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Abstract 

 
The history of Christianity is on a global horizon, entailing a 
polycentric character and multifaceted reality. It tells a story of human 
life embedded with the creativity of the religious career, social 
institutions, and power relations, calling for dialogue with its place, 
effect, and problem. This paper deals with a story of the Church of the 
East in exploring its distinctive place, contribution, and interfaith 
engagement in China and with Islam. Comparative historical inquiry of 
religious diversity and social institutions in the history of religion 
worldwide facilitates a sociological study of multiple modernities in 
distinction from the Eurocentric model of modernity. 
 
Keywords: comparative Christianities, archeological theory of inter-
pretation, Orientalism, multiple modernities 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Edward Said makes groundbreaking work in the area of postcolonial cri-
tique concerning the discourse of Orientalism. His Orientalism is re-
garded as the principal catalyst and the watershed of postcolonial theory 
in his attempts to demystify the cultural representation of the Orient un-
der Western power and ideology.1 However, we sense that Said’s in-
quiry of Orientalism remains an anti-representational mode, making it 
insufficient for the non-West to represent its activity and involvement in 
developing different forms of Christianity. In other words, it does not 
manage to elaborate and advance the hermeneutical significance of the 
texts and their history of effect. 

In dealing with comparative Christianities in the post-Western con-
text, we find it significant to develop sociological hermeneutical inquiry 
by taking into account their polycentric character and global connection. 
It is reported that the majority of Christians today, 60 % in the year 2000, 
live in the Global South (Africa, Asia, and Latin America), in compari-
son to 82 % of the Christian world population in Europe and North 
America around 1900.2 

In the demographic shift of gravity, we see that comparative history 
of religion becomes crucial in the studies of Christian religion and plural 
forms of Christianity in the Munich School of World Christianity (rep-
resented by Klaus Koschorke and his colleagues). Their theory of com-
parative Christianities in global connection enlarges “the horizon of the 
classical church historiography” and considers “the multitude of local 
initiatives, specific experiences and varieties of Christianity in very di-
verse cultural contexts.”3 

In this new landscape, it is no longer tenable to separate the history of 
Christianity from the history of non-Western Christianity. It goes with-
out saying that the sixteenth century is not only the time of the Protestant 

                                                                                                                                               
1 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge, 1978). 
2 Klaus Koschorke et al, eds., A History of Christianity in Asia, Africa, and Latin Amer-

ica, 1450–1990: A Documentary Sourcebook (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 
2007), xxix. 

3 Ibid. 
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Reformation but also the Spanish conquest of the Hemisphere of Amer-
icas through Columbus’ four expeditions between 1492 and 1504.4 

Moreover, the period of the Mongol Empire’s hegemony (the Pax 
Mongolica, or Mongol peace in the thirteenth and fourteenth century) 
facilitated communication and trade. It was during this period when the 
Europeans could travel through a safe land passage, the Silk Road, to the 
Indies and China.5 Despite Columbus’ expeditions and Pax Mongolica, 
we do not discard the violence and injustice afflicted to the life of the 
indigenous in the Americas, as well as the Church and the Syriac Ortho-
dox Church through Mongol invasion. 

In dealing with the comparative study of Christianity and its interre-
ligious interaction, we explore the story of the Church of the East, espe-
cially in ancient Tang China during the seventh and eighth century and 
also its interaction with Islamic culture under the rule of the Abbasid 
caliphate in the eighth century. The Eastern “Nestorian” Church is pre-
sented as the cardinal example of non-Western Christianity and its influ-
ence in the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368). It shall be seen as a historical 
source for undergirding the postcolonial study of comparative Christian-
ities in terms of “faith speaking to faith” and developing comparative 
historical inquiry in favor of multiple modernities,6  which seeks to 
transcend Eurocentric historiography of Christianity. 

 
COMPARATIVE STUDY OF RELIGION 

AND INTERRELIGIOUS INTERPRETATION 

 
Christianity is seen as a religion which appears to be interreligious in its 
historical formation and unfolding. It helps us to comprehend Christian 
religion in the context of world-wide religious diversity. For instance, a 
Buddhist or Islamic perspective on Christianity can be crucial for the 
understanding of Christian interaction with social and cultural events 

                                                                                                                                               
4 Justo L. Gonzáles, The Changing Shape of Church History (St. Louis, MO: Chalice, 

2002), 42. 
5 Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair, Islam: A Thousand Years of Faith and Power (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 163. 
6 Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus (Winter 2000): 1–29. 
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and other religions that also nourished and deepened the story of Chris-
tian religion.7 These different perspectives facilitate a post-Western the-
ory of global or world Christianity in an attempt at decoupling the Chris-
tian gospel from an ideological armor of Western imperialism.8 

Religion, being an eminently social and cultural entity, is significant 
to public and political life. This sociological inquiry defines religion as 
a unified system of beliefs and practices that are grasped as a social fact; 
it creates and promotes social solidarity. Religious representations as 
collective representation express collective realities. 9  Moreover, the 
world of religion is culturally and symbolically constructed, 
linguistically mediated and expressed, whether it is mimetic-ritual, 
mythic-narrative, or theoretic-ethical in an evolutionary framework.10 

This sociological-hermeneutical view sharpens and strengthens a no-
tion of religion in a way that provides a cultural context. It cuts through 
the limitations of Said’s parochial territorialism in his study of Oriental-
ism, with its lack of sociological hermeneutical significance. We argue 
that within the cultural context, religious phenomena are unpacked as an 
ensemble of texts in their own semiotic terms; it is hermeneutically me-
diated by tradition, history of effect, social location, and one’s cultural 
practice.11 

This sociological hermeneutic facilitates our inquiry into a global re-
ality of comparative Christianities, since Christianity is usually charac-
terized as definitely and infinitely translatable. This translatability re-
quires comparative historical studies to be involved in resources in 
seeing religion in all its global spectrum and its local particularity and 
specificity. The concept of a polycentric and global history of compara-
tive Christianities has served as a starting point for our sociological, her-
meneutical research into creativity and conflicts; these arise within the 
rich variety of local forms of Christian religion, causing conflict of in-
terpretation among church historians. 

