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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Connected Histories in Late Antiquity:
A Study of a Peace between the Roman and Sasanian Empires

and Its Diverging Impacts on Christianity in Greater Armenia and Iran

by

Ani Honarchiansaky
Doctor of Philosophy in Near Eastern Languages and Cultures
University of California, Los Angeles, 2018
Professor Peter S. Cowe, Co-Chair

Professor Michael G. Morony, Co-Chair

The dissertation examines the impact of the peace Yazdgerd I (r. 399-420) maintained with the
Roman emperor Theodosius II on the conditions of Christians in the Sasanian Empire and
Greater Armenia under Sasanian suzerainty. The objective of this study is to create a broad,
inclusive reconstruction of the situation of Christians in the Sasanian Empire during the fourth
and fifth centuries. The developments of Christianity in Greater Armenia were parallel and
interconnected with the situation of the Church in heart of the Sasanian Empire. It is my goal
here to study the consequences that followed the peaceful reign of Yazdgerd I for the Christian
communities of the Sasanian Empire and Greater Armenia over the next centuries into the early

Islamic period.

il



Previous studies have represented the policies of the empire towards Christians as part of
a deliberate, systematic plan to promote imperial centralization by defining Christians as a
distinct religious group with related policies on their taxation, legal rights, and political status, a
precursor to the millet system. Challenging this idea, this dissertation argues that even though
Yazdgerd I permitted the Christians of the empire communion with the Roman Church and
Roman centers of learning, it was the institutions which were organized during this peaceful
juncture that helped the Christians of the empire retool themselves to weather the crisis that
emerged in the fifth and sixth centuries.

The history of Christians in the Sasanian empire is diverse and complicated. It is not
possible to trace a continuous line of policy, strategy, and ideology to understand the many
narratives presented to us in our sources. However, by using both hagiographical and
historiographical accounts in Armenian, Syriac, Arabic, and Greek I have tried to weave together
a comprehensive account of the events preceding and following the reign of Yazdgerd I. The
texts discussed in this dissertation reflect a decentralized empire that tried to achieve a level of
unity especially at the time of war by constraining Christianity with heavy taxations, embarking
on teaching/conversion projects led by the magi and sometimes by violence. The narratives about
the encounters of the Sasanian authorities with the ecclesiastical leaders and military nobles of
Armenia reflected in these accounts defined and distinguished the concepts of loyalty to the
Empire and faith. In the case of the Church of the East, we encounter a Christianity that marks its
place in the Sasanian Empire by rejecting the Christology of the Roman Church. The synods
which were assembled to align the Church in the Sasanian Empire with the Roman Church were
used to re-orient and distance itself from the “Western Fathers,” and established themselves as

the acceptable form of Christianity belonging to the Sasanian Empire.
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INTRODUCTION

Synopsis
One of the defining characteristics of Late Antiquity, the period between the fourth and seventh
centuries CE, was the emergence of communities who built their identity around their religion.
The importance of religious matters meant that from the fourth century onward religious policies
played a significant role in relations between the Sasanian and Roman Empires. The way each
empire dealt with religious matters affected their neighbor’s course of action." Therefore, the
acceptance of Christianity in the social and political circles of the Roman Empire during the
reign of Constantine the Great complicated the relationship between the two empires and caused
internal complexities within both empires. The military confrontation with Rome triggered
internal turmoil and doubt about the loyalty of Christian subjects in Persia.> Sapur II (309-379
CE) engaged in several rounds of persecution against Christians over a forty-year span. Later
Yazdgerd I (r. 399-420 CE) ushered in an abrupt change for Syrophone and Armenian Christians
and for the Jewish population of the Sasanian Empire.

This dissertation challenges recent scholarship that applies the situation in the Roman

Empire onto events occurring in the Sasanian Empire, especially the concept of “centralization”

' An amendment was added to some peace treaties that relates to the situation of the Christians in the Sasanian
Empire up until the sixth century. See Menander Protecotr, fig. 6.6 (FHG 1V, frg. II, cited in Beate Dignas and
Engelbert Winter, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity Neighbors and Rivals (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press: 2007), 225. The treaty of 562 between the Sasanian King Khosro Anoshirvan (531-79 CE) and Justinian
allowed Christians to build churches and engage in worship and sing hymns as long as they did not try to convert the
followers of the Magian religion to Christianity. The treaty of the Empire addressed how a certain religious
community should be dealt with shows the importance of the situation.

? Sebastian P. Brock, "Christians in the Sasanian Empire: A Case of Divided Loyalties," Studies in Church
History 18 (1982): 1-19



as the main marker of the Sasanian’s form of government differentiating it from that of their
predecessors the Parthians.

The ideal is that instead of ‘comparing’ what was happening in different parts of the
world at various timespans, we transcend from our frames of references and seek out the fragile
threads that connected those histories together. It is the comparative history method that
conceptualizes a centralized Sasanian Empire mirroring the situation of the other great empire of
the Late Antiquity, Rome.

Hence, I propose approaching the period from a “connected history” perspective, a
framework suggested by a pre-modern historian to study history in an interconnected context
rather than through a national and regional prism.’ Focusing on the history of Rome and the
Sasanian Empire separately will blind us to perceiving the complex history of the world of Late
Antiquity. The ‘world history’ approach allows researchers to be open toward the interaction
between the regions involved.* I believe that to limit this study to the geographical borders of
Rome, the Sasanian Empire, or the Armenian lands, would create an arbitrary boundary for the
vast geopolitical range and interaction of these spheres.

In this dissertation, I demonstrate that mainly in order to keep peace with the Romans,
Yazdgerd I changed his attitudes towards his Christian subjects. He ceased the persecution and
allowed open communication with the Church of the Roman Empire. I argue that during this
moment of openness and dialog, Yazdgerd I initiated and helped provide Christians with a

building block, a base for later developments of great importance in their ecclesiastical and

’ Sanjay Subrahmanyam, "Connected Histories: Notes Towards a Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia,"
Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 03 (1997).

* Global/world history is a reaction to nationalism in studying history. One can treat world history as studying all
major civilization and their interactions, but I limit myself to the Roman and Sasanian Empires, which is arbitrary
and it could be expanded to the whole world of late antiquity if necessary. However, the core of this approach is to
understand that boundary lines are artificial and the interactions of civilizations transcend these borders.



hierarchical structure. Both Armenian and Syrian Christians benefitted from this period to
weather the storm that would arise under kings such as Bahram Gor (r. 420-438 CE), and
Yazdgerd II (r. 439-457 CE) and would endure until the reign of Balas.

I demonstrate that these developments were not possible without the agreement of
Yazdgerd I, as he allowed the ecclesiastical authorities to organize, communicate, and establish
their hierarchical orders. Bishops of the Sasanian Empire from then on could regroup and
redefine their ecclesiastical and theological orientation against the social and political context of
the Roman Empire.

In contract, Yazdgerd I’s son, Bahram Gor, undermined his father’s policies. Bahram Gor
renewed hostilities with the Romans. In 421 matters reverted to the status quo ante. After the
war, the loyalty of Christians fell into doubt and the persecution started again. In the synod of
424, the bishops of the Sasanian Empire announced that it would no longer welcome “Western
Fathers” and from then on it cut its ties with the Roman Church but the impression is that they
did so mainly to comply with Bahram’s policies, not from theological or other conviction. After
his initial war with the Romans, Yazdgerd II (438-57 CE) turned his attention to the eastern
frontiers of the empire and the Hephthalite onslaught. He had an even harsher attitude towards
the Christian population of the empire and tried to impose Zoroastrianism on them, which was
felt heavily by both Syrophone and Armenian Christians of the empire. Peroz (r. 459-484 CE)
was also occupied with the Hephthalites and eventually lost his life in an unsuccessful battle
against them. During his reign, he could not arrive at any agreement with the Armenians who
were in revolt, but matters were emerging within the Church of the East to further distinguish
themselves from the Church of Rome in Christological matters. Balas, who reigned for a very

short time after Peroz was an amicable king. He was in a difficult position due to the



Hephthalite’s invasion and dealt with Christians with greater amity. According to the Synodicon
Orientale, Balas sent Barsauma, bishop of Nisibis, together with a marzban, to establish the
borders between the Sasanian and Roman Empires,’ a sign of his desire to avoid conflict with the
Romans. His reign marked a period of ease for both Syrophone Christians and the Armenians. It
was during Balas’s reign, in the Synod of 486, that the Church of the East accepted the doctrine
of Theodora Mopsuestia as the foundation of its orthodoxy.

Balas eventually came to an agreement with the Armenian nobles who had been in revolt
for decades, and let them keep their faith while being loyal subjects of the empire. Additionally,
in 486, the Church of the East separated itself from the Church of the Roman Empire in
Christological tenets and temporarily changed its approach to the matters of celibacy for all the
ecclesiastical ranks. The acceptance of Theodore of Mopuestia’s doctrine made the Church
heretical in the eye of the Church of the Roman Empire. The doctrine of duality of natures in
Christ together with the ease on marriage restrictions for bishops and monks brought the church

closer to the tenets of Zoroastrianism, rendering it into the Church of Persia.

Sources

Concerning the political relationship between the Romans and Sasanians in the fourth and
fifth centuries there is more information on the Greco-Roman side.® Unfortunately, contemporary
Sasanian sources are very scarce and rarely engage with the issue of Christianity.” Nevertheless,
where possible, I will try to include material composed in Middle Persian about Zoroastrian

theological and exegetical literature, such as Denkard and writing on the Zoroastrian schools

5 Synodicon Orientale, 529-30, tr., 536-37.
® Eusebius, Vita Constantini, Procopius, De Bello Persoco. Agathias, Amminus Marcellinus.

” For instance, the last imperial inscription (Sapur’s Kaabe Zardust/SKZ) was written by order of Shapur I. The
kings after him did not produce inscriptions even though there is numismatic evidence for many of them.



such as the Herbadestan. These materials are a compilation of oral material in written form from
the early Islamic period.

For information on the religious communities and complexities with the Armenians, I
rely on the political and spiritual stances accounts in Armenian and Syriac. This dissertation
provides a close reading of the historiographical and hagiographical accounts such as the
Martydom and History of Simeon bar Sabba‘e and Martydom of Pusai, the History of Lazar
Parpec‘i and EtiSe’s History of Vardan and the Armenian War. In order to better understand
Sasanian policies towards the Christians, one should review the events like the mass persecution
in Karka de Beth Slouk and persecutions of some Zoroastrian converts. The former was directly
related to Persian military affairs and discomfiture on the eastern frontier. I analyzed two Syriac
hagiographies: the History of Karka de Beth Slouk and the Martydom of Pethion, Adurohrmazd,
and Anahid.

These sources were means for the Christian community to articulate and preserve the
history of their churches, cities, and lands. At the same time, they are a window on the intentions,
worldviews, and ideologies of the ecclesiastical authorities. To study the period, I focused on
how those narratives shaped the self-perception of Christians in the Sasanian Empire. Whenever
the Christian sources attach a religious meaning to imperial actions, I try to incorporate the
Sasanian Zoroastrian worldview. I demonstrate that the conflicts over taxation, education, and
loyalty were more nuanced than purely fiscal, cultural, and military issues for the empire,
contesting recent studies of Christian historiography and the persecution of the Syriac-speaking

Christians that seek secular explanations for religious matters.*

¥ See Richard Payne, State of Mixture.



