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1. Indian Christians and the search for a “national form of Christianity” 

My paper will deal with the Asian YMCA’s prior to WW1 as a “training school” for
indigenous leadership and platform for early networking among Asian Christian elites.

But  first  I  would  like  to  make  some remarks  on  the  general  topic  of  our  conference  –  the
relationship and interdependence between nationalism and internationalism in the formation of
the early modern ecumenical movement.

Looking at the debates among Indian Christians around 1900 I have studied in a recent research
project on indigenous Christian journals from Asia and Africa between 1880 and 19151 , I would
like to say that, in this specific context, there exists no antagonism at all, between a “national”
and “international”  orientation.  Quite  the  contrary:  a  “national  form of  Christianity”  and the
development of self-supporting, self-extending and self-governing “native Churches” has been
regarded as a  necessary prerequisite  for international  cooperation  among the emerging Asian
Churches. 

In South India, by the end of 19th c., Madras had become the center of a numerically small, but
highly influential Indian Protestant elite which regarded itself (and was looked at by their Hindu
neighbors) as a “progressive community”, due to its educational and professional achievements. 

Various  movements of emancipation among Indian Christians can be observed in South India,
around 1900, such as the

- the “National Church of India” (NCI), established in 1886, aiming at a united Church
for  all Indian  Christians,  irrespectively  of  denominational  affiliation,  under  Indian
leadership; 
-  the  all-Indian  “National  Missionary  Society”,  founded  in  1905,  which  followed  the
principle of “Indian men, Indian money, Indian ledership” and became active both within
and outside India; 
- various other forms of self-organisation.

1  Cf. KOSCHORKE, K. (2019), “Owned and Conducted entirely by the Native Christian Community”. Der 
‘Christian Patriot’ und die indigen-christliche Presse im kolonialen Indien um 1900 (StAECG 34; Wiesbaden); 
KOSCHORKE, K. / HERMANN, A. / LUDWIG, F. / BURLACIOIU, C. (Eds.) (2018), „To give publicity to our 
thoughts“. Journals of Asian and African Christians and the Making of a Transregional Indigenous Christian 
Public Sphere (StAECG 31; Wiesbaden). 
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Common to all of these associations had been a “national” orientation. 

Nationalism in  this  context  did not  mean militant  anti-Westernism,  as  in  parts  of  the
Indian National Congress (INC), there often combined with Hindu revivalist tendencies. Rather,
in  Indian  Christian  circles,  it  was  opposed  to  the  denominational  “sectarianism”  of  the
missionaries  and  foreign  domination  in  the  mission  Churches  which  provoked  charges  of
“denationalization” against Indian Christians, by radical Hindu activists. So, at the turn from 19 th

to 20th centuries, there existed quite a number of various experiments to develop an “indigenous
expression” and “national form” of Indian Christianity. 

Increasingly, these movements were regarded as a first step towards the formation of a
Christian pan-Asian network. So, for example, a meeting of the NMS in 1910 proclaimed as its
final goal „ the establishment in  every country [sc. in Asia] of an indigenous native Christian
Church, self-governing, self-supporting and self-propagating” (CP 08.10.1910 p. 6 –KK 247).

One of the associations giving expression to the national sentiments of Indian Christians, was
the Indian YMCA. 

2. The Indian YMCA – a  training school for Indian Christian leadership

Inspite of its  western origin,  the YMCA,  with its extensive network throughout India,
developed rapidly into what has been labelled “a training center for Indian Christian leadership“
(Mallampali 2004, 100.8; cf. David 1992, 105; Weber 1966, 92.98). At the same time, it became
increasingly involved in the  worldwide Protestant  ecumene2. Various regional branches of the
YMCA had existed in India already since 1854, however with a primarily European membership.
In 1891, with the “National  Council”  a nation-wide umbrella  organisation was established in
Madras.  Inspite  of strong criticism by conservative missionaries,  the Madras YMCA became
open for  all  Indians,  irrespectively  of  race  and religion3.  The  YMCA combined  evangelistic
concerns with a trans-denominational orientation and a variety of social activities and became
very popular also among the non-Christian urban youth and intelligentsia.  Its “cosmopolitan”
character, we learn from an Indian journal in 1898, has been welcomed „by people of all classes
and creeds in the city of Madras“:  

„We do not think that there is any organisation that has, in such a short time, compelled
recognition and support from Hindus, Mohammedan and Christians – from Europeans and
natives of all classes – and from communities representing varied and even conflicting
interests (…) Of the 424 young men that are members of the association and its branches,
as many as 162 are Hindus, and every day one them is aware that the institution to which

