the neglect is the comparative
paucity of materials available on the Nestorian roots of Asian
Christianity. The surviving documents are too slender a base to

support some of the bold and contradictory statements made
about these earliest Christians of Asia. Mingana (1925:347) calls

them the greatest missionaries the world has ever seen. Legge
dismisses them as “degenerate” (Foster 1939:112). Atiya
(1968:265) selects 1000 A.D. as the date of the climax of
Nestorian expansion and power. Foster takes the same date (987
A.D.) as the time of the eclipse of Nestorianism in China and the
dismal end of two centuries of persecution and decline
(1939: 1 15ff.) In the field of theology the same contradictions

persist. Nestorians are either heretics, condemned by the
ecumenical councils, or they are ancient and apostolic Asian
Christians untainted by the perversions of Western Greek
philosophy (Bethune-Baker 1906).
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Some of these contradictions are only apparent. Nestorianism

is not an undivided continuum. In third century Osrhoene it

could have been vastly different from what it became in

thirteenth century China. In fact, third century Nestorianism is

not, properly speaking, Nestorianism at all. Nevertheless, it is on

this earliest period — the period of first adjustments to

non-Roman, Asian culture — that I wish to focus, for here, I

believe, is the earliest Asian Christianity.

A word about my use of terms: I will speak of the Nestorian

church, though that name was not used officially by Nestorians

until the thirteenth century. Their own proud name for their

church was the Church of the East. But east and west are

confusingly relative terms, and since to most Christians Eastern

Church means Eastern Orthodoxy, it seems best to use the less

accurate but more prevalent name, Nestorian. The term “Asian

Christianity” is also open to more than one interpretation. In this

article I use it culturally, not geographically. Jerusalem, Antioch

and Armenia are all geographically in Asia, but politically and

culturally they belonged sooner or later to the West, to the

Roman Empire. “Asian Christianity” as used here will refer

rather to churches that grew and spread outside the Roman
Empire in ancient, Oriental kingdoms stretching along the Old

Silk Road from Osrhoene to China, and from Adiabene to India.

The general outline of Nestorian expansion to the east is

familiar. Already, before the end of the first century, 1 the

Christian faith broke strongly across the borders of Rome into

“Asian” Asia. Its first roots were probably in the tiny

independent principality of Osrhoene and its capital city,

Edessa, where the Euphrates River curves across the Syrian

border into modern Turkey. 2 From Edessa, the faith spread to

another small kingdom 400 miles farther east across the Tigris

River, the kingdom of Adiabene, with its capital at Arbela, near

Nineveh. Arbela became the “nerve center,” as Mingana calls it,

of Christian missionary penetration into Central Asia

(1925:299).

By the end of the second century, Christians are mentioned as

far east as Bactria in what is now northern Afghanistan, and

mass conversions of Huns and Turks in Central Asia are

reported from the fifth century onwards (ibid. 30 Iff.). By the

seventh century, Persian missionaries had reached the “end of

the world,” Chang’an, the capital of T’ang dynasty China. The
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Chinese received them courteously and promptly put a library at

their disposal (Saeki 1951 : 1 15). But Chang’an was not the end of

the world. The Chinese called it the center. Its empire was

greater than either Rome or Persia, and its library larger than

any in the West, including the famous library of Alexandria. It

might well have become the center for the evangelization of

Asia. But it did not.

One of the great mysteries in the history of missions is why
Christianity, having at last reached the heart of the Chinese

Empire, disappeared from there so quickly. Only two hundred
years later it had virtually vanished. Most writers seek for the

answer in scanty records that survive from the Chinese

missionary frontier. It could be equally important to study more
abundant records of its roots in Syria and Persia for clues to

explain both the amazing strength of the Nestorian missionary

advance, and its equally surprising collapse.

Early Syro-Persian Christianity may be divided roughly into

four periods:

1. The Edessa-Arbela period: the Syrian roots. (100—226
A.D.).

2. The Sassanian period: the Persian base. (226—642 A.D.).

3. The Arab period: survival in isolation (642— 1258 A.D.).

4. The Mongol period: revival and destruction (1258— 1500

A.D.).

For purposes of chronological comparison, let me add some
dates for Nestorian Christianity in China.

