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E
cclesiastical leaders, whether Byz
antine or Persian, were involved in 
imperial political affairs during the 
late antique and medieval periods.

As early as the late fourth century, the Byz
antines sent an embassy to Persia headed by 
Bishop Marutha of Maiphrqat, and thereaf
ter several diplomatic missions were led by 
bishops and patriarchs on both sides of the 
borders. While ecclesiastical missions were 
not systematic during the islamic period, 
there are references of some ecclesiastics 
who acted intermediaries between Muslim 
and Christian courts. Even during the early 
Mongol period, Christian monks were sent 
to Rome and European courts, and vice ver
sa, to seek partnership in conquering Mus
lims countries. The present article surveys 
these diplomatic missions by periods, shed
ding light on the motifs of selecting ecclesi
astics to solve internal and international dis
putes and to strengthen ties.

Embassies 
during the Sassanian Era

in Late Antiquity, embassies headed by 
ecclesiastics were systematically sent to 
Byzantine and Persian courts to present 

well-wishes to kings ascending thrones, to 
establish long term peace and trade treaties, 
and to solve political relations issues be
tween the two empires of the time.

Fourth and Fifth Centuries

The first ecclesiastical ambassador to the 
Persian Empire was Bishop Marutha of 
Maipharqat, ancient Martyropolis and mod
ern Silvan.1 Marutha was a Byzantine gov
ernor, bishop and physician, who descended 
from a notable family that ruled the region 
near Amida2 in the Roman Empire.3 After 
the death of his father, he succeeded him as 
the governor of the region during the reigns 
of Emperors Theodosius i (d. 395) and Ar- 
cadius (d. 408). in addition to being a cler
gyman, Marutha was also a physician. He 
was appointed bishop of Maipharqat and 
participated frequently in Byzantian inter
church matters in Constantinople.4

Around 399, Marutha was sent by the 
Roman emperor, Arcadius, to carry out im
perial wishes to the newly established Shah, 
Yazdagrd I (d. 420), reassuring him of the 
ongoing peace-treaty signed between Persia 
and Byzantium in 387.5 The bishop’s mis
sion seemed to have religious motives too.
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He and the emperor desired to intervene on 
behalf of the Persian-Christians who were 
still living in uncertainty in Persia. Further
more, his mission intended to fulfill the de
sire of the Persian Shah, who sought medi
cal help to heal the sick son or daughter of 
the Shah,6 which Marutha succeeded to do 
after the failure of Persian physicians.7 The 
Greek Vita of Marutha says that “he healed 
the daughter of the king who was dominated 
by a demon;”8 the daughter’s disease called 
“demon” must have been a health ailment, 
which the bishop healed.

Marutha’s medical success gained him 
favour in the court of Shah Yazdgerd, 
which he utilized for political and religious 
objectives.9 He was successful in securing 
a peace treaty between the Byzantine and 
Persian Empires. Further, it is reported that 
he acquired relics of Christian martyrs, 
while he collected hagiographical and mar- 
tyrological stories about them. He built a 
church to contain the relics and named his 
city Martyropolis “City of Martyrs.”10 
Sources also indicate that Marutha played a 
decisive role in the appointment of Patri
arch Isaac (d. 410) on the throne of The 
Church of the East in 399.11

Marutha undertook at least one other 
diplomatic trip to Persia around the year 
408, possibly to report the ascension of 
Emperor Theodosius II (d. 450) to the Per
sian court and ensure the continuation of 
the peace treaty.12 During this visit, 
Marutha left his imprint on the future of 
‘Persian’ Christianity, for he played a criti
cal role freeing it from persecution and in 
helping to hold the first synod of the 
Church of the East ever in 410, the Synod 
of Isaac.13 In this synod, the Church orga
nized its ecclesiastical structure, defined its 
theology, and secured its imperial approval 
of the bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon Isaac 
as the head and representative of the 
Church and community. More importantly, 
the imperial approval of holding the synod 

included the recognition of Christianity as 
a legal entity in the Sassanian realm.14

The diplomatic-ecclesiastical embassies 
of Marutha seemed to set a precedent that 
would become a common practice by the 
Byzantine emperors. In 419/420 and 422, 
Bishop Acacius of Amida was sent by Em
peror Theodosius II to the Persian Shahs 
Yazdgerd and Ardashir IV (d. 428) respec- 
tively.15 He seemed to have attended the 
Synod of the Church of the East under Pa
triarch Yahbalaha I (420).16 He was also 
successful in the signing of a peace treaty in 
422, an agreement which ensured freedom 
of trade, as well as rights to worship for 
Christians in the Persian Empire and Zoro
astrians in the Byzantine Empire.17

