Asian Church History: Lecture 1 Transcript: WOLBI Jeju: Spring 2011
Steve Nicholes, Professor: 1. From the Apostles to Muhammad A. The First 200 Years

In 1883 in Calcutta India, the great Brahma leader from Bengal Keshub Chandra Sen gave a speech entitled, Asia’s Message to Europe. Let me read you one paragraph from that speech. “Is not Asia the birth place of great prophets and saints? Is it not preeminently a holy place of pilgrimage to the rest of the world? Yes upon Asia’s soil have flourished and prospered those at whose feet the world should prostrate. The great religions which have given life and salvation to millions of men owe their origin in Asia … But Asia is not only holy ground, but it is a catholic ground also. In this one place you could count all leading prophets and all the great religious geniuses of the world. No great prophets was born outside the boundaries of Asia (Keshub Chandra Sen, Asia’s Message to Europe, Calcutta, 1919).
Have you ever heard of the ‘Back to Jerusalem’ movement? As Western Christians we often think of Christianity as having started in Israel, and then mainly traveled W thru Europe to the Americas and has now moved W again to Asia and is going back to Jerusalem. 
	But as we will see in this class the Christian church was born in Asia. Israel is a part of Western Asia. S.M. Moffett writes, “In earliest history, the first Christian centers, Jerusalem, Antioch and Ephesus were in Asia. The first known church building was in Asia, the first NT translation was in Asia. The first Christian king; the first Christian poets; the first Christian state were all in Asia.” They called themselves ‘The Church of the East.’ Now when we say “Church of the East” we are NOT talking about the Eastern Orthodox Church in Eastern Europe. We are talking about the church that is mainly east of the land of Israel, in Asia.
[image: ]	 Asia can be divided up into at least five regions. East Asia in YELLOW (which includes Korea, Japan, China and Taiwan). Central Asia in BLUE (which are mainly the stan countries). Southeast Asia in RED (including the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Burma, Malaysia and Indonesia). Then there is South Asia in GREEN (which are the Indian countries of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, all the way to Afghanistan). And finally there is West Asia in BROWN (which is what we know of as the Middle-East including Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Cyprus, Armenia, Georgia, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Israel).  I am giving you a printout of the regions and countries of Asia including their land size, populations and capital cities (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asia).
[image: ]	In the book of Jonah we have the story of how the whole great city of Nineveh believed in the God of Israel. When Jesus was born Matthew 2 says that wise men from the East came to worship Him. Aramaic-speaking Assyrians have the tradition that in the 7th century BC Zoroaster made a prophecy that from their land Magi would be led by a great light to one who would rule the world, a Messiah like they heard about from the Jews when they were captive in Babylon for 70 years. The tradition from the Assyrians said there was 12 Magi, each listed by name with the name of their father. They are believed to have come from the modern city of Edessa (originally called the kingdom of Urhai). The Magi, after returning from Bethlehem, are said to have told of the wonderful things they have seen and heard in such a way as to prepare the Syrian mind for the preparation of the Gospel.
	 Are you familiar with Mark 16:15 and Acts 1:8? It was on a hill in Asia, in far western Asia that Jesus spoke these words to His disciples. Would someone read or quote this verse for us? “And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature.” Would someone else read Acts 1:8? “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” Now we know those verses. But one thing the NT does NOT tell us is what that little group, mostly fishermen, may have understood by the words “all the world” and “ends of the earth.” What did they imagine the world to be? 
[image: ] In Acts 2 Luke talks about the crowds who came at Pentecost and it says they were “Jews … out of every nation under heaven.” You will notice that they came from parts of Asia to the E of Israel: Parthia (NE Iran), Media (south of the Caspian Sea including modern Tehran) and Elam (Khuzistan, E of the Persian Gulf), and Mesopotamia. Jews were living in those areas and coming to Jerusalem for festivals. And it is probable that when 3000 came to believe in Jesus at Pentecost some of them came from this area of the world. 
[image: ]	Now the disciples probably did NOT know this at the time but there was another guy named Strabo who was living at the same time who gave his life to travel the world and to make an outline, a map of the known world of his day. And this is a map he drew about 20-25AD.  This was the most updated information that only a few people in Jesus day had knowledge of. So the known world to the disciples at that time was mainly western Asia, northern Africa and southern Europe. They knew about India. But they did not really know much about China, and certainly nothing about the Americas on the other side of the world. In many ways we know ancient Asia today better than it knew itself.

