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Although there are many educational 
objectives that Ambrose University 

College desires to accomplish for its 
students, international education ranks as 
one of the top priorities for the academic 
programs at Ambrose. Among the diverse 
ways that Ambrose provides international 
education, the award winning travel study 
program Down Ancient Paths, created 
by Professor of Christian History and 
Spirituality Dr. Charles Nienkirchen, 
offers a remarkable and powerful way 

Down the 
Path of  
St. Thomas

for students to participate in meaningful 
global engagement. Embedded in the 
Christian Studies program at Ambrose, 
Down Ancient Paths gives students a 
plethora of opportunities to not only visit 
both biblical landscapes and significant 
geographical sites in various ancient 
Christian traditions around the world but 
also to nurture dialogue regarding culture, 
faith and tradition. It seeks to promote 
biblical literacy as well as educate its 
travellers in the deeper history of Christian 
antiquity, foster meaningful conversation 
between cultures and elicit positive global 
engagement. 

From January 15 to February 9 of 
2009, Dr. Charles Nienkirchen led a 
group of travellers to India in order to 
trace the steps of the Apostle Thomas and 
visit the traditional sites of the seven and 
a half Thomas Churches. Nienkirchen 

remarks that “India has been the prized 
utopian destination of spiritually starved 
westerners seeking an alternative diet 
of esoteric, otherworldly spiritualities.” 
However, as Nienkirchen explains, 
India also figures as a chief repository of 
ancient Christian tradition, in particular, 
the practices of Syrian Christians who 
follow the way of Thomas. The ministry 
of the Apostle Thomas, according to 
some sources, commenced in South 
India c.51-52 AD. For many Christians 
in the states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu 
the ministry of Thomas figures as the 
central influence that forms Christian 
understanding in India. Rather than point 
to European Imperialism as the primary 
source of Christian influence in India, 
Nienkirchen gestures further back saying 
that in India folk who follow in the way 
of Thomas, or Thomas Christians, “all 

EDUCATIONAL travel

India is the one country in the 
world where you can see the 
whole world in one country.

The St. Thomas Pilgrim Centre at Kokkamangalam in Kerala, South India.

Charles Nienkirchen
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AMBROSE EDUCATIONAL TRAVEL – SPRING 2009

Behavioural Science
Seed of Hope South Africa Community Development 
Project
This travel-study course provides students with 
exposure to issues of poverty, HIV/Aids, and com-
munity development interventions by a local agency 
and volunteers in a former township in South Africa. 

Eligibility: Participants must be enrolled in the 
Behavioural Science program at Ambrose and must 
have completed at least one 300-level course in 
Behavioral Science, Psychology, or Sociology.

Dates April 28-May 13
Cost $3200
Deadline February 15, 2009
Contact Dr. Peter Doell
Phone  403.410.2000 ext 5902
E-mail pdoell@ambrose .edu

Christian Studies
‘Summer School in the ‘Other’ Holy Land’ (Turkey/
Patmos)
This course takes students to the Churches of the 
apocalypse.  This course is full but information on 
upcoming courses in 2010 is available on the Down 
Ancient Paths website.

Dates May 15-June 4/09 (Full)
Contact Dr. Charles Nienkirchen
Phone 403.410.2000 ext. 5905
Email cnienkirchen@ambrose.edu
Web www.downancientpaths.com

Music Studies
Choir Tour of Ireland and Scotland
This tour will both incorporate elements of the class 
“Folksongs of the United Kingdom” and also provide 
many performing opportunities for the choir – the 

choir will perform 8 times in venues throughout 
N. Ireland and Scotland.

Dates  April 28 – Monday May 11
Cost  $2.200.00
Contact  Gillian Paton
Phone 403.410.2000 ext 2969
Email gpaton@ambrose.edu 
Chamber Singers Tour of Scotland and Ireland
This travel study will allow the choir to: 1. Attend an 
International Choral Festival in Cork, Ireland; 2. Visit 
a number of historic sights that relate to the folk 
music of Ireland and Scotland; 3, present concerts in 
eight churches; and visit significant historical sights.

Dates April 28 - May 11
Cost $2250
Deadline  A closed tour event
Contact  Dr. Don Quantz

Phone 403.410.2000 ext. 5906
Email dquantz@ambrose.edu 

English Literature
Literary Landscapes
This course takes students to the environs of figures 
such as the Beowulf poet, Geoffrey Chaucer, William 
Shakespeare, Dr. Johnson, William Blake, William 
Wordsworth, Dorothy Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Charles Dickens, John Ruskin, Robert Louis 
Stevenson, Joseph Conrad, Virginia Woolf, Oscar 
Wilde, and a good many others too numerous to list.