1. The rise of Nestorianism in T’ang China. (635—781 A.D.).

2. The disappearance of T’ang Christianity. (781—980 A.D.).

3. Temporary reappearance under the Mongols. (1200— 1368
A.D.).

In this article I will deal only with the earliest period, the

Edessa-Arbela, or Syrian, period. The principal primary sources

include two works from the first two Asian theologians, that

radically dissimilar pair, Tatian the ascetic, and Bardaisan the

hedonist. Tatians Address to the Greeks establishes the distinctively

Asian character of Syrian Christianity outside the Roman
empire while Bardaisan’s Dialogue on Fate 3 proves the intellectual

originality of the Edessene theological tradition. These two
works are all that survive from the second-century theologians. 4

The Acts of Tomas, which is perhaps from the early third century,

represents another side of Edessene Christianity, the
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romantically superstitious popular faith of the time (see Klijn

1962). Another work, dating perhaps to the second century, the

Odes of Solomon (Charlesworth 1973) throws light on the liturgy

and asceticism of the period, and two later works, the

fourth-century Doctrine of Addai (Cureton 1967:6-23), and the

sixth-century History of Mshiha-Zkha (Mingana 1908:1-168)

contain the traditional histories of the beginnings of

Christianity, the one in Edessa, the other in Arbela. A different

version of the Arbela tradition is found in the Acts of Mari

(Abbeloos 1885), which dates to about the same period.

The Christianity which these ancient documents portray is the

first clearly delineated expression of the faith outside the Roman
Empire and, therefore, the earliest example of what can

properly be called Asian Christianity (See Medlycott 1905).

Ancient tradition traces this Syrian Christianity back to

earliest apostolic times. Eusebius, the father of church history,

incautiously connects it with Jesus himself. A letter (he asserts)

was found in the Edessa state archives written by Christ to King

Abgar promising to send a missionary healer. The Jesus-Abgar

correspondence became famous and the legend refused to die

even after papal condemnation as spurious, in the fifth century

(Segal 1 970:62-77). It contains at least this much truth: Edessa is

undoubtedly one of the oldest centers of the Christian faith in

the world. It had the earliest known Christian church building; it

produced the first New Testament translation, the first

Christian king, the first Christian state, perhaps the first

Christian poet, and even the first Christian hermits. The church

building is mentioned in the Chronicles ofEdessa in its account of a

great flood in the year A.D. 20 1 which damaged “the nave of the

church of the Christians” {ibid. 24). The first New Testament

translation was Tatian’s harmony of the gospels, the Diatessaron,

which was probably compiled either in Edessa or Arbela (Burkitt

1904:76). The first Christian king, as tradition has it, was Abgar

the Black, of Edessa, a contemporary ofJesus. This is doubtful,

to say the least. But by firmer historical evidence, it could very

well have been that king’s later successor, Abgar the Great (A.D.

177-212), friend of the Christian philosopher-poet Bardaisan,

and protector of the church. If so, then Asia had a Christian king

and a Christian state a hundred years before the conversion of

Rome under Constantine. 5

But what kind of Christianity was the Syrian Christianity
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which became the root-faith of Nestorian missionary expansion

across the continent? For one thing, it was emphatically and

unashamedly Asian. “I am an Assyrian,” said its first theologian,

Tatian, proudly, writing about 170 A.D. The whole thrust of his

Address to the Greeks is a recapitulation of all the ways in which Asia

(i.e., the non-Greek world) excels the West. Where did the

Greeks learn their astronomy, he asks. From Babylon, from

Asia. Their alphabet? From the Phoenicians, from Asia. Their

poetry and music? From Phrygia, from Asia. Their postal

system? From Persia, from Asia. “In every way the East excels,”

said Tatian in his Address to the Greeks, “and most of all in its

religion, the Christian religion, which also comes from Asia and
which is far older and truer than all the philosophies and crude

religious myths of the Greeks.”

This Asian Christianity for a thousand years spread faster and

farther than either of the Western sects, Roman Catholicism or

Greek Orthodoxy. It was further distinguished by intense

missionary activity, excessive asceticism, theological orthodoxy

(for the most part), and a quickness to indigenize, all of which

help to explain its rapid cross-cultural expansion.

