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Like the first volume, this edition makes available immense research in a readable and engaging
narrative. The four centuries treated here are years of great missionary outreach and ambiguous
results. Moffetts eye brings into dramatic relief events that illustrate both the broad patterns and
the vital details of the spread of Christianity on a continent with more and deeper cultural
differences than any other.

A wonderful addition to any library of historical works...will expand the understanding of 'the
Church' as truly universal, transhistorical and multi-cultural, and never again to be reduced to or
confused with the Church of Christendom. This book is a gift to us all. --Anthony J. Gittins --This
text refers to the paperback edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/oryRV/A-History-of-Christianity-in-Asia-Vol-II-1500-1900


American Society of Missiology Series, No. 36A HISTORY OFChristianity in AsiaVOLUME
II:1500 to 1900Samuel Hugh MoffettTo my FatherSamuel Austin Moffett(1864–1939)who
planted a church in Koreaand “God gave the increase”Second Printing, October 2007Founded
in 1970, Orbis Books endeavors to publish works that enlighten the mind, nourish the spirit, and
challenge the conscience. The publishing arm of the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, Orbis
seeks to explore the global dimensions of the Christian faith and mission, to invite dialogue with
the diverse cultures and religious traditions, and to serve the cause of reconciliation and peace.
The books published reflect the views of their authors and do not represent the official position
of the Maryknoll Society. To obtain more information about Maryknoll and Orbis Books, please
visit our website at .Copyright © 2005 by Samuel Hugh MoffettPublished by Orbis Books,
Maryknoll, New York, U.S.A.Maps by Loren Muehlius, Global Mapping International, Colorado
Springs, Colorado.All rights reserved.No part of this publication may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from
Orbis Books, P.O. Box 308, Maryknoll NY 10545-0308, U.S.A.Manufactured in the United States
of America.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataMoffett, Samuel H.A history of
Christianity in Asia/Samuel Hugh Moffett. Vol. 2.p. cm.Includes bibliographical references and
index.Contents: v. 1 Beginnings to 1500. V. 2. 1500–1900.1. Church history – Asia. I.
Title.BR1065.M63 1998275 – dc2197-49236ContentsPreface to the ASM
SeriesPrefaceMapsAbbreviations and Acronyms of Journals, Annuals, and OrganizationsPart I:
They Came by Sea: The Return of the West (1500–1800)Chapter 1: India (1500–1700): St.
Thomas or St. PeterThe St. Thomas (Mar Thoma) Christians and the PortugueseGolden Goa
and the Roman CatholicsFrancis Xavier and the JesuitsFriction between Thomas Christians and
the MissionsThe Synod of Diamper (1599)The Propaganda (or Propaganda Fide)The Coonen
(Koonan) CrossThe Drift from Nestorian to Jacobite ConnectionsCatholic Expansion beyond the
Malabar CoastMission to Muslims in North IndiaChapter 2: The Buddhist Kingdoms of the South
(1505–1800): Portuguese Ceylon, Burma, Vietnam, SiamPortugal and the Buddhist Island of
Ceylon (1505–1656)Beginnings of Christian Mission (1543–1551)A Christian King, Church
Growth, and Religious ReactionThe Portuguese in Decline (1591–1656)Burma: Violence and
Resistance (1554–1800)Alexander de Rhodes: Beginnings in Vietnam (Tonkin and Annam,
1583–1802)The French Enter Vietnam (1664–1802)Siam (Thailand): A Tenuous Base for
Mission (1553–1769)Chronology of Buddhist South Asia ( (1500–1800))Chapter 3: The Muslim
Kingdoms of Southeast Asia (1500–1800): Portuguese in Malaysia and the Spice Islands
(Indonesia)Malacca, Gateway to East Asia (1511–1663)The Spice Islands (Indonesian
Archipelago, 1511–1601)Tabarija, the First Christian KingFrancis Xavier in the MoluccasMission
in the Islands after XavierChapter 4: The “Christian Century” in JapanXavier, Jesuits, and
Japanese Patronage (1551–1587)The Japan Mission after Xavier (1552–1579)Reforms of
Valignano in the Nobunaga Shogunate (1571–1582)Valignano as “Missiologist”Backlash: The
Age of PersecutionRestoration Gives Way to Persecution: Ieyasu (1598–1614)The First



Protestants (1600)The Great Persecution: The Beginning of the EndSilence (1640–
1800)Chronology of EventsChapter 5: Once More to China: “Missionaries and Mandarins”First
Contacts in MacaoMatteo Ricci and the Entry into China (1583–1610)The Three Pillars of the
Chinese ChurchThe Jesuits in Beijing to the Fall of the Ming Dynasty (1610–1644)The Fall of the
Ming Dynasty (1644)Christianity under the Manchu (Ch’ing, or Qing) DynastyThe Rites
Controversy (1636–1692): Disunity in the MissionThe Controversy Continued (1693–1742):
Church vs. StateThe Mission of De Tournon (1704–1710)Decline and Persecution (1742–
1800)The Dissolution of the Jesuits (1773)Chapter 6: Korea (1593–1800): The Hermit
KingdomDe Cespedes and the Japanese InvasionChristian Influences from ChinaThe Dutch
Come to KoreaChapter 7: The Spaniards in the Philippines (1521–1800)Magellan and the
“Voyage around the World”The First Missions (1565–1578)“The Golden Years” (1578–
1609)Setbacks and Friction in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth CenturiesEfforts to Train a
Filipino ClergySuppression of the JesuitsChapter 8: Catholic Decline and Recovery (1792–
1850)Failure and Discouragement in India: Abbé DuboisWorldwide Catholic DeclineMore
Persecution in ChinaBeginnings of Recovery and RevivalRecovery in Catholic EuropeRecovery
in AsiaChapter 9: West Asia under the Turks and Persians (1500–1800)The Nestorians on the
Turko-Persian BordersThe Sixteenth-Century Nestorian SchismDecline of the Jacobite
(Monophysite) Base on the Mediterranean CoastCatholic Missions in West AsiaSurvival of the
Armenian Church (1500–1800)Christians in the Middle East at the End of the Eighteenth
CenturyA Chronology of West Asia (1405–1834)Part II: The Protestants Reach Asia (1600–
1800)Chapter 10: The First Protestants: The Dutch Reach Indonesia, Formosa, and
CeylonIndonesia: Capitalist Traders, Calvinist ChaplainsFormosa (Taiwan): Gateway to China?
(1642–1661)The Dutch Period in Ceylon (1656–1796)Chapter 11: Eighteenth-Century India
(1708–1792): Danish Kings, German Pietists, and English ChaplainsThe First English
ChaplainsThe Danish-Halle Mission to Tranquebar (1706–1846)“Hidden Seed”: The Moravians
in India (1760–1803)The English “Evangelical Chaplains”Part III: “The Great Century” (1784–
1860)SECTION ONE:PROTESTANTS AND CATHOLICS IN COMPETITIONChapter 12: A
Fresh Start in India (1792–1860): Carey and the ProtestantsCarey: The Man and the
ChallengeCarey in India: Opposition and TrialsSerampore: The Trio and the CovenantThe First
ConvertsTranslation, Social Reform, and Education for IndiaThe Charter of 1813: Freedom for
Christian Missions in IndiaAlexander Duff and Christian Education for IndiaChurch Growth:
Indian Protestantism in Mid-CenturyChronology (1792–1859)Chapter 13: The Door to China
Opens Again (1807–1860)Robert Morrison and China (1807–1834)The Ultra-Ganges
MissionLiang Fa and the Beginnings of Indigenous EvangelismThe Growth of Protestant
Missions to the Chinese (1817–1840)Gützlaff, a Continental European Protestant PioneerThe
Opium Wars (1839–1844, 1856–1860)The Taiping Rebellion (1851–1864)Chapter 14: The
Catholic Century in Korea (1784–1886): The MartyrsThe Korean InitiativeThe Founding of the
Catholic Church in Korea (1792–1801)The First Foreign Missionary and the Persecution of
1801Sixty-Five Years of PersecutionThe Great Persecution of 1866–1867 and Catholic



SurvivalChapter 15: Burma (1813–1850): Protestant Pioneers and Disrupted CatholicsAdoniram
Judson and Baptist Beginnings (1813–1824)The First Anglo-Burmese War (1824–1826)The
Rise of the Burma Baptist Church (1826–1860)“The Karen Apostle” and Expanding Growth
(1827–1860)The First Baptist Missionary Convention (1853)Catholics in BurmaChapter 16:
Ceylon under British Rule (1796–1860)Transition: Dutch to British, Reformed to
AnglicanCatholic Survival and SchismProtestant Missions: Recession and Reinforcements
(1795–1860)Buddhist Reaction and RevivalProtestant Advances in Education and
CooperationCeylon at Mid-CenturyChapter 17: Southeast Asia from Thailand to Vietnam (1800–
1860)Siam (1800–1860)Progress in the SouthMalaysia and Singapore (1800–1860)Malaysia
ChronologyVietnam (1800–1860)Chapter 18: Indonesia (1800–1860)Dutch ColonialismThe
Conversion of the BataksThe Dutch Reformed Churches of the IslandsJoseph Kam in the
MoluccasIndonesia Chronology (1797–1892)Chapter 19: The West and the Ancient Churches
of the Middle East (1800–1860)The Nestorians of Persia (1800–1870)The Nestorian-Protestant
Schism (1846–1870)Turkey (West Asia)The ArmeniansThe MaronitesProtestants in
SyriaSECTION TWO:MISSIONS MATURE AND LOCAL CHURCHES GROWChapter 20:
Calamity in the Middle East (1860–1900)The Decline of the TurksThe “Mountain
Nestorians” (1860–1900)The Armenians and Their MassacreLebanonChapter 21: Advance in
India (1860–1900)The Syrian Thomas Christians of Kerala: Strife and DivisionThe Reform
Movement and the Mar Thoma Syrian ChurchThe Continuing Syrian Orthodox Church
(Jacobites)Mass Movements: Outreach to Outcastes (Dalits) and TribalsAdvance to the
Northeast: Mission to the TribesRapid Catholic Growth in Chota NagpurMission Cooperation,
Division, and Christian UnityDeveloping a National Christian LeadershipWomen in
MissionClouds on the Horizon: Growing Hindu Reaction and Missionary DoubtsAn Overview of
Christianity in India, 1850–1900India Chronology (1857–1900)Chapter 22: China's Christians at
the Empire's End (1860–1900)Hudson Taylor and the China Inland MissionThe Roman Catholic
RecoveryProtestants Progress toward National InfluenceThe Protestant Christian Educational
NetworkA Chinese Church for the ChineseThe Chinese BacklashThe Boxer Rebellion of 1899–
1901Chapter 23: Christianity Reappears in Japan (1859–1900)The Catholic RecoveryThe
Beginnings of Protestant Missions (1853–1872)The Russian Orthodox Church in JapanThe
Meiji Restoration (1868–1900)Mission Activities during the Period of Tolerance (1872–
1890)Japanese Christians Take the InitiativeWomen in MissionThe Identification of Christianity
with Western CivilizationThe Period of Reaction (1890–1900)Chapter 24: Protestants and New
Beginnings in Korea (1865–1905)Robert J. Thomas, the First Protestant MartyrEarlier Protestant
Attempts to Enter KoreaThe Foreign Wars; Korea Loses Its IndependenceBeginnings of
Massive Church GrowthKorean Leadership Training for the MinistryFirst Steps from Mission
Council to Korean ChurchInterdenominational CooperationChapter 25: The Philippines (1860–
1906)The Spanish Friars under PressureCatholics under the AmericansProtestant Missions and
American OccupationThe Rise of the Independent Philippine ChurchesPhilippines Chronology
(1860–1915)Chapter 26: Burma and Ceylon (1850–1900)Burma: Colonialism, Mission, and the



TribesBurma Chronology (1824–1900)British Ceylon (1850–1900)Chapter 27: Siam, Malaysia,
and Vietnam (1860–1900)Siam (Thailand), Land of the FreeMalaysia and Singapore:
Colonialism, Islam, and the ChurchIndo-China (Annam and Tonkin—Vietnam)Chapter 28:
Indonesia (1860–1900)Protestant Renewal in a Dutch ColonySchism and Friction within
Protestant MissionsImpact on SocietyRoman Catholic MissionsConclusionEpilogue: Thinking
Back and Looking AheadThinking BackRoman Catholic MissionsLooking Ahead: The
Nineteenth Century as Prologue to the PresentBibliographyPreface to the ASM SeriesThe
purpose of the ASM (American Society of Missiology) series is to publish—without regard for
disciplinary, national, or denominational boundaries—scholarly works of high quality and wide
interest on missiological themes from the entire spectrum of scholarly pursuits relevant to
Christian mission, which is always the focus of books in the series.By mission is meant the effort
to effect passage over the boundary between faith in Jesus Christ and its absence. In this
understanding of mission, the basic functions of Christian proclamation, dialogue, witness,
service, worship, liberation, and nurture are of special concern. And in that context questions
arise, including, How does the transition from one cultural context to another influence the shape
and interaction between these dynamic functions, especially in regard to the cultural and
religious plurality that comprise the global context of Christian mission?The promotion of
scholarly dialogue among missiologists and among missiologists and scholars in other fields of
inquiry may involve the publication of views that some missiologists cannot accept and with
which members of the Editorial Committee do not agree. Manuscripts published in the series
reflect the opinions of their authors and are not understood to represent the position of the
American Society of Missiology or of the Editorial Committee. Selection is guided by such
criteria as intrinsic worth, readability, and accessibility to a range of interested persons and not
merely to experts or specialists.The ASM Series, in collaboration with Orbis Books, seeks to
publish scholarly works of high merit and wide interest on numerous aspects of missiology—the
scholarly study of mission. Able presentations on new and creative approaches to the practice
and understanding of mission will receive close attention.The ASM Series
CommitteeJONATHAN J. BONKANGELYN DRIES, O.S.F.SCOTT W.
SUNQUISTPrefaceMeaning was built into life, in the beginning, by the Creator.—Henry R. Luce
(1898–1967)I once was lost, but now I'm found; was blind, but now I see.—John Newton
(1779)The future is as bright as all the promises of God.—Adoniram Judson (1788–1850)All the
great religions of the world were born in Asia. Why is it that Christianity, which is larger and more
universal than any one of them, spread more slowly in the land of its birth than on any other
continent on earth?Buddha was born in Asia, and most of the world's Buddhists live in Asia.
Confucius was born in Asia, and most of the world's Confucianists live in Asia. Hinduism was
born in Asia, and most of the world's Hindus live in Asia. Muhammad was born in Asia, and most
of the world's Muslims live in Asia. Abraham was born in Asia, and the only Jewish nation in the
world is in Asia.Jesus Christ was born in Asia. But statistically at least, Asia is the least Christian
continent in the world. Why? Why is it that if judged by the total reported number of members



and adherents of the world's Christian churches, Latin America is 92.7 percent Christian, North
America is 84.5 percent Christian, Oceania is 82.6 percent Christian, Europe is 76.5 percent
Christian, Africa is 45.6 percent Christian, but Asia is at the most 8.5 percent Christian?1Other
questions, often asked, are just as important. Why should Christianity be expected to have any
more adherents than that? Doesn't the continent already have enough great religions of its own?
Are not its traditional majority religions best for Asia, and Christianity perhaps better for
somewhere else? If the four hundred years of history in Asia that are the subject of this volume
are any criteria for judgment, an answer to these questions will not be easy.Fifty or so years ago
at Yale, the story floated around the divinity school quadrangle that the professor of homiletics
one day met the professor of church history, Roland Bainton, coming out of chapel. He said,
“Roley, how can you know so much about church history and still be a Christian?” I do not know
how Bainton answered him, but in all honesty it must be admitted that in Asia the missionary
story of those four hundred years is a tumbled mixture of guns, greed, and amazing grace. It was
the period of the greatest global, colonial occupation of conquered territory by Christian nations
in history, and it was the period of greatest church expansion in history. It was not all bad, and it
was not all good. But which word describes it better?This volume does not pretend to have
found a definitive answer to that question. It does, however, attempt to describe four centuries,
from 1500 to 1900, of Christianity in Asia, both the good and the bad, in a way that may suggest
an answer. But first a look back. Christianity came to Asia first by land, then by sea. For the first
fifteen hundred years the land played the larger part in the shaping of the history of Christianity
across Asia. Except in the case of Saint Thomas, who never fit comfortably into expected
patterns and, it is said, came to India by sea, the gospel traveled by land. Jesus walked from
Galilee to Judea, and rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. Addai's mission to Osrhoene in eastern
Syria, which may have been “the first Christian kingdom,” and the conversion of Tiridates, king of
Armenia, which resulted in the first documented Christian kingdom a whole decade before
Europe began to be converted after Constantine—both were missions by land, not by sea. For
centuries the dusty ribbon of the Old Silk Road tied Asia fitfully together along the longest,
lowest, highest, hottest, and coldest highway in the world. In the seventh century it brought
Alopen the Persian, first known Christian missionary to China, five thousand miles through
mountain passes so cold that trees exploded as they passed.It also brought Buddhists from
India and Muslim Arab armies east across Central Asia to China, and it was on the same Old
Silk Road in the other direction that the fierce Mongol horsemen of Genghis Khan rode west to
invade Christian Europe. But at the same time, the thirteenth century, Mongol China welcomed
the golden age of the Nestorians in Asia, the pax Mongolica, when Genghis Khan had a
Christian daughter-in-law, and a Mongol Christian patriarch in Baghdad ruled an Asian church
that stretched by land from Persia to the Pacific.Volume 1 of this history ended on a melancholy
note. That church, alas, almost disappeared after A.D. 1500, and the story suddenly
changes.Beginning about the year 1500 Asian history accelerates like a motion picture shifting
from slow motion to fast, and it was the sea, not the land, that began to shape the change.



