XP EU 14th Lecture 2
Asian Christians in the First Millennium

Writing or speaking on the first millennium of Christianity in Asia means no less than to cast a glance on almost half the world, and at the same time to realize that most part of this immense landscape remains hidden. Yet it is possible at least to guess its extraordinary relevance.

The hidden history of Christianity in Asia
If we take in consideration the most relevant writers of Church history, first of all Eusebius of Caesarea, who exerted a paramount influence in the following Church historians, we realize that he almost completely leaves out of account the Christian communities outside the Roman Empire. This is also the largely prevailing background of the ecumenical councils which were attended and inspired by bishops working inside its spiritual horizon. However it must be noted that the Roman Empire until the 6th century encompassed also regions belonging to the near eastern Asia and interacted any time with them with varying intensity. Quite a different landscape were the territories of  Central Asia and of Far East mostly distant from any reach. Precisely here spread and somehow throve  the eastern Christian churches.
According to John C. England the presence of Christianity in Asia is largely underestimated:  
“Christianity is … an ancient Asian religion not just because of its origins in west Asian cultures and in the life of a Palestinian Jew, nor because of the Asian form of its foundation scriptures, but also because of this long and diverse presence throughout central, south, south-east and north-east Asian countries. The extensive evidence shows that for many centuries the Church of the East included greater numbers over vastly greater distances than the Churches of Rome or Byzantium, and this without colonial or imperial domination. This is a most rich resource both for understanding Asian history and culture as a whole and also for the life and faith of all Christians as they become aware of the ‘other half’ of Christian history and theology.”

However polemic this assumption might sound, it stresses a matter of fact, namely that the Asian Christianity is relevant not only because it started in its western regions, but also because it spread and even flourished in different regions of the continent all along the first millennium. It could be further suggested that also the specific way it became so expanded and settled amidst so diverse cultures and nations, and finally the reasons why it almost disappeared for many centuries, would be precisely the target of a major inquiry.
The claim to be originally Asian is now becoming more and more salient in several Asian Christian communities when they stress a simple obviousness: the historical Jesus of Nazareth is just Asiatic. His whole life is Asiatic, all the basic interpretation of its meaning are Asiatic taking into account that both the four Gospels and the other New Testament works were made up in Asia. The task of an Asiatic christology – they even claim - should simply be to free Christ from Europe”.

This position supposes two major intentions.
The first takes into account that starting from the 18th century the Asian Christianity developed  with the support of the western Christian traditions. Some significant trends of today’s more independent Asian churches try to keep distance from or even to challenge such traditions both referring to the older Asian roots of their faith and more and more highlighting some distinctive characters of their own cultures. They try so to go the same way of the early Christian churches facing the Roman Empire. This trend is evident in India, in Korea, in Japan, in The Philippines and in Indonesia, is latent in China and Vietnam, silent in Myanmar and in other countries of South-East Asia, permanently alive in the old traditional churches of the Middle East. In overall terms it can be said that the self-consciousness of the Asian Christianity appears to be a ceaseless process.
The second argues against the current allegation that Christianity was in any time a foreign religion in Asia or, in other words, that it came only from far abroad and does not belong at all to its history and culture. Against this often repeated argument the Asian Christians recall precisely their hidden, but well grounded history in the first millennium.
That said, the whole issue of the Asian roots of Christianity presents today new unpredictable developments. When Christian Jesuit missionaries disputed with the Confucian scholars in the 16th century, they were primarily asked how old was their religion. The Confucian scholars claimed therefore that their tradition was superior just because of its antiquity, while – they argued – Christianity appeared many centuries later. Their obvious presupposition was that the value and reliability of a teaching depended from its long-lasting existence. The Jesuits tried to face such an objection both historically, connecting the Christian tradition with the biblical Jew history, attaining so a broad extent of ages; further, in principle, they replied that truth in religion is not a matter of antiquity, but of reasonable, reliable foundations. They argued in this case according to the classical Aristotle’s  distinction between what is accidental, changeable, and what is substantial, permanent, beyond time.
However in modern times, relations among culture and religion seem to require quite opposite standpoints: in  a world in which change and not stability of traditions conveys the basic reference for values, any link to antiquity might appear rather inappropriate and any appeal to what is new could conversely find a larger audience.

This adds to saying that now is in way a resetting  of old and new principles in which the traditional presence in a territory of the earth does no more play such a decisive role as in the past, while the present privilege granted to novelty does not consent to draw a sure map of the future as well.
The lost history of Asian Christianity in the First Millennium
Christianity in the first millennium spread and throve  in a large part of Asia. 
Why it later almost disappeared is a question answered in different ways, even if many items remain unanswered. The title an historian chooses for the final chapter of his work on the Early Asian Christianity, a chapter in which he rises such a question,  stresses quite properly that we are  ‘in the shadows of history’.
 

A distinctive peculiarity of the eastern churches renders the landscape even more complex and at the same time interesting and appealing. This peculiarity – that marks a distinction between them and the well known history of Christian churches in the West - points out a basic difference in the social and historical background of the eastern Christianity. They actually enjoyed no political support of a Christian empire or of any other system like that. On the contrary Christians of the East always lived under different, often opposed, state’s religion. They continued being in the same condition of  early Christianity  during the first three centuries inside the Roman Empire.
However this does not mean that the Eastern churches did refuse in principle or did not aim at living under a possibly whole baptized and converted nations. It does not even mean that they were totally alien to any political power. They were actually in permanent condition of dependence, their hierarchy was normally under control of and in some periods even appointed by local authorities. It does simply mean that in the East existed no Christian empire. From this point of view the relevant expansion of Christianity in Asia is all the more surprising and appealing despite the scanty extant documents of its development.
The main reasons brought forward to explain why the Eastern Christianity almost definitely disappeared in Asia after the first millennium, why it underwent a quasi total eclipse, do refer to:
· geographical cultural isolation
· persecutions
· devastating role of Mongol-Turk invasions

· encounter – clash with powerful religious traditions

· dependence upon states with different religions
· internal divisions

· theological distance from the western churches 
All these reasons have their own factual ground, some of them will be soon discussed. 
Anyhow, it looks like that the whole history has still to be more properly displayed. It is enough to say that an immense, precious heritage has been almost completely annihilated. To date, the true reasons of the events can scarcely reach a satisfactory extent of factual demonstration.
From the very beginning
According to an old tradition, received by the historian Eusebius, in the archives of Edessa, an outpost in Syria of the Roman Empire toward the East,  were extant two letters, one of Abgar the city’s King and another supposed to be the answer of Jesus himself:
“ … the King Abgar, who ruled with great glory the nations beyond the Euphrates, being afflicted with a terrible disease which it was beyond the power of human skill to cure, when he heard of the name of Jesus, and of his miracles, which were attested by all with one accord sent a message to him by a courier and begged him to heal his disease.

But he did not at that time comply with his request; yet he deemed him worthy of a personal letter in which he said that he would send one of his disciples to cure his disease, and at the same time promised salvation to himself and all his house.

Not long afterward his promise was fulfilled. For after his resurrection from the dead and his ascent into heaven, Thomas, one of the twelve apostles, under divine impulse sent Thaddeus, who was also numbered among the seventy disciples of Christ, as a preacher and evangelist of the teaching of Christ.
  to Edessa,
And all that our Saviour had promised received through him its fulfilment. You have written evidence of these things taken from the archives of Edessa, which was at that time a royal city. For in the public registers there, which contain accounts of ancient times and the acts of Abgarus, these things have been found preserved down to the present time. But there is no better way than to hear the epistles themselves which we have taken from the archives and have literally translated from the Syriac language in the following manner.”

This is the supposed Jesus’ written answer:
"Blessed art you who have believed in me without having seen me. For it is written concerning me, that they who have seen me will not believe in me, and that they who have not seen me will believe and be saved. But in regard to what you have written me, that I should come to you, it is necessary for me to fulfil all things here for which I have been sent, and after I have fulfilled them thus to be taken up again to him that sent me. But after I have been taken up I will send to you one of my disciples, that he may heal your disease and give life to you and yours."

Eusebius continues narrating in full extent the events that occurred after. Namely, the apostle Thomas entrusted the disciple Thaddeus  to go to Edessa preaching the message of Jesus. As soon as the king was informed he summoned Thaddeus to his presence. A vision revealed him that he was precisely the person who came to accomplish Jesus’  promise. The king was healed and many others along with him. This gave the start to the spreading of  the Christian faith in the city:  

“… Abgar  therefore commanded the citizens to assemble early in the morning to hear the preaching of Thaddeus, and afterward he ordered gold and silver to be given him. But he refused to take it, saying:  ‘If we have forsaken that which was our own, how shall we take that which is another's?’  
Eusebius reports that he translated personally from the Syrian language the documents attesting such a correspondence. Today’s historians however dispute its reliability, first of all the direct connection and intercourse between Jesus and Abgar. It looks like that these events refer instead to the following expansion of Christianity in Syrian territories, which undoubtedly proved to be relevant since the very beginning of the Christian history.
The correspondence between Jesus and Abgar is retold and amplified in a book of the 5th century, The Teaching of Addai, with some variations. Here the disciple preaching before the king is no more Thaddeus but Addai. There is no hint to any written answer of Jesus. Further, the king’s envoy receives a portrait of Jesus, which the king places in the most prestigious side of his palace. It looks like that also this work gives no precise account of original historical events. Yet it stresses once more the early links this region claimed to preserve with very origin of Christianity.
The Acts of the Apostles, even if they are fully centred in telling how Christians spread inside the Roman Empire, report that the disciples of Jesus since the very beginning addressed the general horizon of nations surrounding Palestine. The Acts voice their astonishment realizing that Jesus’ message could be understood, conveyed and accepted not alone by the well known nations inside but also outside the Roman Empire, namely by

“Parthian, Medes, Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia”.
These nations are supposed to be surprised while listening to the words of the Apostles in their own languages 
“speaking about God’s deeds of power”.