Its first characteristic was missionary compulsion. From the

very beginning, Nestorian, or “Syrian” Christianity as it is better

called in this period, was a spreading, evangelizing faith,

growing so fast that within a century and a half it had broken out

of its first bastions in the little semi-independent border
principalities of Osrhoene (Edessa) and Adiabene (Arbela) and
had permeated the Persian Empire from “the mountains of

Kurdistan to the Persian Gulf’ (Mingana 1925, 1:27; Stewart

1928:4). The widespread popularity of a “missionary romance”
like the Acts of Thomas was no accident. Edessa’s heroes were
missionaries. Inevitably such literature abounded in dubious

miracles and triumphalism, but there is also a curiously

authentic note of reluctant compulsion in the old traditions of

the first Syrian missions. Thomas, for example, in the Acts, goes

to India, not in the all-conquering, aggressive manner of the

usual missionary hagiographies, but is dragged fighting all the

way against his “call” to Asia. The book opens with the apostles

gathered in Jerusalem to obey the Lord’s commission to “go into

all the world.” They draw lots to divide the world between them.
When the lot for India falls to Thomas, he refuses to go. “I am
too weak to travel,” he says, “and how can I, a Hebrew, preach to
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Indians?” He does go, Finally, but only after the Lord, as a last

resort, appears and sells him as a slave to an Indian merchant

who carries him off in servitude to the east (James 1924:365).

The same note is found in one of the Arbela missionary

traditions. Here, the missionary is Mari, disciple of Addai, the

disciple of Thomas, who is sent out from Edessa “to the regions

of the east” but writes back in failure, “The inhabitants are

worthless heathen. I am not able to do any good.” He begs to

return, but the church orders him to persist, so reluctantly he

sets himself to the evangelization of Persia (Abbeloos
1885:43-138; Stewart 1928:3ff.). There is no question that from
the beginning the Asian church was a missionary church, and if

in missionary motivation its missions seem to be more missions of

obedience than of zeal and love, it was in this not at all unlike the

primary pattern of the New Testament church (Acts 8:26ff.;

13:1-4).

Consciously or not, those first Syrian missionaries seemed to

follow a strategy of missionary expansion which has almost

always been characteristic of the church’s periods of greatest

advance, that is, evangelization not so much of individuals as of

peoples in racial or cultural groupings as they become receptive

to the Gospel. There is persuasive evidence that in the earliest

period of Asian expansion these “bridges of God” (as they have

been called by McGavran 1955) were the communities of the

Jewish diaspora in Syria and Mesopotamia. In Edessa, for

example, the legendary missionary Addai, Finds his First shelter

with Tobias, a Jew according to Eusebius. Arbela’s earliest

Christianity was even more pronouncedly Jewish. Its kings had

been converted to Judaism in the First century, according to

Josephus, and the transition to Christianity must have occurred

very shortly thereafter if the legends of Mari are to be believed. 6

At any rate, it is a fact that in the later sixth-century History of

Mshiha-Zkha, the earliest bishops of Arbela all have Jewish names
— Isaac, Abraham, Noah, Abel — and only later do the names
become Syriac and Persian. Segal ably summarizes this aspect of

the Syrian missionary advance:

Christian evangelists found in the Jewish communities tools ready to hand for

the diffusion of their faith; for they were close-knit congregations, respected

by their neighbors, willing to accept the Christians as allies against the

dominant paganism, well-acquainted with the methods of analysis and

argument best suited to the theological climate of the country, and

well-acquainted too with the doctrines of the Old Testament (1970:43).
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The Doctrine ofAddai had pointed to the Jewish connection long

before: “The Jews also skilled in the law and the prophets, who
traded in silks, they too were convinced and became disciples”

(Cureton 1864:14).

Underlying and empowering the missionary spirit of the

Syrian church was a trio of important virtues indispensable for

Christian mission: discipline, faithfulness to the Gospel and

adaptability. A political factor, also, should not be minimized,

namely, that it was free to evangelize, more so at that period than

was the church in the West.

The first of the trio is discipline. The example of the Apostle

Thomas in the Acts ofThomas set the tone for an ideal of rigorous

self-denial which permeated the early eastern church. This is

how Thomas is described:

.. .hefasts much and prays much, and eats bread and salt and drinks water, and wears

one garment, and takes nothing from any man for himself, and whatever he has

he gives to others (Klijn 1962:74).

The theological roots of this ideal can be traced back to Tatian,

that most anti-western of all church fathers. His writings

emphasize a radical denial of all the world of matter — meat,

wine, possessions and even marriage.