Filled with exaggerations, repetition, and certain topoi, the Christians sources, especially
martyrologies, depict the victim as victorious in God, trying to hold a mirror to the violence of
kings and the conspiracy of the magi. They are stories of victims who possessed agency and
demanded death to show their love to God.” The emphasis is on the similarity of the acts of the
martyr to events in the life of Christ. Delehaye’s analysis of martyrdom is still valid: “From the
very first lines, the author draws attention to the suffering Savior, and he returns to it discreetly
later. He draws morals and praises the martyrs who do not hesitate to accept suffering.”"

I investigate, elaborate, and complicate existing scholarship on the dynamics between the
Christian authorities and the Sasanian kings. I try to cut across linguistic, and academically
institutionalized borders in an interdisciplinary investigation highlighting the interconnectedness
of the history of Christianity to the history of both the Roman Empire and the Sasanian Empires.
In exploring the rationalization advanced by the hagiographical and historical accounts of the
period written by the defenders of the Christian martyrs, I study the mindset, values, friendship
and animosity between the leaders of the Christian communities and the kings in constructing
their religious, social, and political space within the Sasanian Empire. While the Empire was
striving to keep its peace, unity, and cohesion and blur the line between the Christian

communities and the Sasanian state, these accounts reminded their audience about the

importance of community boundaries.

® Jan Willem van Henten and Friedrich Avemarie in Martyrdom and Noble Death: Selected Texts from Graeco-
Roman, Jewish, and Christian Antiquity have shown that the genre is older than Jewish or Christian traditions and in
fact it can be traced to accounts of encounters between (stoic) philosophers with tyrants and their triumph in face of
torture. Depicted Laertius, Lives of Philosophers or Plato’s Apology.

' Hippolyte Delehaye, Les Passions des Martyrs et les Genres Littéraires (Brussels, 1921), 14-5.



Sapur II (309-379 CE)

It was during the early fourth century and through the efforts of the fist bishop of
Seleucia-Ctesiphon, Papa, that the supremacy of the bishop of the winter capital over the other
bishops of the Empire was claimed. Papa took his seat perhaps around 280. He claimed
supremacy over other bishops because of the location of his see at winter capital of the empire.
His claim to supremacy was opposed by other ecclesiastical figures. Accused of tyranny and
oppressing other bishops, he eventually lost his position. Even Simeon bar Sabba‘e who was his
archdeacon at the time was one of his opponents. For a while Papa was removed from his
position, but he reclaimed his place by appealing to “Western” bishops, to the Bishop of Sada in
Edessa. The accusations against him were annulled, and Papa was reinstalled. After his death
Simon took his place peacefully.

It was not until the time of bishop Simeon around the mid-fourth century that we hear
about the persecutions of the Christians in the empire. Christianity became an issue for the
Sasanians after the escalation of political and military confrontations with the Roman Empire,
which by that time had a Christian emperor. Sapur II, therefore, imposed heavy taxes on his
Christian subjects and demanded that the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, Simeon bar Sabba‘e,
collect them. The increased tax was viewed as a huge burden on the people who were mostly
decedents of Roman captives, resettled there during the wars between the two empires.'’ The
bishop welcomed martyrdom in lieu of obeying the imperial order to collect taxes and worship

the sun. Sapur had massacred many Jews who wanted to go to Palestine to rebuild the temple in

! Eric Kettenhoffen, “Deportation, ii. In the Parthian and Sasanian Periods,” in Encyclopeedia Iranica, VI, (Costa
Mesa : Mazda Publishers, 1996), 297-308.



Jerusalem by the order of Julian. This could have been the result of wars between the two
empires and the issue of the loyalty of the Jews."

The complex relationship between religion and loyalty not only related to Christians in
the Persian sphere of the empire, for Sapur II was concerned with the loyalty of the Armenians.
The Armenians had internal autonomy, and their siding with Rome over Persia was an important
factor, especially during time of war. It was a common political practice for the Armenians to
play both empires against one other and change alliances. Hence, the loyalty of king ArSak IT of
Greater Armenia (currently under Persian suzerainty), had to be verified. After the defeat and
death of Julian in his campaign against Persia in 363, Jovian made a hasty peace with Sapur II
and promised that Rome would not interfere in the affairs of Armenia. Complications arose as
the Armenian side appealed to Rome. Given that the Sasanian king doubted ArSak’s allegiance,
as he offered his support to both sides at different points, the latter was summoned to the
Sasanian court. He was arrested by order of Sapur II and was sent to the “castle of oblivion,”
where he eventually committed suicide. Even before this event, many noble families (tun)
rebelled against ArSak and went to the Byzantine emperor. Others pledged allegiance to the
Sasanian King. Meruzan Arc‘runi confirmed his loyalty by abandoning Christianity and
accepting Mazdaism. He promised that if he returned to his fun, he would first build an atrushna
(fire temple) in his ‘sepakan tun.” Meruzan then convinced his uncle Vahan Mamikonean to
approach the king, comply with his wishes, and apostatize. King Sapur held Vahan dear and gave
him his sister in marriage, exalted him in front of his troops, and promised him great properties.

King Sapur II’s relationship with the Jewish population of the empire was reported negatively.

12 See Geo Widengren, “The Status of the Jews in the Sassanian Empire,” Iranica Antiqua 1, (1961), 133.



In chapter one of this dissertation, therefore, 1 explore King Sapur’s perception of
religion and loyalty. More attention is given to the hagiographical sources, such as martyrdom
the bishop of the Seleucia-Ctesiphon, because there the religious nuances are more pronounced.
The goal is to understand what the king intended to achieve by imposing heavy taxation on a
certain group of people; how religious unease was punished by a fiscal burden; and how the
anonymous editor of the Persian act writing in the reign of Yazdgerd I in the early fifth century
contested the imperial order. The encounter between the bishop and the king resulted in the
display of a different understanding of what religion, ritual, and belonging to the land meant for
the parties involved. It is obvious from the dialog between the bishop and the king that internal
fiscal shortage was not the core issue, as the king repeatedly tells the bishop that if he worships
the sun he would set him and his people free. My aim is to revisit the material on the martyrdom
of Simeon bar Sabba‘e in order to study the social and political status of the Christians in the
fourth century Persia and how it was reassessed under Yazdgerd I.

Apart from the Romans, Sapur II had to be concerned about the assaults of the Huns who
were becoming a problem on the eastern frontiers of the Sasanian Empire. Their presence was
felt throughout the fifth and sixth centuries, and Sapur II’s successors also had to reckon with
them. Even though we don’t hear about them in the reign of Yazdgerd I, Bahram V, Yazdgerd I,
Peroz, and Balas all had to face the difficulties arising in the eastern part of the Empire.

After Sapur II came the short rules of Ardashir IT (379-383 CE), Sapur III (383-388 CE),
and the rule of Bahram IV (388-99 CE). It was during the reign of Sapur III, that Armenia was
divided between the two great empires by an agreement he signed with Theodosius II."° After

387, the kingdom of Greater Armenia passed under Sasanian suzerainty, Her and Zarhavand

' The foundation of this divide was laid back under Shapur II especially after the treaty of 363.



became part of the Sasanian Empire, and Gugark was administered by Iberia."* ArSak III ruled on
the Roman side, and when he died, his lands were annexed by the Roman Empire and were
eventually absorbed within the empire.”” On the Persian side, however, Xusru IV ruled, until by
the order of the next king of Persia Bahram IV, he was replaced by his brother Vramsapuh (392-
415 CE).

Yazdgerd I (r. 399-420)

Scholars of Christianity in the Sasanian Empire all agree that Yazdgerd I’s reign was on
the favorable period for the ethno-religious population of the empire. I go into further detail on
this period in chapter two, but it is worth observing that recent historiographical research
increasingly complicates our understanding of Yazdgerd’s reign. Each historian, building
previous work elaborates and sometimes exaggerates how beneficial it was for the reign to
include Christians in the administration of the empire, which thereby became more and more
centralized.'® It has been argued that in return Yazdgerd I was counting on the favor and support
of the Christian community.

One of the earliest historians of the Church of the East, Jérome Labourt, states that by
showing favor to Christians Yazdgerd entered into friendly relations with the Romans. To offer
official protection to Christians, Labourt correctly states, the king must have generated some

opposition among the powerful and intolerant magi and the aristocracy, and risked the tranquility

'* Cyril Thoumanoff, Introduction to Christian Caucasian History II, States and Dynasties of the Formative period,
Traditio 17 (1961), 38.

' See Gregory E. Areshyan,. “Sasanian imperialism and the shaping of Armenian identity (interdisciplinary
verification and ambivalence of empire-nation relationship,” In Empires and Diversity: On the Crossroads of
Archaeology, Anthropology, and History, ed by Gregory E. Areshyan, (Los Angeles: The Cotsen Institute of
Archaeology Press, 2013)

'® On the topic of centralization of the Sasanian Empire see Parvaneh Pourshariat, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian
Empire: The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy and the Arab Conquest of Iran (1.B.Tauris, 2017)
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of his empire, his own throne, and perhaps his life."” Arthur Christensen’s argument that there
were political reasons behind Yazdgerd’s spirit of conciliation with the Christians so that by
securing peace with the Roman Empire, he could concentrate his efforts on consolidating royal
power, '* gradually led astray subsequent scholarship on this topic. Basing himself on the latter’s
argument, Ze’ev Rubin argues that Yazdgerd relied on the favorable attitude of this significant
minority to keep his nobility at bay. " T believe these scholars may have compared Yazdgerd’s
policies in some way to those of Constantine. Firstly, to think of Christians in Persia in the early
fifth century as a ‘significant’ minority is inaccurate, as we do not know how large or influential
they were. Secondly, it is uncertain how valuable their service was compared to that of magi and
nobles. In History of Ancient Iran Richard Fry claims that Yazdgerd’s regularization of relations
between church and state formed the matrix out of which the later millet system emerged in
Islamic times, and that from then on Christians were regarded as a recognized minority and given
state protection.® To consider the emergence of a ‘recognized’ religious minority in this period
laying the foundation of a proto-millet system is somewhat of an anachronism. Furthermore, if
Christians were a reliable and somehow equal force to challenge the power of the nobility, there
would be no reason for future kings like Bahram Gor not to benefit from their friendship and the
foundation built by his father to incorporate them. Furthermore, in Yazdgerd I’s time, the

number of Zoroastrian converts to Christianity was not many. Most Christians were descendants

YJérome Labourt, Le Christianisme dans [ 'empire Perse: sous la dynastie Sassanide (224-632) (V. Lecoffre,
1904),104.

'8 Arthur Christensen, L'Iran sous les Sassanides (Copenhagen, 1936), 270.

' Ze’ev Rubin, “Diplomacy and War in the Relations between Byzantium and the Sassanids in the Fifth Century
AD,” in The Defence of the Roman and Byzantine East: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at the University of
Sheffield in April 1986, eds. Philip Freeman and David Kennedy (Oxford, 1986), 679.

%% Richard Frye, The History of Ancient Iran (Munich: C. H. Beck’sche Verlags-buchhandlung, 1984), 318.
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of Roman captives, their socio-economic place in the empire was not stable, and their patronage
would not benefit the king internally especially against the magi and nobles.