Thomas in India
[image: ]	Now one of the oldest and strongest traditions in church history is that Thomas the apostle carried the gospel E, first to the Parthians and Persians, (according to Roman Breviary) and then to India in 52AD (between Paul’s second and third missionary journey). They say he landed at Kodungalloor (Crangannore) in Kerala (they believe on November 21) in 52 AD. According to tradition soon after arriving he converted and baptized many Hindus including some of the royal family, one who later became the first archbishop of Kerala. A community of Christians who call themselves ST. Thomas Christians have existed in Kerala from ancient times. They say Thomas also set up 7 churches in Kerala (at Kodungalloor, Palayur, Parur, Kokkamangalam, Nilackad, Niranam, and Quilon). Hindus and Moslems in this area also maintain this tradition and offer prayers and gifts at these 7 churches too. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Did the Apostle Thomas really start the Christian church in India? Listen to many of the leaders in the early church who say he did. Abdias who was the bishop of Babylon (second century) said he did. Dorotheus (third century) said he did. Epharem and Jerome Ambrose (fourth century) said Thomas started the church in India. Theodore (fifth century), Gregory of Tours (sixth century), Isidore (seventh century) all said that Thomas preached the gospel and died in India. There is a St Thomas Basilica in Madras, India built over the tomb of the apostle Thomas. They say he was killed by an arrow or spear and then buried here in 72AD.  They celebrate July 3rd as St. Thomas Day. This is the day they believe he was killed.
A book called the Acts of Thomas was written around 200AD by a Christian in Edessa, which was NE of Antioch. It is an apocryphal book and combines both history and legends. But it is important in the history of Christianity in Asia because it is the oldest record, outside of Scripture, we have of the church going to Asia.  
	I would like to read for you the first paragraph of The Acts of Thomas. Let me remind you that this is not Scripture. We are not sure this actually happened. But there are other writers in the early church who also say that Thomas went to India and there are many Christians in India today who call themselves Thomas Christians. So the idea and tradition that Thomas did this is very strong:
(http://digitalcommons.butler.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1004&context=facsch_papers)