2 MALLAMPALI (2004),  Christians and Public Life, 100.88; ganz ähnlich DAVID (1992),  YMCA and the Making of
Modern India, 106: „The (sc.  Indian) YMCA had become an Institution that  trained Christian leaders“;  WEBER

(1966), Asia, 92.98: „training ground for indigenous leadership, … opportunities for lay initiative and manifestation
of Christian unity“. – Literatur zum indischen YMCA: DAVID (1992), The YMCA and the Making of Modern India,
passim;  DAVID, „National Movement”, 317–341;  WEBER (1966), Asia, 91–114;  MALLAMPALI (2004),  Christians
and Public Life, 88ff. 98–102. 
3   DAVID (1992), The YMCA and the Making of Modern India, 17ff.24ff.
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they belong is a Young Men’s Christian Association, and that the one main object of its
founders is to led men to Christ“4.

Some prominent Indian Christians (and future Church leaders) who were members of the Indian 
YMCA: 

- Kali Charan Banerji, professor at the ‘Calcutta University’ and lawyer at the High Court,
delegate  of  the  Indian  National  Congress  and  respected  representative  of  the  Christian
community in Bengal;

- Samuel Satthianadhan, professor of philosophy at the ‘Presidency College’ in Madras
und first president of the ‘National Council’ of Indian YMCA’s established in 1891; 

- V.S. Azariah, first Indian secretary of the YMCA and later (in 1912) first Indian bishop
of the Anglican Church on the subcontinent and the whole od Asia; 

- K.T. Paul, who followed Azariah as YMCA secretary and took part in the formation of
the ‘South Indian United Church’ (SIUC) in 1908. Later he served as general secretary of the
NMS,  chairman  of  the  ‘National  Council  of  Churches  of  India’,  president  of  the  ‘All  India
Conference of Indian Christians’ and attended the second ‚Round Table Conference‘ 1931 in
London.

- S.K. Datta, who became General Secretary and finally President of the Indian YMCA:
He  also  functioned  as  one  of  the  protestant  representatives  at  the  second  ‚Round  Table
Conference‘ 1931 in London. 

3. Networking in Asia: the visit of a Japanese delegation in India in 1906, "at the special 
request and invitation of the Indian ... Y.M.C.As", and other contacts

a. Visitors from Japan, plans for continued cooperation

- Growing interest in Japan, the rising star in the East, also among Indian  Christians
- Japans jump into modernity regarded as the results of “Christianity and Christian civilization” 
(Text 109)
- Increased after Russo-Japanese war 1904/05 which stimulated national movements and pan-
Asia sentiments all over the continent: “Asia is one” 
- Visit of a Japanese delegation to India in 1906, “at the special request and invitation of the 
Indian ... Y.M.C.As" / Dr. Sakunoshin Motoda (1862-1928) and Rev. Tasuku Harada (1863-
1940), president of the YMCA Kobe / travelled seven weeks, from North to South and East to the
West / huge success, crowded audiences / topic of their talks: “What can (Christian) India learn 
from (Christian) Japan?” / the answers given: a. promoting indigenous leadership; b. overcoming 
missionary “sectarianism” and confessional strives; c. fostering female education
- Intra-Asian solidarity: “The people of Japan and the people of India are one in the Lord Jesus 
Christ” (CP 28.04.1906 p. 3 – KK p. 246)
- “To us [sc. Indian Christians] this visit has been of incalculable value” / it strengthened “the 
bonds of mutual understanding and sympathy” / plans for continued exchange: counter visit by an
Indian delegation, communication though letters, mutual prayers and offertories, exchange of 
teachers and students, various joint activities 

4   CP 19.02.1898 p. 4 - kursiv im Original:

3

Draft - do not quote or distribute



Klaus Koschorke

- Beginnings of a Christian pan-Asianism

b. Links with China: exchange of journals

Other forms of contact: exchange, reprint and translation of (articles) in journals.

“Chinas wakening” has been a great topic also in Indian Christian journals, and articles from 
Chinese periodicals are reprinted in the Indian Christian press
- CP 11.08.1906 p. 6 (Text 107): introduced “a Chinese magazine” (‘Chinese Young Men’) and 
was pleased that “all original articles written by Chinese Gentlemen” 5 
- The ‘Chinese Young Men’, vice versa, organ of the Chinese YMCA, reprinted and translated 
articles from its Indian counterpart, the ‚Young Men of India‘6 – interaction through journals;
- In 1905, the previously bilingual ‚China’s Young Men‘ became split into a Chinese and English 
edition, the one for intra-Chinese communication, and the other one for contacts with the sister 
organisations in US and UK and, specifically, also with „our English-reading friends in all parts 
of Asia“.7

c. South Africa – a solidarity meeting in Madras

Strong connections existed between Indian Christians in India and emigrants  in South
Africa. It was both in this context and in cooperation with other movements of solidarity with the
Indian indentured laborers and compatriots in South Africa that the Madras YMCA also played
an important role.