Scott McDonough’s study treats the reign of Yazdgerd I specifically and comes to the
conclusion that the King’s policies helped lay the groundwork for bishops of the Church of the
East to serve in the imperial administration. He adds that the relationship was mutual as the king
benefited from bishops’ friendship instead of relying on the magi.*' Building on his work, I argue
that the evidence relating to sporadic responsibilities assigned to certain bishops individually is
insufficient to sustain an argument for bishops’ regular participation in the affairs of the empire.
The hierarchs were already recognized as heads of their communities by previous kings. The
innovation in 410 was to invite a Roman bishop to help organize Christianity according to the
structure of the Church in the Roman Empire, and the importance of the accepting the Council of
Nicaea which was very important in creating a sense of communion between bishops in the
Roman Empire and among their counterparts in the Sasanian Empire. The gathering was held in
the context of an improving relationship with Rome.

The evidence we have on the king’s perception of his imperial agenda reinforces the
special relationship Yazdgerd I developed with the Roman Empire and his Christians subjects.
The numismatic and historical evidence of his reign is revisited by Touraj Daryaee, who argues
that the complete title on Yazdergd I’s silver coinage (drahm) should be read as yazdgerd
ramsahr, a title not used by any of the preceding kings. The translation should be “Yazdgerd,

who maintains peace in (his) dominion.” Ram translates as peace, ease, joy, and satisfaction.*

*I' Scott McDonough, “Power by Negotiation: Institutional Reform in the Fifth Century Sasanian Empire,” 140-1;
Ze’ev Rubin, “Diplomacy and War in the Relations between Byzantium and the Sassanids in the Fifth Century AD,”
679.

*? Touraj Daryaee, “History, Epic, and Numismatics: On the Title of Yazdgerd I (RAMSAHR),” American Journal
of Numismatics (1989-) 14 (2002): 89-95. http://www jstor.org/stable/43580250.
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For Yazdgerd I to strike coinage with this title reflects his self-perception of as peace-maker in
contrast with the epitaph he earned in Persian and Arabic sources as the Sinner. In the
Shahnameh Yazdgerd I was called “bazahgar” or “the Outcast, Outlawed,” while in Tabari, he is
“the Sinner.”” Yazdgerd had a reputation that he would not tolerate any opposition to his word
or will, and would only listen to advice “when it came from foreign envoys.” **

Under Yazdgerd I, there was a boost in East Syriac literary production. Many of the Acts
of Persian Martyrs were redacted during this period. Some have attributed the collection of these
martyrdom stories to bishop Marutha of Mesopotamia and bishop Ahai alongside their efforts to
collect relics.” Apart from those martyrdom accounts, around 414 a school was developing near
Seleucia-Ctesiphon, known as school of Abda. The institution had a reputation as a missionary
center and played a significant role in education and religious proselytism in the region around
Ctesiphon.

Even though at the end of his reign he responded to the aggressive advances of some

Christians’ destroying fire temples in their missionary zeal,”” those Christians, perhaps
ymg p ry perhap

2 Shapur Shahbazi in citing M. Minovi, “Yaki az farsiat-e Abu Nawas,” MDADT 1/3, 1954, 62-77, “Yazdgerd
I,” Encyclopadia Iranica, available online at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/yazdegerd-i (accessed online at
25 August 2017).

 Ibid.

»See Gernot Wissner, Untersuchungen zur syrischen Literaturgeschichte, I: Zur Martyrer iiberlieferung aus der
Christenverfolgung Schapurs II (Abhandlungen der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Goéttingen, philologisch-
historische Klasse, Dritte Folge, Nr. 67.); and Levon Ter-Petrossian, “L’Attribution du receuil des passions perse a
Maroutha de Maypherqat,” 4B 97 (1979) 129-30. Wissner argues that to attribute these martyralogies to Marutha is
baseless.

*® Philip Wood, Chronicle of Seert: Christian Historical Imagination in Late Antique Iran (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013), 23.

*7 Lucas Van Rompay, “Impetuous Martyrs? The Situation of the Persian Christians in the Last Years of Yazdegerd

I (419-20),” in Martyrium in Multidisciplinary Perspective. Memorial Louise Rechmans, eds. M. Lamboigts and P.
van Duen (Louvain, 1995), 363-75.
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emboldened by the king’s customary tolerance, refused to rebuild the temples. Yazdgerd I ‘s
approach is to be viewed more as punisher for breaking the law rather than a persecutor.

The peace between Yazdgerd I and Theodosius II enabled the evolution of the long-term
structures that facilitated the endurance of Christianity not only in the Sasanian Empire but also
in the Greater Armenia. Just as the organization of the Church in Persia helped it expand,
develop, and defend itself in later periods, the introduction of a new writing system in Greater
Armenia provided means of communication and structure among the ecclesiastical and royal
ranks. There is no reference to Yazdgerd’s reign in Armenian sources. The tolerance he
displayed in the ecclesiastical matters of the Greater Armenia facilitated the development of
Christianity there.

The focus of the third chapter is on the situation in Greater Armenia. There the emphasis
will be placed on the hagiography of Mastoc‘, who invented the Armenian alphabet with the
support of the chief bishop Sahak. The development of a writing system in Armenia paralleled
the emergence of centers for ‘Christian’ education in the Sasanian Empire such as the School of
‘Abda. These innovations reflect the emergence of centers for learning more generally in Late
Antiquity. Armenian lacked a standard, distinctive, and linguistically appropriate writing system,
but after the invention of the Armenian alphabet bishops were able to communicate, send orders,
and receive reports from the far corners of their jurisdiction. The Armenian alphabet was created
when it was relatively easy for people in Greater Armenia to travel to Roman territory and
benefit from educational centers in Edessa and Amida.

Yazdgerd I also acted in favor of the Jewish population of the empire for most of his

reign.”® As a result, it stood out in contemporary sources as a peaceful period for Jews. In the

2 Geo Widengren, “The Status of the Jews in the Sassanian Empire,” Iranica Antiqua 1, 1961, 117-62. Ze’ev Rubin,
“Diplomacy and War in the Relations between Byzantium and the Sassanids in the Fifth Century AD,” 677-95.
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Sahrestanihi-i-Eran-§ahr, it is stated that Yazdgard’s wife and the mother of the next king
Bahram Gor was the daughter of the Res galuta, the king of the Jews.” Jacob Neusner believes
that although attributing a Jewish wife to Yazdgerd I cannot be grounded in reality, these stories
explained the king’s kindness towards Jews, and how his benevolence was reflected in Jewish
circles.”® According to Neusner, there are many positive references concerning Yazdgerd I in
rabbinic literature. Some even claimed that he was aware of and interested in Jewish Scripture.
The rabbinical school flourished in this period, which was essential for the education of the
rabbis’, who functioned as the legal authorities in Jewish society. The rabbinical academy was a
combination of a law school and a contemporary monastery.”’ The school was dedicated to
studying those parts of the Torah that could be applied to everyday life when judicial opinion
was necessary. Studying was a natural action and entailed learning, executing, and embodying
those teachings.

Bahram V (r. 420- 438 CE)

Yazdgerd I’s son Bahram Gor or Bahram V (420- 438 CE), was sent to be raised at the
court of the Lekhmids at al-Hira. Despite having Arab support, he needed the clergy and nobles
on his side to consolidate power at court. First, he waged war with the Romans and, even though
he did not change his father’s policies towards the Jewish population, for the Christians, matters
reverted to the status quo ante. The pretext for war was that the Christians in Persia had been
badly treated and fled to the Romans from various punishments and tortures. Atticus, bishop of

Constantinople, gave them refuge. Moreover, the Persians were unwilling to hand back the

** Touraj Daryaee, Sahrestantha i Eransahr: A Middle Persian Text on Late Antique Geography, Epic, and History
With English and Persian Translations (Costa Mesa, Calif.: Mazda Publishers, 2002). 20.

3% Jacob Neusner, A History of the Jews in Babylonia, vol. V (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1965). 11-13.

3! Jacob Neusner, "The Phenomenon of the Rabbi in Late Antiquity," Numen 17,no. 1 (1970)., 1.
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Roman gold-diggers whom they had hired.”” During the war the loyalty of the Christians in the
Persian Empire fell into doubt, provoking a new wave of persecutions. DadiSo, bishop of
Seleucia-Ctesiphon, who was embroiled in some disputes and accused of sympathizing with
Rome. Around 422, when peace was achieved with Theodosius II, DadiSo was freed. He wanted
to retire to his monastery but in the Synod of 424 he was convinced by the bishops and
metropolitans to resume his office.”

Meanwhile anti-Roman sentiment persisted. The Synod of Markabta in 424 reflects this
environment. Agapit, bishop of Beth Lapat, took the stage and recalled the role of the western
bishops at the previous two synods, but added that the situation had now changed, with the
consequence that it was crucial for the Church in the Persian Empire to make its own decisions
without inviting western bishops to participate in the synods. Ironically, Agapit used the example
of Papa who laid his case in front of the “Western Fathers” to establish his supremacy over other
bishops, to explain why the ties with Rome should be cut. Agapit remarked that since the
“Western Fathers” could no longer look after them, like their good heirs they should support
themselves.

Bahram Gor deposed the Armenian king, Artases, son of Vrams$apuh, in 428. Bahram
replaced him with a marzban, putting an end to the Arsacid dynasty in Greater Armenia. Soon
after, in the same year, Sahak, the chief bishop of Armenia, was deposed by his order from his
universal administration over Greater Armenia and reassigned to his personal bishopric. The

historian Movses Xorenac‘i states that Sahak was first replaced with an Armenian bishop, then

32 Soc. HE. VII. 18 (363.2-365.24)

3 Wilhelm Baum and W. Winkler Dietmar, The Church of the East: A concise History. Vol. 1. (Routledge, 2003.),
19.
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by two Syrians.” The Syrian bishops were appointed by the Persian king, thereby reinforcing the
Armenian Church’s communion with Iran and reinforcing its relation with the Church of the East
that had recently confirm its autocephaly and equal status to the Church in the Roman Empire in
the Synod of 424.

After their demise, it seems that bishop Sahak resumed his previous functions. This
lasted very briefly, as, after a year Mastoc’ succeeded him, also for a short period of time.”
Thereafter the Armenian Church elected Yovsep, a disciple of Mastoc*, after the death of the
Mastoc‘. Designated by Mastoc‘, since he was his student, the Armenian church did not seek his
ratification from Bahram V, since the Armenian side knew its request would be rejected by the
Sasanian authorities. There was the risk of imprisonment and worse had Yovsep® gone to the
Sasanian Empire for this end. These developments undermined Greater Armenia’s civil and
ecclesiastical autonomy.

Yazdgerd II (r. 439-457 CE)

Yazdgerd II was remembered well by the magi, but adopted an aggressive approach
towards Christians and Jews. Immediately after he took up the throne, he waged war on the
Romans., which was quickly deflected with the Roman side paying a sum of money to the
Persian King. The onslaught of the Hephthalites did not allow the Persians further engagements
with Rome. After the synod of 424, no further conclave of the Syriac Church was held during the
reigns of Bahram Gor and Yazdgerd II.

According to Armenian historical accounts Yazdgerd II tried and failed to bring the

whole empire under one religion. Using the title “Mazdaean Majesty Kay” for the first time,

** Moses Khorenats‘i, History of the Armenians, trans. Robert W. Thomson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1978)., 344-5.