The Acts of Thomas: The First Act, when he went into India with Abbanes the merchant. 
1. At that season all we the apostles were at Jerusalem … and we divided the regions of the world, that every one of us should go unto the region that fell to him and unto the nation whereunto the Lord sent him. 
According to the lot, therefore, India fell unto Judas Thomas, which is also the twin: but he would not go, saying that by reason of the weakness of the flesh he could not travel, and 'I am an Hebrew man; how can I go amongst the Indians and preach the truth?' And as he thus reasoned and spoke, the Savior appeared unto him by night and said to him: Fear not, Thomas, go thou unto India and preach the word there, for my grace is with thee. But he would not obey, saying: Wherever you desire, send me, but somewhere else, for unto the Indians I will not go. 
2 And while he thus spoke and thought, it chanced that there was there a certain merchant come from India whose name was Abbanes, sent from the King Gundaphorus. 
[image: ]For over 1500 years people criticized this book, The Acts of Thomas. One reason was that there was no king by the name of Gundaphorus known in Indian history. There was a long list of kings in ancient Indian history that were known, men like Chandragupta, Ashoka, Menander, But no Gundaphar. Then in 1834 an explorer discovered a treasure of ancient coins in the Kabul Valley of Afghanistan. On many of those coins were the pictures and names of forgotten kings. And among those coins were some with a name stamped both in Greek and in an old Indian script. The name was Gundaphar. Today the British Museum has at least 33 coins of King Gundaphar; the Calcutta Museum has 24 of them. Further research proved that these coins came this time period in the first century AD. Gundaphar was the dominant ruler at this time in NW India.
Well let’s go back to the story: “there a certain merchant come from India whose name was Abbanes, sent from the King Gundaphorus, and having commandment from him to buy a carpenter and bring him unto him. 
Now the Lord seeing him walking in the market-place at noon said unto him: Would you desire to buy a carpenter? And he said to him: Yea. And the Lord said to him: I have a slave that is a carpenter and I desire to sell him. Now in some Asian traditions they believe that Thomas the Twin was actually the twin brother of Jesus (also called Judas Thomas or Judas) and that their father Joseph was a carpenter. So he grew up knowing how to be a carpenter. And so saying he showed him Thomas afar off, and agreed with him for three litrae of silver unstamped, and wrote a deed of sale, saying: I, Jesus, the son of Joseph the carpenter, acknowledge that I have sold my slave, Judas by name, unto you Abbanes, a merchant of Gundaphorus, king of the Indians. And when the deed was finished, the Savior took Judas Thomas and led him away to Abbanes the merchant, and when Abbanes saw him he said unto him: Is this your master? And the apostle said: Yes, he is my Lord. And he said: I have bought you from him. And the apostle held his peace. 
3. And on the day following the apostle arose early, and having prayed and besought the Lord he said: I will go wherever You desire, Lord Jesus: Your will be done. And he departed unto Abbanes the merchant, taking with him nothing at all except only his price. For the Lord had given it to him, saying: Let your price also be with your, together with my grace, wherever you go. 
And the apostle found Abbanes carrying his bags on board the ship; so he also began to carry it aboard with him. And when they were on the ship and were set down Abbanes questioned the apostle, saying: What craftsmanship do you know? And he said: In wood I can make ploughs and yokes and augers (ox-goads, Syr.), and boats and oars for boats and masts and pulleys; and in stone, pillars and temples and court-houses for kings. And Abbanes the merchant said to him: Yes, that is the kind of workman that we need. They began then to sail homeward; and they had a favorable wind, and sailed prosperously till they reached Andrapolis (Gk. also called Sandaruk), a royal city. 
[image: ]Well, this story cannot be proven but another thing that we do know is that in the first century there was a lot of traveling going on, especially by ship between India and the Roman Empire. Strabo, the guy who drew that 1 century map, said in his book Geographica that when he visited Egypt about the time of Christ he found as many as 120 ships a year sailing from the Egyptian head of the Red Sea (2. 5.12). That would be about one ship going to India every 3 days. The winds were favorable from May to September. The whole trip, including three weeks from Alexandria to the Red Sea, could now be done in 94 days. The ships would carry slaves, wine, coral, glass and British tin from the Mediterranean to India. And then they would bring back peacocks and ivory, pepper and spice, Kashmir wool and precious jewels. 