To enrich the diverse history of Christian translatability we seek to 
develop an archeological theory of interpretation, which takes issue with 
                                                                                                                                               

7 David Chidester, Christianity: A Global History (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 
2000), viii. 

8 Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 2. 

9 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (New 
York: The Free Press, 1995), 9. 

10 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial Age 
(Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), xviii. 

11 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 19, 
449. 
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the neo-colonial reality in today’s context. We employ “archeological” 
as a technical term, which implies unearthing the past materials, reli-
gious classics, wisdom, and life of marginalized people. Actually, arche-
ological inquiry breaks with the formal argument, challenging a reigning 
discourse, which refers to the knowledge system of a certain domain as 
a constant. Instead, it unveils the dominant system of knowledge as op-
erating and disseminated through various mechanisms of repression and 
hegemony in every society and history. 

Against the theory of a reigning system, archeological theory seeks to 
investigate the conditions and possibilities, such that we “problematize” 
what in human life has been assimilated into dominant religious and his-
torical types of practices. A critical archeology intersects with a geneal-
ogy of practice, which is driven in terms of an analysis of knowledge-
power relations and social hegemony. We explicate and problematize a 
theme of religious discourse in the sociological inquiry of elective affin-
ity between religious ideas, material interests, and power relations.12 

We find the archeological theory of interpretation to be crucial in the 
comparative historical study of historical events, social movements, and 
religious practices of minority social groups. This perspective is com-
pared to events, movements, and practices of majority and dominant 
stratification of social groups. With this strategy in mind, we focus on 
exploring the history of the Church of the East in interaction with China 
and Islam. While this strategy may look like a cherry-picking of bright 
spots of history to some, what we are able to show with our perspective 
is that despite the conflicts between different religions throughout the 
Church of the East, we must not forget the complexity and nuance of 
faith speaking to faith. For a religious body to survive as long as the 
Church of the East, inculturation and translatability must play an im-
portant cultural and political role, helping to usher in alternative moder-
nities. 
  

                                                                                                                                               
12 Paul S. Chung and Peter Watters, “Religious Discourse, Power Relations, and Interre-

ligious Illumination,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 53, no. 2 (2018): 157–82. See 
further Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality II: The Use of Pleasure, trans. Robert 
Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990), 111–13. 



144     Paul S. Chung and Peter Watters 

 
STONE INSCRIPTION MIRRORING STORY 

 
The story of the Church of the East provides a historical case of faith 
speaking to faith in the sense of inculturation. A formal delegation of 
Christians arrived in Xi’an in 635 CE, most likely from Persia, travelling 
along the Silk Road during the Tang dynasty, which began in 618 CE. 
The second emperor, Taizong, ruled from 627 until 650 and welcomed 
the first official Christian delegates from Persia. Christianity, as initiated 
by the Persian delegates, would have ended in obscurity.13 

However, in the years from 1623 to 1625 during the Ming dynasty, a 
huge stone stele was discovered in the course of excavation. Around that 
time, there were many Jesuit missionaries in China whose pioneer was 
Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), referred to as “the wise man from the 
West.”14 

At any rate, the stone tablet is also called the “Nestorian” Tablet by 
Western scholars. The Church of the East has never officially used the 
title “Nestorian” to describe itself. Its own designation is the Church of 
the East, whose formation reached completion in the leadership of Babai, 
the patriarch of Seleucia-Ctesiphon (487–502), the capital city of the 
Sassanian Empire (224–651). In much of what is called the Islamic 
world, there was once a successful Christian community. Antiochene 
theology was the basis of this church. How is Antiochene theology re-
lated to Nestorius? Nestorius, trained in Antioch, had studied with The-
odore of Mopsuestia (ca. 350–428), a leading biblical scholar. He af-
firmed the priority of the divine nature of God over the human nature of 
Jesus, while the divine nature was dwelling completely in him as the Son 
of God. 

 
NESTORIAN CONTROVERSY AND POWER RELATIONS 

 
In the dispute over the relation between Christ’s divinity and Christ’s 
humanity, power relations were operative in terms of religious doctrine, 
                                                                                                                                               
13 Li Tang, A Study of the History of Nestorian Christianity in China and Its Literature 

in Chinese (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2002). 
14 Vincent Cronin, The Wise Man from the West (Glasgow: Collins, 1961). 
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ordination of clergy, and matters of church discipline. We perceive the 
extent to which the power struggle of the church and its political hegem-
ony had been consolidated and reinforced from the third ecumenical 
council at Ephesus in 431 to the sixth ecumenical council at Constanti-
nople in 681. 

In the council at Constantinople (381), according to David Chidester, 
Constantinople assumed a new prominence as a leading Christian impe-
rial city. As the council states, “The Bishop of Constantinople shall have 
the prerogatives of honor after the Bishop of Rome, because Constanti-
nople is the New Rome.”15 However, the bishop of Rome declined to 
acknowledge this claim by ignoring the council’s decision. Although the 
bishop of Alexandria had employed the title pope or papas since Hera-
clas in the third century, his special authority began to decline since the 
deposing of John Chrysostom (ca. 347–407) by the bishop of Alexan-
dria, Theophilus. Then at the third ecumenical council at Ephesus (431), 
his successor, Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444), succeeded in dethroning an-
other bishop of Constantinople, Nestorius.16 

Nonetheless, Rome, at the first ecumenical council of Nicaea (325), 
did not exercise any primacy over the whole church, while enjoying priv-
ileges like other episcopal sees of Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. 
It was Emperor Constantine who had made his new capital, Constanti-
nople, on the site of the ancient Greek city Byzantium: the Eastern Ro-
man Empire. The patriarch of Constantinople or a pope in the East re-
mained almost limited to the sacramental, spiritual sphere in the 
preservation of the purity of doctrine and liturgical order. Moreover, the 
emperor in the time of Constantine bore the title of Pontifex Maximus 
(supreme priest) with legal authority—one empire, one law, one church 
of Constantine and Justinian.17 

The Council of Nicaea (325) and the Council of Constantinople (381) 
had established orthodox doctrine regarding the full deity of Christ. The 
Egyptian city of Alexandria was in rivalry with the city of Constantino-
ple, of which Bishop John Chrysostom (ca. 347–407) was deposed by 
the bishop of Alexandria, Theophilus. Competition and controversy be-
tween Alexandria and Constantinople caused the church to be divided. 