Compare the slow waves of imperial rise and decline that moved across Asia between the time
of Christ and the beginning of the sixteenth century—Roman, Persian, Indian, Chinese, Islamic,
and Mongol—with the bewildering hurricanes that tore into the great continent in the next four
hundred years.It was the sea that carried the Portuguese to India and the Spaniards to the
Philippines. It brought Xavier to Japan, Ricci to China, the Dutch to the Spice Islands of
Indonesia, the British to India and China, the Moravians to South India, and Carey to Calcutta.
They came to Asia in waves of a renewed and revived Christianity that was neither Nestorian nor
unchallenged medieval Catholic. The first wave, it is true, was at first traditional Iberian Catholic
for more than two hundred years. The second was Protestant, tentatively at first, in 1600, and
then in strength in 1800.They came by sea, those Western intruders. They came with
missionaries, the salt of the earth, but their ships were heavier with guns than with missionaries,
and the guns spoke louder than the missionaries. It was a tidal wave, and in a tidal wave no one
notices the salt at first; the invaded are too busy desperately trying to escape the engulfing
weight of the water. It is not surprising, therefore, that many have assumed that Western
imperialism and Western missionaries came hand in hand, and that both were therefore to be
condemned. But the history of colliding cultures is far more complex than that. The convergence
of religions and empires is as multilayered as an artichoke, and we will do well in the following
pages to peel the layers apart very carefully in order to distinguish where they clearly separate
and where they adhere so closely as to seem indivisible.Asia in its first fifteen hundred years had
been a slow succession of dominating, intermittently clashing empires: Rome against Islam, the
Mongols against India and Byzantium. After 1500 it more closely resembled the witches’
cauldron in Macbeth, “bubble, bubble, toil and trouble,” as four different Asias took shape out of
the roiling vapor. We end this survey in 1900, but bear in mind that the continent is now usually
divided into four sections: East Asia (the Far East), South Asia, West Asia (the Middle East), and
Russian North Asia.East Asia is still dominated by China's culture but not its politics. West Asia,
for most of the last five hundred years, has been subject to two empires—strong Ottoman Turkey
and weaker Persia—and to one religion, Islam, with two faces, Sunni and Shiite. South Asia
centers still in Hindu India geographically, demographically, and statistically, though religiously
its Hinduism is laced with strong, large pockets of Islam in Indonesia, Pakistan, and Bangladesh,
and smaller enclaves of Buddhism in Burma (Myanmar), Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and Siam
(Thailand). North Asia until very recently was Russia, for four hundred years an empire of
Christian Orthodoxy, followed by almost one hundred years of communism, but now the farther
south one moves in the west, the former Soviet Union is a collection of autonomous border
states more Muslim than Christian. And the largest single religion in Asia is Islam.Some
clarification of terms and methods is needed here. What do I mean by “Asia,” for example?
Volume 1 sharpened its focus by concentrating mainly on the spread of Nestorian (that is, Syrian-
Persian) Christianity as it spread across the continent. In that perspective Asia was arbitrarily
limited roughly to Asia east of the Euphrates and south of Russia. In Volume 2 the focus has to
widen, and the term “Asia” includes here everything from the Mediterranean to the Pacific,



except for what the United Nations designates as Russia. To put it another way, this volume
loosely follows the U.N. division of the continent into the four units described above, but
excludes the whole northern cross-continental tier of the old Soviet Union, the new Russian
Republic, which is sometimes called Eurasia.The sixteenth century presented historians of Asia
with another problem. Gutenberg introduced the Asian art of printing with movable metal type to
Europe. It may have been invented in Korea as early as the thirteenth century. Whereas formerly
the available sources of information had been too few, the art of printing added this new
dimension of communication to our expanding world, and books have become too numerous to
count, much less read. Every century since the sixteenth has been busy writing and printing
about Asia. The problem is no longer lack of material but how to separate the wheat from the
chaff.Furthermore, the sheer size of Asia compounds the problem of describing Christianity as a
movement of peoples and of the spirit, not merely a religious institution. The Asia of 1900 is not
the Asia of the first century or even the sixteenth. In the first century Asia's population (excluding
what is now Russia) was probably about 122 million in a world of 180 million; by 1500 it was
about 277 million out of 425 million; and in 1900 almost a billion—946 million—in a world
population of 1.62 billion.2 Note how dominant was Asia's part in the population explosion. The
changing mix of cultures churned up on this one continent by such rapid growth makes
continental generalizations dangerous and even country-by-country analysis difficult but
necessary.Another problem is periodization. History does not happen in decades or even
centuries. I have used chronological periods as a convenience, not a cage, and where the flow
of the narrative seems to be more important than chronological boundaries, I allow the periods
to bend and blend and overlap at either end. So, though I divide this second volume of A History
of Christianity in Asia roughly into three unequal parts—1500–1800, 1800–1850 or 1860, and
1860–1900—the momentum may cross decade and century datelines as well as area markers
or ecclesiastical divisions.The question of whether to use contemporary names and spellings of
persons and places or those used during the period that this book deals with yields to no easy
solutions. If one uses “Burma” instead of “Myanmar,” “Ceylon” instead of “Sri Lanka,” “Hong
Kong” instead of “Xiangang,” “Tzü Hsi” instead of “Cixi,” or “Macao” instead of “Aomen,” one runs
the risk of appearing old fashioned and insensitive to legitimate postcolonial criticisms. In
general, I use Pinyin transliterations of Chinese terms and contemporary names of places while
putting their traditional names in parentheses. In the case of Macao and Hong Kong, however, I
judge that the old conventions still seem to be observed by most English-language writers and
use the old spellings myself. I am very grateful to Professors Michael Nai Chiu Poon of the
Center for the Study of Christianity in Asia in Singapore and Lalsangkima Pachuau of United
Theological College in Bangalore for their expert advice and comments. In another generation
perfect consistency in such matters will be possible. I began working on this book when one set
of standards was in place and complete it as another set is settling in. I have done the best I can
to make room for the new and look forward to seeing the work of today's generation of well-
trained Asian scholars, as they work through the period this volume deals with. They will have



the advantage of knowing Asian languages and the ability to consult archival materials that were
not available to me, and they will work out nomenclature standards in collaboration with their
Asian peers.I must once again express my indebtedness to the many monographs and
secondary sources that lack of space forces me to acknowledge only in the footnotes. A survey
of four hundred years of the history of the largest continent in the world can often do no more
than point to the primary sources, but I will try to indicate the source of later citations. A part of
this study was made possible by the generosity of the Pew Foundation's Glen Mead Trust
through the Overseas Ministries Study Center in New Haven, Connecticut. The Henry Luce
Foundation also assisted generously in seeing this work through to publication. The gracious
librarians and unparalleled resources for church history in the Speer and Luce Libraries of
Princeton Theological Seminary, and the gracious help of the staff in its archives, together with
the invaluable collections of the Princeton University libraries, were the perfect supporting
environment for the long journey. I wish to thank in a special way Joan LaFlamme, John
Eagleson, Mary Ellen Eagleson, and Bob Land for their careful work in checking and correcting
references and for editing the text. Thanks also to Loren Muehlius of Global Mapping
International for designing the maps and to Image Club Graphics for the reproduction of
Gerardus Mercator Jr.'s map of Asia. The work of Bill Burrows and Catherine Costello of Orbis
Books was invaluable.But the best and truest help of all was my wife, Eileen. Without her there
would have been no first volume, and no second one, and no joy in the journey. But God is good,
and before the journey ends there still may be time for a look at the critical hundred years of the
twentieth century. There is always hope.NOTES1. See David B. Barrett et al., eds., World
Christian Encyclopedia, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 13. The shifting
boundaries of Russia confuse statistical comparisons of Asia and Europe in 1900 and 2000.2.
See the table in David B. Barrett, World Christian Encyclopedia (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982), 796.Asia as mapped and imagined by Europeans in the early seventeenth
century, c. 1628. The Latin inscription reads: Asia ex magna orbis terrae descriptione Gerardi
Mercatoris desumpta, studio et industria G. M. Junioris (Asia, based on the great map of the
world by Gerard Mercator, through the inquiries and efforts of Gerard Mercator, Junior).
Reproduced courtesy of Folger Institute.Abbreviations and Acronyms of Journals, Annuals, and
OrganizationsABCFMAmerican Board of Commissioners for Foreign MissionsAFHArchivum
Franciscanum Historicum (Rome)AJTAsia Journal of Theology (Bangalore, India)APFAnnals of
the Propagation of the Faith (Rome, Dublin)ASJTAsiatic Society of Japan, Transactions
(Yokohama)BERBritish Evangelical Review (Carlisle, Cambria, U.K.)BJRLBulletin of the John
Rylands Library (Manchester)CEThe Catholic Encyclopedia (New York, 1907, 1912)ChFChing
Feng (Hong Kong)ChHBThe Church at Home and Abroad (Philadelphia)ChMChina's Millions
(Philadelphia); later, East Asia's MillionsChMYBChina Mission Year Book (Shanghai, 1910–
1938/1939)CHRThe Catholic Historical Review for the Study of the Church History of the United
States (Washington, D.C.)ChRecThe Chinese Recorder (Shanghai and Foochow
[Fuzhou])ChRepThe Chinese Repository (Guangzhou)CIMChina Inland MissionCMIRChurch



Missionary Intelligencer and Record (London)CMSChurch Missionary SocietyDTCDictionnaire
de Théologie Catholique (Paris, 1903)EAHEncyclopedia of Asian History (New York: Scribner's,
1988)EAPREast Asian Pastoral Review (Manila/Quezon City)EMQEvangelical Missions
Quarterly (Wheaton, Illinois)EM-ZEvangelische Missions—Zeitschrift (Stuttgart)ERelThe
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(Geneva)ISPCKIndia Society for Promoting Christian KnowledgeJAJournal Asiatique
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Repository (Seoul)LMSThe London Missionary SocietyMHThe Missionary Herald
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Religionswissenschaft (Munster)PART IThey Came by Sea: The Return of the West (1500–
1800)1500 A.D. 49 generations after Christ, the world is 19% Christians (92.6% of them white,
21% evangelized, printed scriptures available in 12 languages).—David B. Barrett, Cosmos,
Chaos, and the GospelPortugal had no window on the Mediterranean but was blessed by long
navigable rivers and deep harbors opening oceanward…The Portuguese people, then, naturally
faced outward, away from the classic centers of European civilization, westward toward the
unfathomed ocean, and southward toward a continent that for Europeans was also



unfathomed…around Africa and, it was hoped, to India…“for there was sea everywhere.”—
Daniel J. Boorstin, The DiscoverersTHE uneven flow of world dominance that from time
immemorial has marked the tensions between Europe and Asia has swung like a pendulum
back and forth, West to East, and East to West—Rome against Persia for seven hundred years,
Muslims invading Europe for two hundred years, crusaders counterattacking Islam for two
hundred years, Mongols bursting into Europe in the thirteenth century. Then suddenly in the last
decade of the 1400s history paused and then began another momentous, abrupt reversal of its
motion. In 1453 the capital of ancient Eastern Orthodox Christianity fell to the Turks, invading
from the east. Less than fifty years later Christian Portugal opened its first beachhead in India.
This was the West's answer to the invasion from Asia, not a land war against encroaching Turkey
but, in Arnold Toynbee's vivid phrase, the encirclement of Islam “by conquering the Ocean.”1Two
centuries after the disaster of the Crusades, the West returned to Asia. This time it was
permanent. For the first time in the millennium and a half of the life of the church, the Christian
faith, which had time and again been almost wiped out in Asia, came back to plant an enduring
continental presence in the segment of the world where it had been born. It was the opening of a
new age in church history, and it came by sea.2NOTES1. Arnold Toynbee, The World and the
West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953), 21.2. For a brief treatment of the use of sea
power on Western contacts in East Asia, see David (John) Wright, “Sea Power and Diplomacy in
the Far East,” TRASK (Seoul) 67 (1992): 1–19.Chapter 1India (1500–1700)St. Thomas or St.
PeterAt the time the Portuguese arrived in the Indian seas…the Vijayanagar Emperors [of South
India] had [one thing] in common with them…Just as the presence of the Muslims in the Iberian
peninsula and their Empire across the narrow Straits of Gibraltar constituted a standing menace
to the Portuguese, the presence of the [Muslim] Bahmini Sultanates on the borders of
Vijayanagar provided that State with the powerful motive of safeguarding Hindu religion and
culture in South India and of upholding national independence…To both Portugal and
Vijayanagar, Islam was the enemy.—K. M. Panikkar, Asia and Western DominanceROUNDING
Africa in search of the Orient at the beginning of the West's great age of discovery, European
explorers first touched land in Asia on the same long stretch of southeast India's Malabar coast
where Indian tradition locates the landing of the apostle Thomas some fifteen hundred years
before.In 1498 Vasco da Gama sailed into the port city of Calicut,1 “where the pepper and
ginger grew,” ten months out of Lisbon, carrying the cross on his banner and a missionary on his
ship. Along with the cross and the missionary, he carried cannon. Wisely he did not use the
cannon, though he was received rather coldly by the city's ruler, who looked at the trade goods
the foreigners had brought and dismissed them as far below Indian standards.2Even when the
Portuguese did unleash the cannon two years later, on their second expedition to the Malabar
coast, this sixteenth-century wave of Western expansion was not a repetition of the Crusades. It
was primarily a trade war, not a holy war. Da Gama went to India for pepper as much as for the
pope. Portugal's dream was to find a sea route to India around Africa by which it could take away
control of the immensely profitable spice trade from Venice and Genoa in the Mediterranean,



and from the Turks and Arabs who blocked the way through the Middle East. By discovering the
way around Africa, da Gama opened the door to the fabled riches of Asia.Religion, however,
played a significant role in the success of the enterprise. In the eyes of the Hindu rulers of
southern India the Portuguese came as non-Muslim allies against Muslim Mongol invaders
expanding south out of Afghanistan into north India. As for the Portuguese, they remembered
how recently the Moors had been driven from the Iberian peninsula, and all Europe was vividly
aware of the Turkish counter-crusade that only a generation earlier had captured Christian
Constantinople, invaded southern Italy, and was again advancing through the Balkans toward
Vienna.The whole world was changing, and few events in history have changed it so irreversibly
as the opening of the sea route to India. The West had lost western Asia and seemed about to
lose eastern Europe. Da Gama's arrival in Calicut heralded a third major turning point in Asian
history. The first was the rise of Islam in the seventh century. The second was the short-lived
emergence of the Mongols, whose pax Mongolica, violent though it was, gave to the greater part
of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Asia the one brief period of continental unity and identity it
has ever achieved.Around the year 1500 came a third turning point, the reentry of the West into
global history. Some call it “the triumph of the West.”3 Others describe it as a disaster, an age of
slavery and colonialism. Indian historian K. M. Panikkar names it “the Vasco da Gama Epoch of
Asian History,” “the final failure” of Western Christian mission activity in Asia.4 None of those
descriptions is quite true. For the West it was not all triumph, for Christian mission it was not a
failure, and for Asia it was only briefly Portuguese. It was both triumph and tragedy. It was a
tangled mixture of great successes and glaring failures, and whatever the world's final judgment
may be upon that new age which dawned in Asia when the Portuguese landed with their cannon
and their crosses, there is no denying the fact that for the Christian church it signaled the end of
an age of despair and the beginnings of new hope.The St. Thomas (Mar Thoma) Christians and
the PortugueseThe first of da Gama's men to reach the town of Calicut after the landing was met
by two Tunisian traders who asked him in Spanish what had brought him to India. He replied,
“We have come to seek Christians and spices.”5Da Gama had in fact already found in Africa one
man he identified as an “Indian Christian” and apparently used him as pilot for his twenty-three
day run from the coast of Kenya across the Indian Ocean to the Malabar coast. It is extremely
doubtful that the man really was a Christian, but whether he was or not,6 it is clear from the
commissions the explorers had received from the pope in Rome and from the kings of Portugal
that they expected to find fellow Christians in India. Had not the Papal Bull of Nicholas V in 1455
commended Prince Henry the Navigator for his belief “that he could give God the best evidence
of his submission, if by his effort the Ocean can be made navigable as far as India, which, it is
said, is already subject to Christ”?7At his first landing at Calicut, da Gama limited himself to
trade, noting with some shock the number of Muslims in the predominantly Hindu town and
mistaking a Hindu temple for a Christian church. A second Portuguese landing at Calicut, by
Pedro Alvarez Cabral in 1501, with six ships and nineteen missionaries (including eight
Franciscans), was both more religious and unfortunately more militant. When a riot in the town



resulted in Portuguese deaths, including three of the Franciscan missionaries, Cabral unleashed
his cannon. He savagely bombarded the city for two days, thereby alienating the city's Hindu
ruler, the Muslim traders, and the entire population. It was an irreparable mistake. However it
may have been provoked, and whatever immediate advantage the Portuguese may have gained
from the brutal display of military power, the attack was long remembered bitterly in India.8Not
until Cabral sailed south to escape a counterattack from Calicut and found a welcome at
Cranganore, a large and ancient center of Thomas Christians near Cochin, did Portuguese and
Indian Christians make effective contact with each other. Politically and commercially as well as
religiously, Cochin better suited the Portuguese than Calicut. The local rajah of Cochin was a
rival of the Zamorin of Calicut and not at all sorry to hear of the attack in the north, Cochin was at
the very center of Kerala's rich pepper fields, and the long-isolated Syrian Christians of St.
Thomas (Mar Thoma) rejoiced at the arrival of fellow believers. As one of them wrote, about
1504, “The country of these Franks is called Portugal…and their king is called Emmanuel. May
Emmanuel protect him!”9Vasco da Gama returned in 1503 with a new title, admiral of the Indian
Seas, and established Portugal's first fort in India at Cochin. With him this time were three
Dominican missionaries, who built near the fort the first Catholic church in India, naming it for St.
Bartholomew.10 The Thomas Christians, it is said, met da Gama with all the enthusiasm of a
religious minority anticipating the end of caste discrimination by Hindus and outright enmity by
Muslims. An impressive delegation came to da Gama, bearing their “rod of justice,” a red, silver-
tipped staff that some regarded as the scepter of their own long-vanished royal family, and
offered it to him as token of their loyalty to the great and Christian king of Portugal.11Indian
church historian G. M. Moraes estimates that there were then about a hundred thousand
Thomas Christians along the Malabar Coast in what is now Kerala.12 Politically the area was a
maze of small principalities within the loosely controlled Vijayanagar Empire of south India. The
strongest Christian communities, out of about fifty altogether, were in two of the empire's minor
Hindu kingdoms, Cranganore (Kodungalor), Quilon (Kollam). One might also include Alangad
(Mangate), where a stone St. Thomas cross was found.13 Ecclesiastically the Indian Christians
recognized the authority of the Nestorian patriarch in Mesopotamian Persia and were in fact in
the process of restoring their own metropolitanate under that authority just as the Portuguese
arrived. Their episcopate had lapsed, and in 1490 they had sent representatives to Patriarch
Simon (Shimon V, A.D. 1472–1502), who responded with the appointment of two Persian
(Syrian) bishops, Mar John and Mar Thomas. The two bishops “by the assistance of Christ our
Lord reached [India] alive.”14 Simon's successor, Elias V, further strengthened the Thomas
Christian hierarchy by sending a metropolitan, Yahbalaha, and two more bishops, George
(renamed Mar Jacob) and Mar Denha. They arrived in 1503–1504 and reported back to the
patriarch a stirring account, which still survives, of the Portuguese landings.15India's Thomas
(Syrian) Christians were neither as numerous nor as powerful as the arriving Westerners had
hoped. They didn't control the all-important pepper trade, which was largely in the hands of
Hindu rulers and Muslim traders, and they had no army. In the preceding centuries most had



been displaced as traders and had moved into agriculture, their relatively high-caste social
identity preventing them from soiling their hands by plowing, for which occupation they used low-
caste Indian serfs. Nevertheless, the Portuguese were happy to discover that the St. Thomas
people were indeed Indian Christians and possible allies, as they had hoped, and greeted them
as brothers and sisters in the faith. Moreover, when the Portuguese drove out the Muslim traders
from their territories, the Thomas Christians once again found employment as traders mediating
between the Portuguese and the Hindus.16The Portuguese missionaries soon discovered that
the St. Thomas Syrian Christians of India were a different kind of Christian and began to
describe the differences to Rome. The Indian Christians recognized the Nestorian patriarch in
Persia, not the pope, as head of the church. Their liturgical language was Syriac, not Latin. Their
priests married; the Roman priests were celibate. The St. Thomas churches had no images; the
Portuguese Catholics considered this to indicate a lack of proper reverence to Christ, the Virgin
Mary, and the saints. Attributing all this to ignorance rather than to faithfulness to the traditions of
the ancient church of the East in which the Indian Christians had been raised, the Portuguese
sometimes gently, sometimes rudely began to press the Indian Christian communities to
conform to Western Catholic custom. Understandably, they met resistance.The outstanding
figure in the history of the Indian church in the first decades of the coming of the Portuguese was
the Thomas Christian Mar Jacob, bishop of Malabar (d. ca. 1551). Mar Jacob was one of the
“three pious monks,” ordained by Nestorian Patriarch Elias in Mesopotamia in 1503 and sent to
India, where in all probability he succeeded to the prestige if not the title of metropolitan of
India.17 Though proudly a Thomas Christian, he became the most effective clerical link between
the Portuguese Roman Catholics and the Syrian Malabar churches, working closely with the
Franciscans in the extremely difficult task of harmonizing the ancient indigenous rites and
practices of the Indian Christians with the Roman rites of the Portuguese.18It was Mar Jacob
who secured the pepper trade of Cochin for the Portuguese. He was praised for the fact that the
pepper produced by the Thomas Christians was the finest in the land. He also bravely objected
when unscrupulous Portuguese traders were caught cheating the Indian Christians and
appealed to the Portuguese king himself to persuade the Hindu ruler of Cochin to restore
Christian civil rights, which had been taken from them when one or more Indian Christians were
found guilty of breaking local Hindu religious laws. From the beginning Mar Jacob foresaw that
the Thomas Christians, long isolated, must pursue better theological education for their clergy.
He painstakingly made a copy of the Syriac psalter, and later a copy of the entire New
Testament in Syriac. He was generously admiring of the thorough theological training of the
Franciscan missionaries whom he encountered, and when the Franciscan “guardian” of the
monastery in Cranganore, Vicente (Vincent) de Lagos, proposed the opening of a school in
Cranganore, he apparently regarded it as no infringement on his own rights as bishop and
welcomed it.19 Though in the end he resided and died in the Franciscan monastery in Cochin,
Mar Jacob remained the symbol of the ties of the indigenous Indian church to the apostleship of
Thomas as preceding Peter, and to the Nestorian patriarch in Mesopotamia as the equal of the