[image: ]The books and traditions of Thomas Christians in India also believe that Thomas came to India, then went to China and returned to India. They believe he was speared to death outside the city of Madras. Today there is a St Thomas Basilica with a burial site to represent the place where he was killed and buried. Except for one small bone from his hand his body was later (232 AD) moved to the city of Edessa. This was the same time that the books “Acts of Thomas” was written.

The Church at Antioch
[image: ]Christianity began in Jerusalem and then spread throughout Judea and Samaria. When it started to go out to the ends of the earth the center of Christianity moved from Jerusalem to Antioch (Today this is in the country of Turkey right next to Syria). In Acts 11:19-26 it says that when Stephen got stoned many Christians left Jerusalem because of the persecution and when to places like Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch. At first they were sharing the gospel just with the Jews in Antioch but then guys like Barnabas (who was from Cyprus) came and started sharing the gospel with Greeks in Antioch. And a great number of people believed and became followers of Jesus Christ. Barnabas went to Tarsus and found Saul and brought him to Antioch and for 12 months Saul served in this church. And the disciples were first called Christians at Antioch. Galatians 2:11-13 tells about a time Peter came up to Antioch.
In Acts 13 we see that the church at Antioch was very international with Africans, Europeans and Asians. We also see them sending out missionaries from their church. Every time Paul went on one of his missionary journeys he started his journey from Antioch and at the end he would come back and report what happened to this church. And then he would be sent out again. 
[image: ]Now eventually in the Bible and in Western church history we see that the focus of Christianity later moved from Antioch to Ephesus and then to Rome.  But what we don’t hear much about is that the church also went South to Alexandria and it went East. 
The church at Antioch became the mother of the Syrian Orthodox Church. They believe that Peter started this church in 37AD in a cave, that he stayed there 3 years and that he was the first bishop of the Patriarchate of Antioch. This is the traditional location of the cave of Peter’s church – but the building you see here was actually built by the Crusaders in 1100AD.
When Peter left he chose Evodios to take his place. Evodios served as bishop for 27 years and then died as a martyr in 66AD. In his writings he said that the virgin Mary was 15 years old when she gave birth to Jesus.
Ignatius was the third bishop at Antioch. They believe that he also was chosen by Peter for this position. According to tradition he was the disciple of John and they also say that when Jesus called a little child in Matthew 18:2 to come and sit on his knee it was Ignatius who was that little child. In 115 a great earthquake hit Antioch and the Christians were blamed. Ignatius was sent to Rome where Eusebius says he was martyred in 108 AD. There are at least 7 letters that are believed to have been written by Ignatius (to the Ephesians, the Magnesians, the Trallians, the Romans, the Philadelphians, the Smyrnaeans, to Polycarp – bishop of Smyrna). In his letter to the Romans he tells about his travel to Rome. “From Syria even to Rome I fight with wild beasts, by land and sea, by night and by day, being bound next to 10 leopards, even a company of soldiers, who only grow worse when they are kindly treated …  I am dying willingly for God’s sake … do not prevent it … I beg you … allow me to be eaten by the beasts, which are my way of reaching to God. I am God’s wheat, and I am to be ground by the teeth of wild beasts, so that I may become the pure bread of Christ.”
[image: ][image: ]There is a list of all the heads (170) of this church in Antioch from that time until today. Their church moved to Damascus in 1342 (http://www.antiochian.org/667). 
At the Council of Nicea (325) the Christian church recognized key leaders of bishops in Jerusalem (Macarius), Antioch (Eustathius), Rome (Sylvester sent two reps) and Alexandria (Alexander). The Council of Nicea was mainly a conference of the Church of the East. But it was located in Izmik, Turkey. 318 Christian leaders were in attendance but only 8 were from the west. John, a bishop from India was one who attended this council. The main thing they proclaimed here was that Jesus is equal with God. The Church in Antioch was over all the Christians from Antioch and East of Antioch. 