This passage has no pretension of giving an accurate account of the already attained geographical expanse of  the Christian faith in that time; most likely it introduces a symbolical reference to the dispersed nations after the fall of Babel’s Tower: as the overall scattered nations are now listening to Jesus’ message, so they are definitely restored in unity. At the same time this passage proves a possible intention for the time being, drawing a picture of the universal mission the disciples of Jesus felt they were entrusted with.
Jesus’ apostles as far as India?

The Gospel according to Matthew narrates that when Jesus was born wise men came from the eastern regions to look for him. They are called ‘magoi’ (wise men), just the name of the Zoroastrian priests, all the more so because they were reportedly guided by stars. Also this tale most likely bears witness of the  early Christian missionary perspective toward East.
The historian Eusebius of Caesarea relates that 
“the holy apostles and disciples of our Saviour were dispersed throughout the world. Parthia,  according to tradition, was allotted to Thomas as his field of labour”

The same historian relates that India was the final destination of the Apostle Bartholomew’s mission. He gives such a piece of information when speaking of  Pantaenus, the founder of the Christian Theological Academy  of Alexandria, under the rule of the emperor Commodus (180-192 AD):

"Pantaenus … is said to have gone to India. It is reported that among persons there who knew of Christ, he found the Gospel according to Matthew, which had anticipated his own arrival. For Bartholomew, one of the apostles, had preached to them, and left with them the writing of Matthew in the Hebrew language, which they had preserved till that time”

The here mentioned India does not overlap with today’s region of that name, but instead with South Arabia where tribes were living that could understand precisely the Gospel according to Matthew written in original Aramaic-Semitic language. 
However, starting from  the 3rd century, a long tradition refers directly to an Apostle of India, preferably to Thomas; the above mentioned region of Parthia in The Acts of the Apostles was actually bordering with it. In fact, contemporary Christians of Malabar do ascribe their origin directly to Thomas and call themselves St. Thomas’ Christians. Even though no sure extant documents can prove the tradition of Thomas’ martyrdom in AD 72, as they suppose, the local tradition claims to have kept the tomb of the Apostle in Chennai (formerly Madras), whereon now is built the Basilica of the National Shrine of St. Thomas, assumed to be one of the three Basilicas on a tomb of Apostles along with the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela for St. James and St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, the last being presumedly the only one to own factual historical arguments to prove the assumption. 
The Acts of Thomas narrates many facts of this Apostle, however in a rather legendary way. They belong to the apocryphal literature, largely questionable from a historical point of view as it comes clearly out from the very beginning, which takes for granted that the Indian mission might be referred directly to Jesus himself, whereas the general context of his teaching and working does absolutely not allow such an attribution. As a whole the apocryphal Acts of Thomas assume a legendary trend of narration since the very beginning:
“At that season all we the apostles were at Jerusalem, Simon which is called Peter and Andrew his brother, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, Philip and Bartholomew, Thomas and Matthew the publican, James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Canaanite, and Judas the brother of James: and we divided the regions of the world, that every one of us should go to the region that fell to him and to the nation whereto the Lord sent him. According to the lot, therefore, India fell to Judas Thomas, which is also the twin: but he would not go, saying that by reason of the weakness of the flesh he could not travel, and 'I am an Hebrew man; how can I go amongst the Indians and preach the truth?' And as he thus reasoned and spoke, the Saviour appeared to him by night and said to him: Fear not, Thomas, go to India and preach the word there, for my grace is with thee. But he would not obey, saying: Where you would send me, send me, but elsewhere, for to the Indians I will not go. And while he thus spoke and thought, it chanced that there was there a certain merchant come from India whose name was Abbanes, sent from the King Gundaphorus
, and having commandment from him to buy a carpenter and bring him to him.Now the Lord seeing him walking in the market-place at noon said to him: Would you  buy a carpenter? And he said to him: Yea. And the Lord said to him: I have a slave that is a carpenter and I desire to sell him. And so saying he showed him Thomas afar off, and agreed with him for three librae of silver unstamped, and wrote a deed of sale, saying: I, Jesus, the son of Joseph the carpenter, acknowledge that I have sold my slave, Judas by name, unto thee Abbanes, a merchant of Gundaphorus, king of the Indians. And when the deed was finished, the Saviour took Judas Thomas and led him away to Abbanes the merchant, and when Abbanes saw him he said to him: Is this thy master? And the apostle said: Yea, he is my Lord. And he said: I have bought you of him. And your apostle held his peace.”

More reliable is the hypothesis that some disciples, why not?, of the apostle Thomas reached the eastern regions of Palestine toward Syria and far beyond; that their preaching and writings, according to the use of the time, were related after to him in order both to stress their fidelity to his message and to grant honour and reliability to their new-born communities. 
Anyway, these are the earliest  relevant historical suggestions and reports about the eastern Christians.

The shaping of an Eastern Christianity 

Coming back to the first spreading of Christianity towards the East and outside the Roman Empire, a short note of another Christian historian, Sozomenós, informs that in the first decades of the 4th century, when a persecution in the Persian Empire was at its heights, some Christians found escape in its northern regions, in the Adiabene 
“because – he writes - it was wholly christianized”
.

A few passages before he had already spoken of the conversion of the Armenians,

“the first to embrace Christianity”,

meaning the Armenian nation as a whole. Soon after Sozomenós refers to the Armenian and Osroenian influence on the early appearance of Christianity in the Persian Empire. Adiabene and Osroene were territories of Northern Euphrates in Mesopotamia, since centuries representing the extreme outreach of the Roman Empire, in permanent struggle with the local powers.

Antioch, the main city of Syria, looks like to have played a momentous role as a point of reference both for the first Christian settlements outside Palestine and for their radiation towards East. 
Antioch was actually bilingual and bicultural, Greek and Semitic-Aramaic. The Jew-Christian tradition could find here its proper centre due to the affinity of language and mentality. Aramaic was the official language during the Achaemenid Empire (550 – 330 BCE), after replaced by Greek. The early Christian literature of Syrian authors was actually written in Greek language. However starting from the 4th century the Aramaic became anew more and more the prominent way of expression. 
The earliest well known personality of the Christian East was undoubtedly Tatian, who composed in the 2nd half of the 2nd century AD a kind of harmony of the four Gospels, the Diatessaron,  framing them inside a unique narration, a work which aroused a great interest and influence to such a degree that it was officially received in the eastern liturgical tradition and was imitated for centuries down to the Middle Ages. Tatian was a convert and an apologist of  Christianity. At the same time he directed a sharp attack against his previous pagan religion and way of life following his radical ethical requirements. He was actually pride of his ‘barbarian, Assyrian origin’, that he considered - along with the Semitic world of the Bible - decidedly superior when compared with the Greek and Roman tradition, as he openly declares in the concluding statement of his ‘Address to the Greeks’:
“These things, O Greeks, I Tatian, a disciple of the barbarian philosophy, have composed for you. I was born in the land of the Assyrians, having been first instructed in your doctrines, and afterwards in those which I now undertake to proclaim. Henceforward, knowing who God is and what is His work, I present myself to you prepared for an examination concerning my doctrines, while I adhere immoveably to that mode of life which is according to God.”

In some ways he can be considered the forerunner of the future disagreements between eastern and western culture that will take shape inside Christianity too.
In the following century a Syrian bishop of Antioch, Paul of Samosata, opened a christological debate destined to become dominant in the 4th century as soon as the Christian communities were allowed freedom. He radicalized the positions of some Jew-Christian currents, largely present in Syria and overall in the East. Aiming to stress the absolute oneness of God, he professed that Jesus, the Verbe incarnate, was nothing else than a human nature assumed by God in order to make visible his presence as it were in a temple, therewith preserving unchangeable his divine being and ascribing  all limits of Jesus’ historical existence strictly to his human condition. He was condemned in a synod of 268 AD, but his ideas gave the start to a trend which would find later in Arius his main champion and spokesman. 
Actually, the sensitivity for Jesus’ humanity and its attributes in their distinctiveness will remain typical for Antioch from then on, as well as the care for an interpretation of the Bible which should pay attention to its historical foundation. A cultural standpoint favoured by the Syrian-Semitic environment, more befitting the language and the message of the Bible and taking some distance from the analytical and speculative approach of  the Greek way of thinking.
Besides Antioch two other cities in the northern region of Syria and Mesopotamia were the leading cultural centres for the shaping of a typical eastern Christian tradition, namely Edessa and Nisibis.