The first mission of Bishop Acacius oc
curred in response to a Persian embassy 
sent to Emperor Theodosius II that was led 
by the newly-elected East-Syriac Patriarch 
Yahbalaha I (d. 420).18 Its goal was to reaf
firm the political peace treaty between the 
two empires.19 During the visit, the East- 
Syriac patriarch met the Byzantine emperor 
(and possibly Constantinople’s ecclesiasti
cal leadership) and impressed them theo
logically, intellectually and diplomatically. 
He received a positive imperial response to 
the shah’s request, as well as many gifts. 
Upon his return, Bishop Marutha was al
lowed to accompany the patriarch on his 
last trip to Persia.20

The international ecclesiastical embassy 
of Yahbalaha I was not a unique case in 
which an East-Syriac patriarch served the 
Persian shah. The Persian embassy to the 
Wei dynasty in 455 might have contained 
Christians, if not even clergymen, who 
might have introduced the Christian faith 
to China, though that possibility remains 
remote.21 More affirmed cases involved 
local politics, as in the case of Patriarch 
Ahai (d. 415), who was sent on behalf of 
the shah to the region of Fars to reconcile 
the regional governor, who was the shah’s
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nephew. The Christian clergyman succeed
ed in his mission.22

In the year 484/5, Barsawma, Bishop of 
Nisibis (d. ca. 458) led an embassy to By- 
zantium.23 Barsawma was on good terms 
with the Persian and Byzantine authorities:24 
Shah Peroz I (d. 484) had appointed him as 
marzban-overseer of the Byzantine-Persian 
borders.25 He furthermore served as a Sas- 
sanian ambassador to Byzantium to report to 
the Byzantine court the ascension of Shah 
Balash (r. 484-488) to the Persian throne.26 
His mission also included the opportunity to 
introduce East-Syriac theology to the Byz
antine court.27 After his return from the dip
lomatic mission, the shah ordered him to 
remain in Nisibis to work with the local 
Sassanian governor and with the Byzantine 
representatives, so as to deal with border 
disputes and demarcation.28

Patriarch Acacius (d. 495/6) 29 was also 
sent by Shah Balash30 to Emperor Zeno (d. 
491) to establish a peace treaty between the 
two empires, a mission that seemed to have 
succeeded. Sources attribute the success of 
Acacius to many factors, including his in
tellectual skills, which impressed both the 
Persians and Romans.31

Sixth Century

This century is dominated by remarkable 
Persian ecclesiastical embassies from Mes
opotamia and Iran to the Byzantian Empire 
and vice versa. The East-Syriac Patriarch 
Ezekiel I (d. 581),32 while still bishop, was 
first sent to the Gulf region to oversee the 
operation of extracting gems and jewels for 
Shah Khosrow I (d. 579).33 His possible 
success may have led the Shah to recom
mend him for the ecclesiastical throne, 
which he accessed in 570.34 Sources com
mend him for his high intelligence and ed
ucation, including medicine and languages, 
in addition to his administrative skills and 
leadership.

In 573, Ezekiel, now patriarch, accom
panied the Persian Shah on his military 

campaign against the Byzantines with other 
Persian nobilities.35 The military activities 
reignited after Emperor Justin II (d. 578) 
refused to continue to pay tribute as in pre
vious years, and furthermore, after his for
mal support of the Armenian usurpers 
against the Persians. The decision of the 
emperor was communicated to a Persian 
embassy that was sent in 572. The failed 
embassy was led by a certain less known 
East-Syriac clergyman called Sabokht, who 
was a monk and disciple of Abraham of 
Kashkar (d. 588).36 He was a Reader in the 
School of Seleucia and a civil servant at the 
Persian court.37

During the following years of war, Byz
antine emperors attempted to pursue peace 
through the embassies of the royal doctor
monk Zacharias of Sura (574-579), who 
was sent by Empress Sophia (d. 601) and 
Caesar Tiberius II Constantine (d. 582) in 
response to Khosrow I’s request for a 
peace talk after 574. Records show his suc
cess in securing the peace on the first trip, 
as well as on later visits in 578 and 579,38 
which triggered a Persian embassy in re
sponse in around 581. Notably, sources 
point out that Zacharias of Sura was not 
only a doctor and monk, but was also an 
archdeacon, a churchman,39 as well as a 
trained philosopher and rhetor—skills that 
impressed his Persian host.40

The Persians responded to Zacharias’ 
mission by sending Simeon of Nisibis41 and 
an unnamed bishop of Resh‘ayna,42 as their 
emissaries in 581.43 The negotiations took 
place on the borders near the city of Mar- 
din.44 On the other side of the table was 
none other than Zacharias of Sura, which 
highlights the critical role the churchmen 
played on both sides and in the middle of 
very tense moments. The negotiations 
failed, and a second attempt was made again 
in 586, led by Simeon of Nisibis on the Per
sian side, but again it was unsuccessful.

