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R e v ie w e d  by  Jam es a . B e r g q u is t  
AND P a u l V. M a r t in s o n

T his book  is long overdue and m ueh needed. It deals w ith  the 
history o f  Asian Lutherans, bo th  in their hom e countries and in 

the U nited  States. T he editors are bo th  professors at Lutheran 
seminaries in the U n ited  States.

lUajashekar’s In troduc tion  (3-17) makes clear that one o f  the 
m ain purposes is to tell the story o f  Lutherans in Asia th rough  the 
eyes ofA sian leaders past and present. A t several points he charges 
that the m issionary pioneers failed to properly  recognize local 
catechists, pastors, and Bible w om en. “T h e  voices o f  the natives or 
the indigenous people are seldom  heard, unless they b rough t 
credit to  the m issionaries” (6).This claim  seems ironic, particularly 
in  view  o f  the fact that m ost footnotes in  this b o o k  cite W estern  
or m issionary sources to docum en t the stories abou t early Asian 
leaders. N evertheless, this b ook  has done w orld  L utheranism  an 
im portan t service in  uplifting the con tribu tions o f  so m any little- 
know n local witnesses.AndrewWalls and L a ^ n S ^ h ,m i s s io l o g i s t s  
and church  historians, have long  urged  the preservation o f  
docum ents and the efforts o f  local Christians to  research them  
to explore dim ensions o f  the story o f  today’s w orld  C hristian ity  
unavailable to outsiders. T he  In troduction  also rem arks that the 
L utheran  trad ition  in  Asia exists as som eth ing  o f  an historical 
accident, because o f  w here L utheran  m issionaries chanced to have 
landed, and is m ore o f  a sociological label than  a theological or 
confessional stance. This ^ rsp ec tiv e  has multiple implications. O ne
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is the  question o f  w h e th er the L utheran  W orld Federation (LWF) 
and historic L utheran  m ission agencies are con tinu ing  to prop up 
a confessionai position  that has no real foundation  in  som e o f  the 
Asian settings.

In fourteen chapters, Part I provides an overview o f  Lutheran 
churches in Asia. Three chapters offer a brief history o f Lutheranism 
by region: South Asia (Chapter 1), Southeast Asia (Chapter 5) and 
East Asia (Chapter 9). These chapters give b rie f  straightforward 
historical narratives w hich provide a basic fram ework and also spell 
ou t foe undergirding poin t o f  view. Each in troductory  chapter is 
followed by chapters that speak to each regional context and describe 
the Lutheran churches by highlighting foe stories o f  indigenous 
leaders past س  present. These stories often demonstrate foe impact 
and power o f  the gospel. Since foe book intends to present histo!^ 
through stories, Part II, “Biographies,” completes this process.

A close exam ination o f  the South Asian section (Chapters 1-4) 
demonstrates the books contributions and questions. In nine pages 
in  C hap ter I,  Paul R ajashekar traces the h istory o f  Lutheranism  as 
it em erged  w ith  considerable strength  in  India, a m uch  smaller 
presence in Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, and m inim al or no 
presence in Nepal, Bhutan, Afghanistan, and Maldives. Three chapters 
by Indian authors deal w ith  the Indian context, add helpful stories 
about remarkable indigenous leaders, and examine present and 
future challenges. C hapter 2 contains accounts o f  the people w ho 
from  the earliest times extensively used local Indian cultural forms 
o f  poetry, folk music, and oratory to express C hristian worship and 
piety. In bo th  foe Tamil and Telugu languages hundreds o f  hymns 
were w ritten , many still in use. H ere are m ore than 35 stories about 
Indian leaders during the first 300 years o f South Indian Lutheranism. 
C hapter 3 opens up foe story o f  Lutherans in N o rth  India, prim arily 
am ong various tribal groups in Bihar, Bengal, N ortheast India, and 
later Bangladesh. Further future reflection is needed on  w hat makes 
tribal C hristians un ique  in  India, and w hat Lutherans o f  tribal 
background in N orth  India might have in com m on w ith tribal Baptist 
and Presbyterian churches o f  Nagaland, M anipur, and M iz o r a m -  
three Indian states in w hich Christians are in the m ajority  T he gem  
o f the book is Chapter 4, “Builders o f the Church: Stories and S o n ^
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o f  South Indian W om en.” B. E. Bharathi Nuthalapati, far m ore than 
o th e r con tribu to rs , goes directly  to  orig inal sources. She gives a 
vivid picture o f  the actual daily C hristian life and mission in South 
Indian villages by exam ining Tamil andTelugu songs and examples 
o f  vernacular m issionary proclam ation . N uthalapati brings to  life 
the w ork o f  those selfless Bible w om en and catechists, often quite 
uneducated, w ho worked in local villages am ong people o f  all castes. 
All this im portant material, m uch o f  it oral, will soon be lost unless 
recovered by Indian researchers.