pope in Rome.20 It was only after his death in 1551, which unfortunately coincided with a
schism in the Nestorian patriarchate in Mesopotamia, that a combination of Nestorian divisions,
Portuguese dominance, and an intensification of Roman Catholic missionary and ecclesiastical
pressure shattered the organizational structures of the Thomas Christians.On the Portuguese
side, in the years before the coming of the Jesuits the Franciscans and Dominicans were most
active. Franciscans gave India its first two resident Catholic bishops, Ferdinand Vaqueiro in
1532, and John d’Albuquerque (1537–1553).21 The missionary witness of the Franciscan
Vicente de Lagos stands out as the most significant serious and sustained effort of the foreign
priests to work with the Thomas Christians in this early period. De Lagos came to India in 1538
with Bishop John d’Albuquerque and was assigned to Cranganore, where there were
approximately sixty Christian centers. Though both praised and criticized for Latinizing the
training of the St. Thomas clergy, Vicente de Lagos is best remembered as founder in 1540–
1541 of the first seminary for the children of the Malabar Syrian Christians. Before long he had
enrolled up to seventy students training for the Indian priesthood.22Golden Goa and the Roman
CatholicsIn a sense the mid-Malabar coast from Cranganore through Cochin to Quilon, despite
all Latinizing pressures, remained St. Thomas territory.23 Goa, farther north, belonged to St.
Peter. When the Portuguese fleet sailed up the coast from Kerala in 1510 to seize the island port
of Goa from the Muslim Sultan of Bijapur, “Golden Goa” soon replaced Calicut as the principal
base of Portuguese trading colonies on the whole west coast of India. The Portuguese advance
was as irresistible ecclesiastically as militarily. Its strategy centered on creating small military
and trading enclaves along the rim of South Asia and East Asia, not on territorial expansion. The
principal centers were Cochin (1503), Goa (1510), Malacca (1511), Ormuz (1522), Macao
(1557), and Nagasaki (1580). These also (except for Ormuz) became the major centers for the
beginning of Catholic missions in Asia, and Goa became the largest diocese in the world
geographically separated from Europe. Before the century was over, Roman Catholic missions
had spread through the Asian seas from their hub in Goa as “the metropolitan see of the East,”
with missionary authority from the east coast to Africa and India to the Indian archipelago
(Molucca), checked only in the end by the fleets of the Dutch and the British.24 Even then Goa
remained a Portuguese colony from 1510 to 1961.For the first forty years after the arrival of the
Portuguese, the only Catholic missionaries in that part of Asia were Franciscan. Eight
Franciscans had come in 1500 with Cabral, and by 1518, as the numbers rose, they were made
a commissariat and began to build a friary. Uncertain, perhaps, how best to relate to an already
existing and very ancient hierarchy in India, the Portuguese were slow at first to organize a
hierarchy of their own.25 The first Catholic bishopric was not established until 1539, and then
only as a suffragan see of Funchal (in the Atlantic Ocean!). A recent missionary arrival, the
Franciscan John d’Albuquerque was its first bishop,26 a fitting choice, since the only missionary
priests were Franciscans, greatly helped by the brothers of the Misericordia (a service fraternity
devoted to serving the poor, the hungry, and the crippled, and to burying the dead).27 Their
counterparts, the secular clergy, acted mainly as chaplains to the Portuguese. Another twenty



years passed before Goa was elevated to an archbishopric with the unprecedentedly wide
missionary jurisdiction mentioned above.A side effect of the centralization of Catholic Church
authority in Goa was a growing estrangement from the St. Thomas Christians farther south. Goa
was at least two weeks’ journey from the seat of the bishop of the St. Thomas Christians at
Cranganore, and it was clear that even the friendly Franciscans in Cranganore and Cochin had
not entirely won the confidence of those whose traditions stretched back to St. Thomas, not St.
Peter. The Portuguese had established the first Christian hospital on the coast at Cochin in
1506, and a school for Christian children, which, to the surprise and not altogether to the liking of
local Hindus, mixed both high-caste and low-caste boys together.28 But Catholic institutions in
the Cochin area declined after the removal of the Latin ecclesiastical headquarters to Goa.
Unlike Goa to the north and the fishing villages of the Paravas farther south, both of which
became strongly Roman Catholic, Kerala's Christians never quite ceased to be other than
Thomas Christians, however much some of them might adapt to the ways and traditions of the
incoming Portuguese clergy.The Franciscans in Goa were mindful of the need for native Indian
clergy in the Latin tradition. In 1518 Rome had opened the door to the training of an indigenous
priesthood by a decree authorizing Lisbon to ordain morally and educationally suitable
“Ethiopians, Indians, and Africans,” but little came of it. Thus in 1532 Father Rodrigo de Serpa,
head of the Franciscan order in Goa, complained that he was still being forbidden by Lisbon to
admit local Goans for training as novices and was not allowed even to accept the sons of
Portuguese fathers and Indian mothers (mestiços) who, he said, would be natural channels for
the gospel to their Indian relatives on the mother's side.It was another nine years before the vicar
general of Goa, Michael Vaz, a fervent preacher not attached to any order, was able to persuade
the authorities to open a seminary specifically for the religious training of East Asian and East
African (not European or mestiço) young men. The Franciscans were charged with the task of
opening the seminary. Later it was transferred to the Jesuit College of St. Paul, which also
accepted Portuguese and Eurasians, but the student body remained principally Asiatic.29
These were promising beginnings, but within a few years opposition hardened. A rector of the
college was soon saying, “Without Portuguese priests we will achieve nothing.” Only one Indian,
notes Boxer, was ordained to the priesthood by the Jesuits, a Christian Brahmin in
1575.30Francis Xavier and the JesuitsThe coming of the Jesuits forty years after the first
Portuguese landings marked a second stage in the Latinizing of the Indian church. Their first and
greatest representative was the famous Francis Xavier (1506–1552), whose whole life
contradicts the unfortunate modern stereotype of Jesuit missions as a rigid, organization-
centered, military-style spearhead of Western colonialism.31 The genius of the early Jesuit
missions was its spiritual base, born in a burning, personal, spiritual commitment to the
overwhelming reality of a God who created the world not by accident but with a purpose. It
caught fire as an explosion of mission to the world for which Christ died. Before the organization
came the fire and the vision. Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), the founder of the Jesuits, wrote
his Spiritual Exercises before he wrote his Constitutions, and the splendid order and



organization of the latter was the child of the fire in the Exercises.32 The first missions were
spontaneous and personal. The missioners’ personal vow of obedience to the pope, formulated
in 1539, was rooted in mission: “I promise special obedience to the Sovereign Pontiff as to the
missions in the manner specified in the Apostolic letters and in the Constitutions.”33Francis
Xavier was a consummate example of the Jesuit ideal: fiery missionary spontaneity linked to
uncompromising organizational obedience. He reached Goa in 1542, and, despite his rank as
papal nuncio with special powers directly commissioned by both the pope in Rome and the king
of Portugal,34 he refused the fine lodgings prepared for him and chose to stay in a “poor little
cottage” near the hospital.35 He served in India for the next ten years, concentrating with genial,
unpatronizing compassion on lepers, slaves, sinners, unbelievers, and the poorest of the
poor.36 One observer of Xavier's first years in India said, “You would have thought he had seen
Christ with his [own] eyes in those poor, sick persons, and employed all his labor in serving
Him.”37There were already about a hundred priests in Goa in 1542 when Xavier arrived, and
most, save for the Franciscans, were poorly trained and not highly regarded.38 By contrast,
Xavier, with his street preaching, his faithful hospital and prison visits, his religious parades
through the streets, his teaching of the catechism and the prayers (to which in gracious
acknowledgment of Indian tradition he added the name of St. Thomas), and his fearless reproof
of open sin won crowds of listeners and instant success.39 For three and a half years he worked
in Goa, the city that was the center for all Catholic missions in Portugal's expanding movement
toward the Far East. He was restless in the small and foreign-dominated colonial enclave of Goa.
He was gratified to see that the churches were growing—by the time he left India seven years
later there were five thousand native Christians in Goa—but that, he pointed out, was all too few
in comparison with the forty thousand who still remained pagan.40He longed to reach out into
Indian India. So when he was asked to consider an arduous major mission to the pearl fishers of
Cape Comorin, about 450 miles to the south, he accepted without hesitation.Some six years
earlier, in the first mass movement of Indians into the Christian faith, the entire “outcaste” fishing
villages of the Paravas, as they were called, had agreed to be baptized, thinking it was a fair
price to pay for Portuguese protection against marauding Muslim fleets. Many more were added
in the next few years, bringing the total number of baptized Christians up to perhaps as many as
eighty thousand.41Few of them, however, knew much about what baptism meant beyond the
promise of physical safety from pirate attack.42 When Xavier arrived and asked what they
believed, they replied they did not know because they could not understand Portuguese. The
children not yet baptized swarmed around him in such numbers that all he could do was ask the
three seminarians who had come with him from Cochin to help him teach the boys and girls, and
anyone one else not yet baptized, the sign of the cross, the Lord's Prayer, the Hail Mary, and
parts of the creed, before baptizing them forthwith and proceeding to the next village to repeat
the procedure.43 “I began to understand that ‘of such is the kingdom of heaven,’” he wrote, “and
I am convinced that if there were anyone to instruct them in our holy faith, they would soon be
good Christians.”44 His mission was to the very young, the poor, and the illiterate. At first he



taught them orally, through his helpers, reading as best he could the Romanized transcriptions
of prayers and catechisms in Tamil that they prepared for him. Then, as a second step, he had
them begin to transpose the Romanized texts into the written Tamil language of the people,
which they were to learn to read and memorize.45 His methods were primitive, and his baptisms
may have been hasty and shallow. Of the eighty thousand or so reportedly baptized Christians to
whom he ministered on the coast, he says that he found only one man of high caste, a Brahman,
who had become a Christian.46 But Neill pays Xavier this high tribute: “He arrived to find an
untutored mob, he left behind him a church in being.” Before the century was out, there were
sixteen large Christian village churches among the fisherfolk with a resident Jesuit missionary in
each village.47When he returned to Goa the next year, Xavier soon came to the conclusion that
the Portuguese Christians in the trading posts were as great an obstacle to the spread of the
gospel in India as any Indian superstitions or Hindu resistance to Christian evangelism. He was
so shocked at the open immorality of the European traders and the cruelty and corruption of the
Portuguese officials that at one point he wrote to the king in Lisbon: “Unless you threaten your
officials with chains, prison and the confiscation of goods, and actually carry out your threats, all
your commands for the furtherance of Christianity in India will be in vain.”48But Goa was only
intermittently the center of his ten years in India. Firmly convinced that his commission from God
and from his Society was for the evangelization of as much of Asia as he could reach, he ranged
widely up and down the Malabar coast, around the Cape to what is now Madras, thence to
Ceylon, and eventually as far as the “spice islands” of Molucca in Indonesia. Then, at the last, he
left South Asia altogether to start a mission in Japan (1549–1552). Xavier died off the coast of
China, still carrying around his neck a reminder of the Christians he had left behind in India: a
holy relic (a bone perhaps), said to be of St. Thomas himself.49Friction between Thomas
Christians and the MissionsAfter the departure of Xavier and the death of Mar Jacob, relations
between the Portuguese church in India and the old Syrian churches rapidly worsened. St.
Thomas Christians describe what followed as the “suppression and disfigurement” of the native
identity of the Malabar church.50 They implied that the Portuguese converted by coercion, not
by evangelism. How much the criticism is justified will always be debated, but few deny that it is
at least partly true.51In 1550 a new Portuguese rector of the Jesuit college in Goa arbitrarily
dismissed all its Indian students, weakening the bonds between Indian Catholics and Catholic
missionaries.52 In 1553 a schism in Persian Kurdistan between rival patriarchs-elect broke the
unity of the Nestorian church at its highest level. One of the rivals, Mar Sulaqa (or Sulaka) made
submission to the pope in Rome, Julius III, and was ordained patriarch as a Uniate (a Roman
Catholic permitted to follow a non-Latin liturgy, in this case Syriac). The other, Mar Denha,
claimed the loyalty of traditional Nestorians. Thus began a division into two lines of succession,
Uniates (“new line”) and Nestorians (“old line”).53 The rivalry spread to India, much to the
weakening of its Thomas Christians.In 1556 two bishops, Joseph and Elias, arrived in Goa.
Joseph was a brother of the new-line patriarch, John Sulaqa. Both had been appointed and sent
to India by Sulaqa's successor, the Uniate (Catholic) patriarch, Mar Abdiso (or Abdisho), but



their presence posed an immediate problem. On the one hand, though they were officially
related as Uniates to Rome, Rome had already placed all of India under the jurisdiction of the
bishop of Goa, not the Uniate patriarch in Mesopotamia. When Bishop Joseph began to show
partiality toward the Thomas Christians and their Nestorian heritage, he was twice tried for
heresy (or insubordination) and ordered back to Portugal.54The Thomas Christians, left without
a bishop (for there is no further mention of Bishop Elias in India), quite naturally asked their older
mother church, Mesopotamia, for a replacement. This time it was the old-line Nestorian patriarch
who responded, consecrating a Thomas Christian as Metropolitan Mar Abraham and sending
him back to India. Remembering Bishop Joseph's treatment by the Portuguese, Mar Abraham
eluded the authorities in Goa and went straight south to Thomas Christian territory. The
Portuguese pursued and arrested him, but he escaped his captors and returned to
Mesopotamia.55 There, finally recognizing the futility of resisting Portuguese power, he made
his peace with the new-line Patriarch Abdiso and with Rome, and returned to India, outwardly
and perhaps sincerely pro-Roman, but inwardly, insofar as he can be judged by his subsequent
actions, determined to protect his Syrian Christian followers from a too rapid and insensitively
enforced Latinization.56Mar Abraham's stormy rule as the Syrian Metropolitan lasted for almost
thirty years (1569–1597). He stubbornly refused to bow to Goa's claims to primacy. After all, he
was surely the only Indian bishop ever consecrated three times, once by a Nestorian (old-line)
patriarch, once by a Uniate Syrian (new-line, or Chaldaean) patriarch, and once by the pope in
Rome. To protect his independence, he purposely avoided attending the Second (Roman)
Council of Goa in 1575. He won support for a while from the Jesuits by helping them open and
develop a seminary near Cochin, beginning in 1577, but thirteen years later he was again held
insubordinate for refusing to ordain students from the seminary because they had been too
Latinized, even though the Jesuits had allowed them the use of Syriac and the dress of their
Syrian clergy. It was difficult for the old Nestorian, Mar Abraham, to walk the Roman way. But
though charged with heresy, he was never brought to trial. He died in 1597, “the last Metropolitan
of the undivided church of the Christians of St. Thomas,” as Leslie W. Brown describes him.57A
further step in the aggravation of Indian sensibilities in the process of Westernizing the
Christianity of the Thomas Christians was the establishment of the Inquisition in India in 1560.
Enforcement of this distasteful form of religious control was placed in the hands of the new, and
first, archbishop of Goa, who now carried a double title—bishop and grand inquisitor. Even
Xavier, as observed above, in accordance with his Jesuit vow of absolute obedience, had earlier
added his “profession” (acceptance) to the proclamation of the Inquisition as it was applied in
Portugal and had written in 1546 that it would prove useful in India. It was his understanding,
however, that it would be used only against new Christians (presumably converted Muslims,
Hindus, or Jews) who renounced their faith and apostatized.58 Nevertheless, the palace of the
Inquisition in Goa represented an ever-present threat to leaders of the Thomas Christians, who
might be targeted as heretics if they were tempted to stray from the orthodox Latin ways of
Portuguese Christianity into their old traditional Syrian patterns. By 1572 Catholics numbered



their membership at an estimated 280,000.59The Synod of Diamper (1599)60The Latinizing of
the sixteenth-century Indian church reached its peak in 1599 at the Synod of Diamper
(Udiyamperur) but never achieved its goal of a permanent union of all the St. Peter (Roman) and
St. Thomas (Syrian) Christians of India. A young new archbishop, Alexis de Menezes, had
arrived in Goa in 1595, determined to settle once and for all who ruled the Indian church: not the
Syrian Nestorians of either stripe, not Indians, but Rome.61 His appointment was clear—
archbishop of Goa and primate of all India—with orders to force the Thomas Christians to
renounce their errors and accept Roman jurisdiction under a loyal, thoroughly Roman bishop to
be selected as the successor of Mar Abraham.To this end Menezes approached the
archdeacon of the Syrian church, who was not only the administrative leader of the Thomas
Christian community but also, as custom decreed, their spiritual leader in the long intervals
when no resident metropolitan, appointed by Baghdad, was in office in India.62 However, the
current archdeacon, Parambil George (known to the Portuguese as George of the Cross), while
seeming to accept the appointment of a bishop by Rome, insisted that Thomas Christians could
worship only under a Syrian bishop. The exasperated Menezes wrote, “They have taken an oath
that if His Holiness sends them a Syrian Bishop, they will obey him; but if he is a Latin, they will
take counsel.”63Disregarding the archdeacon's advice, the archbishop moved in three important
steps straight toward his goal of bringing the Thomas Christians under Latin, not Syrian, rule.
First, with a display of Portuguese pomp and power he influenced the Hindu rajah of Cochin to
abandon his support of the rights of his Indian Christian subjects. Second, he seized the
opportunity afforded by the absence of a Syrian Indian bishop and ordained close to ninety new
Indian priests, requiring them to disavow any connection with the Nestorian patriarchate in
Mesopotamia; he thereby created an ecclesiastical power base loyal to him personally. When
Archdeacon George protested that this was an unwarranted violation of his own rights as vicar
general of the St. Thomas Christians, and threatened to excommunicate anyone so ordained,
Menezes proceeded to the third and final stage of his campaign, the calling of a general synod
to legitimize the absolute authority of Rome over the Syrian community and thus make possible
the appointment of a Latin bishop over it.64The Synod of Diamper is the most controversial and
most important single event in all the century and a half of the Portuguese period of Indian
church history (roughly 1498 to 1653). It accomplished everything the Portuguese prelate could
have wished—or so it seemed. A brief listing of some of its major decisions suffices to show how
radical and thorough were the changes it imposed on St. Thomas Christianity.The synod first
made clear that there could not be two laws for the church in India—“one law of St. Thomas and
another law of St. Peter”—but only one law, the law of Christ. Christ, moreover, has only one
vicar who, the synod said, is “head of the whole Church on earth…and all who deny obedience
to the said Roman Bishop…are transgressors of the Divine Commands, and cannot attain to
Eternal Life.”65Accordingly, the synod renounced all “Nestorian heresies” in general, and the
“heretical and schismatic” jurisdiction of the Syrian “patriarch of Babylon” in particular, though, in
fact, the patriarch so slandered was, as even today's Catholics agree, “fully in communion with