The failure of churchmen in political 
missions is also evident in the life of
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Isho 'yahb I (d. 595). The later Catholicos. 
Isho‘yahb first engaged with the Byzantine 
court for religious reasons when he accom
panied Paul, Metropolitan of Nisibis (d. 
573), in 547 to seek theological unity out 
of the desire of Emperor Justinian I (d. 
565), which was not successful.45 A second 
failed mission happened in 579, when 
Isho’yahb was bishop of the border town of 
Arzun, north of Nisibis. He negotiated with 
General Maurice (d. 602), later an emperor, 
the prevention of conquering the region. 
The failure of the bishop led to his tempo
rary imprisonment, the conquering of the 
region, and the later deportation of its 
mostly Christians inhabitants to Cyprus.46

Shortly after this incident, upon the as
cension of Khosrow II (d. 628), the diplo
matic relations were restored between the 
two empires after a period of wars and in- 
ter-Sassanian political unrest. The latter 
fled to Roman territories for a period of 
time, where he sought the support of Em
peror Maurice (d. 602) to reclaim his 
throne in 591.47 Emperor Maurice sent two 
high-ranking clergymen to lead new nego
tiations for a peace treaty with the new 
Shah Khosrow II. The first was his cousin 
Domitian, Bishop of Melitene, and the sec
ond was Gregory, Patriarch of Antioch.48

Yet, for the East-Syriac Catholicos 
Isho‘yahb I, the ascension of Khosrow II 
and the restored relations were not good 
outcomes. The newly enthroned Shah was 
not pleased with a number of things the 
Catholicos did during the previous year: 
He refused to accompany the fleeing king 
to Byzantine territories or to allow other 
clergymen to do so;49 he declined to take a 
political position against the usurper com
mander Bahram; and finally he did not 
welcome Khosrow upon his victorious re- 
turn.50

The patriarch justified his behavior 
through fear of possible harm that could be 
inflicted on his church and community by 
the usurper ruler, but he found himself in a 

tough situation with the shah; even the 
Byzantines did not support him because of 
his earlier involvement in spying on their 
forces. Thus, he eventually experienced the 
wrath of the shah, which cost him his patri
archal seat and residence in the Persian 
capital. The patriarch fled and hid himself 
in the court of the Arab Lakhmid King 
Nu‘man III ibn al-Mundhir (d. 602),51 who 
was new Christian convert. The patriarch 
eventually died in the latter's capital of Hi- 
ra in 595.52 Regardless of such an unfortu
nate outcome, this episode, like others, 
highlights the value of Christian patriarchs 
to the Sassanian royal court, their images 
and objectives, internally within the king
dom or externally with the Byzantines.53

Seventh Century

The seventh century witnessed the advent 
of the Arabs, the demise of the Sassanian 
Empire, and the shrinking Byzantine Em
pire.

Patriarch Sabrisho‘ I (d. 604)54 briefly 
joined Shah Khosrow II on his military 
campaign against the Byzantine forces in 
604, during a time when the conflict was 
renewed after the death of Emperor Mau
rice. Once again, the ecclesiastical in
volvement in political affairs, desired or 
forced, was costly, but in different ways. It 
led to the death of the elderly patriarch, 
who was around 80 years old, on account 
of sickness and exhaustion from travels. 
Sources note the correspondence between 
this East-Syriac patriarch and the Byzan
tine emperor with the Persian Shah’s ap
proval, as well as the commissioning of 
one of his bishops (Bishop Milis) to under
take a diplomatic role under the direction 
of the patriarch in 596. The shah sent let
ters with Milis to give to Emperor Maurice 
and the patriarch of Constantinople Cyri- 
acus II (d. 606). The bishop’s mission was 
successful, in that Persian captives were 
freed and great gifts were given to the East- 
Syriac patriarch by the emperor.55
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The latest embassy occurred after the 
end of the last Persian-Roman war (602
629). After a period of inter-dynastic feud, 
Queen Buran (r. 630-631), the daughter of 
Khosrow II, sat on the throne of Persia in 
630, but for just a year and a half. During 
this brief rule, the Queen immediately 
sought to reestablish the political relation 
with Constantinople, and thus she sent an 
embassy to Emperor Heraclius (d. 641), 
who was in Aleppo. The embassy was made 
of Catholicos Isho‘yahb II (d. 645/6)56 and 
seven East-Syriac bishops and metropoli
tans, including the future Patriarch 
Isho‘yahb III (d. 659);57 sources agree that 
the mission was successful.58 But the Arab 
Muslims were about to invade the two em
pires, leading to a reshaping of the political 
map of the ancient world and its diplomacy.