Addai in Edessa
[image: ][image: ]According to the historian Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History) and the traditions of the Syrian and Assyrian church there is a story, that some consider a legend, of Abgar V, king of Edessa (modern-day Urfa in Turkey, 250 kilometers, 160 miles East of Antioch) who had leprosy. He heard about the power of miracles of Jesus. So he wrote Jesus a letter saying that he believed Jesus was either God or the Son of God and asking Jesus to come to Edessa to heal him. Jesus wrote back (according to Eusebius he saw both of these letters, which were kept in the archives of the city of Edessa) and said that He could not come but that He would send one of His disciples. 
The book The Doctrine of Addai says that the king was anxious to at least have an image of Jesus so he sent an artist to Jerusalem to paint a picture of him and bring back to the king. Legend says that when the artist saw the Lord, Jesus’ face was shining so bright that he could not paint the picture. And so the Lord pressed a cloth to his face when he gave it to the artist it had the impression or image of his face on the cloth. Anyway the artist brought back a cloth with Jesus image imprinted on it and brought it to King Abgar in Edessa where it was kept in the royal palace. In 600AD Evagrius Scholasticus said that in 544AD when the city of Edessa was defending itself from an attack by the Persians they believed the picture of Christ miraculously saved them from defeat. The image was moved to Constantinople in 944AD but it disappeared after the sack of Constantinople in the Fourth Crusade in 1204. These are copies of the image.
Anyway, the apostle Thomas asked one of his disciples, a man named Thaddaeus (Addai in Syriac), “one of the 70” mentioned in Luke 10:1 to go to Edessa (72-120AD). Addai is called a Jew who was born in Edessa, at the time a Syrian city (now in Turkey). He came to Jerusalem for a festival and heard John the Baptist preaching. After being baptized by John in the Jordan River Addai stayed and became a follower of Jesus. He was chosen as one of the 70.  
[image: ]According to The Doctrine of Addai, written between 390-430 when Addai came to Edessa (29 AD) he first went to the Jewish community and stayed with Tobias. King Abgar V heard he arrived, sent for him and was miraculously healed. The next day he ordered all his people to come and listen to Addai tell them the good news about Jesus. The Doctrine of Addai says that some of the pagan religious leaders tore down the altars of their old religion, and a great number of the people freely believed in Jesus, for the king did not “compel any man by force to believe in Christ.” Jews of the silk trade were among his first converts and church leaders. Addai instructed the King in the Christian faith and baptized him. He ordained priests and founded the church there. He also started the first church in Beirut too. 
The story of Abgar was also put on the money of Armenia (the first official Christian nation – more on that later). This is the Armenian 100,000 dram banknote. Armenia is the country just north of Syria and east of Turkey. They claim that Abgar was a prince of Armenia. The common tradition claims the Addai after he came to Edessa was sent to Armenia to evangelize. The Armenian King Sanatrook’s daughter, Sandookdht. The king ended up killing both his daughter and Addai.
[image: ]In tradition Addai has been given the honored title of “the Father of the Church of the East” (Moffett, p. 50). The church in Edessa also received a letter from Thomas, from India, which they treasured. By the middle of the second century Edessa had the four gospels in Aramaic and it is possible that the missionary preachers who were sent out from Edessa had at least one gospel and possible a harmony of the gospels by Tatian as well as the Diatessaron (a copy of the OT in Syriac). In the early 200s AD the church building in Edessa was greatly damaged when the Daisan River flooded.
 It is possible that there was even a school of the prophets in Edessa that trained and sent out traveling missionaries that traveled to the farthest provinces of the Roman Empire, Arabia and other neighboring countries. 
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[image: ] Arbela
Possibly before 100AD the center of Christianity went from Edessa, the capital of Oserhoene to Arbela, the capital of Adiabene, some 650 kilometers (400 miles) east. Arbela was located on the Tigris River is near the ancient city of Nineveh. Josephus says that King Ezad of Arbela had converted to Judaism when he was a prince (36 AD). Traditionally Paqida was led to Christ and ordained by Addai and became the fist bishop of the church at Arbela in 104AD. The second bishop of this city, a guy named Samson, was killed about 120AD.
[image: ]At this same time back in Edessa at least three guys (Sharbil, Babai and Barsamya) were killed. Sharbil was a converted chief priest of the idols of Edessa. According to The Acts of Sharbil he was “bent back and beaten on his belly, hung up by one hand, branded with flames between the eyes, burned slowly with candles, blinded with iron nails, fastened into an iron chest, suspended upside down, burned with red-hot brass balls under his armpits, hung on a tree, sawed in two and finally beheaded – all the time he faithfully preached the gospel to his persecutors.”
[image: ]The ancient city of Arbela is the modern-day Erbil, in Iraq. Here is a picture that shows the ancient city wall, which is still at the center of Erbil today. Today this city is the fourth largest city in Iraq (after Baghdad, Basra and Mosul) with 1.3 million people. And many of the people who live in this area have Bible names.
 Now Antioch was in kind of central Turkey, right above Lebanon, which is above Israel (where the A is). Edessa is a little bit more east but still in Turkey and right above Syria (where the B is). Arbela is farther east in Iraq.
Well south of Edessa (B) they have found the ancient ruins of the oldest Christian building ever found, that dates to 232 AD in a place called Dura Euopos. This is right on the Euphrates River.
[image: ]When you study early Christianity one thing you will see is that many of the church leaders of the early centuries started monasteries and practiced spiritual disciplines or habits. But one general difference between the church in Egypt or Africa and the church in Asia was that the believers in Africa seemed to withdraw more from the world and spend a long time on top of a mountain or in a cave or monastery and the early Christ-followers in Asia who lived along trade routes and traveled for business between cities emphasized going and preaching and serving and spreading the gospel. The Gospel of Thomas, which they held with honor back in Edessa, said that going and serving was a higher calling than fasting, praying and giving. It repeats Jesus words, “the harvest is great but the laborers are few” and then it says this one … “many are round the opening but nobody in the well.” Do you understand that?
 The early traditional histories say that Addai and his disciples Aggai and Mari were the first missionaries to take gospel farther east. Here is the story of Aggai, written by Bar Hebraeus. “Aggai used to weave Chinese cloth for Abgar and after the death of his master Addai he fled into the East. And he began to preach throughout Persia, Assyria, Armenia, Media, Babylonia and in the region of Khuzistan and among the Geles, right up to the borders of India. Then he returned to Edessa, as he was afraid that the faith there might decline, because of the native superstition of Abgar’s son, who succeeded him as king. When he reached Edessa, Abgar’s son ordered him to weave Chinese cloth for him as he used to do for his father. Aggai replied to him, “When my master was feeding the flock of Christ, I used to work for your father. But now the work of feeding has come down to me, and I cannot follow another trade.” The ruler was angry at his words and killed him by breaking his leg bones.”