Rome.”66 Theodore of Mopsuestia, Diodorus of Tarsus, Narsai, and other greatly revered
fathers of the Nestorian church were removed from the church calendar and prayers. Nestorian
books were to be examined, burned if in grievous error, and corrected.67Michael Geddes, in the
preface to his seventeenth-century translation of de Gouvea's contemporary account, lists
fifteen doctrines in which the Indian Christians differed with Rome, and which to him seemed to
be proper Anglican. For example, the Malabar church condemns the pope's supremacy; denies
transubstantiation; condemns images; denies purgatory, auricular confession, and extreme
unction; and allows its priests to marry.68All these were defects the synod proposed to correct.
Whether or not the 153 Syrian priests and 650 laymen who attended the proceedings
understood what was happening is not clear.69 The synod was conducted in Portuguese,
translated into Syriac, and parts may have been put into Malayalam, the local dialect, but
probably not adequately, if at all. Nevertheless, at one point Menezes was unable to carry out his
plan to take over and Latinize the Indo-Syrian church. The Thomas Christians won an important
victory when they were allowed to continue to use their own Syriac liturgy in worship.But
Menezes had achieved his main purpose. He was now able to appoint a Latin bishop over the
Syrian church and was wise enough to choose the irenic Jesuit Francis Roz for the post. The
Latin victory, however, was short-lived. In the vivid phrases of Stephen Neill, Francis Roz was
“installed in glory as the first Latin Bishop of the Serra and of the Thomas Christians, [but] it was
not long before he discovered that he had inherited a crown of thorns.”70 Far from achieving its
intended purpose of uniting Syrian and Roman Christianity in India, the fateful Synod of Diamper
led instead to such division in the Indian churches that they still remain torn asunder to this
day.The first of the Thomas Christians’ grievances was the discovery that they had lost status
and identity. Their Syrian metropolitan (equal to an archbishop) had been taken from them, and
in return they had been given only a bishop, and a Latin bishop at that, serving under Menezes,
the Portuguese archbishop. In many ways Bishop Roz was admirably suited for the post; for
example, he knew both Syriac and Malayalam. But the demotion and Latinization of their
spiritual leader was an affront to the Syrian community's pride that not even the subsequent
elevation of Roz to archbishop, in 1608, quite assuaged. The wound was further aggravated ten
years later when Archdeacon George, the acknowledged Indian leader of the community, was
charged with heresy and abruptly replaced with a foreigner.71It was reported in 1622 that at
least one-third of all the Thomas Christians supported the outranked Indian archdeacon against
the powerful foreign archbishop.72 Two-thirds of them, however, it should be noted, remained
loyal to Rome. One small indication of the continuing vitality of the Latin strain in Indian
Christianity is the report that about 1603 an Indian Brahmin, converted by the Jesuits, was one
of a party of five Jesuit missioners who were sent to restore the persecuted Jesuit mission in
Ethiopia.73The Propaganda (or Propaganda Fide)In that same period the papacy began to
make some highly significant changes in Catholic mission policy. Aware of growing discontent
with the dependency of its missions and churches upon the colonial powers in Asia and Latin
America under the padroado (patronage) system, it sought means to regain for the church



jurisdiction over the expansion of Christianity and to prevent expanding imperialism from riding
roughshod over non-Western cultural patterns in growing national churches. To accomplish this
the Vatican developed a two-pronged defense of its own religious and missionary rights against
subordination to the state.The first was the creation in 1622 of a new missionary agency that
would be under direct Roman control. This was named the Sacred Congregation for the
Propagation of the Faith, but is usually called simply the Propaganda or Propaganda Fide. The
second was the revival of an ancient but long-lapsed pattern in the episcopate, the apostolic
vicariate.The Propaganda, as the direct missionary arm of the papacy, proceeded to open
schools not only for missionaries but also for training native clergy. By providing a broader, more
specifically Christian and less colonially Western structure for the advocacy of missions, it was
able to operate as a counterbalance to imperial Portuguese and Spanish control of missions
policy, particularly in Asia.74The second change in structure was the appointment of apostolic
vicars. In much the same way as the Propaganda was created as a Vatican balance on the home
front to the rights of padroado granted to the kings of Portugal and Spain, apostolic vicars were
sent to the mission field as a separate order of bishops, representatives of the pope with
episcopal power independent of the powers of state-appointed diocesan bishops in the colonies
under the padroado system.75But neither of these far-reaching developments were yet of much
influence in Asia. The first apostolic vicar in India, an Indian, did not reach India from Rome until
forty years later. He was Matthew de Castro, son of a prominent Christian Brahmin family, and
had been refused ordination as a priest by the Portuguese archbishop of Goa. Encouraged by
the Carmelites, he went to Rome to plead his case and studied at the College of the
Propaganda. He was ordained there about the year 1630. But upon his return to India he met
continued resistance from the Portuguese and returned to Rome discouraged. Rome proceeded
to consecrate him secretly in 1637 as bishop and apostolic vicar for that part of India which lay
beyond the borders of Portuguese Goa, along with a missionary destined for Japan, planning to
send both to Japan. The great Japanese persecutions prevented that, and finally, in 1638, de
Castro returned again to his native India as its first apostolic vicar.76Portugal not unnaturally
resented his presence; the Portuguese hierarchy in Goa refused to recognize the Indian priests
he ordained. Losing patience, Bishop de Castro returned to Rome about 1644 and was
transferred to Africa as apostolic vicar of Ethiopia. But Ethiopia refused him entry; he got no
farther than Cairo. Blocked at every turn by Portuguese hostility, Japanese persecution, or
Ethiopian suspicion, this first attempt to build up an Indian clergy for India ended in melancholy
failure. Returning for the last time to India, he was pursued by enmity and false charges, among
them the unbelievable accusation that he had turned Muslim. He died in 1677, stripped of
authority but clinging to his title as bishop and apostolic vicar.77From India to Japan and from
the Indonesian archipelago to the Philippines, Portuguese and Spanish power dominated
missions for at least another century.The Coonen (Koonan) CrossIn 1653 what had seemed to
be the inevitable Romanizing of the St. Thomas Christian community met a dramatic obstacle.
Rumblings of Indian discontent finally broke out into open revolt. The spark that ignited the



explosion was the arrival in Mylapore (near Madras) of an unexpected Syrian bishop, Mar Atalla
(or Ahatalla, known as Mar Ignatius), adding both political fuel and ecclesiastical confusion to
the pent-up anger of the St. Thomas Christians against the Latins. The Portuguese, suspicious,
arrested him at once and sent him to Cochin for questioning, but the Thomas Christians reacted
with rejoicing; a Syrian bishop of their own had come. They thought that as a Syrian he would be
Nestorian,78 but he puzzled both the Indians and the Portuguese when he claimed he had been
appointed patriarch of India and China by the pope in Rome. In fact he was neither Roman nor
Nestorian. He was Syrian Orthodox, a Jacobite of the Monophysite Patriarchate of Antioch,
ancient Christian rivals of the Nestorians in the Middle East. It appears that his story was at least
partly true, and that he had indeed made submission to the pope on one of his journeys, but he
had been appointed by neither pope nor monophysite patriarch to India.79That made no
difference to the new leader of the Indian Christian community, Archdeacon Thomas de Campo
(Parambil Tumi).80 To the archdeacon, a Syrian was a Syrian, and the Thomas Christians
prepared to welcome Mar Atalla as their bishop. The Portuguese, however, suspecting trouble,
did not land him at Cochin but carried him on to Goa. Rumors spread among the Syrians that
their bishop had been kidnapped or killed. Some blamed the Jesuits, others the Portuguese
military. Archbishop Garcia, the third and last Latin archbishop of an undivided St. Thomas
episcopate,81 refused an invitation to come down from Goa to explain what was happening, and
the people rebelled.On January 3, 1653, in a dramatic assembly that marks both the final
division of the St. Thomas community and the restoration of Indian autonomy to the protesting
(but not Protestant) St. Thomas churches of Kerala, the people gathered at a church near
Cochin and, holding a long rope attached to the famous Coonen Cross, swore a solemn oath to
abjure their loyalty to the Jesuits and to the foreign archbishop in Goa. A few months later,
assembling again halfway between Cochin and Cranganore, they ordained twelve priests of their
own and consecrated Archdeacon Thomas as their metropolitan, Mar Thomas I.82 Though they
still professed a qualified allegiance to the pope, provided he give them a genuine Syrian bishop,
the revolt spread like wildfire. According to one estimate, only about twenty priests and perhaps
four hundred to a thousand laymen remained loyal to Portuguese Archbishop Garcia.83 That
compares to a total Syrian Christian population in the 1650s of perhaps seventy
thousand.84The next fifty years present a confused and unedifying spectacle of Portuguese
military decline, Christian dissension, and social and ecclesiastical divisions among the St.
Thomas Christians of Kerala. Some measure of the confusion of these years in the later 1600s is
shown by a brief glance at its major divisions. The Protestant Dutch captured Cranganore from
the Catholic Portuguese in 1661 and took Cochin in 1663. They promptly expelled the European
Catholic missioners. But though they were Protestant themselves, they favored the Latin-Syrian
(pro-Roman) faction in the Malabar Syrian church over the Coonen Cross protesters.
Pragmatically recognizing that the Catholics controlled the majority of city Christians, they
accepted the Catholic Bishop Chandy as leader of the Indian Christians. The Calvinistic Dutch
steadfastly refused, however, to recognize the authority of the Portuguese padroado over Indian



Christians.85The Catholics had their own divisions. For a time the premier Catholic archdiocese
of India, Portuguese Goa, was vacant and had split into two city factions meeting separately.86
Most tragic of all, the St. Thomas Syrian Christians were divided into three warring parties:
Roman Catholic (Latin-Syrian), Jacobite (Antiochene–Syrian Orthodox), and Nestorian (East
Syrian).All sides, including Latin-Syrian Old Believers and Eastern Syrian New Believers87 were
racked by controversy. Resistance to Latinization and foreign control continued to trouble even
the Syrians loyal to Rome. In an effort to win back the protesters, the pope had moved to remedy
past mistakes and had replaced the Jesuits in Kerala who operated under the royal patronage of
the Portuguese padroado with non-Portuguese Carmelites, mostly Italian, under the authority of
the papal congregation of the Propaganda.88 In Malabar the most important of these was an
apostolic commissary assigned to Cochin, the Carmelite priest Jerome Sebastiani (known
religiously as Joseph of St. Mary). But by the time Sebastiani reached Cochin, the Dutch were
about to take the city and expel all foreign Catholic clergy. Just before he left in 1663, Sebastiani
hastily consecrated as his successor the pro-Roman Archdeacon Chandy or Alexander
Parambil (Alexander de Campo) as apostolic vicar of the Archdiocese of Angemali. At last the
pro-Roman Latin St. Thomas Christians had the native Indian bishop they had longed for.89But
it was only a partial victory. The Portuguese Archbishop of Goa refused to recognize the new
Indian apostolic vicar when he styled himself metropolitan of the whole of India, and once more
friction arose between foreign and Indian priests. This was aggravated when Rome appointed a
bishop of mixed Portuguese-Indian blood, Thomas de Castro of Goa, to succeed Bishop
Chandy. It was a well-intentioned but culturally insensitive action that offended the Kerala
Christians, in whom caste prejudice was as culturally embedded as among their Hindu
neighbors.90 Not until 1701 was Roman episcopal authority effectively reestablished in
Kerala.91The Drift from Nestorian to Jacobite ConnectionsThe more serious and most
damaging rivalry, however, was between the two groups of St. Thomas Christians, papal loyalists
and independent East Syrian protesters. Both sides were now headed by Indian bishops,
Alexander Chandy (Parambil) on the Latin or Roman side, and Thomas Parambil on the
dissenting Nestorian East Syrian side. They were cousins from an old, aristocratic, priestly family
who were all the more rigid rivals because of their close relationship.The protesters’ Bishop
Thomas, originally an archdeacon and now a metropolitan, had been consecrated by his own
priests and, perhaps sensing some doubts about the authenticity of his episcopacy, had
apparently written to all the non-Roman Eastern patriarchs—Baghdad (Nestorian), Antioch
(Jacobite), and Alexandria (Coptic)—asking any one of them to send him a bishop to confirm his
title. He hoped at least one would be able to break through the religious blockade the
Portuguese had thrown up against reinforcement of the Coonen Cross dissenters.In 1665 one
did, Mar Gregorios, a Jacobite Monophysite from Antioch. This was the beginning of a drift from
Persian (Chaldaean) Nestorianism to Antiochene (Jacobite) Orthodoxy, a shift of jurisdictional
loyalty of great historic and ecclesiastical significance, but one that in India evolved almost
unnoticed at first by the St. Thomas Christians, who had for centuries been isolated from the



theological controversies of the West. It seems likely that the newcomer, Mar Gregorios, was
willing to reconsecrate, or at least confirm, the “Coonen Cross” Indian metropolitan and share
episcopal functions. Syrian practices outlawed by the Synod of Diamper were gradually
reintroduced, such as the marriage of clergy. Statues and crucifixes were removed from the
sanctuaries. By the end of the seventeenth century India's independent St. Thomas Christians
were not only non-Roman, they were also non-Nestorian. Almost unaware of the theological and
ecclesiastical revolution this involved, they had become Jacobite, that is, Syrian Orthodox, and
remained so for about a hundred years.92A few years later, in 1708, when a Nestorian bishop
belatedly arrived, sent by the Patriarch Elias X in Mesopotamia to restore the Thomas Christians
to the Nestorian fold, he found few who would follow him, although the Dutch preferred him to
the Jacobite Orthodox Bishop Mar Thomas IV. But Gabriel remained as a complicating factor in
the three-cornered mixture of Roman, Orthodox, and Nestorian jurisdictions claiming the
authority to speak for Christ on the Malabar coast in the early 1700s.93Though divided, the
Malabar coast Christians were thoroughly Indian. Their Indian-style churches were spreading
south along the whole Kerala coast at intervals of not more than three to six miles. Both sides at
the time estimated the total number of Thomas Christians to be about two hundred thousand.94
Roman Catholic Syrian Christians probably outnumbered the independent Syrians of Bishop
Thomas about two to one.95 Not even the arrival of Dutch Protestant chaplains seemed to slow
the growth of the Catholics. As one Dutch historian noted, “What can the zeal of a Reformed
Preacher whom nobody can understand, do to combat the bustle of the thousand Roman
priests on this coast, who are perfectly equipped with the necessary knowledge of the
languages?”96As for the non-Roman Syrian Christians, they were more and more driven by the
Portuguese into the mountains, where they were called the people of the Serra.97 One estimate
of the relative strength of the two parties of Malabar Christians, Roman and non-Roman Syrian,
suggests that at the beginning of the nineteenth century, out of a total of 307,000 St. Thomas
Syrian Christians along the southwestern Malabar coast, 187,000 accepted the rule of Rome,
while 120,000 followed the titular rule of the Jacobite bishop of Antioch.98Catholic Expansion
beyond the Malabar CoastCatholic growth in Portuguese India, ever since its first move north
from Kerala into Goa, had never been limited to the territory of the relatively high-caste Syrian
Thomas Christians. When Xavier, for example, traveled in the far south of the Indian
subcontinent, he expanded Catholic outreach to the lower-caste people of the fishing villages of
Cape Cormorin. On quite another social level was the pioneering work of another Jesuit, Robert
de Nobili (1577–1656),99 the aristocratic nephew of a cardinal. His family disapproved when at
the age of twenty he joined the Jesuits and eight years later, in 1605, asked to be sent to India.
His first assignment was to the poor but Christian fisherfolk of the Parava Coast where Xavier
had been so successful. In 1606 he was transferred out of the area of Portuguese control into
the independent Indian empire of Vijayanagar and became the pioneer to the Brahmins of
Madurai (or Madura) in Tamil territory.100The change at first depressed him. He was
discouraged to find little evidence of effective mission. One of his fellow missionaries wrote in



1609: “Since the foundation of the mission, only fifteen natives have been baptized, and they are
the dregs of society. Their conduct is so dishonorable that I have decided not to baptize any
more.”101 De Nobili set about to rectify the situation and determined that the problem was a
failure to recognize that the more sophisticated social life of Madurai would require a different
missionary approach from that which had proved so effective among the fishing villages of the
coast. So he began his new ministry by addressing the upper levels of the social scale. Noticing
that Christians associated with the Portuguese were despised in this independently Indian
territory, he made it known that he was Italian, and furthermore no low-class merchant or soldier
but a member of the Roman aristocracy. He changed his black Jesuit cassock for the white
dress of an Indian teacher and moved into a small house in the Brahmin section of town, living
very simply and eating only vegetarian food. He became fluent in classical Tamil and would
spend as many as twenty days in intense personal religious discussion with a single Brahmin.
As he put it, in a Pauline turn of phrase, “I too will make myself Indian in order to save the
Indians.”102Success followed with startling rapidity. In the four years from 1607 to 1611 he
converted 108 high-caste Hindus, a class that had been most resistant to Portuguese
missionary effort. Your customs, he told them, do not need to be changed; indeed, he followed
them himself to the extent of not touching or even baptizing non-Brahmins. About thirty of his
fellow European Jesuits were persuaded to follow his stringent example. One of them, Antony de
Proenca, searched in vain for an ointment to change the color of his skin to look more Indian:
“Just as we have changed our dress, language, food and habits…we may also change the color
of our faces and become like those with whom we live.”103Not surprisingly, this drew criticism,
particularly from the missionaries of other orders. De Nobili was even accused of turning Hindu.
Much of the next ten years he had to spend defending his methods of adapting the gospel to the
life and customs of India, methods that were remarkably similar to those of his fellow Jesuit
Matteo Ricci in China, as we will see.Both de Nobili and Ricci are celebrated in mission history
for their early experiments in “accommodation” in missionary outreach across cultures. This is
not without its limitations; it is particularly vulnerable to misinterpretation and exaggeration by its
opponents, as the Jesuits discovered both in India and China. A crucial question, then as now, is
how to determine when adaptation to a non-Christian culture, if carried too far, as in syncretism,
reverses its course and begins to distort the Christian message it was designed to advance. But
de Nobili was no syncretist. His writings clearly show that however much he might adapt to
national and local customs, he was undeviating in his doctrinal orthodoxy. If a weakness must be
found in him, it may well have been, as a recent analysis suggests, that “he was too ready to
preach wisdom to the wise and too hesitant to preach a Gospel that must also be ‘folly to the
wise.’ ”104 Eventually, in 1623, Pope Gregory XV, on the advice of Peter Lombard, cleared him
of virtually all the charges against him, stipulating only that he avoid even the appearance of
idolatry and superstition.105Later, de Nobili himself took notice of problems raised by his
strenuous and too-exclusive adaptation to one strand of India's culture, the upper class. Without
cutting off his effective contacts with the Brahmins, he sought ways to soften the mission's



discriminating attitude toward the lower castes. He taught that all who believe and obey, whether
high or low, will be saved. He allowed high caste and low caste to worship together in church,
which was a more inclusive policy than even the Syrian Christians of the west coast were used
to. Recognizing India's social distinctions, however, he discreetly separated the upper castes
from the lower castes at worship by a balustrade. Moreover, for practical reasons and to avoid
giving offense, he saw to it that his colleagues worked among the high caste by day and the low
caste by night. When even this caused riots, he brought in native missionaries of middle-caste
status who could work with all castes, including Brahmins.106By 1700 this combination of social
accommodation and doctrinal orthodoxy had produced a community of Christians in the
Madurai area second only in numbers to that of Portuguese Goa. De Nobili's successors in the
mission, though rarely numbering more than seven or eight at any one time, were baptizing
5,000 new converts annually and reported a total community of over 150,000.107 Their very
success brought controversy. As in China after Ricci, so also in India the experiments of de
Nobili and his Jesuit successors in adapting Christian practice and worship to national cultures,
such as the caste barrier in India, brought immediate criticism. A rising tide of opposition to the
Malabar Rites, as the accommodations were called, condemned them as caste discriminatory
and religiously syncretistic. Papal censure followed in 1734, paralleling the contemporary
disapproval of the Chinese Rites, which were finally prohibited in 1742.108Mission to Muslims in
North IndiaThus far this brief survey of two centuries of Christianity in India (1500–1700) has
dealt with only two of India's territorial divisions of the period, and mostly with the first one,
Portuguese India. The other two were Indian South India and Moghul North India. Portuguese
India was little more than a series of trading ports sprinkled along the shore, more closely on the
east but leap-frogging up the west coast as far as Bengal. In those colonial beachheads the
missionary encounter with Hinduism was overshadowed by the prickly meeting of two ancient
forms of Christianity, European and Asiatic, which did not easily embrace and unite after so long
a separation. The encounter of Christianity with the ancient native traditions of Hinduism in
Indian South India was very different. It was the clash of a foreign, monotheistic faith with a non-
Christian polytheism deeply rooted in Indian culture. North India was a different situation
altogether. The North was Muslim. And Islam, though as foreign a religion to India as Christianity,
not only built an empire there but was already shaping the culture of the north to its own Asian
form of monotheism.Earlier Muslim invasions of India, as far back as A.D. 1000, had been a
succession of fierce but short-lived dynasties. But when the great Babur, a great-grandson of
Tamerlane and grandfather of the builder of the Taj Mahal, marched south out of Afghanistan
into North India in 1525, just as the Portuguese fleets were seizing the port cities along the coast
of South India, he created a Muslim Indian empire that lasted for three hundred years (1526–
1858) and accomplished something none of the Western conquerors—Portuguese, French,
Dutch, or English—had been able to do. One short early episode in that history must be noted
before we leave India: the story of the Jesuit mission to the Moghuls.The third emperor, Akbar
the Great, a grandson of Babur, was a very religious man and unusually tolerant, unlike