In 635, a final Persian mission, which 
was led by the East-Syriac monk Alopen, 
reached the Chinese imperial court of the 
T’ang dynasty in the capital Chang’an 
(modern Xian). Sources do not state its 
political nature explicitly, but only attest to 
the monk’s success in impressing Emperor 
Taizong (d. 649) at the religious level.59 
Imperial hospitality was given to the Syriac 
monk, along with permissions to use impe
rial resources, including the palace library, 
as well as the freedom to establish Christi
anity. These benevolent actions reflect the 
official attitude of the T’ang dynasty to
ward foreign allied envoys, not necessarily 
toward religious missionaries.60 The mis
sion of the East-Syriac monk took place 
after the ascension of Yazdagrd III in 632, 
when the Arab forces were at the gates of 
the empire at around 634. In 637, the Arabs 
captured the Sassanian capital, and the 
shah fled. Thus, this last-minute embassy 
sought Chinese military support to save the 
Persian Empire from collapsing at the 
hands of the Muslims, support that never 
materialized due Taizong’s entanglement 
in other military conflicts and the lack of 
the Arabs’ imminent threat to the empire.

Yet in 663, Yazdagrd’s son, prince Peroz, 
received the imperial support to establish a 
Persian protectorate in central Asia, mak
ing him a governor until its conquest by the 
Muslims in 674. He was forced to flee to 
Chang’an where he was received; he was 
given permission to build a Christian chap
el for his Christian aristocrats.61

As is clear, Christian patriarchs and 
bishops were key participants in internal 
and external state affairs, not only within 
Christian states but also within non
Christian ones. This direct participation in 
state’s affairs is a testimony to the honour 
and value given by the crown to ecclesias
tics. The Persian court’s employment of 
Christian churchmen as emissaries seemed 
to be an imitation of the Byzantine prac
tice, and both had their own reasons to do 
so, which will be highlighted later. Regard
less of the factors, the Christian embassies 
on behalf of the Sassanian crown represent 
a new, intriguing, and important phenome
non. The differences in the religious affilia
tions of the Persian Shah and the East- 
Syriac Patriarch make their diplomatic 
partnership a more interesting case com
pared to the co-religionist Byzantine em
perors and bishops. It also served as a 
precedent for a phenomenon that would 
repeat itself for the next millennium.

Embassies during the Islamic Era

By the mid-seventh century, the Sassanian 
Empire collapsed after the Arab invasion of 
the Near East. The Byzantine Empire suf
fered significant territorial losses, including 
the Levant, Egypt and North Africa, and 
retreated to its Asia Minor homeland. Con
sequently, the Persian-Byzantine diplomat
ic relations and ecclesiastical embassies 
ceased between them, but new ones with 
Muslims were created, involving, once 
again, Christian ecclesiastics.62 After all, 
diplomatic embassies were important, es
pecially with the ongoing hostility between
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Byzantines and Muslims and the well- 
noted mutual respect for each other’s pow- 
ers.63 Thus, diplomacy and diplomatic em
bassies existed between the Byzantines and 
the Muslims, even during wars.64

Nonetheless, diplomacy between the 
Byzantines and the Arabs differed from the 
Persian-Byzantine one in nature and in ob
jectives because of certain factors, most 
importantly, Islamic ideology. Theoretical
ly, Muslims saw the world in black and 
white, considering the dominion of the Is
lamic caliphate as the realm of peace, while 
the outside was the realm of war. Although 
the Muslims and Byzantines were engaged 
in an ongoing war, long periods of cease
fire dominated their relations for the next 
eight centuries.65

Seventh Century

The earliest example of ecclesiastical em
bassies sent by Muslims occurred during 
the Islamic conquest of Persia in the sev
enth century. The Muslim commander and 
governor of Basra, Abu-Musa al-Ash‘ari 
(d. 662/672), exchanged a diplomatic em
bassy with the Persian commander Hor- 
mizd in response to his pursuit for a truce 
in exchange for paying a tribute. The ex
changed embassy included the East-Syriac 
Bishop George of Ulay and Metropolitan 
Abraham of Furat, but it is not clear if they 
were sent initially by the Persians or by the 
Muslims. If the churchmen were sent as 
emissaries by the Muslims, then the Arabs 
might have adopted the practice in previous 
decades.66

The Persian-Arab negotiations seemed 
to be successful in producing the desired 
ceasefire that lasted for two years before 
Hormizd broke it. He was unsuccessful in 
attacking the Arabs, a fact that led to his 
defeat. The breaking of the truce dealt a 
blow on the envoys too: Bishop George of 
Ulay was killed and Metropolitan Abraham 
of Furat was imprisoned by the Persians.

The death of diplomats during the Islamic 
conquest occurred also during the negotia
tions between the Arabs and the Byzan
tines, for Bishop Isho‘dad of Hira was 
killed at the hands of Muslims.67 It is nei
ther clear why the Muslims killed the bish
op, nor is it known why he was employed 
as a diplomat.