Persian Empire
Now at this time the Parthian Empire was ruling this part of the world. This included the land of Persia, which is today southern Iran. It included Assyria, which includes the country of Syria today. We have already heard how Addai probably went to Armenia and that Armenia became the first Christian nation. Aggai probably went with him. 
[image: ] They went to Media. Media is the area right below the Caspian Sea. What country is that today? It is northern Iran. In fact that is where the capital of Iran is, Tehran. That is where these first missionaries from Edessa and Arbela took the gospel. In fact The Chronicle of Arbela says that by the year 225 when the Parthian dynasty fell Persia already had more than 20 bishops who were leading the churches all over Persia. It says “churches multiplied” and “monasteries increased.” And according to Tertullian (c. 160-230 AD) some of these bishops were assigned south into Arabia and some east into Central Asia.
Next it says they went to Babylonia. Where is that? That is today Iraq. 
It says they went right up to the borders of India. That would probably include Pakistan today. Now remember we said Addai had two main disciples. One was Aggai that we have been talking about. The other was a guy named Mari. In a book called The Acts of St. Mari it says that like the apostle Thomas Mari was a reluctant missionary who doubted himself. It says, “He was sent from Edessa to ‘the regions of the East’ and he became discouraged and begged the church at home to release him from his mission and allow him to return. But the church ordered him to persist. So obediently but grudgingly he set himself to the evangelization of Persia and set off on an arduous series of missionary journeys that brought him almost to India. There, when as he said, ‘he smelled the smell of the Apostle Thomas,” he felt at last that he had done his duty and had gone far enough.” So anyway between Thomas and Addai and Aggai and Mari they took the gospel to Pakistan and India.
Now in 196AD Bardaisan, a Christian philosopher from Edessa wrote a book entitled, the Book of Laws of Countries. And in that book he mentions Christians living as far as Bactria, which is now known as northern Afghanistan.
[image: ]So do you see what is happening? Less than 200 years after Jesus gave the Great Commission to go into all the world and preach … the gospel has now gone from Antioch to Edessa to Arbela … and in all three of those places they set up training and mission sending stations and began sending missionaries to Armenia, to Syria, to northern and southern Iran, to Iraq (and actually into Saudi Arabia), to Afghanistan, to Pakistan, and Thomas went to India … all in the first 200 years. Have you ever heard that before? Did you ever realize that? Honestly I did not know this either until I began studying and preparing for this course. And I think that is amazing. 