Dates May 7 - 22 
Cost contact Dr. Tim Heath
Deadline contact Dr. Tim Heath
Contact Dr. Tim Heath
Phone 403.410.2000 ext. 5904
Email theath@ambrose.edu 

Beethovin’s grave choir tour 2008

Beethoven’s grave / choir tour 2008

share in the Apostle’s spiritual legacy. 
In their minds, there is not the slightest 
notion of a ‘doubting Thomas.’” On the 
contrary, for these Christians, Thomas 
proves to be a father in faith from which 
they derive inspiration. Although much 
historical fact about Thomas rises from 
apocryphal texts—The Acts of Thomas and 
others—Christianity in India nevertheless 
powerfully incarnates the message of 
Christ. As Nienkirchen states, during the 
2009 journey to India “a young Syriac 
priest said to me, ‘the Lord sent the Apostle 
Thomas with the gospel of resurrection to 
the land of reincarnation.’” In other words, 
the ministry of St. Thomas spoke directly 
into the heart of a highly spiritualized India 
and allowed for Christ to reconcile with 
cultural symbol without compromising 
the exclusivity of Christian truth claims. 
Thomas’ work touched the peoples of India 
with precisely what they needed. Indeed, 
Nienkirchen says that Thomas’ ministry 
figured as an answer to an ancient Hindu 

prayer: from The Upanishads, “the face 
of truth remains hidden behind a circle 
of gold. Unveil it, O god of light, that I 
who love may the true see! O life-giving 
sun, off-spring of the Lord of creation, 
solitary seer of heaven! Spread thy light 
and withdraw thy blinding splendour that I 
may behold thy radiant form.” Nienkirchen 
sees this prayer fulfilled in the coming of 
Thomas with the gospel of Christ. 

These distinctly Eastern expressions 
of faith were powerfully manifest 
for the travelers on the 2009 journey. 
Nienkirchen cites a moment in which the 
group toured one of Thomas’ churches, 
the neo gothic St. Thomas Cathedral in 
Chennai (Madras), where at the front of 
which is a statue of the crucified Christ 
arising from a lotus flower, the symbol of 
spiritual enlightenment and bounded by 
two peacocks, the national bird of India. 
This piece of spiritual art demonstrates 
the cultural sensitivity of the Thomas 
Christians; the image fuses the revelation 

of Christ with traditionally Indian symbols 
and creates a new vocabulary for the faith, 
distinct from Western tradition; the lotus 
flower signifies enlightenment and the 
peacocks, eternal life, and Christ is at the 
center of it all. In this way, Nienkirchen 
says, “Christianity in the East takes shape 
in very non-western ways.” Rather than 
cohere to Western forms of Christianity, 
the Christian faith in India, an older 
tradition than imperial influence, struggles 
hard to retain and assert its own unique 
perspective on the faith and the Way. 

On the travelers, Nienkirchen says 
that the group initially felt “overwhelmed 
by the meeting of East and West. The 
journey into a new culture—one so 
epic, theatrical and sensual—made for 
an overly stimulating environment.” 
India has a seemingly infinite variety of 
human activity and a kaleidoscope of faith 
positions; Nienkirchen remarks that “India 
is the one country in the world where you 
can see the whole world in one country.” 

EDUCATIONAL travel
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The geographical, social, religious, and 
economic diversity that makes up India 
can be overwhelming to Western travelers. 
But as Nienkirchen asserts, “students, and 
anyone who wants to learn, must be open 
to settings in which you hear many voices 
from the indigenous landscape.” In other 
words, travelers must be willing to learn 
and be ready to engage in the multicultural 
discourse that pervades India.

On a personal level, Nienkirchen found 
that the journey in India enriched his faith 
deeply in so far as the trip, as with all his 
traveling experiences, required him to 
exercise self-reflection; it fostered a further 
respect for the profound resilience of the 
Thomas Christians, and developed more 
of a willingness to receive the cultural and 
spiritual treasures that can be found in 
India. With his growing interest in India 
and its believers, Nienkirchen desires to do 
all he can to help Christians in India—to 
validate their expressions of belief and 
encourage their missional impulses. 
Nienkirchen says that “in India, the 
Thomas Christians do not really evangelize 
in a Western sense.” The religious 
pluralism of India as a nation for them 
makes evangelism a difficult and tenuous 
thing to do. Tensions between Hindus, 
Muslims and Christians can be quick to 
ignite into conflict. India is a volatile place; 
it defines itself as a predominantly Hindu 
country with other religious traditions 