But there was much that was not so darkly negative about

Syrian asceticism, most importantly, perhaps, its concept of the

Christian life as a life focused and disciplined by a direct

convenant relationship with God. The discipline of the covenant

appears in the earliest Syrian documents. The Odes of Solomon,

found in 1909 and attributed to the primitive second-century

Edessene church, lay particular stress on the centrality of the

convenant. It is a discipline of commitment between God and
man in which both are bound by an oath, a covenant promise,

and in which “man’s responsibility is taken as seriously as God’s

grace.” The true Christian is a “son of the covenant” or

“daughter of the covenant,” bound to God by oath as a warrior

against the world, the flesh and the devil (Voobus 1956: 13, 63,

100ff.). In this concept of the church as a “community of the

covenant” lie the roots of Syrian monasticism, which Atiya

(1968) has called “the backbone of Nestorian missionary

expansion.”

Another characteristic of that early Syrian Christianity was its

faithfulness to the Gospel. This has not always been
acknowledged. Until recent discoveries brought to light the
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original teachings of Nestorius and cleared him of most of the

charges of his opponents, Nestorianism suffered through the

centuries from the stigma of heresy. Even the earlier Syrian

church was unfairly made retrogressively suspect, though it had

developed in harmony with the West for three hundred years

before Nestorius was born, and though Nestorius was from the

Roman west not the Asian east.

The theology of the earliest Asian churches insofar as we can

reconstruct it from Tatian’s Oratio, or in more popular form,

from the Acts ofThomas, (or even to a lesser extent from the more
aberrant Bardiasan), is not significantly more unorthodox than

much of the writings of the western fathers in that age when
orthodoxy had not yet been defined by the councils. Tatian, for

example, takes apostolic authority as the test for scriptural

canon icity, acknowledges the deity of Christ and the

preexistence of the Logos, and even accepts the incarnation,

which is by far the sharpest test of orthodoxy for this period (See

Harnack 1901, McGiffert 1960, Bethune-Baker 1903). The/ltA

of Thomas, despite its exaggerated miracles, dubious history, and
even perhaps a slight trace of docetism, despite also its

attribution of female gender to the Holy Spirit as the

“compassionate Mother,” is still clear in its gospel message.

Salvation is by faith alone in the incarnate, living, risen Lord,

who, with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, is alone to be

worshiped and adored, and in whose name believers are

baptized (Klijn 1962:77). It was an apostolic faith and an

apostolic New Testament that Syria’s Asian missionaries carried

to the East.

A third characteristic of the Christianity in that early period

was its adaptability. It indigenized. It quickly gave Syria the

Gospel, not in Hellenistic Greek but in its own tongue. This

recognition of the vital importance of evangelizing and teaching

in the vernacular may well have been the most important

contribution of Edessa and Arbela to the expansion of the faith.

As early as the middle of the second century, about 150 A.D., the

Mesopotamian scholar, Tatian, had translated the gospels out of

the koine Greek, in which he felt they had been imprisoned, and

put them once again, harmonized in his Diatessaron, into the

language of Jesus. Syrian Aramaic, which was the language of

Edessa and Arbela, differed from the language of Palestine, says

professor Burkitt, “hardly more than lowland ‘Scots’ differs
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from standard English” (1889:12). It was not only the language

ofJesus, it was also the language of the people, the lingua franca

of the whole Syrian and Mesopotamian world. Not until the

Gospel was presented in the popular tongue did it begin to

spread outside the Greek-speaking cities into the Syrian

countryside (Burkitt 1904:45). Emphasis on the vernacular

remained a characteristic of Nestorian missions. In Persia, later,

even when the ecclesiastical language remained Syrian, the

language of mission was Pahlavi. In the Far East, Nestorian

missionaries gave alphabets to Mongol tribes like the Uighurs so

that they might read the Word in their own tongue.

The three effective marks of the primitive Syrian church,

discipline, fidelity and adaptability, put their stamp so indelibly

on the resulting waves of missionary outreach that four

centuries later when missionaries at last reached China, the faith

they brought to the court of the T’ang emperors was still called

the “Syrian religion” (Saeki 1937 : 79) though the Nestorians had

long since been expelled from Syria and had found a new church

home and base in Persia.

It would be tempting to stop here, but there is a less appealing

side of the picture which must be mentioned in closing. As the

virtues of the early Syrian Christians of Edessa and Arbela help

to explain the incredible achievements of Nestorian missions, so

also do its weaknesses throw light upon the disappearance of

that church from the pages of history.

Each of its virtues seems to have had an obverse, distorting

shadow. Its discipline, for example, proved all too vulnerable to

the warping influences of fanaticism. What began with the

promise of a community of committed who had covenanted with

God to save the world too often ended only as a scattering of

unwashed hermits whose only covenant was to give up the world.