Sources do concur that such embassies 
became a practice among the Arabs, while 
the early accounts are not clear who initiat
ed the embassies of George, Abraham and 
Isho‘dad, whether the Arabs or their oppo
nents, the Byzantines and the Persians. It 
might well be the latter as suggested by the 
previous examples. The Muslims might 
have adopted this long-attested practice in 
the Near East, believing it to be useful in 
dealing with foreign powers that they knew 
little about. Their Christian subjects, in
cluding their churchmen, were of course 
well-immersed in the Greek and Persian 
cultures, customs, and practices, including 
their politics, which stemmed from a long 
history of involvements in Byzantine- 
Sassanian diplomacy.

Eighth-Ninth Centuries

By mid-eighth century the Islamic con
quests came to a halt, although military 
campaigns did not stop completely, espe
cially near the frontiers of the caliphate. 
The political-military relations between the 
Arabs and their neighbours, especially the 
Byzantines, included the exchange of em
bassies. Ecclesiastics continued to partici
pate in diplomatic missions, acting as en
voys on behalf of the Byzantine emperors 
to the Muslim caliphs, but their participa
tion was limited.68

Patriarch Tarasios of Constantinople (d. 
806) led an embassy around 775 and patri
arch John VII the Grammarian (d. 867) led 
one around 825 or 829.69 From the ninth 
century, an account discusses the trip of 
Constantine (d. 869), also known as St.
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Cyril the Apostle to the Slavs. The account 
also contains information about his embas
sy to Baghdad, which seems more reli
gious-political in nature, his engagement in 
theological debates with Muslim scholars, 
and his visit to the tomb of Saint Thomas 
in Edessa.70 It also recounts the trip of the 
Cyprian Bishop Demetrianus, who visited 
the Abbasid court in Baghdad on a mission 
to free some of his people who were taken 
as prisoners in Muslim naval raids. Unfor
tunately, sources are silent on the events in 
the Muslim capital, aside from a note that 
he received hospitable treatment in Bagh- 
dad.71

Christians in Islamic lands also were 
involved in a range of state activities, being 
employed as civil servants, including 
scribes, administrators, tax-collectors, 
translators, etc. Evidence confirms the use 
of Christians as representatives of the Is
lamic authorities on national and interna
tional levels, including diplomatic mis- 
sions.72 Those individuals were considered 
part of the court’s high-ranking civil serv
ants and part of the elites; state officials, 
especially diplomats (some of whom were 
royalty, military commanders, jurists, and 
even viziers), were part of the caliphate’s 
high echelon.73

The East-Syriac patriarch Timothy I (d. 
823)74 wrote in one of his ecclesiastical 
letters (Letter 48) to his lifelong friend, 
Sergius the metropolitan of Elam, that he 
accompanied the Abbasid Caliph Harun al- 
Rashid (d. 809) to the Byzantine frontiers 
in 799 AD. He recounts that the caliph re
quested his company and granted him with 
a royal provision for the journey, including 
a means of transportation to quickly catch 
up with the caliph’s entourage, which pos
sibly highlights the urgency of the matter. 
He ends his note with a request from his 
friend to pray that his trip be fruitful with
out indicating in what sense.75

Patriarch Timothy’s immediate and pos
itive response to al-Rashid's request to ac

company him on his military campaign 
may be explained by a variety of reasons, 
including but not limited to the patriarch’s 
lack of ability to refuse the Muslim ca
liph’s order to one of his subjects, even if 
Timothy was a prominent churchman. His 
acceptance can also be attributed to the fact 
that the caliph’s request for his involve
ment in political matters was not a novel 
phenomenon, for Timothy must have been 
aware of the centuries-long practice of ec
clesiastics engaging in diplomacy and poli- 
tics.76

Internally, the Abbasids used Christian 
clergymen as their emissaries specifically 
in negotiation with local Christians. The 
West-Syriac Patriarch Dionysius of Tell- 
Mahre (d. 845)77 received an order from 
Caliph al-Ma’mun (d. 833) to accompany 
him to Egypt in 830/1 to deal with Coptic 
revolts. Dionysius was sent with a delega
tion of Coptic churchmen, including Patri
arch Joseph (d. 849). In their capacity as 
ecclesiastical leaders and caliphal envoys, 
they were commissioned to convince the 
Copts to end their armed revolt and avoid 
the imminent military suppression. This 
last-minute, local-level diplomacy came 
after many years of Coptic revolts against 
their socio-economic and religious mis
treatment on a provincial level. The eccle
siastical embassy did not achieve its objec
tive, and thus, harsh military quashing of 
the rebellion took place, though it did suc
ceed in warning the caliph about the mis
treatments of the Copts at the hands of lo
cal authorities.78