3% Peter Cowe, “An Armenian Job Fragment from Sinai and Its Implication,” Oriens Christianus 72 (1992),123-57.
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Yazdgerd II connected his image with the Avestan dynasty of the Keyanids, the primordial kings
of Iran.’® His approach to Christianity was to undermine it even more radically than his father
Bahram V. He tried to weaken the church structure in Armenia by increasing taxes, imposing
magi as instructors for the Armenian noble families, and forcing conversion on the population.
The process of solidifying the operation of the Church of the East made it more appealing to a
number of the Zoroastrian converts, among them members of the noble families, hence it could
be assumed there were more convert to Christianity from Zoroastrian families in this period.

Benefiting from scholarship on religious violence in Late Antiquity, especially the work
of Michael Gaddis,’” I will revisit the portrayal of the encounters between Armenian nobles and
Sasanian kings. Granted their religious and political weight, imperial demands eventually led to
the Battle of Avarayr in 451. Through a close reading of Armenian sources, I will explore how
Armenian historical narratives tried to define their place as Christian subjects of the Sasanian
king. They were responding to vigorous attempts by the empire to integrate Greater Armenia by
sending magi to educate and instruct the noble families in Zoroastrianism, increasing taxes, and
by demanding conversion as a sign of loyalty from its nobles. The Armenian sources record that
the Sasanian king considered that observing the ritual of sun worship and making pacts with the
Armenian nobles would be a mark of their loyalty in the military sphere, therefore making the
empire invincible against the Romans.

Yazdgerd II ‘s reign also left a negative memory in the Talmudic sources.”® Although

Yazdgerd II banned reading of the Shama’, rabbis swallowed it in the midst of every Qedushah

%% Touraj Daryaee, “National History of Keyanid History? The Nature of Sasanid Zoroastrian Historiography,”
Iranian Studies 28 (1995): 129-141.

7 Michal Gaddis, “There is No Crime for Those Who Have Christ”: Religious Violence in the Christian Roman
Empire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005).

*¥ Isaiah M. Gafni, "Exilarch," in Encyclopeedia Iranica.
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in order that it should not be absent from children’s mouths.”” Gafni comments that Sedar ‘Olam
Zuta, a chronicle written in the ninth century, identifies the period at the end of the fifth century
as a harsh time for Jews in the Sasanian Empire

Peroz (r. 457-484 CE)

Yazdgerd II had two sons, Hormizd III (457-459 CE) and Peroz (457-484 CE). Hormizd
III ruled for a short time and was removed from power by his brother Peroz. Like his father,
Peroz had to deal with the attacks of the Hephthalites in the eastern frontiers. After many
campaigns against them, Peroz was defeated and had to pay them a heavy tribute. The situation
in the east was too dire for the king to wage war with the Romans, so the peace Yazdgerd II
made with Theodosius II was honored by Peroz. In 484, he was killed in a war against the
Hephthalites and his son Kavad was taken hostage. Later Kavad returned and assumed the throne
from Balas.

The Armenian revolt which had started in 451 continued throughout Peroz’s reign. Vahan
Mamikonean, nephew of Vardan Mamikonean, and the King of Kings had not come to any
agreement. The king was not ready to acknowledge Armenian demands for recognition of
Christianity as their religion.

During Peroz’ reign Barsauma, bishop of Nisibis, realized that the Church of the East
would fare better if there was no doubt about its alliance with the Sasanian state. Hence, he
pressed for the reorientation of the theological tenets of the Church by accepting the doctrine of
Theodore Mopsuestia, the views of whom were continued by his student Nestorius who was

recently condemned in the Council of Ephesus 431.

3% Jacob Neusner, A History of the Jews in Babylonia, V. 61.
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In 484, after a hiatus of almost sixty years the bishops of the empire assembled in Beth
Lapat (Syriac name for Veh Antiok Sapur, later GundeSapur). The assembly was convened by
Barsuma, who then announced his discontent with catholicos Baboawi. It was uncommon for a
bishop to call a synod and strive to dismiss the catholicos. Soon after this gathering, but perhaps
for a more serious reason, Peroz put Baboawi to death. He was accused of being in contact with
the Romans. This gathering was not considered as one of the thirteen synods. We have to wait
until the reign of Balas to witness the first synod of the East after almost sixty years.

The religious persecution that marked Peroz’s reign was directed against Jews mostly,
especially in regard to rabbinical schools. The exilarch and leading rabbis were imprisoned and
sentenced to death. This was followed by a decree that Jewish affairs should be administered by
Persian law.* Gafni argues that the decrees issued against the observance of the Sabbath and the
closure of some schools was a strike against the legal foundation of the Jewish court system.
Closng these schools would result in subjecting the Jewry to Iranian rather than Jewish law.*!
Neusner adds after the year 470 when the exilarch was put to death, the office remained vacant
until the eve of the Islamic period.*

Balas (r. 484-488 CE)

Balas, Peroz’s brother, made peace with the Hephthalites and agreed to pay a heavy tribute.
During his reign, the synod of 486 nullified the decisions of the previous conclave that had been
approved through the influence of Barsauma. The synod was presided over by the next bishop of

the Seleucid-Ctesiphone, Acacus, who had been selected by Bala$ and held in Seleucia-

40 Jacob Neusner, 4 History of the Jews in Babylonia, Leiden, 1965-70; repr., Atlanta, 1999: Vol. 1, ... The Parthian
Period, 1965; 2nd printing, rev., 1969; 3rd printing, Chicago, California, 1984; tr., Histoire des Juifs de Babylonie.
Tome I. L’epoque parthe. Paris, 1997; Vol. V, ... Later Sasanian Times, 1970.

*! Isaiah M. Gafni, "Exilarch," in Encyclopeedia Iranica.

“2 Ibid.
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Ctesiphon after an interval of six decades. It was in this synod that the Church of the East
composed a creedal statement displaying their Antiochene Christology, asserting that Theodore
of Mopsuestia maintained the correct biblical, Nicean faith in his writings. In addition to this
theological development, which rendered the Church heretical from the perspective of the
Church in the Roman Empire, the tenets of asceticism were also revisited. As asceticism was
opposed to the Zoroastrian beliefs of Sasanian society, the synod of 486 allowed clergy of all
ranks to marry again if the first wife should die.” In addition, the duality of natures in Christ was
closer to the tenets of Zoroastrianism. The dualism in Zoroastrianism is a not between spirit and
matter but rather between two spirits, who epitomize truth and falsehood between the forces of
Ohrmazd and Ahriman. *

In its efforts to distinguish and define its stance in the matter of Christology the Roman
Empire treated issues of heresy very seriously. Barsauma knew that by accepting a dualist
Christology not only would the Church in Iran be vilified by the Romans as heretical, but
criticism of the Roman formula by the Church of the East would be justified in the Sasanian
Empire, and their brand of Christianity would garner favor especially in Persian political circles.
Furthermore, as the synod of 486 accepted marriage in all the ecclesiastical ranks, it rendered the
faith more attractive to Zoroastrians. From that date on, they became the Church of Persia and
the recipients of imperial support against the Romans.

Barsauma then turned his attentions to founding the School of Nisibis. The School of
Edessa was shut down by the order of the emperor Zeno in 489 for teaching a dualist creed

which by then had been labeled heretical. Consequently, many of its teachers and students

* Arthur Véobus, “Barsuma,” Encyclopedia Iranica, Vol. 111, Fasc. 8, p. 824

* Gherardo Gnoli, “Dualism,” Encyclopceedia Iranica, V11/6, 576-582; available online at
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/dualism (accessed on 28 January 2018).
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traveled to Nisibis and added luster to the school. Barsuma selected Narsai, a renowned teacher
and administrator at the School of Edessa to direct it. In this way the School of Nisibis’ most
significant development was the acquisition ofthe a larger teaching staff rather than being
centered around a single teacher as before. *

Balas also restored the peace with Vahan Mamikonian, allowing Armenians to practice
Christianity freely and eventually assigning him as marzban of Armenia instead of his Persian
predecessor. The first leg of the negotiation took place in the village of Nuarsak near the
province of Her. Nixor, the Persian envoy, received the three conditions Vahan demanded from
the King:

1. Allowing free observation of Christian rites.

2. Honoring the wise and honorable and spurning the worthless and foolish, who mostly
gained their position by converting to magism even though they were disrespectful
toward the fire and ashes held in their houses.

3. For the king to be direct, open, and honest with his subjects instead of employing
intermediaries whose reports lead to distortion and lies.*

The requests were forwarded to the king who held another hearing in his court and learned about
these demands in person. Vahan was granted the rank of sparapet of Armenia in return for his

worthy service to the land of Aryans, his loyalty, and his honest concern for the land’s welfare.*’

*> Adam H. Becker, "The Comparative Study Of "Scholasticism" in Late Antique Mesopotamia: Rabbis and East
Syrians." 4JS Review 34, no. 1 (2010): 95. 91-113.

46 f azar, 228-9.
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Aftermath...
Christians’ political and social status changed during the later Sasanian and early Islamic period.
In the seventh century, the Arabs conquered a large portion of Byzantine territory and the whole
of the Sasanian Empire. Constructing a separate religious authority to oversee the ecclesiastical
hierarchy had not occurred to the Muslims. They were newcomers to the region and governed
their conquered lands differently. Armenia together with Iberia and Caucasian Albania was part
of the largely Christian lands of the Arab empire. Muhammad ibn Marwan was the ostikan
(governor) of these lands, establishing his headquarters at the Armenian capital of Dvin. Aram
Ter-Ghevondyan has shown that Armenia’s situation under the Umayyad Caliphate differed
from that under the ‘Abbasids. The Umayyads were essentially an Arab caliphate, which had to
deal with non-Arabs who might or might not be Muslim. Armenians thus shared this quality with
many other recently conquered peoples. The Persian element under ‘Abbasid rule altered the
situation. For the ‘Abbasids, ethnicity was not the prime issue, but rather religion. During the
‘Abbasid period, the Armenian aristocratic Mamikonean family died out in many rebellions they
lead. With no more male heirs to continue the legacy of the family and many other princely
houses migrated to Byzantium.** Christians’ social background in Persia changed gradually. No
longer did they consist mostly of descendants of Roman captives, but rather of Zoroastrian
converts from distinguished families.

The Church of the East continued to thrive under Islam. In the early Islamic period,
Christians outnumbered Muslims in Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia. Nisibis and Gundishapur
functioned as important centers for training teachers and translators. Between the seventh and

eleventh centuries about half of the catholicoi were selected by the Islamic rulers. Umar, the

* Aram. N. Ter-Ghevondyan, The Arab Emirates in Bagratid Armenia (Lisbon: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation :
Distributors, Livraria Bertrand, 1976).
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second caliph, promised Ishoyahb II that no church would be turned into a mosque, Christians
did not need to fight to demonstrate their loyalty. Later, during the Abbasid period, the Byzantine
emperor Leo IV gained some victories against Caliph al-Mahdi who in his anger destroyed some
churches. It was explained to the caliph by his East Syrian physician, Isa, that the Greeks hated
the East Syrians more than the Jews. The caliph asked a prisoner about the issue and learned that
“Nestorians” could hardly be called Christians and were closer to Arabs than Byzantines.”
Through affinity to the caliphate, the East Syrian Church dominated all other forms of
Christianity. Nevertheless, their numbers decreased eventually by attrition through conversion to

Islam.

* Wilhelm Baum and W. Winkler Dietmar, The Church of the East, 60
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CHAPTER I-Taxing Christians and Belonging to the Land of Iran

The first chapter relates to the situation of the Christian community in the Sasanian
Empire during the reign of Sapur II (r. 309-379 CE). I focus on one complex issue that King
Sapur 11 faced regarding the Christians of the empire: their duty to pay taxes. I will show that
excessive taxation was used coercively to put pressure on the Christian population. This will be
discussed further in chapter four, where I will treat the tax increase in Armenia initiated by
Yazdgerd II (r. 439-57 CE), and how it was introduced to discourage the population from
practicing Christianity.