These were the “Encratites”, condemned by the West but

revered in the East.

Tatian, a very Asian theologian, as we have seen, was called the

“father of the Encratites.” The word means “those who are

self-controlled,” and is used of extreme ascetics. There are hints

of Tatian’s renunciation of the world in his Address to the Greeks.

The “ignorant soul,” without the light of the Logos, he says, “if it

continues solitary, . . . tends downward toward matter, and dies

with the flesh.” And again, “The perfect God is without flesh;

but man is flesh,” and sin and death come from the lordship of
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matter: “Matter desired to exercise lordship over the soul” and
“gave laws of death to men.”
He is even more extreme in some of his lost works, but it must

be remembered that these survive only in the quotations of his

enemies and must be received with caution. It is in these works
that he is said to have rejected meat, wine and even marriage.

Jerome, for example, writes, “Tatian . . . the very violent

heresiarch of the Encratites, employs an argument of this sort:

‘If any one sows to the flesh, of the flesh he shall reap

corruption;’ but he sows to the flesh, who is joined to a woman;
therefore he who takes a wife and sows in the flesh, of the flesh

he shall reap corruption” (quoted in Roberts, Donaldson & Coxe
1903:82).

The same tone of abnormal self-denial runs through (he Acts

ofThomas. Marriage is considered sinful. The apostle is invited to

sing at the wedding of a royal princess and sings so persuasively

of the “incorruptible and true marriage” which is union with

God alone, that the royal bride and groom renounce the joys of

married life and consecrate themselves in perpetual virginity to

Jesus Christ, the Heavenly Bridegroom (Klijn 1962:66-71).

This unbiblical, over-asceticism became the popular model of

spirituality in the Eastern Church. Ascetic monasticism may
actually have originated in Syria, rather than in Egypt, as is

usually stated. It was not until A.D. 270 that St. Anthony of

Egypt, whom Athanasius called “the founder of asceticism”

renounced the world, whereas Tatian, the father of the

Encratites, lived a whole century earlier. The lonely monks of

the Syrian desert were even more fanatical than their Egyptian

counterparts. They chained themselves to rocks. They bent their

bodies under huge iron weights. They walled themselves up in

caves. They set themselves on fire (Voobus 1956:passim). The
first of whom we have record was Atones, who lived like a wild

beast in the caves of Edessa, by the well where Jacob met Rachel.

His only food was uncooked grass (Carrington 1957:212). In

many ways the Encratites more resembled today’s Hindufakirs

than Christian saints; so much so, in fact, that one recent scholar

traces their wild excesses not to Tatian, but to pagan India

through the corrupting influence of Manichaeism (Voobus

1956:164). Mani, it will be remembered, journeyed from
Mesopotamia into India and back around A.D. 300, and

Ephrem of Edessa, writing shortly thereafter, denounces him

for bringing back “the lie from India.”
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By the end of the fourth century, the Western Church had

begun to condemn as heretical the more radical sects of the

Encratites. The West eventually managed to regulate its

monasticism. Its monks became its scholars. But in the Eastern

Church the ascetics were too numerous, too powerful, and too

popular to be condemned and that Church capitulated and

made its peace with them (Lietzmann 1961:169). Too often the

saints of the early Asian church were the unwashed, celibate

hermits and anchorites living in the caves of the deserts, or on

high pillars baking in the sun.

It was a distortion of the Gospel that produced this warping of

the concept of Christian discipline. What was said earlier about

the Eastern Church’s fidelity to Christian truth must now, alas,

be qualified. It is true that the fundamentals of the faith can all

be found in these second century Syrian documents, but it is also

true that the second century in Asian Syria produced only two

theologians — Tatian and Bardaisan — and of these two, the

first was “half Father and half heretic” and the other had to be

excommunicated.

Tatian has been defended from the attacks of Western

opponents, such as Irenaeus, on the grounds that his

Orientalizing of the Christian faith was no more of a distortion

than their Hellenizing of it (Carrington 1957:164), but it is

difficult to support a renunciation of the world so radical that

Tatian begins to wonder whether a God who would create the

world of matter which is evil could really be the supreme God.
Tatian is so repelled by sex, even in marriage, that he doubts

whether Adam was really saved, or that Jesus could be a physical

descendant of David (Harnack 1905; Voobus 1956).