Edessa
, in a key position, settled in the crossroad of the major commercial movements from the Mediterranean Sea toward East, proud of its supposed direct contact with Jesus himself, as discussed above, starting from the 4th century became one of the main theological points of reference for the Syrian Christians, a sure city also for persecuted believers who tried to find refuge when fleeing from the Persian Empire in times of persecutions. 
Here throve prominent personalities and communities, among them Ephraem (306-373 AD), a great theologian and poet, who was compelled to leave his native Persian country and the prosperous school of his native city, Nisibis, where he lived for 57 years until the Romans withdrew defeated by the Persian army. In Edessa Ephraem was probably teaching in a kind of theological school particularly directed to oppose various heretical trends of that time as it is inferable from his Confutations against Mani, Marcion and Bardaisan. His major heritage is the poetical one, the Hymns, more than 400, in which he displays a large horizon of theological concern. 
He is usually ascribed to the same range of other great writers belonging to the contemporary western Christianity. However, due to the Syriac language he used, his works  were for long time almost completely forgot, except in the oral liturgical tradition. A reason might be found in the prevailing Greek, rational approach of the Christological debate after the council of Nicaea, while Ephraem was more rooted in the Semitic, Mesopotamian way of thinking. As the Muslim conquest favoured the Arabic culture, only starting from the 18th century Ephraem was re-discovered, newly appreciated and definitely published, up to the full critical edition appeared between 1955 and 1979, in 38 volumes.

In some ways Ephraem is representative of the hidden history of the eastern Christianity.
Inside conflicting Empires

Until 224 AD the Roman Empire, in its eastern borders, was almost permanently fighting with the Parthian Empire. During this period Christians persecuted inside the Roman Empire could easily flee to the opposite power. 
When the last Parthian emperor was defeated and emerged the Persian dynasty, that of the Sasanids, the situation began changing for Christians in a new general context of tension between the two superpowers. The Sasanids were tied with the traditional Zoroastrianism much more than the previous Parthians. They conceived their power and their empire as a religious expression of the Zoroastrian religion under the rule of its priests, the magi (mobēdan, wise men). In 286 AD the magus Kartir succeeded in making Zoroastrism the state religion. Consequently the space of tolerance for other religions became very limited. All the more so while Christians  were granted not only freedom but also protection inside the Roman Empire after the conversion of its emperors. So their position radically changed. They started experiencing a condition of permanent suspect as they were supposed to side with the historical enemy of the Persian Empire.   

Until the 6th century the Christian communities living inside the Persian Empire kept in rather strict contact with the communities of the West living inside the Roman Empire.  After the 6th  century ties became weaker and weaker,  following also the growing tension between Christians of the East and of the West during the christological debate,   marked by theological differences too. Links with the West were not totally cut out. Sometimes occurred even mutual, mostly personal and occasional, acknowledgments. 
The cultural and political distance, however, was becoming deeper and deeper. The Syrian churches of the East had to provide for themselves. The western churches either.

During the Sasanid dynasty (224-651 AD), Persia became nevertheless the major context where Christians of the East planned and accomplished independently their expansion first in Central Asia and after in its far eastern regions.

Beyond progressive autonomy from the western Christianity
A process of progressive autonomy started already before the rise of any theological quarrel and political problems.

Enjoying the opportunity of a period of tolerance during the first part of Yezdegard’s  rule, a synod held in 410 AD, confirmed the reception of the creed professed  in Nicaea, 85 years after he was concluded. The Nicene profession of faith remained from then on an unchanged and a permanent standpoint for the eastern churches. 

At the same time, the synod stated that the territories from Armenia down to the Persian Gulf belonged to the jurisdiction of the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the capital city of the Persian Empire. He assumed then the title of Catholicòs, which was going to liken that of the Patriarch, a typical title for the major bishops of the West. Noteworthy  is the fact that the decisions were even granted the empire’s recognition and support.

Moreover in 424 AD, in the following synod of Dadisho
, the Syrian Church of the East, to mark its autonomy in front of the western churches settled inside the Roman Empire, declared that the eastern Christians could not complain against their Catholicòs addressing western Patriarchs  for the reason that he could not be judged by them:

“By the word of God we define: The Easteners cannot complain against the Patriarch to westerner Patriarchs: that every case that cannot be settled in his presence must await the judgement of Christ … on no grounds whatever one can think or say that the  Catholicos
 of the East can be judged by those who are below him, or by a Patriarch equal to him; he himself must be the judge of all those beneath him, and he can be judged only by the Christ who has chose him, elevated him and placed him at the head of his church”

This decision followed a period of tension inside the Syrian hierarchy. Dad-Iesu, Catholicòs of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, in times of persecution, was opposed by some bishops. He resigned but his resignation was rejected. Trying to persuade him to re-assume his charge, the bishops compiled a kind of summary of some recent events stressing the fact that the previous controversies were constantly solved through the appeal to the western churches. The bishops declared that they appreciated such intervention and support. However they expressed the opinion that in such appeals should be avoided in order to prevent political misunderstandings. This was the context in which the above quoted synod took the decision to stop any appeal to the western patriarchates. It does speak out no complain or accuse towards the western churches. The bishops showed instead thankfulness towards them. The synod stressed only what appeared the best way of solving factual church conditions, voicing the terms the Catholicòs Dadisho made to re-assume his charge. 
However in the course of time this decision became a point of reference for any further step of independence and even of distance from the West. Started from practical needs, the decision proved to be the open door to express in future ideological instances too. 

The Syrian Church of the East was actually going to be more and more ‘autocephalus’, independent from the other churches, a process further enhanced as soon as the theological debate on Jesus’ nature would anew burst out in the 4th down to the 6th  century. 
As a consequence the expansion of Christianity into Asia for more than a millennium was mostly if not exclusively the enterprise of the Eastern Syrian Churches far beyond any significant reach of the western churches.
Persecution and tolerance in the Persian Empire
Just when Constantine was ruling the Roman Empire and freedom was assured to Christians,  inside the Persian Empire the Christian Churches underwent the first systematic persecution in which religious and political reasons were interconnected. 
Sozomenòs reports:

“When, in course of time, the Christians increased in number, and began to form churches, and appointed priests and deacons, the Magi, who as a priestly tribe had from the beginning in successive generations acted as the guardians of the Persian religion, became deeply incensed against them.  The Jews, who through envy are in some way naturally opposed to the Christian religion, were likewise offended. They therefore brought accusations before Sapor, the reigning sovereign, against Simeon, who was then archbishop of Seleucia and Ctesiphon, royal cities of Persia, and charged him with being a friend of the Caesar of the Romans, and with communicating the affairs of the Persians to him. Sapor believed these accusations, and at first, ground the Christians with excessive taxes, although he knew that the generality of them had voluntarily embraced poverty. He entrusted the exaction to cruel men, hoping that, by the want of necessaries, and the atrocity of the ex-actors, they might be compelled to abjure their religion; for this was his aim. Afterwards, however, be commanded that the priests and conductors of the worship of God should be slain with the sword. The churches were demolished, their vessels were deposited in the treasury, and Symeon was arrested as a traitor to the kingdom and the religion of the Persians.”

The last sentence of the text renders the risky condition of Christians under the rule of the Persian emperors. A condition that recalled what they had experienced for three centuries in the Roman Empire, when they were required to forswear their faith in name of the loyalty to the state and to demonstrate such a loyalty by worshipping Roman deities as a whole or in particular the tutelary deity of the emperor himself. 
In the Persian Empire the position of Christians became sometimes particularly difficult just because the cult of Zoroaster, state’s religion, was committed to a well organized clerical system, unlike the rather confused landscape of the Roman polytheism. 

The figures of the executed Christians during the persecution of Shapur II (309-420 AD), who gave the start to the intolerance, was presumedly very high. Figures of the victims amount to many thousands. 
We are informed on the events of that time by an important work of Aphraates, one of the most prominent Christian thinkers of the East, also called ‘The Persian Sage’, and by some extant Acts of the Martyrs.  
Aphraates’ Demonstrations give a precious outline of  the Syrian theology and spirituality. In their second section, from the 11th to the 22nd Demonstration, he carries on controversial arguments against the Jews, who are supposed to have triggered off the persecution, while they were exempted from it during the rule of Shapur II. Sozomenòs, in the above quoted passage, shares such an opinion.

In the 21st Demonstration Aphraates replies to an objection raised by a Jew, who argued that Christians, just because they were persecuted, proved to be abandoned and condemned by God.  Aphraates retorts the allegation with many biblical passages of the Old Testament where the right men, the prophets and the whole Hebrew people bear witness to be persecuted, yet do not feel to be abandoned by God, to the point that that they can be even assumed as a symbolical pre-announcement of Jesus’ sufferings. The conclusive words refer to the current hard persecution, most probably of the years 343-344 AD:
”Great and excellent is the martyrdom of Jesus. He surpassed in affliction and in confession all who were before or after. And after Him was the faithful martyr Stephen whom the Jews stoned. Simon [Peter] also and Paul were perfect martyrs. And James and John walked in the footsteps of their Master Christ. Also [others] of the apostles thereafter in divers places confessed and proved true martyrs. And also concerning our brethren who are in the West, in the days of Diocletian there came great affliction and persecution to the whole Church of God, which was in all their region. The Churches were overthrown and uprooted, and many confessors and martyrs made confession. And [the Lord] turned in mercy to them after they were persecuted. And also in our days these things happened to us also on account of our sins; but also that what is written might be fulfilled, even as our Redeemer said: ‘These things are to be’.  The Apostle also said: ‘Also over us is set this cloud of confession’; which [is] our honour, wherein many confess and are slain”.
  