Internationally, Patriarch Dionysius was 
also involved in welcoming a Nubian dele
gation sent to Baghdad. The Nubian Prince 
George I of Makuria (d. 920) visited the 
Abbasid capital around the year 837/8 to 
(re)negotiate the long-standing peace treaty 
between the Muslims and the Nubians—a 
peace-treaty from the mid-seventh century. 
Although the Syriac accounts do not men
tion a direct role of the patriarch in the polit-
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ical discussions, they note his cordial en
counters with the Nubian prince, for both 
sides were Miaphysites and Caliph al- 
Mu’tasim (d. 842) was well-aware of this. 
Dionysius might have played an indirect 
role in improving the outcome of the politi
cal mission by pleasing the Nubian prince’s 
religious interest.79 A similar encounter 
happened between the visiting of Nubian 
royalty and the Coptic Miaphysite Patriarch 
Joseph (d. 849) while he was travelling 
through Egypt, an event likely approved by 
the Islamic authorities.80

The Patriarch of Constantinople, Photi- 
us I (d. 891), travelled to Baghdad, possi
bly around 855. In his letter to his brother 
he says: “After our appointment as ambas
sador to Assyria had been confirmed by the 
assent of the embassy and approved by the 
emperor...”81 The letter does not mention 
his diplomatic objective. It does note the 
presence of the head of the Eastern Ortho
dox Church in the Islamic caliphate, alt
hough some scholars doubt its historicity.82 
Photius is known for his controversy with 
the Catholic papacy (Photian Schism, 863
867). The controversy led to a council in 
Constantinople, which forced him to re
quest from the Chalcedonian (Melkite) Pa
triarchs Theodosius I of Antioch (d. 890) 
and Elias II of Jerusalem (d. 907) to send 
representatives to support him in the coun
cil in 867. They responded positively, 
sending Thomas of Tyre, which, most like
ly required Muslim approval for his trip 
outside the caliphate. Photius previously 
had communicated with Thomas noting his 
mission to Baghdad, although the letter 
containing this note is now lost.83

The later Patriarch of Constantinople, 
Nicholas I Mysticus (d. 925), exchanged 
diplomatic messages with the Abbasid 
court and the local emir of Crete to negoti
ate the status of Cypriots and the exchange 
of war prisoners.84 The exchange of letters 
between Christian clergymen and Muslim 

rulers is evident in the example of Pope 
Gregory VII (d. 1085), who sent a letter to 
the Muslim Berber ruler al-Nasir ibn 
‘Alennas in 1076. The purpose of the letter 
was to thank the Muslim ruler for freeing 
Christian prisoners. Although this time the 
clergyman was acting in an ecclesiastical, 
not political, capacity, he still was involved 
in international politics.85 In short, the 
Byzantines kept their ancient practice of 
involving their ecclesiastical leaders in im
perial politics and international diplomacy.

Tenth-Eleventh Centuries

Syriac clergymen were not the only Chris
tians who were involved in Abbasid for
eign politics; the Muslims also used 
Melkite Christians, especially in relation 
with the Byzantines. Around 913 or 922, 
the Abbasid vizier ‘Ali ibn ‘Isa (d. 946) 
commissioned the Melkite Patriarch of Je
rusalem, Leontius I (d. 929), and Patriarch 
of Antioch, Elias I (d. 934), to negotiate the 
conditions of Muslim prisoners of war in 
Constantinople.86 Although the two patri
archs did not travel to Constantinople, they 
sent a letter to the Byzantine Emperor, 
highlighting the unchristian treatment of 
the prisoners. The letter was not valued by 
the Byzantine Emperor, but the Byzantine 
court assured the Abbasid Caliph al- 
Muqtadir (d. 932) in a reply letter that the 
Muslim prisoners were treated well.87

By late tenth century, the once powerful 
and centralized Islamic caliphate was gone 
and its Abbasid dynasty lost control over 
many parts of the vast empire, leading to 
the rise of new independent powers such as 
the Fatimids in Egypt and North Africa and 
the Umayyad in the Iberian Peninsula. The 
new dynasties and local powers also en
gaged in diplomatic relations with their 
surrounding Christian kingdoms, both 
Byzantine and Latin ones.

The Fatimids of Egypt, like the Abbas- 
ids, used non-Muslims, including Chris-
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tians, in state administration. In relation to 
diplomatic emissaries, we encounter the 
mission of the Greek Patriarch of Jerusa
lem, Orestes (d. 1006),88 who was sent to 
Constantinople by Caliph al-Hakim (d. 
1021) with full caliphal authority to nego
tiate with the Byzantines a ten-year peace 
treaty in the year 1000.89 The Christian 
clergyman travelled to Constantinople, rep
resenting the Fatimid caliph. His political 
and religious engagement with the Byzan
tine officials and clergies produced some 
success in securing the peace treaty. Even
tually, Orestes decided to stay in the Byz
antine capital, where he died four years 
later.90