Tamerlane. He was more like the ancestors on his father's side of the family who traced their
lineage directly back to the great Genghis Khan. He came to the throne in 1556, and though
most of his Muslim subjects were Sunni, he generously appointed a Shi’ite as his first prime
minister. Then, to the surprise and delight of his Hindu subjects, he abolished the dreaded poll
tax that Muslim rulers for almost a thousand years had traditionally levied against non-Muslims
in Islamic Asia. In the same spirit of religious tolerance, when he heard that Jesuit missionaries
in Bengal, which had recently been conquered by the Moghuls, rebuked some Christian
merchants for cheating on their government taxes, he invited a Jesuit missionary to join the
religious debates he loved to sponsor among the various faiths in his empire.109 This led to a
surprising invitation from Akbar to Jesuit headquarters in Goa asking for a mission to be sent to
the imperial Moghul court.Few missions to Muslim territory ever had such auspicious
beginnings. Three Jesuit missionaries reached the emperor's court in 1579. They had
impressive credentials. One was the son of a duke (Aquaviva). Another, Henrique, was a Persian
convert from Islam—a risky choice in a culture with religious laws prescribing death for
apostates. Akbar was most impressed by Aquaviva, perhaps feeling that his aristocratic lineage
made him more acceptable as an emperor's companion. He even tolerated the Jesuits’ blunt
criticism of his imperially polygamous harem.110Not all of his people were so tolerant. A
rebellion sparked by more orthodox Muslim officials had to be crushed, but it forced the emperor
to lessen the public favor he had shown toward the Jesuits. Nevertheless, though three separate
Jesuit missions all called at the emperor's specific request—a second in 1590, and a third in
1594 led by a grandnephew of Francis Xavier—Akbar continued to allow public Christian
preaching and public conversions.111 By 1598 there were at least four Christian churches in his
realm, at Agra and Lahore, and probably at Cambay and Thatta.112But the motivation of some
of the converts was questionable, and conversion was not what Akbar was seeking. He wanted
peace among the religions, political peace. When no clear decision for any one clearly definable
religion emerged from the debates, Akbar's enthusiasm for religious dialogue among Christians,
Muslims, Hindus, and Jews ended, and he arbitrarily proposed a compromise of his own making
—a featureless, mystic blend of all of them, to which he added some elements of
Zoroastrianism. He called it divine monotheism. And he declared himself to be the infallible
judge of whatever was true in any of them.113Akbar died in 1605, and his unusual experiment in
interfaith dialogue and organized religious pluralism died with him. He had offended all the
religions, disappointed the Jesuit missionaries, and dangerously alienated his own Islamic
people. A brave experiment in universal toleration it may have been, but a discouraging example.
None of his successors showed the same measure of tolerance. Shah Jehan (1628–1658) built
one of the most beautiful buildings in the world, the Taj Mahal, but persecuted Christians and
demolished their churches. Shah Jehan's anti-Christian edict, prompted in part by a war against
the Christian Portuguese invaders and in part by his own orthodox Muslim militancy, was
published in 1632. He also prohibited further conversions of Muslims by Hindus. Nine years
later, in 1641, he allowed Christians to rebuild their churches.114 Jehan's son, Emperor



Aurungzeb (1658–1707), was even more militantly Muslim. He ordered all Hindu schools and
temples destroyed, executed the leader of the Sikhs, beheaded a Portuguese who had
converted to Islam and reconverted back to Christianity, and in 1679, reversing the action of his
great-great-grandfather Akbar, he reinstated the hated poll tax on all non-Muslims.115By 1700,
as the period of Portuguese expansion gave way before the advance of the Dutch and the
British, little remained of the Portuguese Indian colonies outside Goa. But while the Portuguese
empire was waning, the Catholic Church that had come with it in 1500, though unable to
penetrate Muslim North India, had spread down the west coast south and east, around the
edges of the whole subcontinent.On the west coast, Goa and Kerala, Christian expansion was
either linked principally to Portuguese colonial expansion, as in Goa and the Fisher coast, or to
the strong preexisting communities of the St. Thomas Christians. In both, the Indian religious
background was Hinduism, but converts from Hinduism apart from the supporting presence of
the Portuguese or the Thomas communities were not numerous. On the east coast, as in
Madurai, in proudly independent Indian royal territory, though there was no such indigenous or
colonial Christian support there were surprisingly encouraging responses to Christian
evangelism among all classes of Hindus.116 But in the third portion of the huge subcontinent,
North India, Christianity was barely visible and showed few signs of life. North India was Muslim.
Its population may have been Hindu, but its rulers were the last of the conquering Mongols,
descendants of Genghis Khan and Tamerlane, who had for a time considered Christianity but
finally converted to Islam in Central Asia.It is futile to expect agreement among the various
estimates of the number of baptized Christians in India in the eighteenth century. About halfway
through the 1700s the figures decline. Franciscan Indian historian Achilles Meersman marks
“1750 or thereabouts” as “the beginning of the dark century in the history of Catholicism,” a
period that we describe in a later chapter. He reflects ruefully that after two centuries of
uninterrupted missionary endeavor, there was a surprisingly small number of Catholics in India's
two oldest Latin dioceses, the Archdiocese of Goa and the Diocese of Cochin, a combined area
that covered the whole southwestern third of the subcontinent. He was even more saddened to
note that almost all the converts were concentrated in areas of direct Portuguese control, and
“little or no” or “comparatively small” progress had been made among the people under native
rulers.117 He estimated that there were about 400,000 Catholics in the two dioceses (excluding
Ceylon).118 Tamilnadu (southeastern India) had an estimated 200,000 Catholics, and Bombay
another 100,000.119 In all India the total number of Catholics in 1700 was estimated at no
higher than 750,000,120 and according to most reports had declined by 1750 and was still
declining in 1800, as we shall see in chapter 8.121Thus by 1800, India, which had once been
the springboard from which Catholic missions in Asia swept out in a great circle along the
islands of the Pacific to Japan first, and then into mighty China, was not yet ready to resume its
role as the center and headquarters of Christian advance toward the east. Golden Goa was
losing its luster. Catholics in Europe were engaged in the suppression of one their greatest
missionary societies, the Jesuits. They would soon recover, but not before scattered little groups



of Protestants leaped into the Christian missionary movement with an enthusiasm and energy
that in the next hundred years would change the missionary map of the world.NOTES1. Calicut,
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sixteenth century, which was probably too low, and a high of between two hundred thousand to
three hundred thousand Christians, Catholic and independent, as reported in the middle of the
seventeenth century, which was probably too high. At the death of Portuguese Archbishop
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and commentary materials in Roberto de Nobili, Preaching Wisdom to the Wise: Three Treatises
by Roberto de Nobili, S.J., Missionary and Scholar in Seventeenth-Century South India, ed. and
trans. Anand Amaladass and Francis X. Clooney (St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Sources,
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ascetic could work with all classes. His main work was with the low castes. He is reported to
have brought seven hundred of his former disciples to the faith, and before he died there were
five thousand Christians in his hometown, where formerly there were none.107. Harney, The
Jesuits in History, 223.108. On the Malabar Rites, see E. Amann, “Malabares (Rites),” DTC
9:1704–1746. The account in chap. 4 of this volume on the rites controversy in China describes
the issues involved in more detail.109. On Akbar, see Sri Ram Sharma, The Religious Policy of
the Mughal Emperors (London: Asia Publishing House, 1962), 15–56. See also Kenneth Scott
Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, 7 vols. (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1939), 3:257–258. On the historical background of the early Moghul empire, see R. C. Majumdar
et al., Advanced History of India (London: Macmillan, 1946; reissued, New York: Macmillan,
1967), 425–526, esp. 452ff.110. It is said, debatably but with considerable supporting evidence,
that Akbar's wife was an Armenian Christian and was given a chapel of her own in which to
worship (see Mesrovb Jacob Seth, Armenians in India: From the Earliest Times to the Present
Day [New Delhi and Madras: Asian Educational Services, 1992], 151–166; this is a reprint of the
1937 edition).111. Conversion had been tolerated for some time but was officially approved
under written royal seal in 1601 (Thekkedath, From the Middle of the Sixteenth to the End of the
Seventeenth Century, 430).112. Sharma, The Religious Policy of the Mughal Emperors, 20 n.
52, citing Jesuit letters of 1597 and 1598.113. See Sharma's discussion of Akbar's own religious
faith and its critics (The Religious Policy of the Mughal Emperors, 39–49).114. See Sharma, The
Religious Policy of the Mughal Emperors, 88ff.115. Sharma, The Religious Policy of the Mughal
Emperors, 114, 131, 142–143.116. For an indispensable Catholic survey of eighteenth-century
Indian Christianity, see E. R. Hambye, Eighteenth Century, vol. 3 of History of Christianity in India
(Bangalore: Church History Association of India, 1997).117. A. Meersman, “Some Eighteenth-



Century Statistics of the Archdiocese of Goa and the Diocese of Cochin,” ICHR 2, no. 1 (June
1968): 116–117.118. See Meersman, “Some Eighteenth-Century Statistics.” He estimated that
“by about the year 1750,” there were 260,000 baptized Catholics in the Archdiocese of Goa, and
130,000 in the Diocese of Cochin, representing an area that stretched from Cranganore around
the southern cape nearly to the diocese of Mylapore (Madras) and included 30,000 Catholics in
Ceylon. Thus the total Catholic membership in southwest India may have been about 500,000, if
we add 100,000 non-Catholic Syrian Thomas Christians. As noted earlier, two-thirds of the
300,000 Syrians had converted to Roman Catholicism, and one-third had begun to shift from
Nestorianism to Syrian Jacobite Orthodoxy.119. Hambye, Eighteenth Century, 485.120.
Thekkedath, From the Middle of the Sixteenth to the End of the Seventeenth Century, 482–
484.121. Cf. the more optimistic viewpoint of Hambye in Eighteenth Century, 482–487.Chapter
2The Buddhist Kingdoms of the South (1505–1800)Portuguese Ceylon, Burma, Vietnam,
SiamOne cannot deny that there are grounds for saying that oriental heathendom not only knew
of, but even received from the Hebrews many observances, both genuine ones which they
falsified, and false ones which they embraced and amplified…But it is one thing to say that they
adopted many Hebrew usages and abused and profaned some dogmas of that holy law, and it
is quite another thing to affirm that Buddum preached the law of Moses, because I do not see
any ground for it, than that he inculcated the Commandments abbreviated but with the addition
of two, not to drink wine, and not to kill any living thing…They think it a sin to kill an ant, but do
not consider it a sinful thing to entertain inveterate hatred.—Fernão de Queyroz (on Ceylon, ca.
1687),citing a contemporary colleague in ChinaBUDDHISM is one of the three great missionary
religions of world history—Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. When India began to drive
Buddhism out of its birthplace not long after the year 1000, that ancient faith had already planted
deep missionary roots elsewhere in Asia. Whatever may have been the causes of its decline in
India, the land of its birth—apparently a combination of absorption by Hinduism in the south, and
conquest by Islam in the north—Buddhism was destined to spread for another full millennium
and more throughout Asia. Today, six of Hindu India's closest neighbors are not Hindu but
Buddhist: Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Burma (now Myanmar), Siam (Thailand), Cambodia, Laos,
and Vietnam.1But like the other two missionary religions, Buddhism divided internally into
different streams, for religious advance is often associated as much with divisive intellectual
ferment as with organizational unity.2 Divisions in Buddhism began to appear about five hundred
years after the death of the Buddha. The most important schism, occurring about the time of
Christ, split it into two diverging paths as it spread across Asia. One is called Hinayana (Lesser
Vehicle) or Theravada Buddhism. It moved south and east from India to become the dominant
religion in Ceylon and Southeast Asia.3 The other variant, developing a little later, is known as
Mahayana (Great Vehicle) or Reformed Buddhism. It moved with missionary vigor north and
east and became a powerful, but only intermittently dominant, religious influence in China,
Korea, and Japan. In quite different forms it also shaped the Buddhist base of the religions of
Tibet and Vietnam.4Christianity, on the other hand, did not effectively reach these regions until



the sixteenth century. Christian missionaries soon discovered that Buddhism, like the other high
religions of Asia, was not to be as easily evangelized as the more primitive folk religions of the
world. In South Asia, the Hinayana Buddhist countries are still as religiously Buddhist as India is
Hindu, and as Pakistan, Indonesia, and Malaysia are Muslim.So, as a corrective to many
treatments of Christianity in Asia that tend quite naturally to center on the great Asian empires—
India, China, and Japan—it must be pointed out that in proportion to population, church growth
has been greater in the less dominant parts of the continent than in its empires. This chapter
addresses the five larger Buddhist regions.In the sixteenth century Buddhism, though exiled
from greater India, still maintained its missionary momentum in the ring of smaller ethnic cultural
contexts from Ceylon to Vietnam. All were then divided internally into changing clusters of
smaller kingdoms, and all were shaken and shaped in different ways by the arrival of the
Portuguese. But in two of them at least, Ceylon and Vietnam, whatever other more malignant
aspects of the rolling colonizing wave may have been, one result was the planting of significant
and permanent Christian communities. Elsewhere in the Southeast, Christian missions
managed to post only a sprinkling of pioneer stations as the Portuguese came and left.Portugal
and the Buddhist Island of Ceylon (1505–1656)5Ceylon's first shattering encounter with Western
imperial advance was with an exploring party of Portuguese in 1505, just five years after Vasco
da Gama “discovered” India. A priest was with them, and they may have thought they were the
first Christians to reach the beautiful island, but if so, they were wrong. A sixth-century Nestorian
explorer, Cosmas Indicopleustes, had found Christians there before Augustine of Canterbury
converted the English or Columba evangelized the Scots. But a thousand years later, in the
sixteenth century, no trace was left of that ancient Christian community, and Ceylon had
forgotten it.6At the first sight of the Westerners, startled courtiers told the king of Kotte,7 largest
of the island's kingdoms, that a boat of fair-skinned people had landed wearing “jackets of iron
and hats of steel.” They eat “bricks of stone and drink blood [bread and wine],” they said, “and
the report of their cannon is louder than thunder.”8 Over the objections of Muslim traders who
had hitherto enjoyed a monopoly of the Ceylon trade, the king of Kotte encouraged the armed
and powerful Westerners to believe that he would favor giving them commercial access and a
trading base, but no formal treaty was signed. The first Catholic priest to set foot on the island,
Father Vicente, a Franciscan, came with the expedition, said Mass, and left with the others.9No
organized mission work was attempted, even after a second, larger Portuguese expedition in
1518 secured a trade treaty of “feudal vassalage” with the kingdom of Kotte. The expedition
erected a fort and trading post at Colombo and left a chaplain to minister to the
garrison.10Beginnings of Christian Mission (1543–1551)Twenty years later, in 1543, the
Buddhist king Buvanaika Bahu VII (1521–1551), ruler of the kingdom of Kotte, sent an embassy
bearing a golden image of his newborn grandson to ask King John III of Portugal to guarantee
the baby's succession to the throne of Kotte.11 In return for this, the embassy indicated it would
welcome Christian missionaries to the island kingdom. Thus began the first Roman Catholic
mission to Ceylon.When the embassy arrived in Lisbon, King John was surprised and pleased.



He agreed to the Ceylonese king's request to legitimize the succession of his grandson and
rejoiced at what he thought was an open opportunity to convert the pagan ruler. So he placed a
golden crown on the head of the solid gold effigy of the child, unaware of the ironies of the
situation. The name of the infant whose future kingship this very Christian and missionary-
minded king of Portugal had so trustingly confirmed was Dharmapala, which means protector of
the doctrine of the Buddha.12 And his grandfather, Buvanaika VII of Kotte, was in no way
minded to become a Christian. When the great Xavier paid a brief visit to Ceylon the next year to
confirm the Portuguese reports, he found the king amiable enough but unfortunately so given to
unnatural vices and opium that he was obviously no candidate for the baptism that Xavier had
been expecting him to accept.13Ceylon at that time was a patchwork quilt of ten small
kingdoms, mostly Buddhist except on the northern tip of the island where the population was
ethnically Tamil and religiously Hindu. In the southwest center the kingdom of Kotte, famed for its
golden Temple of Buddha's Tooth, claimed suzerainty over all the lesser kingdoms. But a
division of Kotte between two royal princes in 1521 so weakened its rule that, despite the aid of
Portugal in support of coastal Kotte's King Buvanaika VII, he was barely able to hold his own
against insurrections and revolts in the plains and mountains, much less enforce his claim of
sovereignty over the whole island. Throughout the first half of the sixteenth century civil strife
tore the island apart and at times threatened to destroy Kotte itself.14Adding to the political
chaos of the times was a deterioration of the national religion, Buddhism. Ceylonese (Sinhalese)
Buddhism had been weakening for centuries. Its discipline had declined, its hierarchy was
disorganized, and its Hinayana doctrinal base had become diluted by the festivals and the
worship of the lesser gods (bodhisattva) of Mahayana (northeastern Asian) Buddhism. Even in
the strongly Buddhist southern parts of the island, creeping syncretism brought Buddhist
worshipers into an increasing number of Hindu temples.15The first group of Christian
missionaries did not reach Ceylon until 1546. Six Franciscans, including their superior, John of
Villa de Conde, came in a delayed answer to the Ceylonese king's request of 1543. With his
approval they quickly built the first church on the island at Colombo. A bishop, Juan de Monterio,
was appointed and the hierarchy established.16 A false report spread quickly that a neighboring
king in Kandy had been converted.17 In Kotte, King Buvanaika Bahu VII was also reported to be
about to become a Christian. He candidly admitted that he had thought about it, but that he was
disappointed in the behavior of some of his subjects who had been baptized and was not about
to do so himself. But when the king's attention was called to the fact that a number of Sinhalese
had begun to convert from Buddhism to the new religion, his favor wavered. Approval was
abruptly withdrawn and was replaced by an edict forbidding his subjects to embrace the
Christian faith.18 Not long thereafter he died, and, as promised by the Portuguese, his
grandson, Dharmapala, succeeded him in 1551.A Christian King, Church Growth, and Religious
ReactionThe accession of Dharmapala, crowned in effigy in Lisbon in 1543 and educated in
Ceylon by the Franciscans, might have ushered in an age of Christian expansion on the island
like that which followed the conversion of the chiefs by the Spaniards in the Philippines at about



the same period. But this was not to be. The Filipinos were animists; Kotte was Buddhist. And
the little king of the golden effigy, Dharmapala, last king of Kotte, was no Constantine. He did
manage to maintain nominal rule of his kingdom for the next forty-six years (1551–1597) and
even accepted baptism in 1597–1598.19 But it was the Portuguese, not the king of Kotte, who
held together by force of arms what central power there was left on the island.The abrupt
change of rule from a Buddhist to a Christian king of Kotte in mid-sixteenth century Ceylon
affected the progress of Christianity in two opposite ways. The first was negative. Dharmapala's
grandfather, Buvanaika VII, had died under peculiar circumstances, shot apparently by the
Portuguese while he was under their armed protection. It may have been an accident, as
claimed, but many Ceylonese blamed it on the foreigners. Compounding the affront to
Ceylonese national sensitivities, the Portuguese viceroy who had been sent to guarantee
Dharmapala's succession, instead of building up the new young king's power and prestige, took
advantage of the disorder, looted the palace, and robbed the royal family. Demonstrations
brought open fighting to the streets of Colombo. The trading factory was razed.20 The furor was
harshly suppressed, but a few years later another shock upset the Ceylonese. About the year
1557 their teenage king, Dharmapala, protector of the doctrine of the Buddha, repudiated his
Buddhist faith, as noted above. That might have been forgiven had he not, perhaps under
colonial pressure, immediately and insensitively proceeded to turn over to the Franciscans the
lands and revenues of Buddhist temples. The action was soon reversed, but the damage was
done. Converts began to leave the church by the hundreds.21On the positive side, it was also
about the time of Dharmapala's accession in 1551 that a revival spread through the Catholic
communities as they welcomed a king who was known to be friendly to the faith. While
Portuguese colonial harshness was driving some away, a flurry of missionary activity brought
new energy to the mission and a sharp rise in the number of new converts. Franciscans baptized
three thousand people in Kotte in the first year of Dharmapala's accession. The next year they
founded a training school for seventy Christian orphans in Colombo and other mission stations
along the coast. Three years later, despite an outbreak of persecution in the south, the
Franciscan superior, John of Villa de Conde, converted a whole tribe—a reported seventy
thousand fisherfolk along with their chief on the coast north of Colombo. By the next year the
public baptism of King Dharmapala spurred a surge of conversions among the nobility. The
Franciscans could count twelve Catholic churches in the Colombo area alone ministering to a
growing Christian community in that busy port city.22Meanwhile, in the north, in Hindu Jaffna
territory, whole areas were turning Christian in a movement that embraced both low-caste
fisherfolk and the highest ranks of the nobility. A decade or so earlier, in 1544, the fisher caste of
Careas on the island of Manar, hearing of Francis Xavier's mission among the fisher castes
along the southern tip of India, had asked the great Jesuit to come and baptize them also.
Unable to leave India, he sent a priest in his stead, who baptized about a thousand of them.
Shortly thereafter a usurper to the Jaffna throne turned violently against the Portuguese and
massacred approximately six hundred of the new converts among the fisher people. The island