                                                                                                                                               
15 Council of Constantinople, Canon 3, J. Stevenson, ed., Creeds, Councils, and Contro-

versies: Documents Illustrative of the History of the Church A.D. 337–461 (London, 
1966), 148, cited in Chidester, Christianity, 144. 

16 Ibid. 
17  Hans Küng, Christianity: Essence, History, and Future (New York: Continuum, 

2008), 205, 208. 
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Thus an ongoing dispute over the relationship between divinity and hu-
manity in the one person of Jesus Christ was embedded with ecclesias-
tical power structure and political hegemony. 

During the earlier part of the fifth century the Alexandrian school was 
represented by Cyril (376–444), the bishop of Alexandria since 412. Ac-
cording to his teaching, the union of two natures into one person of Jesus 
Christ is referred to as the hypostatic union (known as communicatio 
idiomatum). The Alexandrine Christology tends to emphasize the unity 
of Christ at the expense of his humanity, which is of a Neoplatonic bent. 
It gave rise to “Logos-flesh” Christology such that it was not humanity, 
but rather human flesh that was assumed by the Word. Although it is 
argued that the “Logos-flesh” idea of the Alexandrine Christology is ap-
plied to Apollinarius of Laodicea, the Alexandrian position affirms a 
complete unity and divinity of the person of Christ. The Logos had as-
sumed human nature like a garment, such that human nature was sub-
merged into the divine. Only a single nature (Monophysitism) remained. 
So Mary was called theo-tokos, the Mother of God.18 The Alexandrian 
designation of Theotokos to the Virgin Mary was a necessary conse-
quence of the communicatio idiomatum. 

However, the school of Antioch had a different view. It gives more 
attention to the historical side of Jesus in the context of the synoptic gos-
pels in contrast to Alexandrine allegorization. Theodore of Mopsuestia 
emphasized the distinction between Christ’s two natures more than the 
unity of his person. However, Theodore does not mean that in Christ 
there are two Sons or two Lords. The conjunction of two natures or unity 
of person does not deprive Christ’s humanity of any human characteris-
tics. For Theodore, the word “union” is more suitable than “mixture,” 
since the natures brought together engender one person in accordance 
with the union. 

The Antiochene doctrine is characterized as a “Logos-human” Chris-
tology, which would be at the expense of Jesus’ divinity. The ecumenical 
council at Constantinople in 553 turned Theodore into a Nestorian before 
Nestorius. However, the council made use of texts that have been inter-
polated and twisted by Theodore’s enemies.19 

John Nestorius (ca. 386–450) was a native of Germanicia (a province 
of Syria) and later came to study at Antioch and became a representative 
of Antiochene Christology under the influence of Theodore of 

                                                                                                                                               
18 Ibid., 190. 
19 Justo L. Gonzáles, A History of Christian Thought: From the Beginnings to the Council 

of Chalcedon, rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970), 341, n14. 



Comparative Study of Religion and Faith Speaking to Faith     147 

Mopsuestia. As the archbishop of Constantinople (428–431), Nestorius, 
questioned the suitability of Theotokos (God-bearing) as a title of the 
Blessed Virgin. He held Christokos (Christ-bearing, the mother of Jesus 
Christ) to be preferable. 

The situation provided Cyril of Alexandria with an opportunity to at-
tack Nestorius. In response to Nestorius, Cyril wrote: “If anyone in the 
one Christ divides the persons after the union and does not speak rather 
of a meeting according to a natural union, let him be anathema.”20 

At the council of Ephesus (431), Cyril, an unscrupulous power 
politician, put the council of Ephesus (433) under his influence, and so 
the council followed the line of his Monophysite Christology. With the 
help of the Roman pope, Celestine I, Cyril was able to depose and 
excommunicate Nestorius. Nestorius and his followers made a counter-
condemnation by the deposition of Cyril. Emperor Theodosius II (408–
50), concerned with the peace of the empire, forced both sides to a union 
at a further council of Ephesus, in which the dispute was not resolved.21 

In protest to Cyril, but after long and complicated negotiations, the 
patriarch of Antioch agreed to confirm the condemnation of Nestorius. 
A Christological agreement (the so-called Formula of Union in 433) was 
made between John of Antioch and Cyril of Alexandria. Nestorius fi-
nally became a victim of the alliance. Theologically, the Formula of Un-
ion was the real result of the Council of Ephesus, playing a bridge be-
tween the councils of Constantinople (381) and Chalcedon (451).22 

After the death of Cyril of Alexandria in 444, two of his followers, 
Dioscurus the bishop and his associate Eutyches, continued a campaign 
against the Nestorians, and Eutyches concluded that Jesus Christ had a 
single divine nature slightly different from the view of Dioscurus, who 
confessed “one nature of God the Word incarnate.” 