The next Patriarch of Jerusalem, Ni- 
cephorus I (d. 1048), went into embassy in 
1022 under the commission of al-Hakim’s 
sister, Sitt-al-Mulk (d. 1023). Nicephorus 
was commissioned with the task of reestab
lishing the strained ties with the Byzantines 
after al-Hakim’s period of Christian perse
cutions that led to the destruction of 
churches, including the Church of Holy 
Sepulcher. The Melkite patriarch carried 
the news of the reconstruction of the Holy 
Sepulcher (and other churches) and the 
return of confiscated Christian property. He 
also presented the Fatimids’ desire to re
sume trade and enter a peace treaty with 
the Byzantines, although his long-lasting 
negotiations might have failed with the 
death of Sitt-al-Mulk in 1023. Hence, his 
diplomacy involved politics, economy and 
religion.91

The diplomatic embassies were prestig- 
ious,92 given the fact that Byzantine and 
Islamic courts had adopted many aspects of 
Persian court etiquette in their diplomatic 
relations.93 Sources highlight the guaran
teed religious-political and even socio
economic privileges of the envoys. For ex
ample, Byzantine ambassadors had free 
and safe access to travel within the cali
phate, freedom to practice their religion,94 
and even to conduct trade. However, they 

were under state surveillance on account of 
spying, for which death was the ultimate 
punishment, although rarely.95

The Iberian Peninsula, under the 
Umayyad caliphate, had a significant 
Christian presence from which envoys em
anated. Dulcidio II (c. 921), possibly Bish
op of Salamanca, was previously taken 
captive to Cordoba in 920 (Battle of Val- 
dejunquera), but later, he represented Al
fonso III in the Muslim court of Cordova, 
acting on matters of inter-Iberian Christian- 
Muslim political relations.96 Likewise, the 
case of an unnamed bishop of Seville in 
973 played a similar role. Another ecclesi
astical emissary was a bishop known as 
Hisham ibn Hudhayl (unknown diocese), 
who travelled with the returning Byzantine 
envoys to Constantinople on behalf of Ca
liph ‘Abd-al-Rahman III (d. 961). His mis
sion seemed to have lasted for two years, 
and upon his return, he was accompanied 
by a Byzantine envoy.97

A more significant person was the fa
mous Bishop Rabi ibn Zayd, also known as 
Recemundus (fl. mid-tenth century), Bish
op of Elvira, who held a high position in 
the Islamic court in the 950s. He travelled 
to Frankfurt in 955/956 as an emissary of 
Caliph ‘Abd-al-Rahman III to Emperor 
Otto I (d. 973), the Holy Roman emperor. 
Recemundus’ mission was a response to 
the arrival of the monk John of Gorze (d. 
974) in Cordoba around the year 953. His 
task was to deliver the imperial letter of 
Otto I to ‘Abd-al-Rahman, but due to the 
caliph’s suspension, John spent three years 
in the caliphal prison until the return of 
Rabi ibn Zayd from Frankfurt in 956. After 
his diplomatic role and mission to Otto I, 
Rabi ibn Zayd became a bishop in 956, 
maybe as an act of appreciation of the 
Muslim ruler for his service to the cali
phate and as a token of his trust in him. 
While he was holding the ecclesiastical 
office, he continued his diplomatic role, 
travelling later that year to Byzantium,
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which might have also included a trip to 
the Holy Land on his retuning journey. 
Bishop Ibn Zayd seemed to have succeeded 
in this trip, since reports note that he 
brought back with him 140 marble pillars 
as a gift from the Byzantine emperor to the 
Umayyad caliph.98

The examples from Andalusia highlight 
the acculturation of the society and its in
terconnections that incorporated the indig
enous Christians in the Muslim world, 
more than Baghdad and Cairo. The Arab 
names adopted by those Christian clergy
men attest to the integration of diverse 
communities in Cordoba. Like in eastern 
contexts, Christians held high offices in the 
Muslim caliphate, including being interna
tional diplomats. They played key roles in 
other domains, including cultural and intel
lectual ones. Thus, the usage of Christians 
as diplomats is not a sign of the limitations 
of Muslim dignitaries, but rather, is an indi
cation of the place of Christians in such Is
lamic realms and their interconnections with 
its highest echelon.