The evaluation of the high figures of the victims is also based on the reactions the persecution caused inside the Roman Empire, then under Constantine’s rule, newly convert to Christianity. He sent a letter to Shapur II in order to mitigate his cruelty and even to convince the Persian emperor (Shah’s Shah, king of kings) that Christianity could exert a positive influence when accepted and even supported. 
This kind of sponsorship of Christians by Constantine most probably caused even more difficulties to the Persian Christians for it prompted further political arguments against them. 
These are some passages of the letter sent to Shapur II:
“There is nothing in their [Christian] religion … of a reprehensible nature; by bloodless prayers alone do they offer supplication to God, for he delights not in the outpouring of blood, but takes  pleasure only in a pure soul devoted to virtue and to religion; so that they who believe these things are worthy of commendation." 
The emperor then assured Shapur that God would be propitious to him if he treated the Christians with lenity, and adduced the example of Valerian and of himself in proof thereof. He had himself, by faith in Christ, and by the aid of Divine inclination, come forth from the shores of the Western ocean, and reduced to obedience the whole of the Roman world, and had terminated many wars against foreigners and usurpers; and yet had never had recourse to sacrifices or divinations, but had for victory used only the symbol of the Cross at the head of his own armies, and prayer pure from blood and defilement. The reign of Valerian was prosperous so long as he refrained from persecuting the Church; but he afterwards commenced a persecution against the Christians, and was delivered by Divine vengeance into the hands of the Persians, who took him prisoner and put him to a cruel death. It was in this strain that Constantine wrote to Shapur, urging him to be well-disposed to this religion; for the emperor extended his watchful care over all the Christians of every region, whether Roman or foreign.
” 

It looks like that Shapur II reacted with some respect toward Constantine’s letter. Yet, after his death, he started anew to harass heavily the Christian communities as a consequence of a new outburst of tension and war between the two empires during which also Shapur’s son was taken prisoner, tortured and killed. The above quoted text from the 21st Demonstration refers probably to this period.
During the 4th, the 5th and the 6th  centuries severe persecutions were launched now and then. Christians lived under strict control inside a Zoroastrian environment, in particular during the rule of the already quoted Shapur II (339-379), during the last years of the emperor Yazdegerd I (339-421), therefore called ‘The Harsh’, under the rule of Yazdegerd II (438-457), who chased the Assyrian Christians back to the Roman Empire and pursued a rigorous Zoroastrianism. Also Chosroe I (531-579), the most famous emperor of the dynasty, imprisoned the patriarch Mar Abba, tortured  and menaced to kill him primarily because he was a convert from  the Zoroastrian faith. Conversion from Zoroastrianism was followed by death penalty. 

Sometimes the confrontation between the two rival empires reached its utmost  and assumed the tones of religious extremism: see the words reportedly uttered by Chosroe II to the Byzantine Christian ambassadors looking for truce and peace. He proclaimed that he never would have granted it until the Roman emperor had previously recanted his faith in the crucified God and professed to be believer in the Sun’s divinity (ca. 621 AD). In the same way, when the Roman emperor Heraclius counter-attacked successfully, all the major sacred places of the Zoroastrian tradition, connected with its founder Zarathustra, were destroyed.

Nevertheless, even though Christians lived in the uneasy and risky condition to be any time identified with the Roman enemy, it must be said, in overall terms, that their presence enjoyed also rather long periods of  tolerance.
Amid such circumstances, the Christian churches tried to maintain and possibly to strengthen their internal structure and their external expansion. Unexpectedly, even the recurrent wars between the two empires caused many Christians to be deported inside Persia, with far-reaching results for the expansion of their faith. Sometimes they were even granted official acknowledgments.  There  are many extant documents witnessing how they were highly appreciated due to the elevated cultural standards provided by their famous centres of both theological, philosophical and medical education: the most famous ones settled in Nisibis in the Nord and in Seleucia-Ctesifon, the twin capital cities of the Sasanids, on both banks of the Tigri River.

The Christian presence in Persian Empire had anyway to face the Zoroastrian thinking and living – apart from the ideological and religious issues - in every day’s matters. Zoroastrians, for instance, considered all belonging to the dead as impure, fire was sacred as well as the connected worshipping of the sun, celibacy was despised, while they indulged instead to polygamy and to large inter-parental marriages. 

Already Bardaisan (154-222 AD), a polyvalent and salient early Christian writer and poet in Syriac (semitic) language, at the same time a close friend of Abgar IX of Edessa, the first king of the city who became a Christian and tried unsuccessfully to convert his entire nation to Christianity, bears an early witness of the controversial every day’s context Christianity had to face. He conveys a pungent outline of the contrasting habits between Christians and other surrounding faiths and traditions in the eastern regions:

“We are Christians by the one name of the Messiah. As regards our customs our brethren abstain from everything that is contrary to their profession.... Parthian Christians do not take two wives.... Our Bactrian
 sisters do not practice promiscuity with strangers. Persians do not take their daughters to wife. Medes do not desert their dying relations or bury them alive. Christians in Edessa do not kill their wives or sisters who commit fornication but keep them apart and commit them to the judgement of God. Christians in Hatra
 do not stone thieves.”

Disputable current denominations of the Eastern Christians

The major communities of eastern Syrian Christians spreading from Mesopotamia to the Far-East are usually called ‘Nestorians’ and ‘Monophysites’. 
However, these denominations are not accepted by those Christians, even if the reference to Nestorius and to the Christological debate is plainly justified as it will soon be discussed.   They consider themselves simply belonging to the very Christian church, defined by a given traditional and original territory.  The Syrian language  they spoke was the closest to the Aramaic that Jesus himself used, both being of the Semitic stock.
One tradition takes the denomination of  ‘The Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch’. In the course of time their followers were also called ‘Antiochians’, because they found their early origin and development just in Antioch. Another denomination, ‘Jacobites’, goes back to Jacob Baradai (ca. 500-578 AD), consecrated bishop  (542) of some Christians settled inside the Arab tribes under the rule of al-Harith ibn Jabadah, whose power soon after was dispersed by the Roman Empire. Baradai organized the opponents to the 4th ecumenical council of Chalcedon (451 AD), who  were scattered in a broad region across Syria, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Palestine and other parts of the East. His work cost him a hard life, full of wanderings and risks. His name refers actually to his wretched garments
.  

Baradai was pursuing the work of Severus (ca 465-538 AD), bishop of Antioch, considered the most outstanding theologian of a body qualified as ‘Monophysite’ (those professing one nature), because he allegedly stressed only one nature in Jesus, namely the divine. This denomination became the most current up today. However their communities rejected (and reject) such an allegation. 
As we will see below such an attribution as well as that of ‘Nestorians’ is largely objectionable. 

Under growing political pressure inside the Roman Empire, they marked more and more their distance, their diversity in language and liturgy, a trend destined to be enhanced when the West Syrians fell under the rule of the Persian Empire. 
Towards the end of the 1st millennium the Syrian Orthodox Churches were organized in 20 metropolitan sees and 103 dioceses, some of them reaching as far as modern-day Afghanistan.

They almost disappeared after the awful invasions of Mongols and later, after the World War I, following some massacres in Turkey.

More relevant - outside the reach of the Roman Empire – were undoubtedly the East Syrians, who belonged to ‘The Church of the East’ or ‘The Assyrian Church of the East’, a denomination that stressed and stresses its national origin. Their followers took also the disputable denomination of ‘Nestorians’. 
After the Nestorians were definitely expulsed from the Roman Empire (under the rule of the emperor Zeno, 474-491 AD) their distance from the Western Christian tradition was even more marked. A further distinctive: they decided that celibacy was no more compulsory for all levels of the church hierarchy while it remained for the monks, even if in the following century they restored celibacy only for bishops, a kind of adaptation to the local cultures strongly opposing any refusal of marriage and procreation.  
Towards Middle Ages, under Muslim caliphate, the Assyrian Church of the East counted 30 metropolitans and 200 dioceses. Its Patriarchate reached as far as India, Tibet, Central Asia. This was the Christian tradition that reached as far as Mongolia and China. Almost destroyed by the Mongol invasions, in modern era it still survives in small communities further divided after the union of some of them with the Catholic Church.