became known as the Isle of Martyrs.23 When news of the massacre reached Colombo, even
the Franciscan missioners joined the Portuguese community in urging a military conquest and
occupation of the north. The Manar islanders, it was said, were ready to raise an army of ten
thousand men to help.24 The Portuguese, not at all unwilling to enlarge their territory, eventually
did move north, but it took three invasions and almost half a century before they finally won
control of the area, freeing Manar in 1560 and Jaffna in 1591.25 Multiple conversions followed.
One estimate, probably exaggerated, put the number of new converts in Jaffna in the first two
years after the conquest at fifty thousand; in 1602, when parts of Jaffna were turned over to
Jesuit missionaries, in the Franciscan half of the kingdom alone Christians were said to number
seventy thousand.26 Other sources report that the converts included “two queens, a princess
and nearly the entire nobility of the kingdom of Jaffna.”27The Portuguese in Decline (1591–
1656)The final fall of Jaffna to the Portuguese in 1591 left Ceylon with only two major powers:
one native, the kingdom of Kandy, and one foreign, Portugal. Dharmapala remained king of
Kotte until his death in 1597, but his kingship was only nominal. His dying testament bequeathed
his entire kingdom and his claimed sovereignty over all Ceylon to the king of Portugal. One
proviso was allowed to the Ceylonese (Sinhalese): the country's laws and customs would remain
Ceylonese save for a grant of religious liberty to Christians.28But already Portugal's empire was
in decline, as the Dutch expanded their power north and west from Indonesia along the coasts of
Asia. Native rebellions flared throughout Ceylon in the 1580s and 1590s, and took on added
intensity as the Dutch began to challenge Portuguese military supremacy. Atrocities committed
on both sides aggravated the cruelty of the wars. A Portuguese force invaded Kandy and was
defeated. The victorious king of Kandy took fifty of his Portuguese captives, mutilated them, and
sent them back alive to Colombo “with one eye for each five.” The Portuguese retaliated by
fighting without mercy, sparing no male older than fourteen.29A few decades earlier, about
1547, Franciscan evangelism had begun to spread beyond Kotte, the southern center of
Portuguese rule, into the kingdom of Kandy in the interior and as far as Trincomalie on the
island's eastern coast. A ruler of Kandy had welcomed some of the first Franciscans into his
kingdom and granted them land for a church. Fearing Portuguese expansion, he made an
unconvincing profession of conversion, which he soon retracted. His son was more sincerely
baptized in 1550, but a revolt nearly wiped out the small Christian community in that kingdom
and sent the royal family into exile under Portuguese protection. The exiled king died a Catholic
in 1582, leaving an infant daughter, Dona Catharina, as heiress in exile to the throne of
Kandy.30During the next decade Kandy was sometimes allied with the Portuguese but more
often with the invading Dutch. When the Dutch triumphed, Rajasinha II turned more anti-Dutch
and pro-British,31 making canny, intermittent use of guerrilla warfare to defend at least a
nominal independence under the British into the second decade of the nineteenth century.32
Kandy was the last Ceylonese kingdom to emerge from foreign rule.As the Portuguese were
driven from the island, and as the Protestant Dutch established control in the 1630s, there were
reported to be 120 Roman Catholic missionaries on the island, a very small number indeed



compared to the total number of Catholics in the missionary orders in the whole of Portuguese
Asia as estimated three decades later (1,730 in 1663).33 Maps of Ceylon at that period show
166 churches on the island.34 But so great was the tumult of the constant warfare of the times
that it is difficult to estimate the number of church members at the end of Portuguese rule.
Franciscans reported fifty-two thousand baptized between 1600 and 1636, and in 1628 counted
sixty thousand Catholics in the kingdom of Kotte alone; the Jesuits recorded thirty-seven
thousand Christians in 1644.35 The three areas where the Christian faith was most dominant
were Jaffna in the north, Galle in the south, and Negombo just north of Colombo. Negombo, a
once-Muslim trading port, became almost totally Christian after the Portuguese in 1626 ordered
the Muslims driven out of Ceylon.36Burma: Violence and Resistance (1554–1800)As close to
India on the east as Ceylon was on the south was what came to be known as Burma (now
Myanmar). The territory was divided into several small Buddhist kingdoms north of Malacca. The
people had been Buddhist since the eleventh century, but the peninsula was filling with
proselytizing Muslim traders. The strongest of its kingdoms, Pegu, had temporarily unified most
of the country in the mid-1500s only to face the first wave of another wave of intruders more
lethal than the traders. Rapacious Portuguese adventurers, sea wolves little better than pirates,
fought to replace Muslim traders from Moghal territory (now Bangladesh) who up to then had
controlled the commerce of those regions.37In 1548 Francis Xavier, then in India, asked in vain
for missionaries to be sent into Burma and suggested that the four students from Pegu at the
College of St. Paul in Goa would make excellent candidates for such work.38 But the first
missionary to enter the small Burmese kingdoms was the Franciscan Pierre Bomfer, who
planted a short-lived mission in 1554. The Portuguese established a fort below Pegu in Lower
Burma in 1600, but held it only thirteen years. During these years its commander, while aiding
missionaries, so alienated the king of Pegu by his intrigues and deceptions that Burmese forces
stormed the city, impaled the commander on a stake, and took captive a reported five thousand
Burmese Christians and sixty Portuguese.39 It is said that most of the Roman Catholics in that
part of Burma today are descendants of those Portuguese captives.40Repeated attempts to
establish more permanent missions failed. In 1692, for example, the Paris Foreign Missions
Society sent missionaries to Pegu. They were arrested, exposed in the sun to mosquitoes, sewn
into sacks, and drowned in the river.41 The Catholics tried again in 1722. An apostolic vicariate
for Pegu, Ava, and Martaban won permission from the king for a resident mission at Ava of the
order of Barnabites (Congregation of Clerks Regular of St. Paul). A friendly Armenian merchant
built them a church there, but though they learned the language and translated a number of
books of the Bible into Burmese, the Buddhist Burmese had proved to be solidly resistant to the
gospel. The Catholic missionaries were forced out of the country by wars around 1800, having
failed to reach beyond the Buddhist south into the animist tribes of the north42 that later proved
to be so responsive to the coming of the Protestants. Nevertheless, by 1800 there were two
Catholic churches in Rangoon and about three thousand Roman Catholics.43Alexander de
Rhodes: Beginnings in Vietnam (Tonkin and Annam, 1583–1802)Beyond Siam to the east a



cluster of small kingdoms on the coast of the South China Sea managed for three hundred years
to fight one another and at the same time fend off outside invaders and maintain a prickly
independence from the ancient aggressor, China, in the north, and the newer imperial powers of
Portugal, Spain, and France advancing from the west. Beginning in the 1860s, however, they
began to be absorbed into the French colony of Indo-China.44 Dominant among them in the
seventeenth century were the two kingdoms of Tonkin in the north and Annam (or Cochin China,
as Europeans referred to it) in the south; together, these form modern Vietnam.45During those
three hundred years the two kingdoms proved to be the most responsive territory in all of
Southeast Asia for the preaching of the gospel and the rapid growth of the church. In the light of
twentieth-century events, it is interesting to note that northern Vietnam (Tonkin) was then more
receptive to Christian expansion than the south (Annam, or Cochin China).46The first visits to
the area had been made in the early 1500s by Dominicans from Malacca and Franciscans from
the Philippines. The first church building was reportedly erected in 1583 in the Annamese
capital, Hue (called Sinoa in the early reports).47 But the pioneers in establishing a permanent
work were the Jesuits, who first came as refugees from Japan in 1615, fleeing the great
persecutions that were closing the door on the “Christian century” in that island
empire.Outstanding among these pioneers in courage and vision and wise missionary strategy
was the incomparable Alexander de Rhodes (1591–1660), who came to Cochin China (Annam)
and Tonkin by way of Macao in 1626. He ranks with the greatest of all the many notable
seventeenth-century Jesuits in Asia. Born in southern France, he entered the Jesuit order when
he was only eighteen and volunteered for Japan, sailing for Asia seven years later in 1619.
Unable to enter Japan, he poured all the fervor of his mission into pioneering missionary
evangelism along the Vietnam coast of the South China seas. He described it as “two kingdoms
next door to China,” a land of “gold, pepper, silk and sugar,” but without wheat, wine, or
oil.48Rhodes paid tribute to an Italian Jesuit, François Buzomi, as “the true apostle to Cochin
China,” for Buzomi had preceded him by nine years and, as Rhodes admiringly reported, led
twelve thousand pagans to the faith during twenty-four years of faithful evangelism in the
turbulent country.49 But it was Rhodes, arriving in 1624, who was the builder of the church. For
twenty-one years, despite persecutions and banishments, which five times forced him to leave
the field for various lengths of time, he laid firm foundations for two remarkable Christian
communities [in Tonkin and Cochin China], which were “as flourishing as our society had seen in
these new worlds.” The planting of the church in Vietnam was one of the finest achievements of
seventeenth-century Catholicism in Asia, a model of courage and Christian endurance for all
Asia.By 1625, only a year after his arrival, Rhodes was able to preach in the native language. He
reported that though only one of the ten missionaries then in residence knew the language, they
had reached all of the southern kingdom's provinces.50 In 1640 the number of converts had
reached thirty thousand in Cochin China (South Vietnam) alone.51The numbers were even
greater in Tonkin (North Vietnam), which Rhodes entered in 1627 as its first effective
missionary,52 baptizing forty-seven hundred in his first three years, including a sister of the king



and seventeen of her near relatives. Tonkin, he said, was a land where Jesus Christ had not
been known, a land with two kings, “one with only the name…the other with all the power”; and a
culture with two laws that, if followed elsewhere, would improve society, even in Christian
Europe. The first rule prohibited going to law against one's relatives, and the second prevented
the appointment of a governor to the province in which he had been born.53 It was in part this
sensitivity to what was good in the native culture that contributed to Rhodes's success as a
missionary, though it did not succeed in sheltering him from persecution. By 1639 there were
approximately eighty-two thousand Christians and two hundred churches in Tonkin,54 and by
1645 a reported three hundred thousand Christians.55But more important than the numbers
was the missionary strategy that was producing such results. From the beginning Rhodes noted
with dismay that the foreign missionaries were still using interpreters. Seeing how it crippled their
outreach, he set out to learn the local tongue and within six months was preaching in it with
passion, often as many as four to six times a day.56 He also produced an Annamite-Portuguese
dictionary and a Latin-Annamite catechism for catechumens.57Above and beyond his respect
for native culture and his oft-repeated stress on the importance of learning the language of the
people, Rhodes credited the rapidity of the spread of the Christian faith throughout the two
kingdoms to the realization that until his Tonkinese and Annamite converts could be brought to
take upon themselves the work of evangelizing their own people, his own efforts would be of
limited value. Later, when he had been forced for the last time to leave Vietnam, he took with him
back to Europe a personal commitment to persuade the missionary agencies of the church that
their most urgent task in Christian missions abroad would be to develop a strategy for the
training and ordination of an indigenous clergy.Another important observation on Rhodes's
missionary strategy is Peter Phan's conclusion in a comparison with Matteo Ricci's True
Meaning and Rhodes's catechism in China. He writes, “Ricci's [format] is dialogue whereas de
Rhodes's is continuous exposition….” De Rhodes's “reliance is on divine revelation instead of
only on pure reason.” The comparison is limited.58On his first visit to Tonkin, Rhodes had
chosen three or four of his most promising converts for catechetical instruction and training as
evangelists. The first, François, was a Tonkinese convert from a Buddhist temple. He was joined
by three others, André, Ignace, and Antoine. All began their training by taking vows of chastity,
obedience, and lifelong service in the church. Rhodes organized them into a close fellowship, a
“seminary,” as he called it, which functioned much like a missionary lay order; this Congregation
of Catechists soon numbered one hundred pupils. The whole enterprise was supported by the
Christian community, not by mission funds, because an important element in Rhodes's plan for
the formation of a national clergy was the principle of self-support.59He had scarcely embarked
upon this ambitious program, however, when he was thrown out of the country by the same king
who had been so friendly to him. The palace women and the Tonkinese concubines of the
wealthier class had been offended by his Christian disapproval of multiple wives and had turned
the court against him. Banished, Rhodes was forced to leave to his little band of lay evangelists
the responsibility for the care of the Christian community and the expansion of the church. As for



himself, he reluctantly spent the next ten years (1630 to 1640) in Macao as chaplain to the
Chinese Christian community there, a task, he said, more difficult than mission to the
Annamese, despite the freedom from persecution that Christians enjoyed in Portuguese Macao.
The Chinese, he wrote, had too difficult a language and too great a sense of superiority to be
willing to listen to foreigners.60In 1640 he was allowed to return to Cochin China, only to find the
church recovering with difficulty from a period of severe persecution. Continuing harassment
forced him out of the country three times in the next two years, twice to Macao and once to the
Philippines. But amid persecutions and banishments he discovered that he had found the secret
of how to build a church to endure persistent, violent opposition: lay evangelism by committed
native converts.Returning from banishment once again in 1642, he found that he was the only
priest left in the kingdom. So, hiding by day and working by night, he divided ten of the volunteer
evangelists he had trained into two bands, one for the north, and one for the south. Expelled
again, he rejoiced to find that the work continued in his absence as effectively, in many ways, as
in his presence. The northern team, under Ignace and André, baptized 303 converts, and the
southern team 293. Although they were laymen, baptism was too indispensable a sacrament to
allow its postponement until the return of the priest.61Rhodes longed to return to his catechists,
“especially my brave Ignace,” to whom he credited the continuing spread of the gospel. He was
allowed back in 1644, and baptisms multiplied. In high circles the foreign priest was more
effective than the catechists. He baptized an aunt of the king, naming her Marie. But among the
common people numerical growth prospered under the lay evangelists. From the north came a
report that in one district of Tonkin, as a result of the witness of a lay Christian named Simon,
there were a thousand Christians awaiting baptism.62The persecutions that brought the first
martyrdoms to Cochin China began that same year. When Ignace was targeted for death by the
authorities, his younger associate André sprang forward to offer his own life to save his superior
and was publicly executed—stabbed twice front and back and then beheaded. Shortly thereafter
thirty-five more Christians were martyred in a “great persecution.” Ignace and Rhodes were both
imprisoned, freed for a few months, and again imprisoned and sentenced to death. But by an
order of the king Rhodes was freed on condition of immediate banishment, never to return. A few
months later, three days after Rhodes reached Macao, the news reached him that two more of
his beloved catechists, Ignace and Vincent, had been beheaded. The other seven were given a
bloody warning: A finger was chopped off the hand of each as a grim reminder to Christians of
the power of the state.63The French Enter Vietnam (1664–1802)These were the beginnings of
the church in Vietnam. Its subsequent history, up to the encroachments of French colonization in
1858, was more of the same.64 Intermittent persecutions could not prevent the spread and
effective organization of the church.65 When the papacy wisely loosened Catholic missions in
Asia from the crippling effect of waning Portuguese colonial control, and in 1652 began to
consider creating an episcopal rank of missionary bishops unfettered by imperial Portuguese
padroado politics, one of the first names mentioned for such a crucial responsibility was that of
Alexander of Rhodes.66 Modestly he declined but was asked to recommend others.67 Out of



these events emerged a major realignment of Catholic missions in Asia: a hierarchy of
missionary apostolic vicars under the authority of the Vatican's Congregation for the Propagation
of the Faith and a new missionary agency, the Paris Society of Foreign Missions (La Société des
Missions Etrangères de Paris).On the political side, a complicating factor was the emergence of
France to contest Portugal's monopoly of nationalist power over the Asian missions of the
Catholic Church.68 In Southeast Asia this culminated in what is called the Tonkin Synod of
1664, in which the newly arrived French bishops and priests gathered with nine indigenous
priests in Siam to plan a grand missionary strategy for all Asia.69 But even while they were
meeting in the religiously tolerant Siamese capital across the mountains from Tonkin, a general
persecution left hundreds of thousands of Tonkinese Christians without either priests or a
bishop.A foreshadowing of things to come, both good and bad, was the first effective entry two
years later of the new French missionary society into Vietnam.70 A French priest, Louis Deydier,
managed to land in Tonkin disguised as an ordinary sailor and to inquire discreetly if any of the
native catechists trained by Rhodes were left alive. Reporting success in making contact, he
wrote back to Siam that the number of Christians since the banishment of the Jesuits had risen
to eighty thousand Tonkinese, led by eight surviving catechists. Enthusiastically, Deydier
proceeded to organize a secret seminary on a boat in the harbor to train the catechists for
ordination, and within fourteen months, against all odds, he and the catechists had baptized a
reported ten thousand people.71Impressed by such reports, de la Motte Lambert, the apostolic
vicar, resolved to visit Tonkin to ensure proper organization of the church. Upon arrival in 1669,
he found the king friendly. He ordained seven of the Tonkinese catechists to the priesthood,72 at
the same time conferring minor orders on ten and the tonsure for twenty others. Two bishops
were appointed for the church, Louis Deydier and J. de Bourges. Separate apostolic vicariates
for Tonkin and Cochin China were created the same year.73It is possible that the ordinations
were premature. Some of the more critical foreign priests pointed out that the new priests did not
even know enough Latin to conduct a valid mass.74 Nevertheless, it was in Tonkin that the
church grew most rapidly. By 1682, despite severe persecutions, two hundred thousand
Christians were reported, with eleven native-born Tonkinese priests, seven European
missionaries, and two French bishops.75Cochin China, farther south, had a Christian
community of about sixty thousand at that time, and a few years later, in 1687, the papacy
endeavored to speed the development of a native clergy there, as in Tonkin, by nominating for
apostolic vicar of Cochin China a priest whom it considered to be a native. But the man was half
Portuguese, had no background in Cochin China, and displeased both the local clergy and the
French missionaries alike, creating a problem that impeded the growth of the church there for
the next thirty years.76In fact, the next hundred years were a time of trial for all of Southeast
Asia. Waves of persecution in Cochin China and Tonkin cut the number of Christians in those
two areas almost in half. Cochin China (including Cambodia) dropped from eighty thousand in
the 1650s to perhaps fifty thousand in the 1750s. The jewel of the Society's crown, Tonkin, fell
from about four hundred thousand at its highest, a somewhat dubious estimate in the 1660s