More recent scholarship has downplayed the religious aspect of the clash between king
Sapur 1T and the bishop of Ctesiphon, Simeon bar Sabba‘e, claiming that increasing taxes was a
measure to solve a fiscal burden and provide the empire with the finances necessary in time of
war between the Romans and Sasanians.! The sources confirm, however, that king Sapur II
enforced taxes not just for fiscal gain but to reduce the number of Christian subjects within the
empire. Bishop Simeon reminded the king that “for the sake of taxes [[] won’t submit [my]
people to the yoke of servitude” that would eventually and gradually “quash the worship of God
and lead them astray from the path of truth.”

Shaping of the Identity of Christian Communities
Source material on the emergence of the Christian population in the Sasanian Empire is rather
scarce. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that Christianity spread in Persia earlier, perhaps during

the Parthian period, when it was still a persecuted religion in the Roman Empire. In the Acts of

! Philip Wood, Chronicle of Seert, 21; Richard Payne, A State of Mixture: Christian, Zoroastrians, and Iranian
Political Culture in Late Antiquity (University of California Press, 2015), 43.

* Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba’e, 14.
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Mari, a late-sixth century account, the time of the missionary activates of Mari was placed in the
first century. Mari, a disciple of Addai, went on a mission to convert Nisibis, Arzun, Arbela,
Assur, and Dadbhar in Beth Garami, and eventually Ctesiphon. The mission ended in Khuzestan,
where Mari found out through merchants traveling to Edessa that these cities had already been
converted.” The story, like any origin legend, tries to push back the time of conversion of the
population in Mesopotamia and Babylonia.

Eduard Sachau and Marie-Louise Chaumont argue that there must have been a Christian
presence especially in the borderlands of the two empires. However, substantial communities of
Christians are not mentioned in texts before the third century.* The existence of Christianity in
Mesopotamia can further be asserted by referring to Mani and especially his father, who
apparently belonged to a baptismal community of mogtasela. Mani lived during the reign of
Sapur I (240-270 CE), for whom he wrote a book entitled the Shabuhragan.’

One can assume that Christianity came to Persia from Edessa and the environs of Nisibis
around the second century. The first Christians might have lived in Jewish communities.® There
is a possibility that merchants who traveled the trade routes brought the faith with them to the
Persian Gulf and spread it to Asia and China. Both Edessa and Antioch were on trade routes

from the Mediterranean.’

* A. Harrak, The Acts of Mar Mari the Apostle (2005). Syr. with English translation.

*See Eduard Sachau “Vom Christentum in der Persis,” Sitzungsberichte der koniglichen preussischen Akademie der
Wissenschaft en—Sitzung der philosophisch-historischen Klasse 39 (1916): 95880, 961-5; Marie-Louise
Chaumont, La christianisation de [’empire iranien: Des origines aux grandes persecutions du IV Siecle (Leuven:

Peeters, 1988), 54-160.

’ Werner Sundermann, “Mani,” Encyclopeedia Iranica, online edition, 2009, available at
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/mani-founder-manicheism (accessed on 20 September 2016).

® Wilhelm Baum and W. Winkler W. Dietmar. The Church of the East, 7-8.

7 Ibid.
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Scholarship has tied the history of Christian communities in the Sasanian Empire to the
history of deportation of the population from cities on the Roman frontier to a great extent.”
Samuel J. Lieu asserts that, as the Sasanian state was developing during the reign of Sapur I in
the third century, it became necessary to acquire both skilled artisans and unskilled workers. Lieu
believes that Sapur I’s deportation and relocation of the population of the conquered lands was
an effective way to acquire this much-needed labor.” Morony states that skilled craftsmen would
join the palace organization that produced articles for the ruler and his court, especially in the
metal and textile industries.'” Morony argues that, rather than looting the Roman territories once
or obtaining these objects through purchase, Sasanians kidnapped the producers, and thereby
enjoyed the fruit of the labor of the deported population for a longer time." From Sapur’s
inscription, the total number of captives who were relocated in the third century cannot be
examined, but it was stated in the inscription that 70,000 soldiers were captured together with the
emperor Valerian.

This is mainly based on accounts in the Chronicle of Seert and the Act of Pusai.
According to the former, an eleven-century Christian Arabic text, after Sapur I defeated Valerian
he returned with captives and resettled them in cities that his father, ArdaSir I, had built.

Christians proliferated because of this and monasteries and churches were built."

¥ Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 221-2; Inscription of Ka'‘abe Zartusht, (SKZ); Michael Morony, “Population
Transfers between Sasanian Iran and the Byzantine Empire,” in La Persia e Bisanzio: Convegno internazionale,
Roma 14-18 Octobre 2002, ed. Antonio Carile et al (Rome: Accademia dei Lincei, 2004), 179.

’ Samuel Lieu, “Captives, Refugees, and Exiles: A Study of Cross-Frontier Civilian Movements and Contacts
between Rome and Persia from Valerian to Jovian,” in The Defence of the Roman and Byzantine East: Proceedings
of a Colloquium Held at the University of Sheffield, eds. Philip Freeman and David Kennedy (Oxford: Archaeopress,
1986), 479.

' Michael Morony, “Population Transfers between Sasanian Iran and the Byzantine Empire,”162.

" Ibid., 168-9.

2 Chronicle of Se’ert, Histoire Nestorienne in édite, Text arabe avec traduction francaise ed. Addai Scher and tr.
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Pusai’s family was settled in Beh Shapur (modern Boshehr) by Sapur II."* Pusai was
appointed to a highly skilled position, embroidering gold on silk material. He was married to a
Persian woman who converted to Christianity and had children whom he baptized and educated
in Christianity. Later his whole household was moved to Karka de Ledan by order of Sapur II.
There he was given a residence, gifts, and a title. According to Pusai’s Martyrdom, a few days
after he was given his title, he was sent to another city from Karka de Ledan to visit other
craftsmen, at which time he encountered the crowd accompanying Simeon bar Sabba‘e.

Hugh Kennedy, who has studied the creation of new cities from Sasanian times until after
the rise of Islam, notes that Sasanian social elites were absent from the urban scene. They lived
outside in their rural areas on fortified estates close to the Zoroastrian ritual sites. Similarly, the
kings dwelt in the countryside. The cities lacked any monumental buildings or public statues.
Drawing from Talmudic texts and excavations at Marv and Ctesiphon, Kennedy argues that
building in the cities extended to the roads and workshops and markets."

The main function of cities was to accommodate artisanal production and trade. They
were, as discussed, populated with relocated craftsmen from the conquered regions of the Roman
Empire during the reign of Sapur I. The conflict between the Roman and Sasanian empires was
not significant during the reign of Sapur’s successors until the time of Narseh (r. 293-302), when
in a surprise attack, Galerius, a general under Diocletian, inflicted a major defeat on Narseh
which led to the captivity of the royal family, including his wives and children. Following this,

the Treaty of Nisibis was negotiated. The main source of information about this peace treaty of

Addai Scher, R. Griveau et al., Patrologia Orientals, Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1908-19), Chapter I, 9.

13 Martyrdom of Pusai, in Acta martyrum et sanctorum I, ed. Paul Bedjan, (Paris: Otto Harrassowitz, 1891), 209.

'* Hugh Kennedy, “From Shahrestan to Medina,” Studia Islamica 102 (2006): 5-35.
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298 is the account of Peter the Patrician (c. 500-64). The latter explains how the Roman side
raised the issue of the emperor Valerian’s captivity by Sapur I and how the treatment of Persians
in tricking and detaining the Roman emperor in captivity was unfair; in contrast, Romans
“follow the footsteps of their own ancestors, and spare their subjects.”’> According to this treaty,
in exchange for the return of the royal family, the recovered Mesopotamian city of Nisibis would
become the central place for trade between the two empires; in the eastern regions the Romans
would receive Ingilene and Sophene, Arzanene, Karduene, and Zabdikene; and the river Tigris
would become the boundary between the two states. Zinitha, located at the border of Media,
became the marker for the border of Armenia; further, the king of Iberia would submit to Roman
suzerainty.'® The conditions of the treaty of Nisibis did not change until the Roman defeat under
the emperor Julian in 363.

The resettlement of these populations in the newly founded cities of the Sasanian Empire
has indeed been suggested as the main factor behind the emergence of Christianity in the
Sasanian Empire."” Kettenhofen states that this population was located in cities such as Beit
Lapat/Gundishapur (also known in Middle Persian as Weh-Antiyok-Sapir and Khiizestan, Eran-
Xwarrah-Sapir /Su$ and Eransahr-Sapir), located in the southwestern belt of the empire, near
the first capital, Seleucia-Ctesiphon.'® Morony, however, believes that the deportation of people

from the borderland to the Sasanian cities should not be perceived as the main source for the

'* Peter the Patrician, fig. 13-14, 181-91.

'* Ibid.

7 Samuel N.C. Lieu, “Captives, Refugees and Exiles: A Study of Cross-Frontier Civilian Movements and Contacts
between Rome and Persia from Valerian to Jovian,” in The Defense of the Roman and Byzantine East. Proceeding of
a Colloquium Held at the University of Sheffield in April 1986 eds. Philip Freeman and David Kennedy, (Oxford:
1986), 475, 505; Philip Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 16; Richard Payne, 4 State of Mixture, 64-9.

'8 Eric Kettenhoffen, “Deportation, ii. In the Parthian and Sasanian Periods,” in Encyclopedia Iranica, VII (Costa
Mesa: Mazda Publishers, 1996), 297-308.
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emergence of Christian communities. He argues that if the percentage of Christians in those
cities was a reflection of the Christian population in the Roman Empire by the third century,
around 7% to 10%, then not many of the deportees were Christians. There is however the
possibility that while the deportees were not initially mostly Christians, they could have become
Christian after their relocation."”

Given Christianity’s missionary potential and the notion that people who were deported
might have felt more in common with each other rather than with the rest of the people of the
empire, it is reasonable to think that they were drawn to Christianity after deportation.

The founder of the Sasanian dynasty, Ardasir I (?-242 CE) and his son Sapur I (r. 239-
70), were indifferent towards the Christians of the empire.” Except for the years when Kartir, the
prominent Zoroastrian priest, exercised his influence on some religious groups, the third century
was overall a peaceful time for Christians. The reigns of Hormizd I (r. 272-3), Bahram II (276-
93), and later Narseh (r. 293-302 CE) were too short and sometimes too chaotic for Christians to
be an issue of imperial concern. In contrast, the reign of Sapur II (r. 309-79 CE), son of Hormizd
II, was a long and difficult time for the Christians of the empire. The fact that almost two-thirds
of the seventy martyrs’ accounts composed in the fifth century relate to events of Sapur II’s reign
demonstrates that Christians endured serious hardships under this king.*'

By the fourth century a community was emerging in the Sasanian Empire that was

defined by its religion instead of by social status, occupation of its members, their language, or

' Michael Morony, “Population Transfers between Sasanian Iran and the Byzantine Empire.”

20 W. Stewart McCullough, 4 Short History of Syriac Christianity to the Rise of Islam (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1982), 112.