All  these churches were somehow united by the refusal of the council of Chalcedon.  So the general common term to qualify them reads ‘Non-Calcedonians Churches’, a denomination still current. Under revision as well.
The christological debate on Nestorianism 
Surprisingly the name of Nestorius does not appear in the official basic documents of the Assyrian Church of the East before the beginning of the 7th century.  Nevertheless this prominent bishop and theologian was permanently influent in its doctrinal development and deeply venerated  in the common prayer of the liturgy along with others who were criticized and definitely condemned by the western Christianity.
It  a nutshell, quite open remains a preliminary issue, namely the question on how far Nestorius was he himself a ‘Nestorian’, according to the charges of his opponents, just because his theological standpoint was in his time - and now is anew - a matter of discussion and re-interpretation due to the largely disputable circumstances which accompanied his condemnation and the assumption of his theological thought in the 3rd Council of Ephesus (421 AD) and thereafter
. All the more so because in this council churches outside the Roman Empire were scarcely, in any case, disproportionately represented. 
That said, during the 4th century and from then on the relations between the western and the eastern Christian traditions assumed the definite form which would become permanent all along history up to the present days, and the Syrian Christians of the Assyrian Churches of the East  assumed a more decided ‘Nestorian’ colour in their profession of faith.
Which was actually the heart of the matter when speaking of Nestorianism?
The debate was all about the way the human and divine nature were operating and formed a unique identity in Jesus, a ‘christological debate’ which was given the start already in the 1st ecumenical council of Nicaea (325 AD) and burst out in the following three centuries.
Quoting the words of Paul in his letter to the Philippians: 

“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness”
,
a bishop’s assembly of the Assyrian Church of the East, summoned in 612, made this commentary:
“Which other equality with God does he speak of than the Christ in the nature of his divinity? And whom does he call equal to a slave than the Christ in his humanity? He says that that equality has assumed and this has been assumed. It is not allowed to confuse the properties of the natures. It is not possible actually for the assuming to be the assumed and the assumed to be the assuming either. It is possible that God, the Verbe, is manifested in the man he has dressed
, that his human nature appears to the human beings in his human attire, and that he remains in this indissoluble union the only Son of God, as we were taught and believe. Yet it is not possible  that the divinity becomes changed in his humanity and the humanity becomes changed in the divinity either.”
A well marked distinction of what is human in Jesus from what is divine: this is, generally speaking, the main standpoint that characterizes the Nestorian trend in Christology.

The Assyrian Church of the East approached to such a position through a long historical process that went back to the School of Antioch.
This School represented one pole of the two dominant cultural and theological tendencies of early Christianity, the second being that of Alexandria. 
The two Schools assumed different standpoints during the christological debate. The starting point was always the Council of Nicaea, which stressed about Jesus  that he was both of the same ‘divine essence of God the Father’ and that ’he was made flesh’. 
Now the question: how are such human and divine presences to be understood existing and operating in Jesus?
Just to hint to some salient points of the debate, in Antioch was particularly stressed the specific and distinct role of Jesus’ human being, meaning that the divinity was not fully and immediately present and working in him since his conception and birth, but instead it reached its perfection all along with the growing up of his human nature, attaining its full display when Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist in the Jordan river: the Holy Spirit descended then in him and the Father solemnly declared him his ‘beloved son’. 
The School of Antioch stressed moreover the necessity of keeping a similar distinction between what belonged to the human nature and what was strictly ascribed to his divine nature in the full extent of Jesus’ life. Jesus’ human nature was so vividly stressed because the School maintained that only through his full man’s experience he accomplished the salvation of mankind. In particular the free actions of Jesus were considered substantial in his work of salvation, to the extreme that he was supposed he could even reject, freely, his messianic mission. 
Consequently the interpretation of the Holy Scripture, of Jesus’ words and deeds should avoid metaphorical exegesis. In simplified words, this School appeared to be more historical and, in general, more rational in his interpretation of the Scripture. Therefore a large use of the classical methods of analysis of the biblical texts was currently admitted, stressing the role played also by the humanity of those who wrote and conveyed them. 
In some ways they anticipated several aspects of the modern historic-critical approach to the Bible.

Nevertheless the School of Antioch affirmed that two natures did not create two separated identities. In Jesus they formed a unique individuality.
Their opponents (polemically) would have called the disciples of the School ‘dyophysites’ (believers in two natures), charging them to have separated in Jesus the human nature from the divine, to the detriment of the latter.
The School of Alexandria represented an opposite pole in front of the Antiochian School. It accentuated instead the preeminent intervention of the divine nature in guiding and uniting all what Jesus did and said. Starting from the conviction that the divine nature in Jesus was decidedly superior, more powerful and elevated, Jesus’ human nature was somehow transformed and sublimated by the divine presence of the ‘Word of God’. 
As a consequence, what in the Gospel’s history sounded too human ought to be decoded and rethought by means of a metaphorical interpretation. It was the full assumption of the human by the Word of God that granted man’s salvation. So only to the divine nature seemed to be properly assigned the true and sovereign operation in Jesus. 
In their language could easily be found a large echo of the Platonist attitude affirming the prominence of the spiritual dimension in front of the material and corporeal reality.
Their opponents (polemically) would have called the disciples of this School ‘monophysites’ (believers in one nature), charging them to have united, and confused, in Jesus, what was true divine with what was true human, to the detriment of the latter,  
Of course both Schools did accept the Nicene  profession of faith, both professed Jesus man and Word of God. However the stress was quite different. The two theological and spiritual trends could possibly have been legitimated and considered viable positions of spiritual research. So happened actually for a long time.

Yet in the thirties of the 4th century the debate grew almost unexpectedly in intensity and on occasion of the 3rd universal council of Ephesus (431 AD) the two visions reached if possible the extremes. 
Why?

The followers of the School of Antioch were more and more convinced that in Alexandria might be definitely undervalued the relevance and the specificity of the human nature in Jesus; while the School of Alexandria thought that in Antioch it was Jesus’ divine nature to be definitely understated. 
The discussion started not directly from the interpretation of Jesus himself, but from the correct denomination of Jesus’ natural mother, the Virgin Mary, an apparently distant issue. Yet soon it became the occasion that raised the confrontation to its hardest core.

How ought to be properly called Mary, the mother of Jesus? Mother of God (Theotókos), asserted the followers of the School of Alexandria; Mother of Christ (Christotókos), asserted the followers of the School of Antioch, supposing her to be only mother of the human being of Jesus, even if united with the divine Word of God

In the council of Ephesus prevailed Alexandria  and his leader, the Patriarch Cyril. Nestorius, leader of the opposite tendency, was condemned and dismissed from his relevant charge of Patriarch in Constantinople, the new capital city of the Roman Empire. 
The positions of these Schools were, of course, not merely expression of subtle and sometimes sophisticated theologies and philosophies as well. They entailed a diverse vision of Christian spiritual training, of worship and, ultimately, of the Christian approach to life as a whole. This is the reason is why they were perceived and shared with such an intense participation.
No matter what it might appear to a modern historian, these confrontations were deeply assumed by the communities of the early Christianity, not only by theologians but also by common believers. 
See the following pertinent remark of Dale T. Irvin and Scott W. Sunquist:
“From the perspective of an observer looking at these events fifteen hundred years later, it might seem incredible that so much weight to such theological subtleties. But to those who were involved in the events of the mid-fifth century, the various theological positions were far from indistinguishable, nor were theological debates confined to the arenas of the scholarly elite. The finer points of the various theological arguments  might have escaped the common people, but they knew what to listen for in the liturgy or in a sermon by the bishop. They lined up behind on one party or another in the politics of the city.”
The controversial compromise of Chalcedon 
The two authors add a relevant remark in respect of the communities outside the reach of the Greek culture and language, as it will be highlighted soon in connection with the christological definition of the following Council of Chalcedon (451 AD):

“Adding to the theological complexity of these fifth-century controversies in the East was the fact that much of what was being argued was in translation. There was bound to be slippage in meaning when Greek terms such as physis (‘nature), hypóstasis and prósopon (the latter two both translated as ‘person’ in English) were translated into Syriac (keyane, qenuma, and parsopa) and debated in various locations far from Chalcedon. These Syriac terms did not carry the precise meaning the Greek terms had come to bear. While the process of translation could add depth to the meaning of various biblical terms or extend insights from the Bible into the new theological directions, it could also set communities at odds with one another as they no longer found common words to carry similar cultural meanings”

The Council of Chalcedon was actually summoned to solve an issue which proved once more that the tension between the two Schools was by no means appeased. In fact a monk who lived in Constantinople, Euthyches, was accused to maintain that the ‘flesh’ Jesus took from the Virgin Mary came from quite another source than from a human being. It was allegedly granted from above and owned a divine nature so that it could not be properly considered like ours. 
The debate of the confronting positions burst anew violently out. Euthyches’ found a strong supporter in Dioscorus, bishop of Alexandria, and opponents in the Antiochian theologians, among them, also Hiba, bishop of Edessa. 
After a temporary  prevalence of Dioscorus, a conciliatory solution was reached during the 4th Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon (451 AD): after calling anew the Virgin Mary ‘Theotòkos’ as already stated in the previous Council of Ephesus,  in Chalcedon – where more than 500 bishops convened, almost all from inside the Roman Empire -, was reaffirmed that Jesus’ unique personality resulted in two fully accomplished natures, the human and the divine, operating united but not confused, unchangeable and without division. It was the solution proposed by Leo, the bishop of Rome who, even if he did not personally attend, sent a special document to solve the matter. The Council proclaimed on one hand that Jesus’ human being was not absorbed and annihilated by the divine presence of the Logos (as asserted by the ‘Monophysitism’), and on the other hand that there were not two separate operating personalities in him (against the ‘Dyophysitism’).
The words chiefly assumed by the text of Leo, which Chalcedon received, spoke of  ‘two natures’  and ‘one person’, with the corresponding Greek terms ‘physis’ and ‘prosopon’.  Precisely the terms ‘nature’ and ‘person’ did not find a plain and full corresponding translation and interpretation in the Semitic languages spoken in Syrian eastern churches, which considered Antioch their spiritual point of reference. These extra-theological, cultural reasons proved to be even more relevant for the churches beyond the reach of the Roman Empire.