Didascalia Apostolorum (The Teaching of the Apostles)
This was a Syriac document written about 230 AD and gives a detailed description of the Christians in the East Syrian Church. It was written by a bishop in northern Syria and was widely used in Persia. Its purpose was to give instructions to church officers and members on Christian conduct and worship. 

	By the end of the second century, missionary expansion had carried the church as far east as Bactria, which 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, Peruvian missionaries had reached “the end of the world,” the capital of the T’ang dynasty in China.
	



Seleucia-Ctesiphon
By 315, the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon had assumed the title "Catholicos".[62] By this time, neither Edessa nor Arbela was the centre of the Church of the East anymore; ecclesiastical authority had moved east to the heart of the Persian Empire.[62] The twin cities of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, well-situated on the main trade routes between East and West, became, in the words of John Stewart, "a magnificent centre for the missionary church that was entering on its great task of carrying the gospel to the far east."

Ephrem the Syrian
	Ephrem is the most famous guy in the Syrian church. The tradition is that he was born into a Christian family in 306AD in or near Nisibis. In 363AD when Nisibis was handed over to the Persians by Jovian, many Christians including Ephrem from Nisibis moved to Edessa because of the persecution of Christians in Persia under Shapur II. 
Persia under Shapur II. It was in the city of Edessa, which housed the great church of St.Thomas the Apostle, that Ephrem spent the remaining ten years of his life, mostly in a cell. Here he continued the writing he had been engaged in Nisibis. R. Murray speaks of him "as the greatest poet of the patristic age perhaps, the only theologian-poet to rank beside Dante." (R. Murray, op.cit., p.31.) An anonymous Life of Ephrem tells how he wrote his hymns and sang them to the harp, teaching them to the ‘Daughters of the covenant’. Singing was that age’s effective means of propaganda as Arius had found in Alexandria and Bardaisan in Edessa. (Ibid., p, 30.)
Ephrem’s authentic writings are all in Syriac or preserved in Armenian versions. His works fall into three groups: biblical commentaries, homilies including controversial writings, and hymns and odes. Ephrem wrote against the heretics of his day -- Mani, Marcion, and Bardaisan. In one of his sermons he said "He who prays with the Manichees prays with Satan, and he who prays with the Marcionites prays with Legion, and he who prays with Bardaisans prays with Beelzebub, and he who prays with the Jews prays with Barabbas, the robber." (Quoted in McCullough, op.cit., p. 59.) The popularity of his poems and sermons, and the careful elucidation of the text displayed in the biblical commentaries, ensured Ephrem of a permanent place among the great figures of the Syriac church! (Ibid., p.60)
The School of Edessa
The East Syrian church had a number of famous theological schools and centres such as those at Edessa, Nisibis, Seleucia and Arbela. Of those the most important ones were those at Edessa and Nisibis. Edessa was in western Mesopotamia and since the fourth century directly administered by Rome. It was the centre of Syriac Christianity. The beginnings of its celebrated theological school are obscure. The Edessean population gave the school the name, ‘the school of the Persians or the Christian Didascalion for the Persians.’ From this Arthur Voobus and several others mention the possibility of the school being founded by the Christian refugees from Persia. (" See Arthur Voobus, History of the School of Nisibis, Louvain, 1965.) When Nisibis was transferred to Persian control in AD 363, many Christians from Nisibis moved westwards to the Roman territory where their Christian faith could be easily practised. What is proposed by Voobus and others is that it was these Persian Christians who later in the fourth century founded the school in Edessa to train the clergy. There can hardly be any doubt that there were teachers among the refugees from Persia. Ephrem, the -- great Christian poet was one of them. There is a tradition that he founded the school but it is doubtful if he had much to do with the founding of the school. The most famous of the teachers who came from Persia was Narsai. He was the director of the school at Edessa from AD 451 to 471 and under his’ direction the school made great advancement.
Here as in other schools of Syrian tradition, the students began their course with the reading of the psalter. The art of reading required for liturgical usage was considered an integral part of the course. The study included the study of New Testament and Old Testament books and the original writings of Syrian Fathers. At first the commentaries of Ephrem were the principal aids to scriptural studies, but later the writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia (AD 392-428) came into use. Theodore’s works were translated into Syriac. The name of Hiba (Ibas), the great translator is associated with the translation of the works of Theodore and other Antiochean fathers. Instructions and study were saturated with the Antiochean biblical exegesis and theology especially those of Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore
The school also was caught up in the christological controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries which engulfed eastern Christianity. The school became a centre of the Diophysite (Over against monophysite) movement. The bishop of Edessa at that time, Rabbula was in favour of the Diophysite movement at first, but by AD 352 he changed his position and turned against his friends in the school of Edessa as well as the Antiochean theologians as a whole. By AD 353 the Christian community in Edessa was divided by the rift between the bishop and his adherents on the one hand and the school of Edessa and the majority of the Christians on the other. Rabbula wanted to wipe out the Antiochean influence completely from Edessa. It was reported that he had all the writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia burned. Rabbula introduced, the writings of Cyril of Alexandria to Edessa. Thus the Monophysite movement began to grow. It already permeated Egypt, Palestine and western Syria. It soon engulfed the rest of Syria and Osrhoene.
During the struggle, the school of Edessa had increasingly become the centre of operations for the Antiochean theology. As such it had become the target for its adversaries. The position of the teachers became precarious and finally in AD 489 the emperor Zeno expelled them. On the spot the school had occupied, a church dedicated to Mary was erected.

We know that by 363 AD the theological school at Nisibis moved to Edessa and became a center for theological training for all the Christians of the Church of the East.

At the Council of Constantinople (381) the city of Constantinople became a fifth key city with a bishop.

The Persian (East Syrian) Church by the beginning of the fifth century had developed a national organization with the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon as Catholicos and Primate of the church. When the Roman empire started to persecute the Nestorians, many of them found refuge in Persia and the Nestorian teaching spread rapidly there. Indeed, at a synod held in 486, the Persian church officially accepted the Nestorian position. The two important theological schools of the East Syrian Church were those at Edessa and Nisibis. The most important theologians were Ephrem, Aphrahat, and Narsai. From the fifth century onwards, the church was greatly influenced by the theology of Antiochen theologian, Theodore of Mopsuestia. For the Persian church, he was the doctor of doctors. In the teachings of these schools and in the writings of these theologians we see a distinctive Asian theology emerging which was in contrast to Latin theology. These theologians are the ‘Fathers’ of the Asian church.
One of the most important and fascinating aspects of the life of the East Syrian church was its missionary dynamism. When the western church in the Roman empire was busily engaged in theological controversies, the East Syrian church was busy preaching the Gospel to the Persians, Arabs, Indians, Turks and the Chinese. The whole life of the Christian community was permeated with missionary spirit. Whether clergy or laity, traders or refugees, wherever they went, they tried to be ambassadors for Christ.