Following in the line of Cyril’s Monophysite Christology, Dioscurus, 
a power-hungry successor of Cyril, threatened and even terrorized the 
council fathers through a gang of monks at another council in Ephesus 
(449); he deposed the most significant Antiochene theologians at a coun-
cil in Ephesus (433). It was called by Pope Leo a latrocinium (Robber 
Synod), not a concilium (council).23 

                                                                                                                                               
20 Chidester, Christianity, 145. 
21 Wihelm Baum and Dietmar W. Winkler, The Church of the East: A Concise History 

(London: Routledge, 2003), 24. 
22 Ibid., 25. 
23 Küng, Christianity, 191. 
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At the general council of Chalcedon in 451, the statement of Chalce-
don safeguarded its position against Nestorian claims in which Christ’s 
human and divine natures could be separated. This also refuted the 
claims of Monophysites in which Christ had one nature. Adopting Pope 
Leo I (440–61) in his Tome, the fourth ecumenical council at Chalcedon 
deposed and condemned Dioscurus and Eutyches in a shameful trial. 
With the great skill of Leo the Great in theological clarity, legal acute-
ness, and bishop, the idea of Roman primacy was synthesized and had 
begun.24 

With the downfall of the Alexandrian Dioscursus, a new council at 
Chalcedon recognized the councils of Nicaea (325), Constantinople 
(381), and Ephesus (431) only as ecumenical ones. Chalcedon is counted 
as the fourth ecumenical council, which affirmed that: 

“one and the same” Lord Jesus Christ is “perfect in Godhead and per-
fect in manhood, truly God and truly man.” One and the same is “con-
substantial with the Father as to the Godhead and consubstantial with 
us as to the manhood.” This “one and the same Christ”… exists in two 
natures unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably.25 

This four-adverb phrase runs counter to both the Alexandrian position 
in terms of “unconfusedly” and “unchangeably,” as well as Nestorius 
through “indivisibly” and “inseparably.” 

Nestorius wrote the Book of Heraclides (discovered in 1889), in 
which he was satisfied with the Christology canonized at Chalcedon. 
Some scholars argue that Nestorius was essentially orthodox, while oth-
ers concur with the traditional verdict. Many Protestants have seen in 
Nestorius a forerunner of reformed Protestantism as represented by Cal-
vin and Zwingli, who rejected the title of Mary as Mother of God.26 

The Chalcedonian formula (Jesus Christ, truly God and truly man) 
was undertaken with negotiation entangled in the vigorous power strug-
gles. In Adolf von Harnack’s account, this formula refers to “a line 
which is slimmer than the hair on which the confessors of Islam one day 
hope to enter paradise.”27 

In the debate about Christology, the Nestorius affair becomes a sym-
bol in uncovering the extent to which a system of religious belief would 

                                                                                                                                               
24 Ibid., 315. 
25 Ibid., 191. 
26 Ibid., 358. 
27 Ibid., 192. 
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be embedded with power struggle and political hegemony. Thus, a reli-
gious truth system as orthodoxy is supported and disseminated as a meta-
discourse in terms of state, institution, and religion. The Miaphysite di-
ocese of Alexandria had already split from Chalcedonian orthodoxy after 
451, following the Christological position of Cyril of Alexandria. In the 
person of Jesus Christ, divine nature and human nature are united 
(μία, mia: one or unity) in a compound nature (physis). The two are 
united without separation, without mixture, without confusion or with-
out change. 

Non-Chalcedonian churches have split both from the Orthodox Byz-
antine Church of the East and the Roman Church of the West and formed 
the Monophysite Coptic Church in Egypt and the “Nestorian” Syrian 
Church. The latter then spread in Persia, India (the Thomas Christians), 
and East Asia as far as Peking. 

 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND DEVELOPMENT 

 
In regard to the Nestorius affair, the Church of the East casts suspicion 
upon the Antiochene group under John of Antioch, who negotiated with 
Cyril of Alexandria in the aftermath of the Council of Ephesus. Escaping 
from persecution in Constantinople, followers of Nestorius found a 
home of safety in Persia, where the Church of the East flourished and 
even engaged in mission into China. This situation made the Church of 
the West call the Church of the East “Nestorian.” However, East Syriac 
Christians were called Nestorians unjustly, especially since Nestorius 
was not their patriarch, and they did not understand his language. The 
“Nestorian charge” belongs to the regime of problematization because 
of its connection with power structure and hegemony in our study of the 
Church of the East. Against this Nestorian misnomer, we focus on its 
distinctive story, contribution, and interfaith engagement. 

Although Syriac Christianity forms the third strand, along with the 
Latin-Western and Greek-Byzantine traditions, the “Syriac Orient” re-
ceives no special attention in the Western academic context as compared 
to the Latin West or the Greek East. The churches in line with the Coun-
cil of Chalcedon (451)—the fourth “ecumenical council”—regarded 
Syriac Christianity (the “West Syriac”) as Monophysite and “East Syr-
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iac” as being Nestorian, in a pejorative sense. Thus, this branch of Chris-
tianity soon became marginalized and continued to be disregarded in 
Western church history.28 

Actually, the Church of the East, that is, the “Apostolic Church of the 
East,” had its seat at Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the capital of the Sassanid Em-
pire of Persia (224–651). It was a recognized faith under the reign of 
King Yazdegerd I in 409. The Church of the East formally accepted only 
the ecumenical decision of two councils: Nicaea (325) and Constantino-
ple (381). The metropolitan seat of Seleucia became the headquarters 
(about 20 miles southeast of Baghdad). 

Through several synods (410, 420, 424), especially the council at 
Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 410, the church was reorganized and Mar Isaac 
was elected as Catholicos (supreme head) of the Church of the East. The 
autonomy of the Church of the East was established, and subsequently, 
the autonomy of the church was reiterated explicitly in the acts of the 
Synod of Dadisho in Markabta (424). Dadisho I had already declared 
primacy and assumed the title of patriarch. 