! Kyle Smith, introduction to The Martyrdom and History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba‘e (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias
Press, 2014), xxii.
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geographical location.”” Morony describes the factors indicating the existence of religious
communities as follows: 1) spread of primarily religious personal identity and way of life,
especially among Jews and Christians; 2) leadership within communities which was enforced by
religious law and reinforced by religious education, especially in the case of the Jewish
community; and 3) the structure of communities dependent on the dynamic between religious
leaders, bishops, and exilarchs and the Sasanian state.”

It is difficult to ascertain the mindset of the Christians of the Sasanian Empire, or how
exactly they felt about their situation or status within the empire, because of the lack of sources.
But the fact that some Syriac-speaking Christians, who once lived on the frontier of the Roman
Empire, still referred to themselves as Roman captives or “sons of captives,” generations after
their deportation, shows that they still thought of themselves as outsiders. Payne maintains that
the term “captive” became an interchangeable with Christian.* It is true that Christians of the
Sasanian Empire “bani Sebya” used the term captive to assert their distinctive identity as
Christians, but how widespread the term was or if later Zoroastrian converts called themselves
captives is not very clear. For instance, in the Acts of Pethion, the protagonist, a Zoroastrian
convert, was not referred to as a captive; yet in the same Acts some Christians who venerated

him were called sons of captives (Ordik‘ gerwt‘ean).”” Payne adds that in the Martyrdom of

*2 Michael Morony, “Religious Communities in Late Sasanian and Early Muslim Iraq,” Journal of the Economic
and Social History of the Orient 17:2 (1974): 113-35.

5 Ibid.

** Christians of the Empire might have borrowed the reference to the Babylonian captivity of Jews in their exile and
displacement in Psalms 137.

> Martyrdom of Holy Pethion (Armenian version) 436.
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Pusai and Martyrdom of Captives, the term, which was potentially derogatory, was used with a
sense of pride in east Syrian hagiographical accounts.*

The martyrologies portray Persian martyrs as not belonging to the Sasanian Empire. In
the Herbadestan, a guideline for religious studies (a text that is impossible to date since it has
both Sasanian and post-Sasanian material and functions), agden (infidel) and aner (non-Iranian)
have both been used to refer to people who are not Wehden (of Good Religion).”” Pusai, for
instance, was introduced as a descendant of a Roman man captured by Sapur II. He was resettled
in the empire, and the king tried to facilitate his assimilation.® The anonymous author of the
Martyrdom of Pusai explains that by encouraging deportees like Pusai to marry and settle down,
the king hoped that “family and love would become their shackles.”” The “discourse” created
through the accounts of bishops and martyrs such as Simeon bar Sabba‘e, Pusai, Marta,
Shahdost, and others was a unifying element for the Christian community and a wedge between
them and other-non-Christians.

The historicity of these accounts has been correctly called into question. They contain
exaggerated stories, and generic and repetitive fopoi in addition to a strong and blatant agenda.
All typically paint their subjects as exemplary persons, which leads to a legitimate skepticism
regarding the accuracy of these works. Even the viewpoints attributed to the martyrs in these
texts cannot be guaranteed to be reliable. Nevertheless, these stories, oral and written, circulated

among the Christians of the Sasanian Empire and created a kind of social discourse between the

%% Richard Payne, 4 State of Mixture, 64-9.

*7 Firoze M. Kotwal and Philip G. Kreyenbroek (with contributions by James Russell), eds. and trans., The
Hérbedestan and Nerangestan 1: Hérbedestan, Studia Iranica (Cahier 10: Paris, 1992), 60-65.
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saint and the listener/reader. Perhaps one relating more to fifth century perspectives than the
fourth, i.e. the era of writing.

Hippolyte Delehaye, an early twentieth-century Bollandist, edited, complied, and studied
many hagiographical materials. He explained that via the transformation of the lives of saints
these works frequently become the object of public devotion, and hagiographers attempted to
respond to this interest in writing their works. However, Delehaye reminds us of the ancient
understanding about the role of the historian, who holds a place midway between a rhetorician
and a poet, thereby reminding us about the unconscious mental process that manufactures stories
of saints’ lives. Certain hagiographers tried to point to a moral principle through parables or tales
like an ancient story-teller. The goal was to please the reader and to present a figure who
maintained the faith and thereby became an object of emulation for the community, not purely
for pleasure through an attractive narrative outlining a saint’s life.*

The preservation and transmission of those narratives among the Syriac-speaking
Christians of the Sasanian Empire helped shape an understanding of what being Christian should
mean. One can argue that a sense of belonging to a community was constructed through the
reading of such works. Even a small group of literate people within a religious setting could be
instrumental in spreading a certain mindset and a sense of belonging to a community. It is true
that “readers” were not numerous in comparison with the illiterate majority of the population,
however, as the situation in the Roman Empire shows, not everyone had to be literate to listen to

hagiographical account.

9 pére Hippolyte Delehaye, S.J., Bollandist, The Legends of the Saints: An Introduction to Hagiography
trans. V. M. Crawford (University of Notre Dame Press 1961), 61-2.
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The Syriac tradition of martyrological writing benefited from its counterpart. A short
book of Martyrs in Palestine, dated to 411 and written by Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, was one
of the earliest works translated into Syriac. The work contains short stories of confession and of
Roman martyrdoms collected by Eusebius; the Greek and Latin versions of the collection have
not yet been found. Evidence to support the claim that the work was originally written in Syriac
by Eusebius, which he knew from living in a Syriac-speaking region, is lacking, since there is no
other work of Eusebius in the Syriac language. '

To study the relationship of the Sasanian kings to the Christian community of the empire,
we have to rely mostly on sources written by anonymous Christian authors. Even though
accounts such as the Acts of Persian Martyrs cannot be read as reliable historical documents, the
collective memory generated by these accounts confirms that the reign of Sapur II (309-379 CE)
was a particularly difficult time for the Christians of the empire.”> The fact that historians
sometimes struggle to make sense of these stories or believe their historicity is perhaps due to the
fact that it is not common to have access to the discourse of a group of persecuted people. The
history of the Christians of the Sasanian Empire at least during the fourth century is shaped by a
worldview dominated by stories of martyrdom and persecution. In the Demonstrations of
Aphrahat (ca. first half of the fourth century), there is a section under the title of persecution
which notes that persecution was the result of their sins. Aphrahat did not talk about any specific

persecution in the Sasanian Empire, and used biblical analogies about various persecuted figures.

3! Eusebius, of Caesarea, History of the Martyrs in Palestine: Discovered in a Very Ancient Syriac Manuscript ed.
W. Cureton (London and Edinburgh, Paris: Williams and Norgate: C. Borrani, 1861), v.
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If he was mentioning specific instances of persecution he did it subtly without any obvious
reference to any Sasanian authority.”

Recent studies of the historiography of persecution have revisited the “intolerance”
theory with two different objectives. In the first category, we encounter scholars who try to
justify persecution by trying to establish the secular reasons behind it: the desire to create a
centralized government, war with the Romans, fiscal problems in the empire, failure of the
bishops to alleviate interreligious tensions between Christians and Zoroastrians, etc.* The second
group is more concerned with the historicity of the hagiographies and the discourse in these
accounts about the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great. Phillip Wood and Richard Payne
belong to the first category of scholarship. They both argue that persecution was a natural and
expected reaction by king Sapur II. After the king failed to achieve his goal in turning Christians
into compliant subjects, and the bishop refused to collect his communities’ taxes, retribution was
to be expected. Payne goes further in his argument, insisting that Sapur II’s mass persecution
was a myth.” T agree with Payne that the persecution was not systematic, mostly addressing the
leaders of the Christian community, and it was an outcome any bishop or person might suffer if
they disobeyed the King of Kings.*® It is true that during persecution bishops were the ones who
were martyred and not the whole Christian population, presumably because the Sasanian
authorities recognized them as the leaders of their communities, which made them special

targets. But I disagree with Payne as to whether bishop Simeon bar Sabba‘e failed to see the

3 Aphrahat, “On Persecution.”
** Wood, Chronicle of Seert, 21; Payne, A State of Mixture, 43.
%> Payne, A State of Mixture, 40-42.
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opportunity Sapur Il was offering him to collect taxes for the empire and to be a part of the royal
administration.

The other approach seeks to investigate the Persian Acts to establish the historicity of the
hagiographical accounts, and gauge how close to reality the image of Constantine is in the
account of Simeon bar Sabba‘e. In giving greater weight to assessing the image of the Roman
emperor, Smith fails to investigate the complex issue at hand—the excessive taxation of the
population—and focuses on a peripheral question. Smith analyzes the Acts of bishop Simeon bar
Sabba‘e and comes to the conclusion that the sources construe an imaginary Constantine whose
death allowed Sapur II to show aggression towards the Christians.”’ In the History, Constantine
was referred to as blessed and as an angel of peace, but the text contains no claim about him
doing anything for the Christians of Persia nor even if he knew about their persecution. Given
the fact that the text mentioned very early on that the persecution started after the death of
blessed Constantine, it would have been pointless for Christians to put their hopes in the
emperor’s actions on their behalf. Smith does not ask the more crucial question: that is, why in
the History of Simeon bar Sabba‘e does the community of Christians living in the Sasanian
Empire even need a savior? What were the issues that were complicating the lives of the
Christian in the Sasanian Empire that made them reconstruct and see an “imaginary” savior in
the Roman emperor, Constantine 1?

Both of these approaches downplay the fact that these accounts are religious texts dealing
with a religious conflict. This type of scholarship sometimes does not consider certain attitudes
of the Sasanian kings as religious behavior. Often in the hagiography it is attested that the

conflicts between Sasanian kings were instigated by the Zoroastrian clergy rather than by the

*7 Kyle Smith, Martyrdom and History of Blessed Simeon, xiiv.
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king’s own religious zeal, but to argue that clashes over religion were not in fact about religion,
that rather they were about class struggle or ethnic issues, is reductionist. The conflict about
religion was a conflict over loyalty.” Religious conflicts, persecution, and many wars were first
and foremost about religion, therefore, religious behavior should be studied based on the view
that inspired it, not by reductionist social, political, anthropological, or cultural-theoretical
explanations.
Taxation: The Primordial Debt

In Syriac and in Armenian languages the idea of tax, duty, and obligation is combined.
The Armenian word for tax is hark, a borrowing from Parthian and Middle Persian hrg/xrg,
which MacKenzie translates as tribute, work, effort, and duties.”” In Syriac the word mks, which
is also used in Armenia, has the dual meaning of obligations and taxes; the word used throughout
Syriac hagiographies is mdata, which means tribute, with a secondary meaning of fine or
penalty.* T will focus here on the religious aspect of tax and debt.

There are two narratives of Simeon bar Sabba‘e, the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon.*'
There is also an account in Classical Armenian, which is a close translation of the Martyrdom.*

The date of the primary manuscript for both the Martyrdom and History, Vat. Syr. 160-161, is

*¥ Sebastian Brock, “Christians in the Sasanian Empire: A case of Divided Loyalties,” Religion and National
Identity, ed. Stuart Mews (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982), 1-19.

¥ D. N. MacKenzie, 4 Concise Pahlavi Dictionary (Oxford, University of Oxford Press, 1971), 43.
0 7. Payne Smith (Mrs. Margoliouth), 4 Compendious Syriac Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903), 251.
! Kyle Smith translated these accounts under the titles Martyrdom and History.