As for Bardesanes, it is still a question how far his conversion
from philosophic gnosticism was able to “wipe away the filth of

the old heresy,” as Aytoun has put it. But he is at least a

refreshing change from the grim asceticism of Tatian. What
Drijvers has said about Bardaisan and Mani applies as well to the

startling contrast between Bardaisan and Tatian. “The
difference,” says Drijvers, “is between an optimistic view of

man and a pessimistic view, between an active fighter against evil

and a passive ascetic, between acceptance of existence and
longing for salvation” (1965:226).

Bardaisan (or Bardesanes, as he is known in Latin) was an
Edessene nobleman, a sportsman, a friend of the King, a poet

and philosopher who thoroughly enjoyed the luxuries of his
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position. 7 His theology is a theology of freedom, not restraint.

God made man free and commands him to do nothing he cannot

do. Man’s nature is not to do wrong, but to be free. Fate is strong

and can disorder nature, but man’s liberty forces back and
disorders fate itself (Drijvers 1965:77ff.). Sex is not sin but is to

be enjoyed. It is, in fact, purifying. It dilutes the amount of

darkness in the world, says Bardaisan, and here he comes
dangerously close to a more modern Asian heresy, the secret

“restoration” doctrine of the Tong il-kyo, the
“
p’i-ka-rum ” or blood

sharing of “the Rev.” Moon Seon-myung. 8

But such a comparison is not fair to Bardaisan. There is

nothing unhealthy in his championing of normal human
relationships against the abnormalities of the ascetics. His

theological weakness lies in another direction: syncretism. His

Christology, his sense of sin and his understanding of salvation

are all inadequate because they have been deformed to Fit an

overarching cosmology derived from so many different sources

that it is difficult to grasp any one coherent picture of it. Christ is

not the great turning point in the cosmic process, for salvation

had already begun, long before, at the moment of creation. Out
of the Holy Ghost, the Mother, came two daughters, the earth

and sea, and out of the sexual union of the Father and the

Mother comes Christ, the Son of Life, who is also the Word of

Life, the Logos. This Logos passed through Mary and found

lodging in Jesus of Nazareth. The Father and the Mother (i.e.,

God the Father and God the Holy Spirit) are also the Sun and the

Moon, and like the stars, have mysterious, spiritual power to

shape man’s fate and limit his freedom. Salvation and freedom

come from knowledge, knowledge of the Logos, the Son of Life,

the “spirit of preservation,” which the Moon receives from the

Sun and sends into the world (see Drijvers 1965:85-224).

In this confused and fanciful mixture of astrology, cosmology

and theology are the seeds of Bardesanes’ downfall. In the end,

his keen, inquiring mind — Burkitt (1904:157) calls him “the

only original thinker which the Syriac Church produced” — fell

prey to the besetting sin of the syncretist, a willingness to adapt

the faith so far that it loses its own Christian identity. Oriental

astrology, Greek philosophy, sub-Christian Gnosticism, Persian

magic and Hellenistic science all fought with the Christian faith

to find a place within his system of thought. But the Greek and
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Persian lions did not lie down easily with the Christian lamb, and

in the end they destroyed Bardaisan.

Just as serious is the possibility that the popular Christianity of

Edessa, the faith of the ordinary believers, was from the

beginning cripplingly infected with pagan superstitions, and

that the Christian literature of the time, rather than condemning
it, accommodated itself to it. Bardaisan, at least, was finally

charged with heresy, but the magical and mythological fantasies

embedded in the Acts of Thomas
,

for example, which was

enormously popular in Edessene Christian circles, were not only

tolerated but perhaps encouraged.

An issue is the disputed cult of the Heavenly Twins in Edessa,

and the purported adaptations of the St. Thomas missionary

tradition to take conscious advantage of its popularity. Two
great pillars, fifty feet high, still stand on the citadel in Edessa

(now Urfa). It is claimed that they marked a temple of the

Dioscuri, the divine twins of the Roman Pantheon, Castor and
Pollux, the wonder-working gods of storms and healings and
carpenters. The Roman deities may even have been later

substitutes for an older, Asian set of divine twins, the Edessan
gods of Nebo and Bel.