The major break with Roman Christianity came in 431, due to the 
pronouncements of the first council of Ephesus. The Church of the East 
stated that bishops of the Roman Empire should not interfere in the af-
fairs of its church. The primacy of the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon was 
preserved as the universal church in an ecumenical communion of inde-
pendent churches. It blocked interventions of the bishops of the eastern 
provinces of the Roman Empire and became independent from the patri-
arch of Antioch.29 

The Sasanian emperor, hostile to the Byzantines, saw the opportunity 
to ensure the loyalty of his Christian subjects and lent support to the Nes-
torian Schism. The emperor took steps to replace the pro-Roman Cathol-
icos in 484 with the Nestorian bishop of Nisibis, Barsauma. 

In 471 the renewed theologian and poet Narsai (ca. 410–ca. 503) left 
Edessa under persecution and fled to the city of Nisibis in the Sassanian 
Empire. He was persuaded by Barsauma to take over leadership of the 
school of Nisibis, which Narsai’s theological genius shaped the elite the-
ological school of the Church of the East. Nisibis was the legendary cen-
ter of learning that kept alive the culture and science of the ancient 
world.30 

                                                                                                                                               
28 Baum and Winkler, The Church of the East, 3. 
29 Ibid., 19–20. 
30 Ibid., 26. 
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Narsai was called “the harp of the Spirit,” and was perhaps the most 
important poet theologian of the East Syriac Church. When Narsai stud-
ied in Edessa, Theodore of Mopsuestia’s works were already available 
in Syriac, and Narsai read them extensively. In fact, the translation of 
Theodore’s works from Greek into Syriac is largely attributed to Ibas. 
Narsai seemed to help translate the writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia 
(ca. 350–428) from Greek into Syriac, making the Antiochene theology 
the standard for East Syrian orthodoxy. Narsai was faithful to Theo-
dore’s biblical commentaries in exegetical instruction at the school of 
Nisibis. Likewise, his Christology follows in the footsteps of Theodore: 
“The Word is the nature of the (divine) substance and the body the nature 
of the humanity. One is the Begotten and one the Begetter. They are one 
in a single unity.”31 

From the fifth to the seventh century, the school of Nisibis became 
the center of education and ministry for systematic training of clergy 
people, missionaries, monks, and teachers. Following the collapse of the 
Persian period, Eastern Christians continued to survive and even exer-
cise influence in the Arab dynasty under the Umayyad caliphate (651–
750). 

 
CHRISTIANS INVOLVING MUSLIMS AND CHINESE 

 
In the interaction of the first phase between the Christian and Muslim 
communities, there was an acknowledgement of Islam for the connection 
with Abraham/Ishmael, but it also entails challenges, in which the mis-
sion of Islam is to fulfill the message of the Christian message. In the 
main traditional biographical source, Muhammad is said to have met an 
East Syriac monk named Sergius Bahira.32 

However, it is argued that most of the Middle Eastern Christians did 
not see the Muslims in a favorable light. The legend of Bahira, which 
originates probably in the third century, had undergone several redac-
tions and was in circulation in the community of Jacobites as well as 
Nestorians. Bahira’s positive remarks about Christians in Quran verses 
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(10:94, 5:82) were not usually accepted by Islamic theologians when 
they refer to Christians at large.33 

On the other hand, the Eastern Christian world was divided over the 
definition of the Council of Chalcedon, the initial interpretation of Islam 
in light of Abraham turned into divine punishment in some ways. This 
view is seen in the illustration by Severus of Asmounein, the Coptic ed-
itor of the Egyptian History of the Patriarchs: 

The Lord abandoned the army of the Romans as a punishment for their 
corrupt faith, and because of the anathemas uttered against them by the 
ancient fathers, on account of the Council of Chalcedon.34 

It would be fair if we argue that among the non-Chalcedonian Chris-
tians, both Monophysite and “Nestorian” Christians would come to un-
derstand Islam as a judgment of God against the Christians following the 
Council of Chalcedon. They received harsh treatment and persecution 
from the Byzantine authorities in Egypt and Syria. Many of the non-
Chalcedonian Christians appreciated the representatives of Islam as lib-
erators from the cruel rule of Byzantine emperors and church authori-
ties.35 

The relationship between Islam and the Church of the East is compli-
cated and the political situation varied. The extent of Muhammad’s con-
tact with Christians and Jews before and after his public ministry be-
comes an issue of controversy. In the main traditional biographical 
source, there were encounters between Christians and Muhammad and 
the early Muslim communities in several instances. For example, Mu-
hammad at around age 12 is said to have met an East Syriac monk named 
Sergius Bahira.36 The Prophet of Islam is assumed to be influenced by 
the Christian missionaries in his acquaintance along the trade route to 
Iraq. 

In the Christian interpretation of Islam before the ninth century, John 
of Damascus deserves attention; he is regarded as the last of the Fathers 
of the Eastern Church. He was assumed to have a high position in the 
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administration of the city under Muslim rule, perhaps with special finan-
cial responsibility. He had reasonable first-hand knowledge of the 
Quran, Muslim beliefs, and religious practices through his work for 
Muslim rulers in Syria. In John’s view, Islam is described as a Christian 
heresy, in terms of a combination of commonality and distinctiveness.37 

On the other hand, there was a diplomatic relationship between Persia 
and China between 627 and 649. Ishoyahb II of Gdala (628–646), the 
patriarch of the Church of the East, had been educated at the school of 
Nisibis. The church grew rapidly under the Sassanians, the last period of 
the Persian Empire (Iran) before the rise of Islam. The Sassanid Empire 
actively developed foreign relations with China, and ambassadors from 
Persia frequently traveled to China. 