These four chapters open up topics for m any books and academic 
theses that can only be done by local w riters deeply rooted in Indian 
culture, in the congregational spirituality o f  actual worshipping 

'٠ and w ith  knowledge o f  the inner dynamics o f  the 
church pohty. N o  outsider can do it. Questions abound: W hat were 
the “non-theological factors” that caused bo th  southern  and 
no rthern  Lutheran churches in India to stay out o f  the C hurch o f  
South India and the C hurch o f  N o rth  India? M ore difficult to 
address, w hat are the internal factors that led to the recent and 
sometimes prolonged ^ra lysis  o f  so m any o f  India’s th irteen 
Lutheran churches— decades o f  inner conflict that led to a perm anent 
split in the Gossner Evangelical Lutheran C hurch, the dysfunctional 
recent years o f  foe South Andhra Lutheran C hurch, the Tamil 
Evangelical Lutheran C hurch, the Indian Evangelical Lutheran 
C hurch, and the roots o f  difficult and even violent conflict in the 
Andhra Evangelical Lutheran Church? Again, is Lutheran identity 
im portant to Asian Lutherans, or only to foe LWE and sponsoring 
missions? Or, as m inority  churches am ong the larger m inority  
Christian communities o f India, how  important is the unity question? 
T he public witness question asks how  Lutherans speak to Indian 
culture through confrontational Dalit them es while reconciling that 
theology w ith  foe m ore accepting themes o f  dialogue and foe w ider 
ecumenism . Einally, in com m on w ith  the Batak churches o f  
Indonesia, will foe Indian and o ther Asian Lutheran churches grow 
beyond or stay w ith in  the narrower tribal and caste com m unities o f 
their origin? These crucial issues in South Asian c h u rc h e s -so m e  
hin ted  at by authors here— are sensitive issues deeply discussed 
locally.
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Part آل  contains 99 short (2 pages or less) biographies o f  Asian 
Christian leaders, bo th  m en and w om en. Leaders from  C hina (17), 
H ong  Kong (2), India (27), ¡ndonesia (13), Japan (8), Kuwait (1), 
Malaysia (3), Philippines (5), Singapore (2),Taiwan (5),Thailand (5), 
and the U n ited  States (9) are included. M ost were bo rn  betw een 
1920 and i960, w ith only 23 before 1920. The two earliest were born 
in India (1698 and 1774). T he latest three were bo rn  in the 1960s. 
T hey are listed by place o f  b irth  rather than place o f  work. If  
num bered according to m ain place o f  work, the num bers for C hina 
and India change si^Lificandy: All but two are removed from China 
to H ong  Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia and the U n ited  States and seven 
are transferred from  India to the U n ited  States. A m ong the 99 are 
some w ho m oved to ecum enical or academic positions in the West, 
Rajashekar and Yee am ong them . Several have made considerable 
contributions as officers or staff o f  the W orld C ouncil o f  Churches 
and die LWF. T he biographers are Asians, often colleagues o f  those 
about w hom  they w rite. A small proportion, however, such as 
Rajashekar and Yee, have lived m uch if  no t all o f  their lives in the 
West and done graduate studies there, b ringing a perspective that 
differs from  those w ho lived only in Asia. T he sources are m ainly 
Asian vernacular d o c u m e n ts -in c lu d in g  oral reports, m em ories, 
church records, and résumés. T he biographies often do no t directly 
state the church or mission agency w ith  w hich each person was 
associated. T he Evangelical Lutheran C hurch in A m erica (ELCA) 
and the Lutheran C hurch-M issouri Synod are the m ain bodies 
involved. T he affiliation does affect the tone o f  the presentation 
somewhat. Cenerally, the biographies o f  earlier figures give m ore 
attention to the expertence o f faith and its guidtng role in life. The 
more contemporary biographies, especially in the American setting, 
reflect a ^ lm a ry  com m itm ent to multiculturalism.W hile recognizing 
this shift from  description through stories to prom oting an 
institutional agenda, nevertheless, the biographies are well w orth  
reading.

A key underlying assum ption is that missionary endeavors were 
significantly shaped by colonialism and often com prom ised by 
disparaging attitudes toward native peoples. T he contem porary 
com m itm ent is to transcend these biases. T he present structural
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dynamics o f  the ELCA are seen to enable Asians to address w hite- 
colored racism, the gender gap, and the issue o f  gay civil rights 
through im plem enting m ^tic^ tu ra lism . This approach entails high 
level education, giving persons o f  color responsible positions, and 
im plem entation o f  the quota system, in order to give voice, presence 
and pow er to Asians w ith in  the ELCA. At the same time, this 
approach yields a diaspora problem  w ith in  the A m erican context, 
as discussed especially in chapter 14, the Epilogue, and E dm ond 
Yee’s biography (422-426), w ith  m any Asian congregations on the 
periphery, unaffected and even um ym pathetic to these changes.