On the opposite side, Alexandria was then contending the supremacy of Constantinople both religiously and politically.
Constantinople ultimately prevailed. A famous canon (n. 28) issued by Chalcedon assigned to Constantinople the title of ‘New Rome’, second only to the ‘Old Rome’ in the church hierarchy. However the School of Alexandria reacted with a standing theological opposition which would find expression in new forms of Monophysitism spread both in Syria and far inside the Persian Empire (see the above mentioned Syrian Orthodox Church of the East), in Egypt and down to Ethiopia, always contrasting the orthodoxy imposed by Constantinople
.
Following the School of Antioch

Apparently the Chalcedon’s christological formula had reconciled the two Schools of Alexandria and of Antioch. 

However the following events proved it was not precisely that like.

In particular, in Edessa the dominating Antiochian tradition started being supplanted by that of Alexandria. The main Antiochian authors were more and more suspected and under theological attack. As a consequence the students and the theologians faithful to the previous orientation decided to go beyond the reach of the western theological teaching and migrated inside the Persian Empire. 
Nisibis (north of modern-day Iraq) became then a relevant theological centre, in this case of the Antiochian way of thinking, now also called ‘Nestorian’. Here gathered students from every part of the East who were already been formed according to the classic exegetic tradition of Antiochia. The main author was not so much Nestorius himself but preferably Theodore, bishop of Mopsuestia, who was Nestorius’ teacher and inspirer. His works and first of all his commentaries of the Bible were already available in Syriac language, cared by the bishop Hiba, who introduced the anaphora of Theodor and Nestorius in the liturgical worship.

After Theodore’s works along with those of Hiba of Edessa, written in Greek, were definitely rejected by the western churches in the 5th Ecumenical Council, the Council of Constantinople II (553 AD), their Greek tradition was on purpose destroyed and almost disappeared. On the contrary, it  remained and throve in Syrian language. Some parts of it came out in recent discoveries and researches. Theodore and his writings were deeply appreciated in the Assyrian Church of the East. In a Synod summoned in 605 AD he was proclaimed as ‘by the grace of God set over the treasures of the two Testaments’. 
The theological Nestorian trend is particularly clear in the most venerated symbol of the Assyrian Churches, namely in the cross which is intended to proclaims with its precious ornaments the triumphal ‘Last Coming’ of Jesus. No corporeal shaping of him appears as it is usual in the western tradition, just because his passion belongs the what is past and pertains to his human nature, highlighting so the typical distinction of natures in Jesus of the Antiochian School.
Also the architecture assumed and interpreted freely the particular old tradition of the Mesopotamian separated area for the ‘Saint of Saints’.
Many attempts have been undertaken in recent times to re-asset some items of the whole christological debate. Several issues remain open. It looks like however that the division of the past implied rather cultural misunderstandings than basic tenets. It seems that nobody went  so far as to compromise a right interpretation of Jesus, the ‘Word made flesh’, to the point that these churches could be branded with the sharp allegation of ‘heresy’. 

Unfortunately the tragic and sometimes extremely violent events that characterized the history of the Asian churches in the first millennium do not allow to speak out a correct and precise theological evaluation of their factual standpoints during all the time they were in their broadest geographical expanse and in their greatest spiritual thriving. 

All the more so because the role played by political factors from the very start and down to their long history was relevant. 

Such conditions being now completely out of perspective, the very theological core of the issue seems to be attainable with more intellectual and spiritual freedom. Conversely the recent attempts to restore unity with the other Christian traditions can hardily reflect the hard historical and cultural outlook of what was really in play in the past. At present some of the most important churches going back to the Christianity of the first millennium are, in fact, reduced both in number and in relevance inside their original context, when not completely vanished.

Eastern Christians in Dār al-Islām (House of Islam)
The last Shah of the Sasanid dynasty, Yazdegard III, was defeated by the Arab conquerors in 636 and in 646 Persia was definitely under the power of Islamic army.

In the very beginning of their conquest Muslims did not associate themselves with the defeated and conquered nations. They ever camped, always ready to start military actions, outside the cities and the towns. It would require a long time before they merged in the common folk. Meanwhile, as the power became more stabile, grew as well the figures of those converting to the new faith of the conquerors also in view of the material benefits they could attain. 

In conditions of fighting, the Islamic army posed three alternatives to the enemies: 1) plainly to convert to Islam 2) to surrender and become minority, paying dhimma, namely a tax of protection by Islam 3) to choose fighting in the conviction that God would have given victory to his faithful. The classical worldview of Islam can also be expressed by the following geographical outlook: Dār al-Islām (House of Islām), intending  countries already under the Islamic Law (Šarī’a); Dār al-harb (House of war) or Dār al-`ahd (House of agreement), intending not yet Islamic countries, where to fight in order to convert them;  Dār as-sulh (House of peace), intending those not yet Islamic countries, with which there is already a treaty, awaiting better occasions for their conversion. 
The current vision in the contemporary Roman Empire and in western Christianity  as a whole was quite similar, of course starting from a Christian mindset.
Islam acknowledged a special status to the ‘Religions of the Book’, provided that both Jews and Christians did not refuse the tutorship of the ‘only true religion’, that of Islam. Professing the rigorous monotheism as it was voiced in the Qur’ān (God’s ultimate revelation, literally conveyed in Arabic language, to confirm what previously was handed down to Hebrews and Christians), Islam assumed that the true Bible was properly to be read in the Qur’an itself. Consequently the previous revelations ought to be tested by if they wanted to prove what was true or untrue.
At the very beginning, when Muslims were a minority amid Christian societies,  largely shared the was opinion that Islam might be considered as a heretic variant of Christianity. This conviction lasted until the late Middle Ages.
However it became soon evident to several Christian theologians that the religion of the conquerors was quite distinct and contrasting with the monotheistic faith of Hebrews and Christians. Then started a controversial era destined to last up to the present day.
One of the most important books of Christian controversy with Islam was written by John of Damascus (650-749). He considered Islam the major heresy of his days, specifically because of his interpretation of Jesus which rejected and misunderstood his being the ‘Son of God’, according to the orthodox Christian faith expressed in the councils. Many other arguments he displayed to prove allegedly that Muhammad did not get a precise insight of the true message of Jesus. 
In the first period of their history the Arab conquerors were absolutely not up to face the cultural level of the highly cultivated nations pertaining to the Roman Empire. Sometimes they even refused to match with them, trusting in the power of their faith and disdaining any subtle argument.

In the course of time they tried to absorb the rich cultural heritage of the classical culture and to produce theirs own. The period when the caliphate was shifted to Baghdad, during the Abbasid dynasty in 762, flourished one of the most prosperous periods in the Islamic cultural history.
An early attempt of dialogue between Eastern Christians and Muslims 

The Patriarch Timothy, during his long rule of the Assyrian Church of the East (780-823), was involved in an open religious debate with al-Mahdī, the 3rd Abbasid caliph, father of Hārūn ar-Rašīd, a prominent ruler, very famous also in the West. 
Most probably the dialogue happened in 781 AD and developed in two different occasions, according to the report of the event written by Timothy. Al-Mahdī posed the Catholicòs several questions on his Christian faith, disputing its consistency. It represents one of the earliest documents concerning Christianity’s confrontation with Islam. The questions and the answers, to a certain extent, voice issues that would remain unchanged along the following centuries down to the present time
.
The caliph started questioning the Christian vision of Mary’s virginity, which is recognized by the Koran as well, but only before Jesus’ birth, not after.
 It is noteworthy that in his answer Timothy refers usually to the Bible, as a common point of reference also for the caliph, who maintained that Mary’s permanent virginity ‘has no proof, neither from Book nor from nature’. These are actually  Timothy’s counter-arguments :
“That He was born without breaking the virginal seals of His mother we have evidence from Book and nature. From Book there is the example of Eve who was born from the side of Adam without having rent it or fractured it, and the example of Jesus Christ who ascended to Heaven without having torn and breached the firmament.”
Soon the main question becomes christological, linked to the capital point of the Christian Trinity. 

"How was that Eternal One born in time?... If He is one He is not two; and if He is two, He is not one … How is it that these three persons whom you mention do not constitute three Gods?... Tell me from which books you can show me that the Word and the Spirit are eternally with God …How can one be the cause of three and three of one? What is this?... The number three denotes plurality, and since there cannot be plurality in Godhead, this number three has no room at all in Godhead
Asks persistently the caliph. Timothy tries to demonstrate that the Christian Trinity does by no means infringe the basic common faith in the One God:
“ … they are three not in Godhead, but in persons, and that they are one not in persons, but in Godhead”

The Catholicòs proves to be very deeply trained in the apologetic Christian tradition, putting forward both philosophic and biblical arguments to convince his opponent that also the Book (the Bible) speaks of Wisdom and Spirit in God,  as well as  our human spiritual being maintains its unity even through a diversity of faculties and the sun its nature while irradiating light and heat. However only Jesus Christ could express in an unveiled way the Trinity’s mystery :
“The ancient prophets had also spoken of the unity of the nature of God and used words referring to this unity in an open and clear way, but the words which referred to His three persons they used them in a somewhat veiled and symbolical way. They did so not for any other reason than that of the weakness of men whose mind was bound up in idolatry and polytheism. When, however, Christ appeared to us in the flesh, He proclaimed openly and clearly what the prophets had said in a veiled and symbolical way, 'Go,' said He to His Disciples, 'and baptise all nations in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.' “
Timothy dares to refer even to some very disputed texts of the Koran where some Sūras begin with three unintelligible letters that he assumes as they were referring to the Wisdom and Spirit in God.
 