At any rate, it has been charged that when the early

missionaries brought the Christian faith to Edessa, instead of

trying to abolish the ancient pagan worship, they cunningly

substituted for the pagan twins a set of Christian twins. But
where would they find twins in the gospels? One was easy to

identify, “Thomas, called Didymus” (John 1 1:16), or “Thomas
the Twin.” But his twin? This is where a questionable bit of

adaptation is said to have occurred. In the Acts of Thomas, the

apostle, called Judas Thomas, is the twin of Jesus himself! A
demon notes the resemblance. A colt miraculously speaks and
addresses him as “Twin of the Messiah.” A bride sees the Lord
and mistakes him for Thomas, but the Lord replies, “I am not

Judas (Thomas), but I am the brother of Judas.” 9

If this is indeed not coincidence but a calculated attempt to

trade on latent superstitions among the people of Edessa, and if

this is one reason why the Acts of Thomas was so popular and the

Thomas tradition so strong there, it raises serious questions

concerning the honesty and methods, if not the motives, of the
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first waves of Asian evangelists in Syria. It would represent a

potentially fatal misuse of the principle of adaptation.

The example of Bardaisan and the Thomas legends in the

days of the Nestorian beginnings are perhaps a foreshadowing

of what four centuries later may have happened in China, when,
as the Oxford scholar, James Legge has observed, the

Nestorianism of the missionary frontier allowed itself to be

“swamped with Confucian, Taoist and Buddhist ideas” and sank

into a “degenerate, nominal” kind of Christianity (in Foster

1939 : 112 ).

Such harsh criticism may not be completelyjustified. After all,

the final end of Nestorianism did not come until the conquests of

the Persian Mongols, and then it was as much by physical

annihilation as by internal decay. Nevertheless, just as the

strengths of that early Asian Christianity do much to account for

the breadth and rapidity of its expansion, so also its weaknesses

may account in some part for its tragic disappearance.

Notes

1. J.B. Harnack’s monumental Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries, lists

no Christian communities outside the Empire in the first century, but later discoveries

suggest otherwise.

2. J.B. Segal (Edessa, The Blessed City) thinks the first Christian center may have been

Arbela.

3. For English texts of these speeches, see Roberts, Donaldson and Coxe (1903:59-83)

for that of Tatian, and Drijvers (1965) for the Dialogue

.

This latter is sometimes ascribed

to Bardaisan’s disciple, Philip.

4. The “Thomas” churches of India, even if they date as claimed from the apostle do

not emerge from the shadows of undocumented history until at least the fourth century.

5. Segal (1970:73, 80) doubts that Abgar the Great (whom he identifies as the VUIth,

not the IXth Abgar) was actually converted; Aytoun and others call him the first

Christian king ( 1915: 140ff.).

6. Segal (1970) emphasizes the Jewish element in Arbela’s Christianity, and tends to

date the conversion of Arbela even earlier than that of Edessa.

7. A biography of Bardaisan is to be found in the twelfth century Chronicle of Michael

theSyrian. Itis translated by F. Nau, Une Biographie Inedite de Bardesane I'Astrologue. Tireede

l’ histoire de Michel le Grand, Patrarche d’Antioche, Paris, 1897.

8. Tong’il-Kyo, which is Korean for Unification Church, is known in the West by its full

title, Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christianity (see Yun-Ho Ye

1959:40).

9. Rendel Harris (1903, 1906) links the cult to Edessa and suggests most forcibly the

likelihood of syncretistic adaptation. But Segal ( 1970) rejects Harris’ “elaborate theory”

that the columns are to the twin deities. See the lively discussion in Marjorie Strachey’s

The Fathers Without Theology for further suggestions that there may have been a pious

juggling of traditions.



429

References Cited

Abbeloos, J.B. (ed.)

1885 “Acta Sabcta Maris, Assyriae, Babyloniae ac Persidis seculo I Apostoli. .

Analecta Bollandiana tom. IV Brussels: Societe des Bollandistes

Atiya, A.S.

1968 A History of Eastern Christianity [1898] London: Methuen & Co. Ltd.

Aytoun, R.A.

1915 City Centers of Early Christianity London: Hodder & Stoughton

Bethune-Baker, J.F.

1903 An Introduction to the Early History of Christian Doctrine London: Methuen & Co.

Ltd.

1908 Nestorius and His Teaching: A Fresh Examination of the Evidence Cambridge: The
University Press

Burkitt, F.C.

1899 Early Christianity Outride the Roman Empire Cambridge: The University Press

1904 Early Eastern Christianity London: Murray

Carrington, Philip

1957 The Early Christian Church Cambridge: The University Press

Charlesworth, J.H. (ed. and tr.)