After the Council of Chalcedon (451) the Syrian Church was divided into the West Syrian Church (also called a Monophysite church, which means they believed …) and the East Syrian Church (also called the Nestorian church). The whole Syrian church used Syriac ( which was similar to Aramaic, the common language spoken by Jesus) as the language they used at church

The discovery of the Nestorian Tablet in China attests that Christianity came to China in the seventh century through the efforts of the Nestorian missionaries. It found favour with the Mongol rulers in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and spread widely in China. Efforts were made to adjust itself to the Chinese culture and religious traditions. Adam, one of the Nestorian missionaries in China, was considered by the Buddhists as dangerous not because he was making Christianity too Buddhist but because he was trying to make Buddhism look too Christian.

Christian Topography, written by Cosmas Indicopleustes, a sixth century Nestorian merchant from Alexandria who describes "Persian" Christians (complete with bishops, priests and deacons) living on "the Island of Taprobane" (Ceylon), "Male" (the Maldives) and "Dioscorides" (Socotra), all islands in the Indian Ocean.

History of Eastern Christianity by Aziz Atiya
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1607243431/ref=dp_bookdescription?ie=UTF8&n=283155
Summery of Contents
I. Alexandrine Christianity, the Copts, the Ethiopians and their Church
II. Antioch and the Jacobites
III. The Nestorian Church
VI. The Maronite Church
VII.The Vanished Churches; Carthage, Pentapolis, and Nubia

The Church of the East traced its origins ultimately to the evangelical activity of the apostles Addai, Mari and Thomas, but leadership and structure was disorganized until the establishment of the diocese of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the bishop of which came to be recognized as Catholicos, or universal leader, of the church. This position received an additional title later, Patriarch of the East


India
Nestorian Christianity
In the sixteenth century European Christian missionaries first came to China and Japan. In meeting the Buddhists of China and Japan, the missionaries saw many things that reminded them of Christianity. They saw similarities in the Buddhist and Christian services. They thought they also saw similarities in Christian and Buddhist books and doctrines.
The early Christian missionaries were disturbed by these apparent similarities. They decided that Satan had invented a counterfeit Christianity to lead people astray and to keep them from following the true Christian teachings. Later scholars discovered that in ancient days there had been Nestorian Christian churches in China. After this discovery, some Westerners came to believe that the similarities between Buddhism and Christianity were the result of the influence of Nestorian Christians.
By 823, the Church of the East, based in Mesopotamia, had a missionary presence that encompassed India, China, Turkestan, Yemen, and around the Caspian Sea. Traveling the same paths as merchants and mariners, they claimed tens of millions of adherents in 230 dioceses with twenty-seven metropolitans.

William Carey (India)
Adoniram & Ann Judson (Burma)
Robert Morrison, Hudson Taylor & Jonathan Goforth (China)
Allen, Appenzeller, Underwood, Nevius & the Korean Pentecost (Korea)
Christianity in Japan
Christianity in the Philippines

Lee, Samuel, Rediscovering Japan, Reintroducing Christendom, Hamilton Books, 2010.
Neill, Stephen, A History of Christianity in India: The Beginnings to AD 1707, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England, 1984, pp. 587.	
Moffett, Samuel Hugh, A History of Christianity in Asia: Volume I: Beginnings to 1500, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York, 1992, pp. 512.
Moffett, Samuel Hugh, A History of Christianity in Asia: Volume II: 1500-1900, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York, 2005, pp. 653.
Philip, T.V., East of the Euphrates: Early Christianity in Asia, http://www.religion-online.org/showchapter.asp?title=1553&C=1359
Stewart, John, Nestorian Missionary Enterprise: The Story of a Church on Fire, Christian Literature Society, Madras, India, 1928, pp. 339.
Wigram, W. A., An Introduction to the History of the Assyrian Church, Assyrian International News Agency, 1909.
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