Following the Muslim conquest of Persia (633–654), the Church of 
the East was designated as a protected dhimmi community under Is-
lamic sharia rule. A dhimmi is a historical term referring to non-Muslim 
citizens of an Islamic state, literally meaning “protected person.” 
They had their rights fully protected in their communities, but as citizens 
in the Islamic state they were imposed certain restrictions and special 
taxation. Damascus, the Syrian cultural city, became the capital of Is-
lamic Arabs, in which the Umayyad caliph adopted and respected the 
Byzantine tradition and administration in Syria.38 

From the sixth century the Church of the East expanded greatly, es-
tablishing communities in India (the Saint Thomas Christians), among 
the Mongols in Central Asia and China, which became home to a thriv-
ing community under the Tang dynasty from the seventh to the ninth 
century. The patriarch placed special emphasis on theological education 
and mission, sending a group of missionaries to China in 635. 

Alopen (most likely the bishop named Abraham from around the Sog-
dia territory) was acting on the orders of his patriarch, Ishoyahb II. Wel-
coming Alopen’s teaching, Emperor Taizong (627–649) accepted Chris-
tian teaching and issued an edict in 638, which permitted the founding 
of a monastery in the imperial capital. 
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However, James Legge (1815–1897), a Scottish missionary and ori-
entalist, argues that there is no indication of the gospel in the inscrip-
tion.39 His Orientalizing discourse of “the gospel” reveals a bias that is 
deep-seated in European consciousness of Christian religion. 

Concluding with a eulogistic section, there is a listing of about 75 
names of bishops, monks, and presbyters in Syriac and Chinese on the 
bottom as well as on the side. In line VI of the inscriptions we read about 
God’s triune entity and Mishihe [Jesus Christ]. The honored one hid His 
true majesty and Mishihe was born to be a man by a virgin.40 

The inscription text might indicate the East Syrian missionaries’ un-
derstanding of a Christian belief system by witnessing the Aloha (Jeho-
vah) the Triune, mysterious Person, the unbegotten and true Lord. The 
Messiah, one Person of the Trinity, is the luminous Lord of the Universe 
and appeared as a man. The Holy Spirit is witnessed as another Person 
of the Trinity.41 In line IV it states: The water of baptism was used for 
initiation to the Religion of Light. “Purification is made perfect by se-
clusion and meditation; Self-restraint grows strong by silence and watch-
ing.”42 The Christian monks did not have male or female slaves, dis-
playing devotion and generosity to the Chinese community. 

This text also refers to their religious life and the church history in 
interaction with Chinese culture and religions in the Tang dynasty. Alo-
pen’s Christianity in the seventh century was called the Religion of Light 
or the Religion of Reverence of Heaven. 

The existence of the East Syrian Church in China was further evi-
denced by the early twentieth-century discovery of Chinese Christian 
manuscripts, which were preserved in one of the caves in Dunhuang, 
China. Among the scrolls was the sacred book of Jesus the Messiah, 
which was the sacred literature of the church in China from the early 
seventh to the eleventh century. The Book of Jesus the Messiah is as-
sumed to be dated between 635 and 638. This text is assumed to be the 
first Alopen text in China. 

This book introduces Jesus as the means for the people to see the Hon-
ored One. The Messiah is not the Honored One and did not cling to his 
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equality with God. Herein we see that the old Antiochene theology is 
contextualized in interaction with the Daoist notion of transcendence. 
The first sentence of Tao Te Ching begins: “The Dao that can be ex-
pressed is not the eternal Dao. The name that can be named is not the 
eternal name.”43 

The stone tablet was actually erected in honor of the Syrian priest, 
Issu (Jesbuzid), in 781. Issu, a priest from Balch, was esteemed as a 
highly decorated court official and general in the Chinese army of the 
three emperors. Since the stele had been discovered in 1625, debates and 
controversies arose regarding the entire early history of the East Syriac 
missionary endeavors. However, its early narrative with the mentioning 
of Catholicos Henanisho cannot be doubted. Issu was a man of great 
power and influence in civil and military affairs. He is praised in the stele 
as an imperial official with devotion to the study of Chinese culture. He 
was the most self-denying Dasuo ever heard of. Dasuo is compared to 
the Persian word tarsa, referring to fearer of God, implying Christian. It 
is not clear whether tarsa (the transcription of the Sanskrit term dasar-
has) means Christian or Buddhist, leading to debate among scholars.44 

However, a setback and hardship plagued the missionary movement. 
In 845, Christians were persecuted, and countless churches were de-
stroyed under Emperor Wuzong; it was assumed that there were about 
260,000 Christians. In Catholicos Theodosius I’s account (853–68), 
China did not join in his synod.45 

 
FURTHER DEVELOPMENT WITH ISLAM 

 
About 780, Bishop Mar Timotheous (780–823) became patriarch, or Ca-
tholicos of the Church of the East (Timotheos I), which was then based 
at the ancient Mesopotamian city of Seleucia. He was most capable of 
organizing and developing the Apostolic Church of the East. 

Under Timotheous’s leadership, the Eastern churches had critical in-
teractions with Islam, because most Eastern Christians lived under Mus-
lim political power. The initial transformation of Islamic society into a 
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universal religion took place during the epoch from 749 to 1258 when 
the Abbasid caliphs ruled from Baghdad. This era symbolizes a long pe-
riod of peace, prosperity, learning, and culture and is often called the 
Golden Age of Islam. 