1973 The Odes and Psalms of Solomon Oxford: The Clarendon Press

Cureton, Wm.
1967 “The Doctrine of Addai” Ancient Syric Documents [1864] London: Rivington

Drijvers, H.J.W.
1 965 [The Book of the Laws of Countries: Dialogue on Fate of] Bardaisan ofEdessa Assen

:

Van Gorcum

Foster, John
1939 The Church of the T’ang Dynasty London: Society for Promoting Christian

Knowledge

James, M.R., (tr.)

1924 The Acts of Thomas, The Apocryphal New Testament Oxford: The Clarendon Press

364-438

Harnack, Adolf von

1904 Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries J. Moffat, ed. and tr. New
York: Harper

Harris, J. Rendel

1903 The Dioscuri in Christian Legends London: C.J. Clay and Sons

1906 The Cult of the Heavenly Twins Cambridge: The University Press

Klijn, A.F.A.

1962 The Acts of Thomas: Introduction, Text, Commentary Leiden: E.J. Brill

Lietzmann, Hans
1961 A History of an Early Church B. Lee Wolf, tr. Cleveland: World Pub. Co.

McGavran, Donald

1955 The Bridges of God New York: Friendship Press

McGiffert, A.C.

1960 A History of Christian Thought New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons



SAMUEL HUGH MOFFETT
The Earliest Asian Christianity

430

Medlycott, A.E.

1 905 India and the Apostle Thomas: An Inquiry with a Critical Analysis of the Acta Tomae
London: David Nutt

Mingana, A.

1908 "The History of Mshiha” in Sources Syriaque Leipzig

1925 "The Early Spread of Christianity in Central Asia and the Far East” Bulletin of

the John Rylands Library 9, 2:347ff.

Roberts, A., J. Donaldson 8c A.C. Coxe (eds.)

1903 The Ante-Nicene Fathers New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons

Saeki, P.Y

195 1 The Nestorian Documents and Relics in China [2nd ed.] Tokyo: The Academy of

Oriental Culture, Tokyo Institute

Segal, J.B.

1970 Edessa, The Blessed City Oxford: Clarendon Press

Stewart, J.

1 928 Nestorian Missionary E nterprise: The Story ofa Church on Fire Edinburgh : T. & T.

Clark

Strachey, Marjorie

1958 The Fathers Without Theology New Y’ork: G. Braziller

Tatian

1903 “Address to the Greeks” in Roberts, Donaldson and Coxe 59-83

Voobus, A.

1956 History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient Louvain: Subsidia Thomas 14

Ye, Yun-Ho
1959 A New Cult in Postwar Korea Unpublished manuscript: Princeton

Paulist Press

400 Sette Drive
Paramus, N. J. 07652mmm

CO-EDITORS: Gerald H. Anderson Thomas F. Stransky, C.S.P.

There is an urgent concern to understand and effect

the ways by which the Gospel is proclaimed and
explained. Many Christians witness a compelling urge

to awaken living faith in persons throughout

the world.

MISSION TRENDS NO. 2 "Evangelization" focuses

on the revived theme 'evangelization'. MISSION

Ti a
tl

TRENDS NO. 1 . the first volume in this continuing

series treated the "Crucial Issues in Mission Today."

n planning this annual series, the co-editors have the

benefit of a wide, prestigious and scholarly circle of

consultants from six continents.

MISSION TRENDS NO. 3. now in preparation for

1976, will deal with "Third World Theologies."



"The Earliest Asian Christianity ", by S. H. Moffett
ABSTRACT

Interest in Christian contextualization prompts examination of its darliest
developments outside the Roman v;cst in the Syrian communities of the Church of

the East ( :estcrian) ir the 2nd and >rd centuries.

Its virtues help to explain its expansion across Asia; a distinctively
Asian coloration, intense missionary rctivi'y, ascetic fervor, general ortho-

doxy and rapid indigenization, But its weakness throw light on its later
collapse, .xcescive asceticism, as in Tatian, became the popular model of

spirituality. Theology deviated from Biblical norms influenced ay atian*

a

dualistic rejection of the world in ore direction, nd by ;;xKds.'3Bner$

3ardai0an*s syncretistic pursuit of freedom in the other. Popular yrian
'Christianity, reflected in the . dts of Tr oas s

,

absorbed pr gan superstitions
perhaps as the result of misuse of the principle of adaptation in the
interests of church expansion.



y li