*2 Patmutiwn Varuts Srboyn Shmawoni Episkoposi ew char i Vkaysn Arewelits, in Sop‘erk® Haykakank* series. No.
20 (Verenttik: Tparan Mkhit‘areants‘, 1854), 8-158. (BHO 1118).
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disputed. Assemani suggests a tenth-century date, which Van Rampey believes is too late; a
certain part of the manuscript, he argues, should be dated to the sixth century.”

Kyle Smith has translated the Syriac from the critical edition published by Michael
Kmosko in 1907. Smith agrees with Kmosko’s dating of both accounts, thereby dating the
Martyrdom, which is a shorter account filled with biblical analogies to Maccabees, to the fourth
century and prior to History, which is a longer account and, according to Kmosko and Smith,
was composed after the synods of the Church of the East in the fifth century.* The title given to
Simeon in the History is “the archbishop and catholicos of the Church of the East,” while in the
Martyrdom he is referred to as the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon. Smith concludes that this
places the History later, possibly after the synod of 424. But the addition of the title could simply
have been a later scribal gloss updating the title of the catholicos which therefore would not
impact the integrity of the work as a whole.

The analogical account of the Martyrdom draws strong links between Judas Maccabeus
and Simeon. Judas was ready to kill for his faith, while Simon was killed for his faith, both
struggled on behalf of their communities, both challenging powerful kings. It seems to me that
the shorter Martyrdom is a poetic interpretation of the events of the fourth century. Unlike that of
History, the anonymous author of the Martyrdom does not feel the necessity to list the
chronological events that led to the persecution, somehow assuming their audience to be aware

of it. Right at the beginning the Martyrdom gives with an account of the Maccabees and draws

# J. Bidez and G. C. Hansen, Sozomenus, kirchengeschichte (GSC 50; 1960), 61-65 (II. 9-10). Lucas Van Rompay,
Shem‘on bar Sabba‘e, Gorgias Encyclopedia Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, eds. Sebastian Brock, Aaron Butts,
George Kiraz, Lucas Van Rompay (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2011), 373-4.

* Kyle Smith, “Constantine and Judah the Maccabee: History and Memory in the Acts of the Persian Martyrs,”

Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 12 (2012): 16-33. Michael Kmosko, Saint Simeon Bar Sabba ‘é:
Martyrium et Narratio, PS 2 (Paris, 1907), 690-713
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similarities between Simeon and Judas. The author was more concerned with molding the events
to echo the closest biblical equivalent. The History, on the other hand, is a more nuanced account
that shows a better understanding and awareness of the contemporary events in regard to the
reasons behind Simeon’s disobedience and persecution by Sapur II.

Smith follows Kmosko’s conclusion and argues that the Martyrdom is the basis for the
account reflected in Sozomen.* I, however, would propose that it was the History or a text close
to it that was known to Sozomen who added it to his Ecclesiastical History (I1. 9-10), written in
445. The main focus of the Martyrdom, as 1 said, was to interpret and analyze the events from
the martyrdom of the bishop to the acts of Maccabees; this crucial element is missing in
Sozomon’s account. In parallel with the narrative in the History, Sozomen records that the
Christians were levied “excessive” taxes. In the History double taxes were what Simeon refused
to “collect” or expect his people to pay, but he had no objection to pay taxes per se.** In the
Martyrdom it is the payment of any taxes which is deemed excessive, since Jesus freed
Christians from taxes and from servitude to any earthly king."’

In the Martyrdom Simeon was compared to Judas Maccabeus for his resistance to the
imperial force and his eagerness to put his life in danger for the benefit of his community:

O priest and priest, Judah and Simeon! One saved his people in battle, the other saved his

people in death. One was glorified while conquering, the other excelled while being

conquered. They become high priests and prelates clad with the ephod of the sanctuary,
holier serving the altar, admired, honoring the holy service, justly purifying with water,
boldly displaying the blood of grapes, eagerly encouraging their people terrifyingly

bearing arms, confidently calling out to death, valiantly summoning the blade, nobly
being baptized in blood, joyfully drinking the cup, blessing and distributing gifts, fittingly

*> Smith, The Martyrdom and History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, xxxiv-xxxviii.
* History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 9.

*" Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 10: 22.
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dispensing crowns, scrupulously upholding the commandment of their Lord, purely
keeping the law of their God. For one fulfilled the law uprightly in that he killed a “soul
for a soul” and by being killed, saved and the other cared for (the law) by submitting
himself, for, in response to “if anyone hits you on the cheek” he stretched out his neck to
the sword. One was avenged while avenging, the other humbled while being humbled.*
The demand for collecting taxation from the Christians was compared to the cruelty
towards the Maccabees.
Suffering came upon our people and they were oppressed by taxes... And Judah, after he
was exalted in victory, in you did he descend in order to stand and be absolved as high
priest through his own blood. And Simeon, after he had fallen in triumph, in you did he
stand in order to bow down and be purified as high priest through his own blood.*
The account time and again repeats that “true shepherds” and “wise leaders” should give
themselves for their flocks so that they would not perish, emphasizing the place of Simeon
within his community as “victorious in Jesus, the son of God,” who “withdrew his people’s taxes
from the servitude of the king of Persia and Syria.””” The duty placed upon Simeon was similar
to that borne by Jesus, who was the “King of Kings.”' Therefore, as the head of the community
of believers, he would not put the yoke of subjugation upon their shoulders. Simon declared to
the king that “Our God is the creator of your gods, He commanded us, ‘do not acquire gold or
silver for your purses,” thus we have no gold to give you, nor money to bring to you for taxes.

His apostle warned us, ‘you were ransomed for a heavy price, so do not become servants of

men.””* His task as a bishop therefore was to follow Jesus, who “liberated his church through his

* Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 18.
* Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 20.
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*! Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 22.
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death, set his people free through his blood, relieved those who carry heavy burdens through his
passion, and lightened the yoke of the subjugated through his cross.” >

The narrator juxtaposes Simeon and Sapur II’s approach to the community to show the
depth of Simeon’s commitment to his “flock”. The anonymous author states, through the
conspiracy of the Jews and magi, Simeon together with two of his priests were chained and
brought to the king’s court. The presence of Jews in the court as the trial against Simeon was
being held could be a hagiographical topos that tried to shape the event as much as possible to
evoke the trial of Jesus. The magi announced that a refusal to pay taxes was a rebellious act
against the kingdom.** The king, however, put the issue of taxes to one side and commanded
Simeon to worship the sun god or else he would be killed.

The discussion between the bishop and the king about taxation turns into a theological
argument. The hagiography sets its audience up for a moment of violence: the king who failed to
discipline the bishop enacts a public punishment of him, displaying his body to a wide audience.
The issue is that Christians, who started as a persecuted community in the Roman Empire, had
turned being killed into a victory, a triumphal martyrdom, and an accomplishment. The discourse
of a subordinate group such as the Christians in the Sasanian Empire thereby demystifies,
delegitimizes, and deconstructs the established norms. The discourse turns into a form of
“force” that transforms simple power into legitimate authority by mystifying the inevitable

inequities of any social order and winning the consent of those over whom power is exercised.

>3 [Mt 11:28-29]: Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 22.

>* History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 120.

> Bruce Lincoln, Discourse and the Construction of Society: Comparative Studies of Myth, Ritual, and

Classification (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 4-5.
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The accounts of violence toward the bishop, who saw himself as the spiritual leader of his
community, are a reminder of the moment when an imperfectly integrated community of
Christians recognized their corporate distinctiveness from the Empire. The double taxation was a
punishment for a community whose loyalty was doubted. It was not apparent to the King of
Kings whether the community was allied with him or with the Caesar. In the History, the king
complains that “For to us gods, there are tribulations and wars, while to them is rest and luxury.
They dwell in our land and yet they are of one mind with Caesar, our enemy, and we fight, but
they enjoy quiet.”® In the History, Sapur’s persecution starts after the death of Constantine the
Great. The reason for the persecution was a war with the Christian sons of Constantine and
hatred towards the Christians of the empire. The Caesar of the East, Constantinus II, had seen his
father’s intentions in preparing war against the armies of Sapur II. The religious component of
the war is implicit. The following year Constantinus led an enormous force against Sapur to halt
the king’s activities in Mesopotamia and Armenia. The war began in 338 and involved a series of
military conflicts with no significant gains for either side. Sapur II’s main objective must have
been to reverse the outcome of the war of 299, when Narseh lost Nisibis, Amida, and Singaria to
the Romans in exchange for the return of the royal family the Romans had taken hostage.
Eventually Constantinus II sent ambassadors to Sapur II asking for peace. Sapur demanded that
Rome return Mesopotamia and Armenia, whose king’s loyalty was not certain especially since
he was Christian. Julian’s war, his defeat, and death in 363 finally resolved the issue between the
two empires as Rome returned the lands in dispute and agreed to not get involved with

Armenia.”’

*® History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 76.

7 Beate Dignas and Engelbert Winter, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity, Neighbors and Rivals, 89-91
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For bishop Simeon to prove his loyalty meant becoming a tax-collector for his people; to
do so he would need to exceed the limits of his responsibilities as a bishop and become a civil
servant under the king. The account shows that being given the task of collecting the taxes was in
and of itself a punishment. Simon said to the king:

Our bodies are servants of your majesty, and our houses and all our possessions are
yours, King. For we have nothing in this land of tribulation. Let my lord King issue a
command, if it please him, and take them, because truly I say that I will not oppress my
people and subject them to taxes because of their faith—even if your mighty majesty
commands that my skin be flayed from my body. For I would rather my own skin be
peeled from my body than be made to strip the clothes from a pauper and oppress those
who were freed by my Lord.™

Simeon’s resistance of in refusing Sapur’s order was not because he couldn’t see the
opportunity to be a part of the royal administration, but exactly because he did not want to
change his place within the community nor to “give them away” to the King of Kings. But being
expected to give his flock away for the sake of taxes to the king was part of the punishment by
which Simeon himself became a secular subject of the king. In the Martyrdom, Simeon becomes
the mouthpiece of Jesus, freeing his people from any sort of tax and servitude. But in the History
the answer is much more nuanced. The officials transcribing Simeon’s response to Sapur warned
him that his Scripture would compel the payment of taxes to a governing authority. Simeon
explained that Scripture did not agree with double taxation. Nevertheless, in both accounts the
king concluded that Simeon was trying to incite Christians to rebel against him and to serve the
Roman Caesar.”

David Graeber, an economic anthropologist, reexamines the complex topic of debt and

taxation in his book Debt: The First 5000 Years. Graeber explains how Christ was seen as the

*¥ History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 122.

** History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 76.
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one who redeems his people from their debt. In the books of the Old Testament, especially in
Exodus, one can see a trace of the people who were defeated and exiled but waiting for
redemption.”” Graeber ties redemption to a release from a burden of sin and guilt. Here the
importance of Christ as a redeemer becomes obvious. Redemption was the matter of destroying
an entire system of accounting, to literally break the tablets where the financial records were
kept. Similar to what Christ would have done, Bishop Simeon bar Sabba‘e reacted to the
command to collect taxes from his people by saying:

Jesus died on behalf of the whole earth and freed it, and I will die for these few people

whom [ shepherd. For the sake of taxes I will not give my flock over to you

willingly...(Far be it from me) to make my body joyful through the bodies redeemed by
the killing of Jesus! Certainly, I will neither spare my feet from walking the way of death
such as his, nor I will restrain myself from the sacrifice through which the true high priest
was sacrificed.”
From the king’s point of view, to pay double taxes was both a sign of loyalty to the empire and a
punishment for them being of one mind with Caesar and for their allegiance to him. But for the
bishop his allegiance was not to any worldly king—Roman or Sasanian—but to the heavenly
God. To pay egregious taxes because they were Christians was simply not acceptable to the
bishop, since he thought they could be both loyal to the king and believe in one true God.