Some matters related to C hina and the Chinese diaspora illustrate 
these concerns. Yee notes that Chinese congregations w ith in  the 
ELCA are on the periphery  or almost invisible. A big divide seems 
to exist betw een the people o f  color w ho play a leadership role in 
the ELCA structures and the lives o f  m any congregations. W hile 
m entioning the diaspora, Yee him self participates in m aintaining 
invisibility for that part o f  the diaspora that does no t buy into the 
ELC A ’s particular style o f  multiculturalism. Eor example, no m ention 
is m ade o f  foe strong and dynamic Chinese Lutheran C hurch  o f  
H onolu lu  pastored since its earliest years by Sim on Lee. Yet in foe 
biography o f  Thom as C hen, we learn that the C enter for Chinese 
M inistry (CCM ), a m inistry o f  foe ELCA, helped the N anguan 
C hurch in Xinyang, H enan, China, replace its original church 
ruined during foe Cultural R evolution. D edicated in N ovem ber, 
2006, the centenary o f  the first church built in 1906, it is a seven- 
story structure accom m odating two to three thousand worshippers. 
N o t m entioned  is that Sim on Lee invited foe C C M  to donate a 
m odest am ount while S im ons ow n church funded m ost o f  a 
$120,000 gift so that N anguan could com plete its construction. 
Indeed, Simon com m unicated w ith the Division o f  Global Mission 
(ELCA) and ?aul M artinson com m unicated independently w ith  
Presiding Bishop H anson, inviting them  to send a representative to 
the dedication, bu t they bo th  showed no interest. C hina Service 
Ventures, a pan-Lutheran agency, led a group o f  30, including Simon 
Lee, to participate in the celebration. N um erous examples such as 
this could be shared, indicating how  mfoticulturalism has contributed 
to a uniculturalism  that treats no t a few Chinese churches in the
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ELCA as peripheral. Ironieally, it seems that, the Yuice o f the Chinese 
believers w ithin the congregations o f  the diaspora “are seldom heard, 
unless they b ring  credit” to the m ulticultural leaders w ith in  the 
ELCA (see the quotation from  p. 6, above).

T he biographies depend on inform ation w hich may no t be easily 
verified. O ne example is the ^esentation  by Edm ond Yee about “a 
blind orphan adopted by a w om an m issionary” She was a talented 
pianist, two inform ants stated, and after study in Am erica returned  
to Xinyang, Henan, and became “a church pianist and choir director” 
( 1 0 ؤ ). T he nam e given is W ang M engEn and Yee refers to her as 
“h e r” and “she.” This biography is partly based on  m isinform ation. 
I (Paul M artinson) was in  X inyang studying in  foe school for 
missionary children in 1947-48, ju st before foe liberation o f  1949. A 
blind m an w ho never studied overseas was the musician at the 
church in Xinyang and played no t a piano, bu t a pum p organ. We 
w orshipped there every Sunday We m et this elderly saint again in 
2004 in Xinyang. T he N anguan church confirm ed his nam e was 
W m g M engEn (M engEn, his personal name, means “recipient o f 
grace”). H e was raised in the mission orphanage and no doubt 
locally trained. K now n as a hum ble m an full o f  grace, he died not 
long after we m et w ith  him.

This book  provides m any rich  testimonies o f  the experiences o f 
individual grass roots Christians. T he following testim ony conveys 
what the Abundant Harvest is all about. A local Christian, Pacliwan in 
the Philippines, began “several congregations in rem ote villages.. . .  
H e w ould hike four to eight hours to teach and conduct Bible 
studies. His favorite expression was: ،We have been sacrificing 
animals and chickens to m any spirits, bu t G od has sacrificed once, 
and that is through His Son Jesus C hrist’” (27f). B ut at the same 
time, Lutheran Christians can also face challenges and ridicule. In 
Thailand, non-C hristians, believing in  karma, can be heard to say, 
“Jesus must have com m itted  terrible sins in his previous life that 
caused him  to die like a crim inal on  the cross” (117). H ere we 
discover foe secret that, yes, he died like a criminal, but it was not his 
but our self-referencing, greed, guilt, and unbelief that c ti^ n a h z e d  
Jesus and brought us into his abundant h rv e s t.T h a t is w hy a book 
about such a harvest can and should be written.
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O ne correction: ^Ire earnest Lutheran presence in M yanmar was 
not from  1978. It began w ith  the m igration o f  Lutherans from  the 
Tamil andTelugu areas o f  South India to B urm a as laborers or small 
businessmen in the n ineteenth  century. O ne o f  these historic 
congregations remains in Yangon. M ost Indians were expelled from 
the old B urm a in 1966 by the m ilitary governm ent.

Abundant Harvest has provided a starting poin t for serious study. 
This is urgently needed, particularly in light o f  the reality o f  a truly 
global church within which Asian Christianity begs to be understood 
as well as applauded.
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