when the French apostolic vicars arrived, to two hundred thousand after the persecution of
1773.77In the eighteenth century the Paris Foreign Missionary Society displaced the Jesuits as
the primary agent of the church in Vietnam, both north and south. The education and training of
native catechists improved, and in 1771 two of them, sent out to explore unreached fields,
became the Catholic pioneers to Laos. There they found a few Tonkinese Christian refugees
who had fled to the mountains seeking safety, some from the wars and some from their
creditors.78Inevitably, in Southeast Asia, as elsewhere, Christian missions were rarely free from
the taint of Western imperialism once European political and commercial entrepreneurs
discovered that the missionaries could be useful though not always willing allies for colonial
ambitions. This was as true for the French as it had been for the missionaries of Portugal and
Spain. The French monarchy added missionaries to its official embassies to native kings, and
French trading companies freely borrowed money from the French missions. Missionaries, in
turn, operating beyond the trading ports were willing to arrange trading concessions and
settlements for the companies.79 A significant example was how the French used the church as
a tool in turning their dominant role in trade with the Vietnamese kingdoms into what became
French Indo-China.A key ecclesiastical figure in this entanglement of ecclesiastic with political
and military expansion was Pigneau de Behaine, apostolic vicar of Cochin China at the end of
the eighteenth century. He belonged to the Paris Missionary Society80 and had come to the
southeast about the time that a revolution of highland mountaineers had violently blocked the
installation of the legitimate successor to the throne of Cochin China, a seventeen-year-old boy
of the Nguyen family, and had sent him fleeing into Cambodia. The apostolic vicar, moved by the
young man's plight, offered him refuge. Then, probably not unmindful of possible opportunities
for future Christian mission in a Vietnam under a sovereign indebted to Catholic missions, the
bishop went further. He held out the possibility of French military and political aid for the recovery
of his throne to the young prince, who was, after all, the legitimate heir. In due course, having
convinced Prince Nguyen of the advantages of foreign aid, he drafted a formal treaty of alliance
between France and Cochin China and negotiated its acceptance by King Louis XVI. The date
was 1787. In less than five years mighty France would send King Louis to the guillotine, while the
throneless Cochin prince, with French aid, would retrieve his throne, unite Vietnam, and found a
dynasty that, outlasting French colonialism, endured with fluctuating power until 1945. The
prince, Nguyen Anh, was declared Emperor Gia Long in 1802.81Siam (Thailand): A Tenuous
Base for Mission (1553–1769)Less successful were the Catholic missions in Siam.82 Between
its great Buddhist rival Burma on the east and Vietnam to the west, Siam was initially no more
open to the Christian evangelism than Burma. But its more pragmatic welcome of Western
traders seemed at times to promise a measure of enlightened tolerance that might offer
possibilities of a sheltered center for Catholic mission expansion in Southeast Asia.The first
Europeans reached its capital, Ayutthia, in 1533. There are vague reports of missions of the
Catholic Church in Siam beginning perhaps in the 1550s if, as is implied, missionaries
accompanied the earliest Portuguese embassies to the country.83 But the earliest known



missionaries to Siam were two Dominicans, Jeronimo da Cruz and Sebastião da Canto, who
reached Ayutthia, the capital of old Siam, in 1567 after a two-months journey from Malacca.
They were warmly received and learned Siamese very quickly, but Muslim agitators stirred up a
protest and killed da Cruz, the first martyr in Thailand. Two replacements were sent from
Malacca and witnessed bravely to their faith, but they were unable to win a single convert. Two
years later, when Burma captured the Siamese capital, the missionaries were beheaded in their
church by the invading Burmese.84Catholic missions were again established in the country in
the reign of King Songtham (1610–1628), who in opening up the country to foreign trade also
granted permission for a missionary presence.85 The first longer-lasting but often interrupted
mission in Siam was that of the Jesuits. Their pioneer, Balthasar Sequiera, reached the capital in
1606 and maintained a tenuous presence for nearly three years.86 But it was not until twenty
years later, in 1626, that the Jesuits were able to establish reasonably permanent residence, if
six years can be called permanent. A Spaniard, Pedro Morejon, nephew of the archbishop of
Toledo, was head of the mission and brought with him a Japanese Jesuit, Romano Nixi, to
minister to a considerable settlement of Christian Japanese refugees. These refugees had fled
from the persecutions in their homeland and had settled in Ayutthia, where they had been
allowed to build what is described as a beautiful church there. But Spanish pirate raids along the
Siamese coast beginning in 1628 turned Siam against foreigners. In the next four years a
combination of antiforeign distrust of Westerners and the denunciations of a resentful apostate
Christian convert forced Nixi out of the country. The last of the Jesuits, Julion Marjico, the Italian
head of the mission, was mistaken for a Spaniard, imprisoned, and poisoned in 1630. The
mission was vacant for the next twenty-five years.87A second Jesuit mission gave new life to the
work in Siam (1655–1709). Appointed superior of the Jesuit mission, Thomas Valguarnera built
up a church for the Portuguese community and a small school, grandly named the College of
San Salvador.88But the college, which was apparently principally for the education of the
Portuguese community, was soon to be overshadowed by a more radical venture in Christian
mission pioneered by the new French Catholic Society, the Paris Foreign Missionary Society
founded in 1659. Its first three missionary bishops were de la Motte, Pallu, and Cotolendi, all
three of whom were assigned to Asia as apostolic vicars in order to free them from dependence
on the jealous Portuguese, who by right of padroado had hitherto dominated Catholic missions
in Asia.89 It was a critical time for Asian missions. Portuguese power was fading. The once-great
flowering of the church in Japan had been crushed by the ferocity of the persecutions there.
Jesuit missions in neighboring Tonkin and Cochin China were being expelled. Even the
successful Catholic missions in China were feeling the first negative results of the rites
controversies, which would set mission against mission and eventually drive them all out of the
empire.If colonial Portugal was failing, might France win the day for the church? To the new
French bishops Siam seemed to be an ideal location to center just such an operation. Lambert
de la Motte90 reached Ayutthia in 1662 and was followed two years later by Bishop François
Pallu.91 They found a community of about two thousand Christians and eleven missionary



priests, but they were not impressed. The missionaries—Jesuit, Franciscan, and Dominican—
were uncoordinated, they thought, and tainted by their Portuguese connection. The Christians
were mostly Portuguese and Eurasians who, like most expatriates in the trading ports of
seventeenth-century Asia, were tepid and casual in their Christian faith.92 Why, then, choose
Siam as a base for outreach to Asia?What made Ayutthia so attractive to the bishops was the
spirit of religious toleration they found at the Siamese court under King Narai (1656–1688), so
unlike the persecutions breaking out elsewhere in Asia. In that same year, 1664, the French
bishops convened a synod at Ayutthia and petitioned the Vatican to make Siam an apostolic
vicariate, independent of the Portuguese diocese of Malacca. The request was granted the next
year but was not approved by the Vatican's missionary arm, the Congregation for the
Propagation of the Faith, until 1669.93In fact, it may well have been the lure of foreign trade and
the presence of the energetic Jesuit superior, Father Thomas Valguarnera, who was also an
engineer and architect, that, more than religious toleration, won the Buddhist king's favor for the
Christian missions. So the Italian Valguarnera built forts and palaces for the king and a church
for the Portuguese, while the French bishops built a seminary in 1665 to train Asian priests for
Asia and the first hospital in 1669.In the 1680s a colorful Greek adventurer, Constance
Phaulkon, won the trust of King Narai of Siam (reigned 1657–1688) and rose to the high position
of the king's personal advisor, in effect, minister of foreign affairs. Eager to advance French trade
interests, he teamed with a Jesuit missionary, Gui Tachard, who was equally eager to evangelize
the Thai people, and persuaded the king to propose a treaty to Louis XIV of France offering
trade privileges and a military presence in Siam to the French. The missionaries rejoiced. It
seemed as though the strictly Buddhist country was about to open to the Christian faith. But the
Thai king fell ill; his suspicious government turned against Phaulkon; and the revolution of 1688
produced as Narai's successor the anti-Western King Phetraja (Bedra). Despite the internal
turmoil, for the next 150 years Siam remained isolated but free.94 As late as 1769, when a
Burmese invasion forced the school to move into French territory, Siam remained the center for
the development of an indigenous priesthood for Southeast Asian Catholic
missions.95Chronology of Buddhist South Asia (1500–1800)1505Portuguese claim Ceylon (Sri
Lanka).1511Portuguese capture Malacca.1540–1555Reunification of Burma under Toungoo
kings of Pegu (Ava, Prome, and so on, but not Arakan); invasion of Siam (1556–
1569).1543Beginnings of Catholic mission in Ceylon.1551First Christian king of Kotte (Ceylon),
Dharmapala, baptized 1597 or 1598.1554Temporary Franciscan mission in
Burma.1567Dominican mission to Siam (Thailand).1600Pegu destroyed; Burma breaks into
separate states again.1615Jesuits expelled from Japan, establish mission in Cochin
China.1627–1645Alexander of Rhodes in Annam (Cochin China) and Tonkin.1635Burmese
capital moved to Ava (near present Mandalay).1641Dutch capture Malacca from Portuguese;
dominate East Indies.1655–1709Jesuit mission in Siam.1656Portuguese lose Ceylon to the
Dutch.1662Paris Foreign Missionary Society enters Siam.1664Siam trade monopolized by
Dutch; French military (1685); civil war (1688–1767).Synod held at Ayutthia, Siam, under de la



Motte and French bishops.1665Seminary for Southeast Asia founded in Siam.1669Apostolic
vicariate of Siam established under the Vatican's Congregation of Propaganda, not under
Portuguese padroado.1670Synod of Tonkin establishes Church of Tonkin.1673 (?)Vietnam
divides into Tonkin in the north and Annam (Cochin China) in the south; Annam drives out
Champa in 1720 and controls much of Cambodia.1767Burma captures and rules Siam until
1782.1780Paris Foreign Missionary Society given charge of Annam, Cambodia, Siam, and
western Tonkin.1782Bangkok dynasty of Thailand founded by Rama I (to present
day).1786Annam (Cochin China)/Tonkin war ends in victory of Annam and the union of three
regions (Tonkin in the north, Annam in center, and Cochin China in the south) under the Nguyen
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Kingdoms of Southeast Asia (1500–1800)Portuguese in Malaysia and the Spice Islands
(Indonesia)The comparative study of the place of opposition in the shaping of Islam through the
Hegira to Medina, and of Christianity in the climax of the Cross in Jerusalem, is deeply
significant. For it is those two events, arising from situations partially comparable, that moulded
so diversely and decisively the resultant faiths of Islam and Christianity.—The Muslim World,



April 1954RELIGION in South Asia has usually followed either navies or traders along the great
arc of the Malay peninsula and across into the Pacific along the Indonesian archipelago. With
the ships and the guns or the goods came religions introducing new worldviews to basically
tribal animist cultures. First Buddhism from India came to Burma as early as the third century
A.D., and mixed with Hinduism, went on to Sumatra and Java. Southern Sumatra was the seat of
a Mahayana Buddhist empire from the seventh century to the twelfth century, but in Java first
Hinduism and then Islam replaced Buddhism. A Hindu kingdom ruled East Java and much of
southern Sumatra from about 1300 to 1500.Islam, the most effective and enduring missionary
faith in Asia, first entered South Asia from the north about 1200, finding beachheads along the
coast of Sumatra late in the thirteenth century. Early in the fifteenth century an exiled Sumatran
prince carried it farther, crossing the narrow straits of Malacca to establish a prosperous dynasty
on the Malay peninsula. Trade contacts with Islam increased, and the third king of the dynasty
converted to Islam in 1436, with an eye as much on Muslim trade as on its religion. Malacca in
1511 was claimed as a fiefdom by its larger and stronger Buddhist neighbor, Siam, but in
practical politics acknowledged only the overlordship of the Ming emperors and in religion was
Sunni Islam. It became the base for uneven but increasingly effective Muslim expansion along
the coastal trading centers of the great Indonesian archipelago and as far as the southern
Philippines.1Then came the West and the Christians. They came in four waves, Portuguese,
Spanish, Dutch, and British. Portugal took Malacca from its Muslim kings in 1511, and
Portuguese priests made that city a base second only to Goa for Asian missions north to Japan
and China and south through the islands. Magellan's voyage around the world in 1521, the first
to circumnavigate the globe, gave the Philippines to the Spanish. The Dutch brought the first
Protestants beginning in 1596 and wrested Malacca from the Portuguese in 1641. They
colonized and controlled the East Indies (Indonesia) for the next three centuries, although as
Milton W. Meyer has observed, “Of all the European powers in Southeast Asia, [the Dutch]
consolidated their holdings the fastest, ruled the longest, and departed the earliest.”2 The British
did not greatly alter the balance of colonial power in the area until after 1800.Malacca, Gateway
to East Asia (1511–1663)The fortress of Malacca, guarding the narrow strait between Malaysia
and Sumatra, was the Gibraltar of Southeast Asia. It held the key to the sea lanes from the West
to the South Pacific and the Far East. When it fell to the Portuguese in 1511, the churches of
Lisbon celebrated the event as a triumph of Christianity over Islam. Because of its strategic
location guarding the primary sea lane from the Indian Ocean to the China Seas, Malacca soon
supplanted Goa as the springboard for missionary outreach into Asia beyond India.But it was a
poor model of a Catholic city. Portuguese imperialism had developed its own special brand of
expansion. As Fitzgerald describes it, “They traded when they were still too weak to conquer,
and sought to conquer when trade had given them a sufficient opportunity.”3 When Francis
Xavier spent three months in Malacca in 1545, the city was known as the Sodom and Gomorrah
of the East, as much because of its few hundred Portuguese colonists as because of its twenty
thousand “pagan” and Muslim inhabitants.4 But from that depraved city the missionaries—



Franciscans, Dominicans, Jesuits, and Augustinians—fanned out to the islands of the East
Indies. They were able to report that in Malacca and its closer islands eighteen monasteries had
been established by 1549 and that sixty thousand Christians could be counted.5 That was
probably an exaggeration, but is an indication of the kind of energetic missionary zeal that
began to sprinkle the Southeast with communities of Catholic Christians.The Spice Islands
(Indonesian Archipelago, 1511–1601)Only after the Portuguese captured the fortress of
Malacca from its Muslim rulers in 1511 did the Christian faith make any sustained impact in the
Indonesian archipelago. Franciscan missionaries had visited Sumatra early in the fourteenth
century, and the Portuguese established trading posts on Java soon thereafter that afforded
bases for missionary activity. Catholic mission expansion on the two large islands was hindered,
however, by three factors: (1) the spread of small Muslim kingdoms along the coasts of Sumatra
and Java from the thirteenth to the early sixteenth centuries, (2) the increasing pressure of Dutch
military and trading power centered after 1619 in Batavia (now Jakarta) on the northeastern tip
of Java, and (3) the preference of the Portuguese for the more lucrative trade with the spice
kingdoms in the islands to the north and east between Borneo and New Guinea rather than with
the wet-rice kingdoms of Sumatra and Java.6By 1534 Franciscans, Jesuits, Dominicans, and
others had followed the Portuguese spice ships out of Malacca and established churches and
missions in the Celebes (Macassar) and the Moluccas (which at that time centered in Ternate).
From Malacca to Ternate was a difficult voyage of a month and a half or more. A decade later in
1545 an evangelistic-minded Portuguese trader, Antonio de Paiva,7 brought back four students
from the Celebes to the college in Goa for training as missionaries. He reported that two of the
rajahs, the rulers of Supa and Siao, were baptized during his visit. Within a few years, it was
reported that a number of other kings in the southwest Celebes had become Christians along
with many of their people.8 The rajah of Siao, however, died not long thereafter and was
succeeded by an unconverted “pagan,” probably Muslim.9East of the Celebes were the
Moluccas, the fabled Spice Islands which Columbus twenty years earlier had tried and failed to
find in North America. The Portuguese found them in 1512. The great Jesuit, Xavier, spent
fourteen months there in 1546 and 1547, and the story of that short interlude between his better-
known missions in India and Japan is a microcosm of the bright hopes and failed achievement of
Portuguese Christianity in the islands. The kings of Ternate had converted to Islam in 1460–
1470, only about three generations earlier. Theirs was a small but rich island only five miles in
circumference, but its kings claimed control of territories that extended as far as Amboina and
the nutmeg island of Banda. This gave them a near monopoly over the trade in cloves, highly
prized as a seasoning for Europe's luxury appetites. As Muslims, they began to style themselves
as sultans, but their grasp for central control of the islands was bitterly contested by rival Muslim
chieftains.The coming of the black ships of the Portuguese, often considered a threat by the
islanders, was welcomed in Ternate.10 The Muslim sultan seized it as an opportunity to use the
newcomers, though they were not Muslims, against his enemies and unite the islands under his
own rule. With the traders had come a few Franciscan missionaries who seem to have been



better regarded by the Muslim sultan than by the undisciplined Portuguese traders. The most
effective evangelists seemed to have been the few devout Catholics among the Western
merchants who took their faith seriously.11If the sultan hoped for peace on the throne and
prosperity for his kingdom through an alliance with the Portuguese, his hopes were never
realized. He had reckoned without the contentious feuding that tore at his own many-wived royal
family, the intensity of the ambitions and anger of his Muslim under-chieftains, and—most of all—
the avarice and cruelty of his new Portuguese allies.The Portuguese built their first fort in Ternate
in 1522, the year the old sultan died. Four of his sons by various queens and concubines
succeeded him in turbulent disorder, and a frustrated line of Portuguese captain-traders
vacillated between supporting the sultanate and assuming authority themselves. The
Portuguese were better traders than colonizers. Their military brutality antagonized the native
people, and their arrogance ill fitted them to cope with the serpentine intrigues of local politics.
Finally, they ceased trusting either their allies on the throne or their enemies in the hills and
resorted to brute force against both. One after another the young sultans were seized and held
hostage. The rebels outside were hunted down like animals. In one village the elders had their
hands cut off while the village chief, his hands tied, was thrown to two fierce dogs. He ran into
the sea trying to fend off the dogs with his teeth and drowned in the sight of all the helpless
villagers.12Tabarija, the First Christian KingIn 1532, fourteen years before Xavier's arrival, the
resident Portuguese captain suddenly arrested the teenage sultan, the second of the old
sultan's sons to succeed him. They accused him of treachery and replaced him with his younger
half-brother, Tabarija,13 who was just fifteen. But before another year or more had passed (the
chronology is difficult to determine), the next captain-trader seized Tabarija, threw him chained
into prison, and placed his illegitimate thirteen-year-old half-brother, Hairun, on the throne of the
Moluccas.14 The Portuguese sent Tabarija off to Goa for trial. There, however, he was declared
innocent; his title was restored, but not his throne. He was detained in Goa, legally not a hostage
but yet not free to return to his islands either. Despite the arbitrariness of these proceedings,
Tabarija became fascinated with Portuguese customs, dressed in Portuguese clothes, and in
1537, after long conversations about the Christian faith with his principal patron, the trader
Jurdão de Freitas, he asked for Portuguese baptism as a Christian. He took the Portuguese
name Dom Manuel. In gratitude he deeded one of his possessions, the important island of
Amboina, over to de Freitas.15As the first Christian king over any extended territory in the East
Indies Tabarija deserved better treatment than he subsequently received. He was neglected by
the powerful Portuguese traders, who schemed to take over his lands; even the missionaries
apparently failed to give him the systematic instruction in the faith he asked for. His stipend from
the Portuguese government was often interrupted, and he sank into debt and immorality. Other
Muslim rulers regarded his desperate situation as Allah's judgment upon him for turning
Christian. Few of the more powerful chiefs were thereafter inclined to follow him into the
Christian faith. In 1545, when at last he received permission to return to Ternate, it was too late.
He died on the way, perhaps by poisoning, without ever recovering his kingdom. Tabarija did,