In 1909, for example, an interreligious solidarity meeting was organized in Madras, for
the Indian “suffering countrymen” in South African Transvaal. It took place, we learn from a
newspaper report, “at the rooms of the Madras YMCA”. H.S. L. Polak, a close fellow campaigner
of Gandhi,  and the other South African delegates  were given a most cordial  welcome.  “The
function was well attended, representatives of the Hindu, Mohammedan, Christian and Parsee
communities being present” (CP 23.10.1909 p. 7 – Text 104). Polak later also met the Anglican
archbishop of Madras,  Henry Whitehead,  who subsequently tried to intervene  at  the colonial
government on behalf of the Indians in Transvaal.

Other Asian YMCA’s 

Also in other Asian countries,  the YMCA developed rapidly into a platform for local
leadership and indigenous initiatives. 

- In  Japan,  e.g.,  the  YMCA  has  been  recently  characterised  by  Michael  Shapiro  as  a
„homegrown movement“ among members of the educated upper class which often had been the
result of local initiatives, „and its leadership was Japanese rather than foreign“8. 

5  CP 11.08.1906 p. 6 (Text 107).
6  So etwa in ‘China’s Young Men’ VIII/8 (December 1905), 19.
7  ‘China’s Young Men’ VIII/8 (December 1905), 24f.
8 SHAPIRO (n.d.), „Imperial Japan”, 5; cf. SHAPIRO (2010), Christian Culture and Military Rule. 
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In  Korea, to take another example, the YMCA draw its membership to a considerable
extent from the ranks of Korean Christians who had been trained at universities. On the other
hand, and specifically after 1904/05, the YMCA also spread in the countryside. Various local and
often “unauthorized” associations were established. At the same time, the Korean YMCA was an
important  channel  of  communication  for  Korean  Christians  to  get  in  touch  with  the  small
Christian elite in Japan – the country which, on the one hand, once had been admired as model  of
progress  in  modernity  and,  on the  other,  increasingly  was feared  as  an occupying force  and
colonial threat. „In Korea, YMCA education helped link Korean Christian students to both the
publics of imperial Japan and global Protestantism“9.

In  China  the YMCA played an important role, at the beginning of 20th c., both in the
process of Christianizing Chinese students abroad, and of connecting them (and other diaspora
activists) among themselves and with like-minded friends in other countries. So, for example, in
the English edition of the ‘Chinese Young Men’ of February 1906, a certain Mr. S.K. Tao gives
an account of his travel experiences which led him from China via Yokohama and Hawaii to San
Francisco  and  the  States.  Nowhere,  he  says,  he  met  with  racial  prejudices,  in  all  places  he
enjoyed support  and hospitality  from YMCA friends.  „This  world wide movement and great
brotherhood link together the East and the West,  and served as an introduction everywhere I
went“10.

Interreligious appeal

The wide – and even interreligious – appeal of the Asian YMCA’s becomes evident also
from the  very fact  that  in  various  Asian  countries  (such as  Sri  Lanka,  India  or  Japan)  they
inspired the formation of rivaling Buddhist, Hindu and/or Muslim organisations (as YMBA’s;
YMHA’s,  YMMA’s)  etc..  In  addition,  quite  a  number  of  Asian  delegates  at  the  League  of
Nations established in 1919/20 had been members of the YMCA – another sign of the enormous
relevance of the all-Asian networks of the des YMCA.

9 SHAPIRO (2018), “Korean Christianity”, 318. 
10  China’s Young Men IX/1 (February 1906), 26–28, hier: 28.
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4. Tokyo 1907 – the first ecumenical conference in Asia with a majority of Asian delegates, 
and step on the way to Edinburgh 1910

Following  its  victory  over  Russia  in  1904/05,  Japan  saw  an  enormous  influx  of  Asian
nationalists and revolutionaries from all over the continent (and other “oriental” countries). Asian
youth often decided to go for studies no longer to Oxford or Yale, but to Tokyo. At the same
time,  Tokyo  became  a  meeting  point  also  for  “progressive”  Asian  Christians  from  various
regions. Other non-Christians, such as an increasing number of Chinese students, encountered
Christianity  for  the  first  time  in  the  Japanese  capital.  After  the  collapse  of  the  traditional
Confucian educational system in 1905, Chinese students were permitted for the first time to go in
great numbers abroad, and already around 1907 between 15’000 and 16’000 students from the
Celestial Kingdom were supposed to have come to Tokyo [Text 114]. It was among them that the
YMCA found a new field of activity. 