Then comes out the capital point of the cross, so symbolically relevant for the Assyrian Church of the East:
"Why do you worship the Cross?"—And I replied: "First because it is the cause of life."— |40 And our glorious King said to me: "A cross is not the cause of life but rather of death."—And I replied to him: "The cross, is as you say, O King, the cause of death; but death is also the cause of resurrection, and resurrection is the cause of life and immortality. In this sense the cross is the cause of life and immortality, and this is the reason why through it, as a symbol of life and immortality, we worship one and indivisible God. It is through it that God opened to us the source of life and immortality, and God who at the beginning ordered light to come out of darkness, who sweetened bitter water in bitter wood, who through the sight of a deadly serpent granted life to the children of Israel—handed to us the fruit of life from the wood of the Cross, and caused rays of immortality to shine upon us from the branches of the Cross.”
Timothy tries all the time to prove that the words and deeds referred to Jesus, the incarnate Word of God, which look like to violate the absolute dignity and perfection of God, are either to be understood in a spiritual meaning (Jesus is Son of God and God is Father not in a human way) or as a factual argument  to mean the real, well distinguished,  humanity of Jesus, a basic point for the Nestorians. The fact that the Apostles dared to convey Jesus in his full ‘indignified’ humanity proves once more that they did not ‘corrupt’ or change the Gospel, as claimed the caliph:
"Things such as the growth of Christ in stature and wisdom; His food, drink, and fatigue; His ire and lack of omniscience; His prayer, passion, crucifixion, and burial, and all such things which are believed by some people to be mean and debasing. We might have changed these and similar things held by some people to be mean and undignified; we might have also changed things that are believed by some other people to be contradictory, such as the questions dealing with the times, days, verbs, pronouns, and facts, questions which appear to some people to furnish a handle for objections that tend to some extent to weaken our statement I submit that we might have been tempted to alter these, but since we did not induce ourselves to alter them, how could we have dared to tamper with whole passages revealed by God? Not only could we not dream of tampering with them, but we are proud of them and consider them as higher and more sublime than others. From such higher and more sublime passages we learn that Jesus is an eternal God, and believe that He is consubstantial with the Father, and from the passages that are believed by some to be mean and undignified we learn that this same Jesus is a true man and having the same human nature as ourselves.

No, O our victorious Sovereign, we have not changed, not even one iota, in the Divine Book, and if the name of Muhammad were in the Book, how we would have expected his coming and longed for it, as we expected with an eager desire to meet those about whom the prophets wrote, when they actually came or they were about to come”
Al.- Mahdī supposed (a view still current today in the Islamic tradition) that the Gospel announced the future coming of Muhammad in some passages hinting to the Paraclete. The passages which foretold the coming of Muhammad as the last prophet would had allegedly been done away on purpose by Christians.
The dialogue reveals a remarkable freedom of speech and at the same time an atmosphere of high mutual respect on both sides. This atmosphere comes out from the famous, in some ways even daring,  parable suggested by Timothy at the very end of the dialogue: 

“O our victorious King, in this world we are all of us as in a dark house in the middle of the night. If at night and in a dark house a precious pearl happens to fall in the midst of people, and all become aware of its existence, every one would strive to pick up the pearl, which will not fall to the lot of all but to the lot of one only, while one will get hold of the pearl itself, another one of a piece of glass, a third one of a stone or of a bit of earth, but every one will be happy and proud that he is the real possessor of the pearl. When, however, night and darkness disappear, and light and day arise, then every one of those men who had believed that they had the pearl, would extend and stretch his hand towards the light, which alone can show what every one has in hand. He who possesses the pearl will rejoice and be happy and pleased with it, while those who had in hand pieces of glass and bits of stone only will weep and be sad, and will sigh and shed tears.

"In this same way we children of men are in this perishable world as in darkness. The pearl of the true faith fell in the midst of all of us, and it is undoubtedly in the hand of one of us, while all of us believe that we possess the precious object. In the world to come, however, the darkness of mortality passes, and the fog of ignorance dissolves, since it is the true and the real light to which the fog of ignorance is  absolutely foreign. In it the possessors of the pearl will rejoice, be happy and pleased, and the possessors of mere pieces of stone will weep, sigh, and shed tears, as we said above."

A daring parable because the Catholicòs, required to say what he thought of Muhammad, plainly replied that there was no expectation of him in the Bible and that he was absolutely not bearing comparison with Moses (the main prophet of the Old Testament) and Jesus (the ultimate prophet). Nevertheless he acknowledged  that Muhammad was ‘worthy of  all praise’ as ‘he walked in the way of the prophets’. Nothing more.
Assyrian Church’s spread toward Central Asia
The dialogue is a clear witness of those favourable conditions which allowed the spreading of Christianity in Central Asia and far beyond. 
The Catholicòs Timothy, during the rule of Mahdī, the 3rd Abbasid caliph, and of his successors, tried both internal reform of the Assyrian Christian communities and strengthening of the missionary work outside the boundaries of the Muslim Empire. His far-reaching net of international connection prompt us information of how far it reached. He founded actually six new provinces (Armenia, Damascus, Rai, Dailam
, Turkestan, Tibet). The Eastern Christianity was then largely expanding in Central Asia among different Turkish nations. Timothy reports that ‘many monks cross the sea to India and China with only a staff and scrip’. When he appointed a metropolitan and bishops for Tibet towards the end of the 8th century he was supposing that there were already established permanent sees. Monks and missionaries were likely to follow the way of merchants crossing Central and South Asia in their trades. Scanty information is extant on their more or less lasting settlements along the main places of their move. In respect specifically to the peoples living in Central Asia it must be recalled that they were mostly nomadic. We are informed that sometimes the Christian presence took the same character, namely the Christian missionaries did not always build up stabile structures. They went along with tribes in tents and convoys.
As far as it possible to evince from occasional reports of historians or from archaeological remnants – still largely in progress – these are the regions and the nations of Central Asia connected with the Christian presence in the 1st millennium:

· Theophylact of Simocates
 reports the conversion to Christianity of a nation which in the 5th-6th century created a wide empire in the regions then called Transoxiana and Bactriana (modern-day Turkmenistan). They asked the Catholicòs Mar Aba I  (540-552 AD) to send a a bishop. 

· Theophylact reports as well that during the same time prisoners of Turkish nationality came to Constantinople. They had in their front the symbol of the cross painted by their mothers in order to protect their lives. They belonged to a nation which dominated regions stretching from Mongolia to as far as Iran. In the 8th century the Catholicòs Timothy I  converted one of their kings. In one of his letters he informs a western patriarch that almost the whole Turkish nation had abandoned the previous pagan worship.
· Inside the territories of another Turkish nation, the Uygur, which dominated in Central Asia starting from the 8th century, there are many archaeological remnants of the Christian presence.
· In 1008 AD the Keraits converted to Christianity. The were at that time a powerful tribe settled in Central Mongolia. Their king asked the Nestorian Metropolitan of Merv (important oasis in modern-day Turkmenistan) to send priests and deacons to baptize him and his tribe.
The documents concerning the presence of Christianity in Far-East Asia in the second half of the 1st  millennium are really scanty, mostly dispersed or definitely lost. Some of them are still under scrutiny in order to acquire their authentic origin and historical value
. What is extant allows to suppose that Christianity’s presence up to China was particularly significant already in the 1st half of the 7th century. This was the period of the Táng  dynasty in China (617 – 907 AD) which expanded ita empire in Central Asia and, at least in the first rulers, was very tolerant toward the foreign religions. 

The most relevant document of the Christian presence in China in the 1st Millennium is undoubtedly the Stele of  Xī'ān. Significant is that it was discovered in the first half of the 17th century, and – what’s more – only through a casual digging for a new building.

The Stele of  Xī'ān, a posthumous document of Chinese Christianity 

The Stele of  Xī'ān  resulted to be a fully unknown report of the eastern Christian community during the Táng dynasty. This find, one the best written steles of that period, is situated now in the Bēilín Museum (Museum of the Steles), in Shǎnxī province. It is noteworthy that Matteo Ricci tried all the time unsuccessfully to meet some old documents of the Christian presence in China in order to argue against the objection of the Chinese scholars who maintained that Christianity was less reliable than the local tradition just because it was not that old.

