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OREWORD

Education in Jalfna reached its highest point in the mid-decades of the
twentieth century, When literacy in the English language was at its highest.
Though the number of people who read and discussed books, journals, and
periodicals of high quality was limited, there was a filter down effect of the
world’s best output in knowledge. This was through distinguished educationists,
social activists, colleges, churches and numerous seminars and conferences,
religious and secular held in Jaffna. Distinguished scholars, theologians and
religious savants from many parts of the world, notably from the West, India
and the South in Lanka visited Jaffna. The interaction that took place made
Jaffna intellectually vibrant, where learning and education was its very ethos.

English, through acts of commission and omission, was virtually thrown
out of the window in the heat of competing nationalisms both in the north and
the south. We have paid a heavy price in the quality of education imparted to
generations of young people. These comments are not made to belittle the
transition to education in Swabasha that was set in motion from the 1940s.
Education in the mother tongue was the right and correct decision. But
unfortunately bilingualism was not developed and the given the importance
that it should have been given, especially in the universities. In a country like
Japan utmost importance has been given to the study of English in addition to
other European languages and in recent times to several Asian languages as
well. The best works in English and European languages are immediately
available in Japanese translation, the Japanese edition being much cheaper that
the English one due to the large market available for books in Japan.

In a resource poor country like ours translations on that scale are impossible.
Hence the responsibility has fallen on writers and scholars to publish in Tamil
or Sinhalese enabling a larger reading public to have access to the knowledge
these scholars have accumulated by wide teading and research over the years.
Unfortunately such publications worthy of note are rare, Many who publish
scholarly works in English do not have editions In the national languages. In
writing this very welcome book Fr.Jeyaseelan has done a yeoman service to the
Tamil reading public, and especially the Christian community, its clergy and
lay leadership.
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Christianity is a fast growing religion in several Asian countries, especially
in %outh East and East Asia, where urbanization and the consequent secularization
process has taken place at a [ast pace. Today there is a search for spirituality in
this region especially among young people. This is no longer taking place under
the umbrella of Christian triumphalism associated with European imperialism
and expansion. The church in Asia, with some exceptions, is today a very much
home grown church. This book places Christianity in Asia in historical
perspective.

The book begins with a brief history of the early church, and provides a
broad survey of the early period in Palestine and Syria, with references to the
founding fathers, and then moves on to a region-by-region account covering
the period 40 to 1000 A.D. The regions include the Middle East, India and
China. The period 1000 to 1500 A.D. is covered briefly, bringing us to the
substantial part of the work, from 1500 to 1800 A.D. Of special interest to us as
Tamils is the history of the church in Tamil Nadu and the work of the Madurai
Mission theologian and priest Robert de Nobily in the 16" and 17" centuries,
which is matched by the survey of the work of Francis Xavier and Christianity
in Japan, and the growth of the Church in the Philippines. Other interesting and
valuable references in the book are to trade and commerce, the growth of
Christian literature and the publications of the Jesuit press. The author does
well in not losing the main focus of his book while providing us with a valuable
narrative history. He dwells on the teachings, the challenges faced, the sufferings
undergone and the sacrifices made by several famous personalities in the long
and chequered history of the. Church in Asia.

Fr. Jeyaseelan is well equipped by his academic training to write this history.
Living through decades of life in a turbulent Jaffna, his integrity remains
unquestioned and is widely acknowledged. His life has been marked by
involvements in the daily life of people, especially the poor, the under privileged
and marginalized. He brings to his teaching mission the enlightenment that comes
from practice. Any scholar who comes out with a book of this nature in spite of
the limitations imposed by the travails of everyday life in Jaffna needs to be
congratulated. :

I have known him for over three decades from the time he read for his [irst
degree in the University of Jaffna. My intimate interactions with him began when
he plunged himself into the struggle for human rights in Jaffna. In July 1979
soon after the midnight murders of Tamil youth that sere stock waves through
the whole community, and which in turn accelerated the rise of Tamil youth
militancy, the Jaffna' Branch of the Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and
Equality (MIRJE) came into existence. Fr.Paul Caspersz, bringing together a
broad spectrum of political parties, trade unions, social movements and
individuals, led the national movement. This was truly a Peoples Movement
and not one of the many well-funded NGOs that have propped up in recent Years.
We did not have a single paid full time worker. It was a volunteerism at its best.
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This was the time when in the ecumenical world there was a great deal of
discussion on the theme “In Partnership with Peoples of all Faiths and Ideologies™
In Lanka and in Jaffna in particular this became a reality in action. Fr. Jayaseelan
became the founding secretary of the Jaffna branch of MIRJE in which I
happened to be the president. Needless to say, Fr. Jayaseelan and some of our
comrades in the movement did most of the work including that of visiting affected
tamilies, and documenting the violations of human rights and organizing non-
violent campaigns.

The spirituality rooted in deep faith that Fr.Jeyaseelan brought into our
work had an ennobling effect on many of us. This had a deep impact on my life,
as we stepped on to the streets and participated in public rallies and meetings
getting involved in action oriented work, coming down from the ivory tower of
seminars, conferences and university teaching around which the life of most of
us academics revolyved. The transition from theory to practice even in a small
way was invigorating and spiritually meaningful and valuable. {

I have great joy in writing this foreword to his book “History of the Asian
Church.” This also enables me to also place on record my gratitude to
Fr.Jeyaseelan for a lifetime of friendship and comradeship.

Silan Kadirgamar
February 2007
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