So,  in  1909,  a  “Chinese  YMCA”  in  Tokyo  was  established,  and  the  inauguration  was
celebrated in three languages – Japanese, Chinese, and English. Even the German reformation
hymn “A mighty fortress is our God” was sung. Another important Christian diaspora community
in Tokyo was being formed by the Koreans, and here in a similar way a Korean YMCA was
established in Tokyo to serve their needs. Its enormous relevance can be seen from the fact that it
was here, in the building of the Korean YMCA in Tokyo, that on March 1, 1919, the declaration
of Korean independence was proclaimed  – which subsequently became suppressed brutally by
the Japanese colonial force.

In 1907 Tokyo became the  place  of  an  international  conference  of  the  ‘World’s  Student
Christian Federation’  (WSCF). The WSCF (founded in 1895) was another  organization  with
Western roots which in Asia had rapidly turned into a platform for Asian Christian elites. Strong
personal and programmatic connections existed between members of the various YMCA’s and
the WSCF. “Most of the planning [of the conference] was done in the East”11. What is important:
Tokyo was the  first ecumenical conference in Asia with a majority of Asian delegates. Out of
627 participants more than 500 came from “oriental” lands, among them 443 from Japan, 74 from
China, 15 from India and smaller delegations from other nations. Representatives from the US
(most prominent among them J.R. Mott), Europe and Russia were also present. Theme of the
conference  was the evangelization  of  Asia  by her  own sons (and daughters)  –  Japan by the
Japanese,  China  by  the  Chinese,  India  by  the  Indians  etc.  At  the  same  time,  also  the
“responsibility” of one Asian nation for the evangelization of other Asian countries was stressed,
and even a vision of a post-missionary future of the Asian Churches developed. As “unique”
event in world history the conference was welcomed in the Indian press, and as a meeting which
“will bring together, for the first time in the history of the Church, the leaders of the forces of
Christianity from all parts of Asia” (Text 114 – KK 217). In its report on the conference, the
‘Christian  Patriot’  from Madras  lists  first  the  Indian-born  delegates  and only  after  them the
European  missionaries  (Text  114).  The  19th century,  the  journal  is  convinced,  has  been  the
century  of  Western  missions.  The  20th century,  however,  will  be  the  century  of  the  “native
Churches” in Asia – self-supporting, self-governing and self-extending (Text 13). 

11  Hopkins 1979, John R. Mott, 316. 
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What is remarkable in the press coverage of the Tokyo conference, has been the spirit of
“absolute equality”, mentioned repeatedly, between the Asian and Western participants. That’s
one of the reasons why, in Asian eyes, high expectations were directed also at the subsequent
World  Mission  Conference  in  Edinburgh 1910 as  a  cosmopolitan  event  where “all  races  are
represented” (Text 30). Some Indian clergymen expected from Edinburgh even support for their
demands of “absolute independence” for Indian Christians (Text 31). As it is well known, only 17
Asian delegates attended the meeting in the Scottish capital, out of 1215 participants. But they
were given a prominent place in the conference setting, and most of them, after having returned
to their home countries, were promoted to positions of leadership in their respective churches –
like Azariah in India and Cheng-Ching-Yi in China. The dominant theme in Edinburgh 1910 had
been the call for unity and closer cooperation between Christian missions and churches. What
made this call so urgent, in the eyes of the conference, had been the awareness of “the awakening
of great nations” especially in Asia (India, China, Japan etc) [Text 70b] to which the churches
had to respond, both in the West and in the socalled “mission fields”. And that’s the reason why
the  formation  of  the  early  ecumenical  movement  has  been inseparably  linked  to  the  rise  of
national movements in Asia and Africa, and the demand by local Christians of an indigenous and
“national form of Christianity”12.

12  For details see: KOSCHORKE, K. (2002),  The World Missionary Conference Edinburgh 1910 and the Rise of 
National Church Movements in Asia and Africa, in: K. Koschorke (Ed.), Transkontinentale Beziehungen in der 
Geschichte des Außereuropäischen Christentums / Transcontinental Links in the History of Non-Western 
Christianity (StAECG 6; Wiesbaden, 189-202)
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