To the surprise of the first discoverers the stele  contained some Chinese denominations hinting to a foreign language, which resulted to be linked with the Syrian language, revealing so the very origin of the Christians who compiled it. The stele supposes the presence of Christianity in Xī'ān, the capital city of the Táng dynasty, already in 635 AD. A church was build up three years later. Just in this period we are informed that the Táng dynasty gave hospitality to the Sāsānids fleeing from the Islamic invasion of Persia. Maybe this was the favourable historical context of the earliest Christian presence in China.
Much more relevant, of course, is the stele’s description of Chinese Christians’ live, of their history and their Church structure. 

 First of all, noteworthy is how Christians are called: as it sounds in the title of the stele: ‘Memorial of the Propagation in China of the Luminous Religion from Dà Qín ’. Here we find combined both Christian  references and terms which try to find a proper communication of what Christianity does mean in a context of other traditions, Confucian, Buddhist and Taoist. The stele defines Christianity as ‘The Religion of Light’ or ‘The Luminous Religion’ (Jĭngjiào). The symbol of the ‘Light’ is of course also a biblical one: see the profession of the Christian faith of the Council of Nicaea where, to define the relation between Jesus and godhead, was chosen exactly the expression. ‘Light from light’. Yet Christianity was currently not described as the ‘religion of light’. Hinting to light when defining themselves with such a distinctive term, in the context of the largely present Buddhism during the Tang dynasty, probably meant that Christians wanted to came in touch or plainly to be somehow understood by means of common, already known, language. One must take into account the Buddhist experience in managing cultural exchange in Asian context since a long time. 
On the top of the stele appears a typical ‘Nestorian’ cross, decorated with pearls in the four ends, to stress its symbolical cosmic dimension. The cross emerges from two clouds (Taoist Yīn and Yáng?) and from two flowers (the Buddhist lotus, symbol of  ‘Enlightenment’?). Further the title of the stele qualifies Christianity with a geographical point of reference, precisely that of the Roman Empire called Dà Qín (Grande Qín, Grande Impero), which seems to be a current denomination of it, linked to the Qín dynasty, founder of the Chinese Empire.  In the official Chinese documents of that time Christianity is called instead Bōsī jiào (Religion of  Persia), to mark once more its origin.
The stele presents many aspects concerning life, faith and way of thinking of the eastern Christian communities.

The very beginning is a profession of faith according to the style of the profession of faith proclaimed by the councils and intends to expound some major points of the biblical revelation:

"Behold the unchangeably true and invisible, who existed through all eternity without origin; the far-seeing perfect intelligence, whose mysterious existence is everlasting; operating on primordial substance he created the universe, being more excellent than all holy intelligences, inasmuch as he is the source of all that is honourable. This is our eternal true lord God, triune and mysterious in substance. He appointed the cross as the means for determining the four cardinal points, he moved the original spirit, and produced the two principles of nature; the somber void was changed, and heaven and earth were opened out; the sun and moon revolved, and day and night commenced; having perfected all inferior objects, he then made the first man; upon him he bestowed an excellent disposition, giving him in charge the government of all created beings; man, acting out the original principles of his nature, was pure and unostentatious; his unsullied and expansive mind was free from the least inordinate desire; until Satan introduced the seeds of falsehood, to deteriorate his purity of principle; the opening thus commenced in his virtue gradually enlarged, and by this crevice in his nature was obscured and rendered vicious …”

Here is proclaimed the faith in the only God creator of all things and it is also summed up the origin of man according to Genesis, the 1st  book of the Bible.

Besides, the stele describes the original sin and the early misleading ways of mankind. Here one can find the main topics of the Christian polemics against the pagan religions and probably an allusive attack against  on of the basic tenets of Buddhism, that of  nothingness of all beings, supposed radically impermanent:

“… hence three hundred and sixty-five sects followed each other in continuous track, inventing every species of doctrinal complexity; while some pointed to material objects as the source of their faith, others reduced all to vacancy, even to the annihilation of the two primeval principles, some sought to call down blessings by prayers and supplications, while others by an assumption of excellence held themselves up as superior to their fellows; their intellects and thoughts continually wavering, their minds and affections incessantly on the move, they never obtained their vast desires, but being exhausted and distressed they revolved in their own heated atmosphere; till by an accumulation of obscurity they lost their path, and after long groping in darkness they were unable to return…”
When introducing the profession of faith on Jesus Christ and on incarnation, the  Stele of  Xī'ān presupposes the christological debates of the 4th century, but with no specific stress. The Roman Empire is given as the birthplace of Jesus, broadening to the extreme its historical origin; the episode of the ‘magi’ (Wise men), described in the Gospel according to Matthew as if they were coming generically from the East, here are supposed arriving specifically from Persia, stressing so the spiritual centre and the motherland of most Christians living at that time in China:
“Thereupon, our Trinity being divided in nature, the illustrious and honourable Messiah, veiling his true dignity, appeared in the world as a man; angelic powers promulgated the glad tidings, a virgin gave birth to the Holy One in Da Qin; a bright star announced the felicitous event, and Persians observing the splendour came to present tribute; the ancient dispensation, as declared by the twenty-four holy men [the writers of the Old Testament], was then fulfilled, and he laid down great principles for the government of families and kingdoms; he established the new religion of the silent operation of the pure spirit of the Triune; he rendered virtue subservient to direct faith; he fixed the extent of the eight boundaries, thus completing the truth and freeing it from dross; he opened the gate of the three constant principles, introducing life and destroying death; he suspended the bright sun to invade the chambers of darkness, and the falsehoods of the devil were thereupon defeated; he set in motion the vessel of mercy by which to ascend to the bright mansions, whereupon rational beings were then released, having thus completed the manifestation of his power, in clear day he ascended to his true station.” 
Then follows a short outline of some religious and spiritual requirements of the community. This section of the stele probably highlights some habits hardly understood Christian habits in this new context. At the same time the text stresses several major topics of those aiming at becoming Christians.  The ideal is the monastic way of life:
“Twenty-seven sacred books [the number in the New Testament] have been left, which disseminate intelligence by unfolding the original transforming principles. By the rule for admission, it is the custom to apply the water of baptism, to wash away all superficial show and to cleanse and purify the neophytes. As a seal, they hold the cross, whose influence is reflected in every direction, uniting all without distinction. As they strike the wood, the fame of their benevolence is diffused abroad; worshiping toward the east, they hasten on the way to life and glory; they preserve the beard to symbolize their outward actions, they shave the crown to indicate the absence of inward affections; they do not keep slaves, but put noble and mean all on an equality; they do not amass wealth, but cast all their property into the common stock; they fast, in order to perfect themselves by self-inspection; they submit to restraints, in order to strengthen themselves by silent watchfulness; seven times a day they have worship and praise for the benefit of the living and the dead; once in seven days they sacrifice, to cleanse the heart and return to purity. It is difficult to find a name to express the excellence of the true and unchangeable doctrine; but as its meritorious operations are manifestly displayed, by accommodation it is named the Illustrious Religion. Now without holy men, principles cannot become expanded; without principles, holy men cannot become magnified; but with holy men and right principles, united as the two parts of a signet, the world becomes civilized and enlightened.”
A second section of the document gives an historical account of the first steps and of the recent events of the community. The very beginning coincides with the first emperor of the Táng dynasty, Taizong (627-649). The stele reports also the name of the first missionary who was officially allowed to be a Christian missionary in China. His name sounds Alopen o Aluoben. Nothing we know of any possible earlier presence, even if it course cannot be excluded. The reference to St. Thomas, the apostle, whose name is usually referred to for the evangelization of India, recurs also for China. However with no factual evidence:
“In the time of the accomplished Emperor Taizong, the illustrious and magnificent founder of the dynasty, among the enlightened and holy men who arrived was the most-virtuous Alopen, from the country of Da Qin. Observing the azure clouds, he bore the true sacred books; beholding the direction of the winds, he braved difficulties and dangers. In the year of our Lord 635 he arrived at Chang’an; the Emperor sent his Prime Minister, Duke Fang Xuanling; who, carrying the official staff to the west border, conducted his guest into the interior; the sacred books were translated in the imperial library, the sovereign investigated the subject in his private apartments; when becoming deeply impressed with the rectitude and truth of the religion, he gave special orders for its dissemination.”
The stele reports the decree of the imperial acknowledgement according to the official style:
"Right principles have no invariable name, holy men have no invariable station; instruction is established in accordance with the locality, with the object of benefiting the people at large. The greatly virtuous Alopen, of the kingdom of Da Qin, has brought his sacred books and images from that distant part, and has presented them at our chief capital. Having examined the principles of this religion, we find them to be purely excellent and natural; investigating its originating source, we find it has taken its rise from the establishment of important truths; its ritual is free from perplexing expressions, its principles will survive when the framework is forgot; it is beneficial to all creatures; it is advantageous to mankind. Let it be published throughout the Empire, and let the proper authority build a church of Da Qin in the capital in Yining, which shall be governed by twenty-one priests.“
In the stele appear the names of several emperors and of some other personalities. They are praised for their approval and support of the Christian presence in terms that refer to the monastery live, which seems to be almost identified with Christianity.

Of one emperor is suggested that he was incited  by evil counsellors to pursue the Christian community. Soon after Christian got anew approval and support.
The very critical point, however, occurred later, when during the late Táng dynasty all presence of foreign religions was excluded. As for Christians no other relevant report of their presence in China is extant until the Yuán dynasty (1271-1368).
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