 Through his good relations with the court, Timotheous rebuilt sev-
eral churches, and he was kept in high esteem by the caliphs al-Mahdi 
and Harun ar-Rashid. Some Christians were involved in the Caliph’s do-
mestic policy, even earning high praise. In the account of a Christian 
monk, John of Phenek, a contemporary of the first Umayyad caliph, we 
read: “As soon as Muawiyyah had come to the throne, there was a peace 
all over the world unheard of and unseen either by our parents or our 
grandparents, of an unparalleled kind.”46 

In the following period of the Abbasid caliphate (750–1258), Bagh-
dad became the new cultural and political metropolis toward Islamiza-
tion. Patriarch Timotheous’s famous dialogue with the caliph al-Mahdi 
(775–785), the third Abbasid caliph, survives as a precious monument 
of civilized, intelligent religious exchange. His disputation with Caliph 
al-Mahdi is said to have occurred at court; though it would be possible, 
this is regarded as a literary fiction. At any rate, this dialogue was trans-
lated from the original Syriac into Arabic and reproduced in several edi-
tions.47 

In Catholicos Timotheous’ disputation, he discussed the validity of 
Muhammad’s ideas and the Qur’an. Acknowledging the virtues of the 
Prophet Muhammad, Timothy took every opportunity to explain and de-
fend the Christian position. Among the most significant theologians of 
Timotheous’ time was Theodore bar Konai, whose book Scholia sharply 
disagreed with Islam. This work provides fragments of the official posi-
tion of the Church of the East toward Islam.48 

Despite this complicated position over Islam, like we see, Christianity 
in China at Timotheous’ age was being transformed by local religious 
tradition, and the Christian message was recounted in Buddhist and Dao-
ist terms. Christianity affected and transformed other faiths, and was in 
turn reshaped by them.49 

From the Islamic side, it is also important to mention an early example 
of dialogue and interaction between Christians and Muslims in the age 
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of al-Mamun (reigned 813–833). The most intellectual of the Abbasid 
caliphs, al-Mamun transformed the caliphal library (founded as the 
“Treasury of Knowledge” by his father Harun al-Rashid [reigned 786–
809]) into the great “House of Knowledge” in Baghdad. In this great 
institution, a remarkable intellectual work was undertaken by a team of 
translators, copyists, and bookbinders. Even a delegation of scholars was 
commissioned to Constantinople for pursuing philosophical and scien-
tific manuscripts.50 Al-Mamun promoted dialogue with Christian reli-
gion and also engaged with representatives of a wide range of religious 
traditions, including Manichaeans.51 

The “Nestorian” Christians managed to found important medical 
training centers in Syria and Persia; Galen and other classic Greek texts 
were translated into Syriac, then translated by Arabs in Damascus, Cairo, 
Antioch, and Baghdad. The age of al-Mamun represents an early exam-
ple of the golden age for dialogue, interaction, and mutual perceptions. 
It must have been a somewhat favorable condition for the mission of the 
Church of the East to China, India, or elsewhere. 

 
CHRISTIAN REVIVAL AND THE YUAN DYNASTY 

 
As previously stated, the early flowering of the East Syriac Church in 
China persisted until the middle of the ninth century. The religious per-
secution under Emperor Wuzong in 845 reflected the situation of the 
church until the Mongol period. In the period of the Mongols, the Church 
of the East again began to grow. 

Christians had little recognition and no institutional support until the 
establishment of the Yuan dynasty in 1271. But many Nestorian Chris-
tians had served in the former Liao (947–1125) and Jin (1115–1234) 
dynasties in the northern part of China. As the dynasties were conquered 
by the Mongols, their administrative systems were subsequently incor-
porated into the Mongols. Now, it is important to mention a Christian 
woman, Sorkaktani Peki of Kerait origin, who was the daughter-in-law 
of Genghis Khan (ca. 1162–1227). She was a “Nestorian” Christian. She 
was the mother of three Mongol Khans, that is, Möngke Khan (reigned 
1251–1260), Hülagu, the Il-Khan (in Persia), and the great Kublai Khan 
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(reigned 1260–1295); she played a crucial role in influencing the Mon-
gol rulers in favor of Christians. 

When the Mongols conquered northern China, establishing the Yuan 
dynasty (1271–1368), Kublai Khan (ca. 1215–ca. 1294), the first 
emperor of the country’s Yuan dynasty, welcomed Christians. Rabban 
Bar Ṣawma (ca. 1220–1294; meaning “son of fasting” in Syriac) was a 
Turkic Chinese monk who became a diplomat of the “Nestorian” Church 
of the East in China (Rabban was an honorary title meaning “master”). 
Bar Sawma is known for embarking on a pilgrimage from Mongol-
controlled China to Jerusalem with one of his students, Rabban Markos. 
Although they never reached their destination, they spent many years 
in Ilkhanate-controlled Baghdad.52  

Later in attempts to arrange a Franco-Mongol alliance, Bar Sawma 
was sent as a Mongol ambassador to Europe in which he met with many 
of the European monarchs as well as the pope. In his later years in Bagh-
dad, Rabban Bar Ṣawma documented his lifetime of travel. The written 
account of his journeys is of unique interest because these journeys took 
place prior to the return of Marco Polo to Europe. Bar Sawma’s accounts 
give a standpoint of the East looking to the West. 

Around that time, Friar William of Rubruck (1220–1293) was a 
Christian monk from the western edge of Eurasia, who traveled with 
letters from the French King to the Mongol court at Karakorum in 1254. 
In his report, Christians were then living in fifteen cities in northern 
China. They had sacred books in Syrian, yet their way of washing their 
lower parts was in a Saracen fashion.53 While this is most certainly 
meant to be a slight toward the Nestorians that he encountered,54 one 
could read this as observations of inculturation in light of William’s 
thirteenth-century western European morality. 
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As far as Cataia (northern China) there are Nestorians (Christians) and 
Saracens (Muslims) living among them with alien status. The Nestori-
ans are to be found in fifteen cities of Cataia, their episcopal seat being 
a city called Segin (Datong); but further afield the people are exclu-
sively idol-worshippers (Buddhists).55 

Marco Polo often reports finding popularity of Christian communities 
in China. East Syriac Christians were now pushed to the center of polit-
ical power. Around 1275 an East Syriac archdiocese was set up in Pe-
king. The adherents of the Church of the East rejected the designation 
“Nestorian.” Rather they preferred to call themselves Ibad (servants of 
God). Between the ninth and fourteenth centuries, at its height, the 
Church of the East was the world’s largest Christian church in terms of 
geographical extent. 