present. In this context, Thomas Christians 
in India tend to explain their faith in light 
of their own cultural symbols and ideas. 
Nienkirchen remarks that for the famous 
Methodist missionary to India, E. Stanley 
Jones, the phrase “Jesus is my guru” held 
deep significance—the naming Christ as the 
source and end of enlightenment, truth and 
divine light—whereas in a Western context, 
the phrase might rouse incredulity. “The 
Yogic Christ” says Nienkirchen. “is a key 
feature for some Indian Christians. That is 
how they understand Christ’s significance 
and purpose.” 

Week One:  April 27 – May 1

Perspectives on the World Christian Movement 
Jaffray Centre

Introduction to Acting
 Jeff Jewett

Week Two:  May 4 – May 8
          

Prayer in the Bible - I Will Lift Up My Hands:                                                                                                                      
Scripture’s witness to the prayers of God’s 

people
Rick Love

Alliance History and Thought
Ken Draper                                                

John Wesley and the Postmodern Condition
David Rainey

Week Three:  May 11 – May 15

Tell it Straight and Tell it Slant: The Use of the Old 
Testament in the Synoptic Gospels and Paul

Jo-Ann Badley
Transformative Justice

Dwight Cuff  
Christian Spirituality in the 21st Century Global 

Ministry: GPS for the Journey
Ric Gilbertson 

Aboriginal Theology: Justice and the Gospel
Ray Aldred                                          

Culture and Psychology
Alex Sanderson                                                                                                 

Week Four:  May 18 – May 22

Job and Ecclesiastes
Tremper Longman III                          

Conversion and Transformation
Gordon Smith

Week Five:  May 25 – May 29

Alliance History and Thought
*Taught in Mandarin

Francis Tam 

SPRING 2009
modular courses

www.ambrose.edu/spring

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR ALUMNI  
TO FEATURE THEIR EVENTS!

Are you planning an occasion that you 
want our alumni to be aware of? An 
alumni reunion? A conference that you are 
hosting? Travel opportunities? Your own 
concert? You can have this information 
posted on the Ambrose alumni website, 
www.ambrose.edu/alumni. 

Check out what events are being planned 
by our alumni, and contact us to have the 
ones you are involved in posted. Email 
sralph@ambrose.edu with the information, 
plus your email address (and website 
address if one exists) and we will check it 
over and post it for you. Sorry, we cannot 
include other church or community 
events, just the ones that our alumni are 
specifically arranging/hosting. 

For Nienkirchen, the trip to India 
accentuates a need for global literacy. In 
other words, to bring a faith position to the 
world, Christians must educate themselves 
regarding other global perspectives. 
Nienkirchen says, “as Christians, we 
should not tolerate illiteracy in a cultural 
sense. We should be conversant with global 
trends and with the past. The seeds of the 
way forward are to be found in the distant 
past. In the past, there is a hint of our 
future.”  

For more information on Down Ancient Paths, visit 
the website at www.downancientpaths.com 
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Educational travel is an excellent way to learn about 
other cultures, religions, countries and people – as 
well as our own faith. [. . .] We gained a much greater 
appreciation of the Orthodox tradition – the oldest 
Christian tradition in India. 
– Bill Calder 

We found it very educational to see this India first 
hand. A person could never really appreciate a place 
such as this unless they have seen it no matter how 
much they read about it or documentaries they 
watched. It is a life altering experience.
– Brian and Georgina Finkbeiner

EDUCATIONAL travel

An Odyssey Through Christian India

In January, Ambrose’s Dr. Charles Nienkirchen, Professor of Christian History 
and Spirituality, led an exploration of the Christian tradition of India. 
Here are some excerpts from the journals of several participants.  

Photo: View of the Taj Mahal from the Red Fort in Agra. Photo courtesy of Caleb Nienkirchen.

One of the highlights of India for us was learning how 
strong an oral tradition can be. The established St. 
Thomas churches in southern India are based solely on 
a strong oral tradition used to pass on the knowledge 
of St. Thomas’s evangelization of the Indians in 
southern India.
– Lori Lukey and Gordon Hetherington.

We must consider the traditions thoroughly and openly 
so as to come to recognize and emphasize substance 
over form and so as to provide a basis for the courage 
and grace to acknowledge and embrace the insight 
and wisdom within a competing tradition.
– Bill Hawley 




