I. Historical  Background

The Church of the East, according to Sebastian Brock,
 lived “within the Sasanian Empire (i.e. approximately Iraq and Iran) to the east of the Roman Empire.”

According to Jean Maurice Fiey,
  

 “That was before the coming of the Persians, a new dynasty called Sasanids, in 226, under King Ardashir I…
In 286, under the influence of the high priest (mobed mobedan) Kartir, the Persian Empire adopted Zoroastrianism as its state religion. As, in 313, the Christian faith was recognized officially in the Roman Empire, always at war with Persia, the faithful of this latter kingdom started being regarded as potential friends of the Roman enemy. 

Hence several waves of persecution, the bloodiest being between 339 and 379, under Sapor [Shapur] II, causing thousands of martyrs.”

Again according to Sebastian Brock,
 

“Suspicions on the part of the Sasanian authorities over the loyalty of Christians evidently continued to play a role in the much shorter persecutions under Yazdgard I and Bahram V in the early 420’s...

A date in the reign of Shapour II which was to be of significance for the future is the year 363, when Nisibis, the home town of Ephrem, was ceded by the Roman Empire to Sasanians* as part of the peace treaty after the emperor Julian’s death on campaign in southern Mesopotamia. Although under the terms of the treaty the Christian population were to be evacuated and resettled within the Roman Empire (Ephrem settled in Edessa), Nisibis soon became an important bishopric of the Church of the East, and in due course it was to receive the refugee staff from the School of the Persians in Edessa when this was closed by the emperor Zeno in 489...

One of the effects of the persecutions of Yazdgard I, Bahram V, and Yazdgard II, was that a number of Christians crossed the border, into the Roman Empire, for safety, and some of these ended up as students at the so-called Persian School in Edessa, before returning home when times were safer. Now it was precisely from the 420s onwards that the christology of this school developed a markedly dyophysite character, coming (especially in the 430s) strongly under the influence of the writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia, many of which were translated into Syriac at the School itself. The presence at the famous School in Edessa of students from the Sasanian* Empire meant that when these students returned home (often becoming, in due course, bishops), they were the main source of information about theological developments in the Roman Empire, and it would have been surprising if they had not also disseminated something of the strongly dyophysite christology with which they had become familiar at the Persian School. Thus it is likely that, long before the closing of the Persian School in Edessa in 489, and the emergence of its successor in Nisibis, the influence of Theodore of Mopsuestia had long been felt beyond the eastern bounds of the Roman Empire. Once the School of Nisibis was established, this influence could only become stronger. Our main witness for the theological teaching both at Edessa and at Nisibis in the fifth century is the poet Narsai, who both studied and taught at Edessa, and then (perhaps in 471) moved to Nisibis where he was still teaching in 496, the year when the School of Nisibis’ revised statutes were issued.

Although we know of the existence of theological schools in other towns as well as in Nisibis (notably, that in Seleucia-Ctesiphon), regrettably we know nothing about the character of their theological teaching…

One can legitimately suppose that virtually all knowledge of such matters would have been filtered through the Theodoran spectacles of either the Persian School of Edessa, or of its successor at Nisibis. In the light of such considerations, then, it is absolutely no surprise to find that the wording of the christological statement issued at the synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 486 often reflects, in its phraseology, the strongly dyophysite language of Theodore...

In the fifth century, with the christological controversies, both the Greek theological agenda and the Greek theological idiom effectively invades the theological discourse of most Syriac writers.
  Since the Church of the East had gained its familiarity with the theological discourse of the Roman Empire directly or indirectly through the Persian School at Edessa, by the time that School was closed (489) the specifically Theodoran variety of theological discourse had become well established in the Church of the East. Thus when, at the end of the fifth century, and then increasingly during the sixth century, the Church in the eastern Roman Empire moved away from the Antiochene end of the Chalcedonian spectrum towards the Alexandrine end of that spectrum, the Church of the East felt more and more out of sympathy with these doctrinal developments in the Roman Empire (above all with the condemnation of Theodore’s writings), and one of the results of this dissatisfaction is to be found in Babai the Great’s Book on the Union… 

What about the Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon? Since, as was mentioned at the outset, these were imperial initiatives, they were of no direct concern to the Church outside the Roman Empire. It is unknown when information about the Council of Ephesus
 reached the Church in the Sasanian Empire, but we can be reasonably certain that when it did, it would have been mediated through the Persian School in Edessa, and accordingly sympathies would naturally have been with the side of John of Antioch. In the case of Chalcedon, the fact that Ibas* was restored to the See of Edessa, made it likely that for alumni of the School of Edessa (with which Ibas was closely associated) the Council of Chalcedon had something in its favour. As for the Council’s Definition of Faith, later theologians of the Church of the East had an ambivalent attitude towards it: perhaps one might cite as characteristic the comment of Iso ‘yahb II (628-46):

“Although those who gathered at the Synod of Chalcedon were clothed with the intention of restoring the faith, yet they too slip away from the true faith: owing to their feeble phraseology, wrapped in an obscure meaning, they provided a stumbling block to many.”
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� A notable exception is the poet Jacob of Serugh.


� For a study of the Council of Ephesus from the point of view of the Church of the East, see Mar Aprem, The Council of Ephesus (Trichur, 1978).


*Ibas of Edessa (435-457 AD) wrote a letter to Maris of Persia against the teachings of Saint Cyril the Great of Alexandria, consequently he was excommunicated by the Second Council of Ephesus 449 AD. Unfortunately, Pope Leo I of Rome restored him before the Council of Chalcedon convened. Later, during the eighth session of the Council of Chalcedon, Ibas was accepted after endorsing the excommunication of Nestorius. His above-mentioned letter was read but not condemned. The following Council of Constantinople in 553 AD condemned the letter in order to improve the Chalcedonian position. Further, the writings of Theodoret of Cyrus, and Ibas of Edessa against the teachings of Saint Cyril were condemned during the same Council. Also, Theodore of Mopsuestia together with his teachings was excommunicated. Regrettably, Ibas was enthroned on the See of Edessa after the decease of Saint Bishop Rabbula who was one of the strongest defenders of the teachings of Saint Cyril the Great.
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