however, bequeath sovereignty of the Moluccas in his will not to his usurping Muslim half-
brother, Hairun, but to the king of Portugal.16Francis Xavier in the MoluccasXavier had met
Tabarija briefly in Goa in 1542 and was drawn to consider a mission to the Moluccas, but not
until after Tabarija's death did he leave Malacca for the islands. His first stop was at mountainous
Amboina, the island that Tabarija had given to his patron, de Freitas. Most of the people were
“pagan,” and though there were numerous Muslims also, he found that they were uninstructed
and ignorant of their own faith. He was glad to find seven Christian communities on the island,
which, though small, was seven times larger than the capital island of Ternate. Altogether there
were some eight thousand Christians and three Christian chiefs.17 But the last missionary priest
had died leaving the Christians, wrote Xavier, like sheep without a shepherd. He spent six
months there teaching, hearing confessions, and baptizing, relying on an interpreter, though he
had taken great pains to learn some basic Malayan. If only the society could send a dozen more
missionaries a year, the whole island would become Christian, he wrote to his colleagues in
Europe.18Proceeding northward to the Moluccan capital in Ternate, a voyage of from two to four
weeks depending on the wind,19 Xavier received a warm welcome from de Freitas, the new
captain-trader of Ternate. Upon taking over command in 1544, de Freitas had deposed
Tabarija's illegitimate half-brother who, though accepted as sultan, had been kept hostage in
prison for five years, and sent him to Goa for trial. He prepared to welcome back to the throne
Tabarija, the exiled sultan whom he had befriended and evangelized in India.Tabarija's death on
what was to have been his triumphal trip home to Ternate proved to be an irreparable setback to
the Christianizing of the sultanate. De Freitas temporarily appointed Tabarija's mother, Niachile,
a fervent Muslim and a shrewd political power in her own right, as regent. Gradually, however, de
Freitas took control of the kingdom for himself and in so doing began to alienate his island allies.
But he openly favored the propagation of the Christian faith, and for this the local priest and vicar
of the capital was completely unfitted, having the reputation of being more interested in trade
than in his parish, operating beyond the law in the former, and neglecting his duties to the latter.
He had allowed the little Christian school on the island, started by de Freitas's predecessor, to
die for lack of attention. So when Xavier arrived, promising a revival of Christian outreach, de
Freitas offered him support. Xavier began at once to teach, putting the creed, the prayers, and
the hymns into the native language so that all could understand. His greatest single
accomplishment in the eyes of islanders and Portuguese alike, however, was the conversion of
the queen mother, Niachile Pokaraga.20But Xavier was never content to remain long in the
ecclesiastical center. He gravitated always to the frontier. Within three months he left the capital
to set out on a dangerous missionary journey north and east to the tip of the spider-shaped main
Moluccan island of Halmahera and its northeastern neighbor, the island of Morotai.21 The
twenty-nine Christian communities there had been cut off for seven years from the Ternate
Christians by a fierce Muslim rebellion against the Christianizing Portuguese and their hostage
sultans. They were a primitive folk, and the Christians among them, evangelized some thirteen
years earlier, numbered perhaps twenty thousand survivors of harsh persecution by Muslims



and tribal religion believers alike.22 The largest Christian centers were Tolo, with three thousand
Christians, and Mamojo, whose Christian chiefs had been baptized in 1534. For three months
Xavier traveled through the Christian villages, baptizing as many as two thousand children and
promising to send more missionaries.23Back in Ternate Xavier found everything turned upside
down. “Freitas was no longer captain, and Niachile Pokaraga no longer queen of Ternate,” as
Schurhammer puts it.24 A Portuguese ship had arrived unannounced, with an unexpected
newly appointed captain-trader who brusquely ordered de Freitas arrested and announced that
he had brought secretly on the ship with him the deposed sultan, the Muslim Hairun, to reclaim
the throne from which de Freitas had dragged him not many months before in disgrace. Caught
between two sets of rival political factions, two Portuguese captains, de Freitas and de Sousa,
and two native claimants to power in the sultanate, Hairun and Niachile, mother of Tabarija,
Xavier struggled to find a peaceful solution, fair to both sides, but in vain. De Freitas was carried
to India to defend himself, and the Muslims reclaimed the throne. Somewhat surprisingly Hairun
reserved his bitterness for de Freitas and treated Xavier cordially. He promised not to take
reprisals against the Christians and even indicated a willingness to consider turning Christian
himself, if this would not require giving up his large harem.25 Four months later Xavier left
Ternate never to return, no longer as optimistic as when he had arrived but not without
hope.Mission in the Islands after XavierOthers came to continue Xavier's missionary labors and
kept open the small school he had managed to start for the training of native priests.26 Yet for
the Portuguese and the Catholic fathers in the Spice Islands, time was running out. A native
Muslim uprising drove the Portuguese from Ternate in 1574. The Dutch took Amboina in 1605
and received the submission of the Ternate sultanate in 1606. The future for Christianity in the
islands for the next three centuries was Protestant.Nevertheless, some Catholic beachheads
endured. On the far southeastern islands the missions of the Dominicans flourished, beginning
with the arrival of missionaries on Timor (1555), Flores (1562), and little Solor, which for a
century became their “fortress of the faith,” their largest Christian community in those islands.
The mission on Flores reported twenty-seven thousand believers in eleven Christian
communities; as many as fifty thousand Christians were baptized in their “fortress” on Solor.
Both figures are undoubtedly exaggerated. By the end of the century the Dutch counted only
12,250 Catholics in the area, but though the larger group around the monastery fortress on Solor
eventually disappeared in native uprisings and Dutch conquests, there was still a Catholic
community on Flores as late as 1754.27Beyond Flores and Solor, on the southeastern fringe of
the archipelago, lay the island of Timor, famed throughout the Far East for its fragrant
sandalwood. There the Dominicans established the most enduring Roman Catholic community
in the islands, thanks in large part to the pioneering labors of the heroic apostle of Timor, Jacinto
de Santo Antonio. Timor proved to be one of the few Catholic mission centers that was not
uprooted or absorbed by Protestant missions when the Dutch swept the Portuguese out of the
South Pacific in the middle of the seventeenth century (1655–1663).28As the Dutch moved into
the islands from the first trading base in Batavia in western Java, disrupting Portuguese sea



lanes from India, and then took Malacca from the Portuguese in 1641, Timor shifted its trading
base from Malacca to Macao, and many Malaccans, both Portuguese and Eurasian, moved to
Macassar and Timor. But Macassar too fell to the Dutch in 1660, and little was left to Portugal by
the Portuguese-Dutch treaty of 1663 but a tip of the island of Flores and tenuous, nominal
control of Timor.29 It was just enough, however, to ensure the survival of a direct line of
organized Indonesian Catholicism for the next three hundred years.The later history of the
Dominican mission on Timor after the turn of the century is not particularly edifying. One viceroy
early in the 1700s complained of the openly licentious freedom of the few remaining friars on the
island. Churches were poorly maintained, and, with or without the knowledge of the indifferent
missionaries, some of the “Christianized” tribes were still performing human sacrifices upon the
death of a chief.30 But the sense of identity with the church, however nominal, remained. To alter
Boxer's conclusion slightly, after his somber recounting of the weaknesses of the missionaries
and the follies of the colonials, he notes with some surprise that the islanders “never wholly
threw off their allegiance” to “Crown or Cross” (Portugal or church), adding that “an influence
which aroused such loyalty could not have been wholly bad.”31 The combination of nominal
unity under the Portuguese and nominal Christianity under Christian chiefs and missionaries
may partially explain the spirit of native independence that in the twentieth century led East
Timor to resist absorption into either Islam or free Indonesia.It would be presumptuous to
estimate the number of Christians in the Indonesian islands by the year 1800, but according to
what some have claimed, the number of Catholics and Protestants combined might lie between
sixty-five thousand and two hundred thousand.32NOTES1. Brian Harrison, South-East Asia: A
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Asia on the Eve of Europe's Expansion (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965), 7–8, 81ff.2.
Milton W. Meyer, Southeast Asia: A Brief History (Totowa, N.J.: Littlefield, Adams, 1971), 69.3. C.
P. Fitzgerald, A Concise History of East Asia (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1966), 79.4.
Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 21ff.5. Schmidlin, Catholic Mission History, 308 n. 1.6. The
Portuguese lost Sumatra's pepper trade to the Dutch and British. On Java, Muslim influence
expanded with the rise of the nominally Islamic Mataram kingdom, which came to control all of
Central Java, but its Muslim identity was diluted by the animism of the hills and the cultural
nationalism of the Javanese kings. Islam “survived only on Javanese royal
terms” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Macropaedia, 9:483).7. A Portuguese captain and trader, de
Paiva's knowledge of the Malay language, evangelistic forthrightness, and simple, layman's
theology greatly impressed the local rulers. The small “kingdoms” that he evangelized were
Macassar, Siao, Supa, and Alieta, all in the Celebes, but though many Christians were baptized,
the faith had only a tenuous hold on the rulers, who wavered between Christianity and Islam
(see Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 2:520–531; 3:247–251, 468).8. These “kings” were rulers of
small territories, not much larger than clusters of villages. Supa and Siao were evangelized by
the Franciscans, and Cion, Manado, and Sanguin by the Jesuits. On Paiva's visit, see
Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 2:520–531; see also Schmidlin, Catholic Mission History, 313.9.



Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:47 n. 386. The “pagan” was his half-brother.10. On the
Portuguese occupation, see A Treatise on the Moluccas (c. 1544), Probably the Preliminary
Version of Antonio Galvão's Lost Historia das Moluccas, ed. and trans. Hubert T. T. Jacobs (St.
Louis: Jesuit Historical Institute, 1971).11. Schmidlin, Catholic Mission History, 314.12. For the
chilling account of Portuguese brutality, see Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:148.13. On the
troubled career of this first Christian king of the islands and his mother, Niachile Pokaraga, see
Schurhammer (Francis Xavier, 2:249–256, 496; 3:38–42, 149ff., 157–159), whose well-
documented account I follow.14. The succession of Portuguese trader-captains of Ternate was
Fonseca (1531–1533), de Ataide (1533–1536), Galvão (1536–1539), Jurdão de Freitas (1544–
1546), B. de Sousa (1546–1549, 1550–1552). The sultans were Bayan Sirullah (reigned 1500–
1522), and his four sons, Abu Hayat (1522–1529), Dayal (1529–1532, deposed by the
Portuguese, but restored by Muslim chiefs in rebellion, 1532–1536), Tabarija (1532–1535, sultan
in exile 1535–1545), Hairun (1535–1545, 1546–1570). The dates for the sultans are
approximate. See Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 2:694, 701–702.15. Schurhammer, Francis
Xavier, 2:249–256.16. Schurhammer, Francis Xavier.17. Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:71–
141, and a map marking the Christian communities, 3:66. The seven communities contained
thirty villages and hamlets.18. On Xavier's mission on Amboina, see Schurhammer, Francis
Xavier, 3:52–141.19. See the map of Xavier's travels in the Moluccas in Schurhammer, Francis
Xavier, 3:144.20. Niachile was mother of the Christian sultan Tabarija, not of Hairun who was the
son of a Javanese concubine of the old sultan Bayan (see Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:42,
159).21. See the maps of Xavier's journeys in the Moluccas (Schurhammer, Francis Xavier,
3:144, 158).22. On the Christians of Moro before Xavier, see Schurhammer, Francis Xavier,
3:160ff.23. Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:169–188. On the numbers of Christians and
baptisms, see 177ff., 187 n. 255.24. Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:190.25. Schurhammer,
Francis Xavier, 3:191–200.26. Schurhammer, Francis Xavier, 3:142–207.27. The generous
Dominican estimates are reported by Schmidlin, Catholic Mission History, 315, 500.28. Charles
R. Boxer, “Portuguese and Dutch Colonial Rivalry, 1641–1661,” Studia 2 (Lisbon: Centro de
Estudos Historicos Ultramarinos, July 1958), 12.29. See Charles R. Boxer's lively descriptions of
the Black Portuguese “uncrowned kings” of Timor and the struggles of the Portuguese governors
and captains general from 1662 to 1770 (Fidalgos in the Far East 1550–1770 [London and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1968], 179–198).30. Boxer, Fidalgos in the Far East 1550–1770,
197.31. Boxer, Fidalgos in the Far East 1550–1770, 197–198.32. See Latourette, A History of the
Expansion of Christianity, 3:306.Chapter 4The “Christian Century” in JapanAmong all the people
of the Orient, they [the Japanese] are the most inclined to the worship and veneration of divine
things. This is not only to obtain temporal benefits such as long life, health, wealth, prosperity,
children and other such things for which they ask their false gods but also even more to obtain
with all their heart salvation in the next life. This they do even in their false and erroneous ways…
They seem literally to be those people whom Isaias mentions in Chapter 18: “Go, ye swift angels
to a waiting people.”—João Rodrigues, circa A.D. 1627CHRISTIANITY came to Japan in the



middle of a stormy one-hundred-years war that, as a Japanese poet put it, “destroy[ed] the law
of Buddha, and the law of kings.”1 Civil war convulsed the islands and so changed the face of
the nation that some say Japan has two histories, one before the revolution of 1467, which led to
the end of the dictatorship (shogunate) of the Ashikaga family, and one after 1600, when a
mighty battle determined the victor and restored unity under another dictatorship, the Tokugawa
shogunate.Folded into that fiery, chaotic period and overlapping it in history like counterpoint in
music was a remarkable religious phenomenon, the “Christian century” in Japan,2 from 1549 to
1650, when, for a few fleeting decades, it seemed that Christianity might mold the later history of
Japan much as a mixture of Shintoism, Buddhism, and to a lesser extent Confucianism had
shaped its earlier cultural history.3One of the surprises hidden in any first reading of the history
of that Christian century is that there may have been a higher percentage of Christians in the
sixteenth century in Japan's population of about 20 million than there were at the close of the
twentieth, when the population is nearer 130 million. Another surprise is the extent of Japanese
cooperation and patronage in the first decades of the Christian century. A third surprise, which
comes only after more reading, is how little the Christian century affected the subsequent history
of Japan.Xavier, Jesuits, and Japanese Patronage (1551–1587)The pioneer of the first Christian
mission to Japan in 1549 was the great Jesuit, Francis Xavier (1506–1552), who reached Japan
in 1549.4 But it would be well to begin the story of his mission with an acknowledgment of the
fact that at least some of the honor rightly due to the great Jesuit should probably be shared with
an unlikely candidate for credit as a forerunner and catalyst of the mission, a Japanese fugitive
from criminal justice named Anjiro (or Yajiro), who later styled himself simply Paul of Japan.5
Those two, the Jesuit missionary from Portugal and the fugitive from Japan, opened up a whole
new vision of Asian mission for the Society of Jesus. Strangely enough, it was the man from
Japan who came to India looking for Xavier, not Xavier looking for Japan. The initiative was
Japanese.Anjiro, who was later baptized Paul of the Holy Faith, was from a good upper-class
family in Kagoshima on the southern Japanese island of Kyushu. Caught in a youthful brawl and
fleeing from a charge of manslaughter, probably accidental, he found refuge first in a Shingon
Buddhist temple. He found no peace of mind or soul there, and boarded a Portuguese ship that
was about to sail for Malacca. His mind was of a religious bent, and on the three-thousand-mile
voyage south to the Malay archipelago he confided his sense of unforgiven sin in conversations
with the ship's sympathetic Christian captain and decided to become a Christian. The captain
told him that when he got to Malacca, he should ask a “holy priest” named Francis Xavier about
these things. But when they reached Malacca Xavier had left for the East Indies (Indonesia), and
Anjiro reluctantly took ship to return home to Japan. That might well have ended it all had not a
storm forced his ship to make port in China, where by chance or by providence he met another
Portuguese acquaintance and was persuaded to try again to find Xavier back in Malacca. This
time, at last, he met the missionary, and there in Malacca (the Singapore of its day) the mission
to Japan was born.Xavier, who knew little more about Japan than that it was made up of “certain
very large islands” that had been discovered about five years earlier, questioned Anjiro about the



possibilities for Christian mission in Japan:I asked him whether if I went back with him to his
country, the Japanese would become Christians, and he said that they would not do so until they
had asked me many questions and had seen by the way I answered how much I knew. Most of
all, they would want to see if I practiced what I preached and believed…then, after watching me
for six months, the king, the nobility, and all other people of discretion would become Christians,
for the Japanese, he said, are totally guided by the law of reason.6Xavier added, “My mind
seems to tell me that in less than two years either I or someone else from our Society will go to
Japan, though the voyage is very dangerous.”In less than the two years he was on his way, with
a remarkably international party of missionaries—Xavier and two fellow Jesuits (Cosme de
Torres and a lay brother, Fernando), three Japanese (Anjiro and two companions), and a
Chinese baptized Emmanuel (or Manuel). It took them six weeks for the first leg of the voyage,
Cochin to Malacca, where the governor, a son of Vasco da Gama, gave them thirty measures of
pepper to sell in Japan to build a church and enough money to support the company there for
several years. No Portuguese ship was available for the seven-week-long journey by sea to
Japan, and against all advice, they chose to sail instead on a Chinese junk manned by a captain
and crew who looked so much like pirates to the Portuguese governor that he demanded the
wife and son of the captain as hostages to guarantee the party's safety. The perceptive Anjiro
privately noted with some satisfaction that, given the ill repute of Westerners in the China seas, it
was providential that a Chinese and not the Portuguese would take Xavier to Japan.7 Xavier
spent only two years and three months in Japan (1549–1552), but in that short space of time he
laid the foundations for the next two centuries of Catholic missions in Asia, and more particularly,
of Jesuit missionary methods. The three pillars of the pattern were adaptation, fidelity, and
discipline. The principle of adaptation, which Xavier only experimented with and left to his
successors to develop, gave to the missioners the flexibility to accommodate their strategy to
different social structures in a culturally pluralistic world. Fidelity to Catholic orthodoxy gave them
a clear missionary theology that refused to dodge difficult questions, and their vow of absolute
obedience to the pope gave them an organizational discipline second to none. It was a dynamic
tension of motives and loyalties that often stretched the outer limits of unity and sorely tested the
capacities of missionary stamina and ecclesiastical fellowship, but in the end it produced the
greatest single missionary society the Christian church has ever known.However, once Xavier
moved beyond the circle of Anjiro's family and friends in Kagoshima, for whose benefit Anjiro
memorized the entire gospel of Matthew in Portuguese and translated it into Japanese,8 he
discovered that effective accommodation to a culture requires accurate knowledge of the
culture, and much of what he had been told about Japan was misinformation. For example, in
India his first instinctive Christian inclination had plunged him primarily into work with the poor
and the outcasts on the Fisher Coast. This, he must have noted, had brought him remarkable
local success but failed to lead to any Christian impact on Indian society as a whole. So he
resolved to change his strategy in Japan and begin at the other end of the social scale, with the
emperor.9 The result was disillusioning. No one had told him that the emperor was a powerless



puppet. Even more depressing to him was the response of the powerful and militant Buddhist
monks of the great monastery on Mount Hiei outside Kyoto. Despising his thin, black robe and
apparent poverty, they refused to receive him.Japan, in the middle of the sixteenth century, was
not a cohesive empire but a constantly shifting, crazy-quilt pattern of about 214 largely
independent dukedoms, each ruled by a feudal lord (daimyo), the more powerful of which had
for centuries fought for political and military control of the emperor, the symbolic head of state.10
In the twelfth century the ruling overlord (shogun) who controlled the emperor was the feudal
ruler of Kamakura, whose family name was Hojo; in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the
power of the shogunate passed into the hands of the Ashikaga family in Kyoto. But in 1550,
when Xavier tried in vain to see the emperor, the Ashikaga shoguns were losing control and
Japan was in political chaos. It was groping for centralized unity under a succession of three
powerful warlords.
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M. Edwards, “Passionate Pioneers From Yesteryear. I read this book a few pages a day over the
course of most of the year after having read the first volume last year. While not an engaging
history that you will want to read in large chunks, I appreciated reading about God's continued
activity in Asia. I especially appreciated the stories of those from yesteryear who passionately
invested their lives in what was then a very different Asia, at times identifying with them and
feeling a sense of comradery. Sadly, a few days after I started reading the second volume of this
history back in January, the author passed away. The promised third volume will never appear,
unless published posthumously.”

Dr. B., “Five Stars. One of best history reviews on early relations be Islam and Christianity.Great
presentation by author.”

Ronald L. Smith, “A Forgotten Part of Church HIstory. This books connects Christians with the
story of the Church and its growth, persecution and spread in Asia. It is a storehouse of
information that will humble western Christians and acquaint them with those who went East
with the Gospel.”

Dr. Robert D. Mccroskey, Jr., “Faithful unto death. I was not aware of the terrible waves of
persecution that decimated the early Christians in several of these Asian countries: Japan,
Korea, China, Burma. Persecutions experienced by Christians in Asia today are not a new
phenomenon but rather new chapters in an old book.”

The book by Samuel Hugh Moffett has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 8 people have provided feedback.
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