 
AFTERMATH: FAITH SPEAKING TO FAITH 

 
In our study of the story of the Church of the East, an archeological in-
terpretation has sought to appreciate its interaction with Islam and its 
contribution to Chinese civilization during the Tang and Yuan dynasties. 
All the while, we have reviewed the non-Chalcedonian Christians’ view 
of Islam in terms of God’s punishment against those Orthodox Christians 
in the line of Council of Chalcedon. Interaction with people of other 
faiths is remarkably embraced among the people of the Church of the 
East in China, especially regarding Buddhism. 

A project of comparative Christianities enlarges and critically renews 
the limited horizon of classical church historiography, striving to analyze 
the contextual plurality of the non-Western churches and appreciate the 
multitude of local initiatives engaged in people of other cultures and 
faiths. 

“Faith speaking to faith” can be seen in the example of Jing Jing 
(Adam), regarded to be the one who composed and inscribed the text on 
the tablet. He was a Persian monk called Adam, a bishop and scholar. 
He had worked with the famous Buddhist missionary Prajna (who 

                                                                                                                                               
55 Rubruck’s report cited in Peter Jackson, The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: His 

Journey to the Court of the Great Khan Möngke, 1253–1255 (London: Hakluyt Soci-
ety, 1990), 163. 



160     Paul S. Chung and Peter Watters 

reached the Chinese capital in 782 from India) on translating the Satpar-
amita Sutra (Sutra on the Six Perfections [of a Bodhisattva]). Christians 
and Buddhists were on good terms in China. Line IV of the inscription 
praises Buddhists for their great protection of the living and the dead. In 
Yoshiro Saeki’s account, this passage helps us to assume that the Syrian 
missionaries in China came to terms with Chinese ancestral veneration,56 
though some argue against this version as being a Christian undertaking. 

Moreover, Amida Buddhism was prevailing in the locality, where the 
missional church was influential. Shan-tao (613–681), the Chinese Bud-
dhist, lived at the period when the Christian religion flourished in China. 
During the time of Emperor Gaozong (650–683), who was his patron, 
Shan-tao was on sympathetic terms with the Christian concepts, teaching 
salvation by faith in Amida and the doctrine of the Trinity. The Japanese 
Buddhist historians claim apostolic succession of Shinran Buddhism in 
Japan through Shan-tao. They do not deny that Shinran was indirectly 
related to the Church of the East in China.57 

A comparative, historical reading of the story of the Church of the 
East cannot be neatly reprimanded as a naïve fiction of the historical 
record, projecting modern scholars’ presentism back on to the historical 
record for finding the lost origin through nostalgia. Instead, its archeo-
logical theory of interpretation seeks to reinterpret critically the past 
story to rewrite the present history regarding power discourse and intel-
lectual hegemony of Western scholarship. It takes issue with the flagrant 
and blatant mischarge of inverted Orientalism paid to “some squeamish 
modern scholars”58 involved in the history of the “Nestorian” narrative. 
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CONCLUDING REFLECTION 

 
History is transmitted by story and becomes a regime of effect, which 
awakens the consciousness of the inquirer. Archeological interpretation, 
which deals with a marginalized story of the non-Western church, is 
driven by analogical imagination, problematization, and critical analysis 
of religious discourse and power relations. It underlays an anamnestic 
reasoning in dealing with buried historical life and promotes recognition 
of and solidarity with the life of the margins in a given social location. 
Religion plays a key (not the key) in comprehending history, culture, and 
society, while influencing political structure, social institutions, ration-
alization, and ethos in the social-economic realm. A sociological inquiry 
into elective affinity between religious discourse, hegemony, and cul-
tural distinctiveness becomes crucial in developing a notion of multiple 
modernities underlying the non-Western alternative path to cultural mo-
dernity in critical interaction with the Western form of modernity. Mo-
dernity is in the making through adaptation, renewal, and synthesis 
through recovery of meaning. 

Robert Bellah in his study of the Tokugawa religion develops a 
Weber-inspired analysis, contextualizing and correcting it in dealing 
with this-worldly asceticism during the Tokugawa (1600–1867) and the 
Meiji period (1868–1912). Religion occupies a central place in shaping 
and characterizing the cultural and economic path to a distinctive form 
of modernity in the Japanese context. The Pure Land teaching is seen as 
the arbiter to an alternative path to Japanese modernity, compared to 
Puritan Calvinism.59 

In the sociological study of multiple modernities and comparative 
Christianities, we find it substantial to develop an archeological theory 
of interpretation in dealing with religious diversity, social institutions, 
and power relations, from the standpoint and on behalf of the margins. 
The archeological interpretation examines historical events in compari-
son with other events and undertakes theory building, as it takes into 
account minorities and marginalized social groups. Provincializing Eu-
rope, archeological inquiry helps us to take issue with the extent to which 
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universalistic thought was always articulated or juxtaposed with partic-
ular histories.60 

An archeological theory of interpretation within a sociological-
hermeneutical view reinforces a notion of religion as providing a cultural 
context. Within the cultural context, religious phenomena can be 
deciphered as an ensemble of texts in their own life setting; it is 
hermeneutically mediated by tradition, and it problematizes the history 
of effect imbued with power relations (blamage effect in the case of the 
Christological dispute in the ancient church). It considers the social 
location of religion in interconnection with the history of other religious 
traditions. Analogical imagination and critical inquiry shape a 
postcolonial theory of hermeneutics, which seeks to read religious 
history and cultural events from the perspective of the margins. When 
archeological interpretation deals with the history of comparative 
Christianities, it is concerned with enlarging the spectrum of 
intertextuality, or correlation between Christianity and other religions. It 
helps us to appreciate mutual recognition, learning, and solidarity in the 
project of rewriting the marginalized story of post-Western Christianity 
and undergirding religious influence upon multiple paths to modernity. 
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