In the Martyrdom taxes become religious. The bishop resorts to religious discourse to
justify his resistance, drawing on the seemingly odd idea that Jesus paid all Christians’ taxes with
his blood. Nietzsche in Genealogy of Morals explains how the issue of debt was resolved in
Christianity:

We find ourselves face to face with that paradoxical and frightful expedient which afforded

at least temporary relief to tortured humanity, that master-stroke of Christianity: God
himself sacrificing himself for the guilt of man; God himself making himself paid; God

% David Graeber, Debt: The First 5,000 Years, (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Melville House. 2011), 82-4.

' Martyrdom of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba ‘e, 25.
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being alone able to redeem man from what for the human, what for man himself, has
become impossible to redeem—the creditor himself sacrificing himself for the debtor, from
love for his debtor!®

So, the martyrdom of Christ is a way of reversing this debt, and bishop Simeon was just
following his Lord’s example. For the King of Kings, the debt was to Ahuramazda and the
vazdan, who were in an everlasting mutual gift-exchange with the humans. The interaction
between the king and the bishop attested to in these accounts becomes a debate to clarify who
owed what to whom.

It is difficult, with the limited number of sources we have, to pin down what the beliefs of
the Sasanian kings were, but [ will attempt to show that their perspectives regarding debt toward
the gods can be traced in what remains of their accounts. In the Achaemenid period, kings used
cosmology to define their place in the cosmos as the gods’ representatives in the world. As
pointed out by Prod Oktor Skjerve, based on the Old Persian inscriptions of Darius, the
relationship between god, the king, and his subjects was one of indebtedness, obligation, and
ownership:

Ahuramahzda is the great god who set in place this earth, who set in place yonder sky,

who set in place man, who set in place happiness for man, who made Darayawahush king

over many, one, commander over many.

I am Darayawahush, the great king, king of kings, king over lands of many, king over this

earth, son of Wishtaspa, a descendant of Hakhamanish.”

In the Sasanian period, we have at the conclusion of an inscription of Sapur I (SKZ) a
statement that confirms this idea of exchange between the yazdans and the king. The inscription

states that the fortune of the land depends on good service toward the gods (yazdan ir ud

kerdagan), which Huyse translates as cult-service toward the gods. Sapur I comments that the

62 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, 4 Genealogy of Morals. ed. Alexander Tille (New York: Macmillan, 1897), 118.

8 Prods O. Skjaervo, The Spirit of Zoroastrianism, (New Haven: University of Yale, 2011), 44.
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gods would help future kings just as they aided him and make them their helpers, or—as Skjerve
translates dastgerd—their “property”.

Now, in the same manner that We exerted Ourselves in the matters and services of the

gods (yazdan) and are the property (dastgerd) of the gods, so that with the help of the

gods, We sought and held all these lands and obtained great fame, in the same manner, let
him who comes after us and is fortunate also exert himself in the matters and services of
the gods, (yazdan ir ud kerdagan) so that the gods many help him, too and make him their

property (dastgerd). *

There is no existing inscription that clarifies how Sapur II understood the cosmological
order that would bring prosperity to his realm. But, for bishop Simeon, his and his communities’
debt to God was paid and forgiven by the sacrifice of Christ. Sapur II approached such
obligations differently; for him the yazdan were the ultimate source of his and his kingdom’s
prosperity. In exchange for all the land and the great fame the king was offered, he was to return
the favor and pay his dues by performing rituals for the gods (yazdan ir ud kerdagan).

If we ** the payment of taxes as a sign of acknowledging obligations toward the ultimate
creditor—who for Sapur II were the yazdan, and who for bishop Simeon was God who had
already forgiven his debt—we will understand why the king’s reaction to the bishop’s refusal to
collect or pay taxes was so harsh. To focus on the fiscal component of Simeon’s refusal only
masks this fundamental difference between the bishop and the king.

Taxation of the Others

To clarify why these excessive taxes were especially oppressive for Christian

communities, we should consider how increased taxation could become a significant issue due to

the particular position of these communities in the empire’s economy. From the Martyrdom of

Pusai one can conclude that beside Pusai himself other deportees and subjects were sent to the

64 Philip Huyse, Die Dreisprachige Inschrift Sabuhrs I. an Der Ka’ba-I Zarduit (SKZ) 3:1; Corpus Inscriptionum
Iranicarum (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1999); Skjaervo, The Spirit of Zoroastrianism, 223.
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empire, mostly as skilled workers. Morony explains there were several ways that the economy
would have benefitted from the deported population. First, they were part of the organization of
the palace engaged in the production of articles desired by the ruler and the court; beyond that
Sapur 1I settled craftsmen and built workshops in the newly founded cities. Second, their
presence increased the tax base since more labor benefitted the urban economy. Lastly, they
would produce in the Sasanian territories whatever they had been producing on the Roman side.*
Hugh Kennedy, who has studied the creation of new cities under the Sasanian rulers until
after the rise of Islam, notes that in Sasanian society elites were absent from the urban scene.
They lived outside the cities in rural areas on fortified estates close to the Zoroastrian ritual sites.
Similarly, the kings dwelt in the countryside, while the cities lacked any monumental buildings
or public statues. Drawing from Talmudic texts and excavations at Marv and Ctesiphon,
Kennedy argues that building in the cities extended to the roads, workshops, and markets.*
Sasanians achieved their goal of uniting different regions through the “foundation” of
cities, which were mostly preexisting towns that were redefined as cities under the direct royal
authority. In this manner, these cities could generate revenue.” Since powerful nobles remained
outside the control of the government, and the burden of taxation fell on the rest of the

population, the creation of these cities helped assure revenue for the state.®

% Martyrdom of Pusai, in Acta martyrum et sanctorum II, ed. Paul Bedjan (Paris: Otto Harrassowitz, 1891), 209;
Oscar Braun, Marterkten Ausgewihlte Akten persicher Martyrer (Bibliothek der Kirchenviter, I Reibe, Band
Kempten, Munich, 1915), 59; Michael Morony, “Population Transfers between Sasanian Iran and the Byzantine
Empire,” 162.

66 Hugh Kennedy, “From Shahrestan to Medina,” Studia Islamica 102 (2006): 5-35.
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These cities formed a belt in the southwestern regions of modern Iran. It has been
suggested that Ardasir planned to benefit from the seafaring maritime trade in the Persian Gulf.
According to Tabari, new cities were also built in lower Mesopotamia, on the other side of the
Persian Gulf.” ArdaSir had occupied Sasinu Charax on the Shat-al Arab or Arvandrud and
threatened the trading metropolis and Roman colony of Palmyra, a great trade hub that provided
access to important trade centers of the Late Antique world.”

These royal estates, as Gyselen explains, were under the direct authority of the Sasanian
kings. The word dst..., which is translated as royal estates in the Parthian text, stands for
dastkart. The phrase after dst[krt] states these lands were established by the father and
forefathers of Sapur I, which explains why Kettenhofen translates the word as royal estate. They
were not noble lands. The full Parthian text and its translation according to Huyse is as follows:

Ud mardohmag ¢€ az Fromayin Sahr az Anéran pad awar wast, pad Eransahr, pad Pars,

ParBaw, Xiuzestan, Asiirestan ud any Sahr 0 Sahr, kii ama ud pidar ud niyagan ud
hasénagan dast[gerd] bad, 66 nisast.”

And the men, who from the land of the Romans, from An&ran were deported in Iranshahr,
in Persis, Parthia, Khuzestan, Asurestan and from land to land, which were established by
my father, and my forefathers and ancestors, there, they were settled.”

Even as there was a spectrum of status and ranks in the upper hierarchy of any empire,

the same can be seen at the lower end. Moses Finley defined members of that group as

% Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa’l-muliik, trans. by C. E. Bosworth as The History of al-Tabari, vol. V, The
Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 16.
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“dependent labor,” a label which describes anyone who worked involuntarily due to debt,
capture, birth into the class of dependents, or any other situation.”” Some measure of freedom
was removed for a long time or for life, from people deported in this manner.™

Of course, the skill and craft of these deportees were honored and valued—as in the case
of Pusai—but they were not indispensable to the empire. To complicate the matter, taxes levied
on craftsmen depended on the cost of their labor, which itself depended on factors such as the
level of their skills or the amount of time they spent finishing a product, and was difficult to
calculate. Since these factors were not easy to measure, the price of the material produced was
not set in stone. It is this flexibility in pricing that would allow the craftsmen some margin of
profit. However, what made the case for deportees like Pusai different was that their products
were commissioned and demanded by the court and the king. If the king was willing to pay more
for the same product, then the increase in taxation could be worked out. But since the king also
might not agree to pay more for the same product, taxation might soon impoverish the Christian
population.

Finley, who studied taxation in Classical Greece and in the Roman Republic and Empire,
declares that taxation was a sign of servitude and that heavy taxation could lead to unimaginable
difficulties. In Classical Greece, as Finley asserts, any form of direct tax on citizens was
considered tyrannical. The poll tax, a very obvious direct tax, was the degrading mark of the
outsider.” In the Roman state the provinces, which were conquered and added to the empire,

were the main source of tax revenue. Provincial governors and tax collectors in charge of their

> Moses Finley, The Ancient Economy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 69.
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own regions during the Republic remained under the emperor afterward. Finley believes that the
trend in the Roman Empire was to encourage more and more imperial aristocracy to be
provincialized.

David Goodblatt studied the Jewish population of the Sasanian Empire based on the
references to taxation in the Babylonian Talmud. Goodblatt argues that the poll tax was a
considerable sum. If the rate was low, selling movables would cover the amount, but
enslavement for nonpayment could also happen.” In an account from the fourth century, Papa (d.
378) asks Rava (d. 352), “Does the master see those of the house of Papa b. Abba who pay zuzim
for the poll tax of people and enslave them?” The house, as Goodblatt explains, belonged to a
wealthy Babylonian Jewish family. Rava replies:

The documents of these [people seized for poll tax delinquency] are on deposit in the

archive of the king, and the king says he who does not pay poll tax is enslaved to who

pays the poll tax [of the former]. 7
Since the tax was already high, one can imagine how a community would feel about double
taxation. It is true that during the reign of Sapur Il Romans and Sasanians were at war, and the
cost of these wars might fall on the population.” Richard Payne emphasizes that taxes would have
helped pay for the war. He adds, moreover, that Sapur II could have benefitted from the
organizational power of the bishop Simeon in two regions that were most important to the court,
Mesopotamia and Khuzestan, during preparation for war with Rome. Payne interprets the killing
of Simeon and his companions in the 340s not as a strike against their Christianity but as

punishment for not cooperating with the extension of the fiscal system. He believes the
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punishment was justified since they refused the Sapur II’s invitation “to participate in the
administration of the empire.””®

The idea of a bishop as tax-collector in the Sasanian Empire perhaps arose from studies
of the responsibilities of bishops in the Roman Empire, who had more practical roles in the
administration of the empire, especially after the fourth century. Claudia Rapp has shown that
since most Roman bishops in Late Antiquity came from the municipal elite—the curiales—the
task of collecting taxes for the territory fell on them. Bishops of curial status were an early
phenomenon. 