Twelfth-Thirteenth Centuries

In 1161, the West-Syriac Metropolitan Ig
natius I (d. 1164) was sent by the vizier 
Jamil-al-din of Mosul to the Iberian 
(=Georgian) King George III (d. 1184) to 
redeem Muslim prisoners of war during the 
caliphate of al-Mustanjid (d. 1170). The 
Syriac emissary included two other bish
ops, along with a few Arab notables. Ac
cording to literary sources, the Iberian king 
received the ecclesiastics in great honour, 
offering them residence and a church to 
celebrate the feast of Epiphany. The Met
ropolitan succeeded to free the prisoners. 
Upon his return to Mosul with the re
deemed Muslim captives, a grand reception 
and celebrations awaited him. He was ac
companied by Georgian knights, who pro
tected him on his trip, while the Georgian 
king sent the Muslim vizier gifts.99

A final example of embassy took place 
in the reign of its last Caliph al-Musta‘sim 
(d. 1258) during the Mongol siege of 
Baghdad (1258). On the eve of the fall of 
the capital to the Mongols, the caliph, after 
his military failure, attempted one last dip
lomatic maneuver to reach a peaceful reso
lution to save his life and that of his family. 
He sent some of his elites, along with the 
East-Syriac Patriarch Makkikha, to the 
Mongols to negotiate peace, but the embas
sy failed to do so, despite precious gifts 
and the release of the Mongol envoys who 
were previously mistreated by the Mus
lims. Hulegu (d. 1265) refused the embas
sy’s requests. Not only did he hold them in 
his camp, he eventually sacked Baghdad a 
few days later, ending the five-hundred- 
year of Abbasid caliphate with the death of 
the caliph.100

It is evident from these examples taken 
from different Islamic eras and contexts that 
the practice of sending Christian churchmen 
as envoys on behalf of Muslims was a con
tinuous and widespread phenomenon. The 
practice transcended time and geography, as 
well as dynastic-political and religious
confessional Islamic differences.

The Mongol Period

The Mongol invasion in the thirteenth cen
tury reshaped international politics, in that 
we rarely encounter embassies during the 
Mongol rule of the Near East. Nonetheless, 
sources indicate that diplomatic relations 
during the late medieval period were a 
common reality between Europe and Mon
gols. After all, the European Crusaders of 
the Levant and the Mongols, who were 
sympathetic to Christianity, found them
selves having a common interest in devel
oping a military alliance against a common 
enemy, the Muslims, especially the Mam
luks of Egypt after 1260. This common 
interest led to a series of diplomatic ex
changes during the thirteenth and early
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fourteenth centuries, but without actually 
ever forming a real military alliance.101 In 
the midst of these new geopolitical rela
tions, churchmen and monks played roles 
as diplomats.

Multiple communications between Pope 
Innocent IV (d. 1254) and the Mongols 
existed, namely after Mongol incursion 
into Eastern Europe and the fall of Kiev 
(1240). Innocent sent a letter that was car
ried by the Franciscan monk John (Gio
vanni) of Plano Carpini (d. 1252) in 1245 
and the Mongols responded in writing in 
1246. A second papal diplomatic embassy 
was led by the Dominican Ascelin of Lom
bardy, who met the Mongol khan in 1247, 
then returned with a reply in the following 
year.102 These papal initiatives attest that 
religious motives combined with political 
ones, such as the papal objective to Chris
tianize the powerful Mongols, were reasons 
behind sending monks in diplomatic mis
sionary works.

Andrew (Andre) of Longjumeau, who 
spoke Arabic and Syriac, led two embas
sies to the Mongols on behalf of Pope In
nocent IV in 1245; he also represented the 
French King Louis IX (d. 1270) in 1249 in 
the Mongols’ court. His latter trip, which 
included Dominican monks, had a politi
cal agenda of establishing a military alli
ance, but there was possibly an implicit 
religious missionary objective to evange
lize the Mongols. Neither the papal inter
ventions nor royal embassies had a posi
tive response from the Mongols. The lat
ter’s military superiority and political ide
ology often produced replies that mainly 
called for the Europeans to submit in ex
change for military support, as were the 
previous responses to the papal envoys.103 
In 1253, Louis IX sent another embassy to 
the Mongol Khan Mongke (d. 1259); this 
time it was led by the Franciscan monk 
William (Guillaume) of Rubruck (d. 1255), 
but he also returned with a cold reply 
from the Khan in 1254.104

Andrew’s second trip to the Mongolian 
court was in response to an embassy that 
was sent by Guyuk Khan (d. 1248) to Lou
is IX in 1248, which was made up of two 
East-Syriac Christians known as Mark and 
David (also known as Saif-al-Din Muzaf
far). The two eastern Christians previously 
met Andre in Tabriz, Iran, when he was on 
his first mission in 1245. In 1249, David 
and Mark met King Louis as well as the 
papal legate after celebrating Christmas. 
They then returned with the Dominican 
monks under the leadership of Andrew. 
Andrew met another East-Syriac monk in 
Tabriz by the name of Simeon (also known 
as Rabban Ata), who was sent by Ogedei 
Khan (d. 1241) as his ambassador to Cili
cian Armenia between 1235 and 1240.105

In the mid-1260s, the diplomatic rela
tions were renewed with a change in per
spective in the minds of the Mongols. After 
experiencing a defeat at the hands of the 
Muslim Mamluks during Battle of ‘Ain 
Jalut in 1260, the Mongols began to value 
the potential contribution of European 
forces in their fight against the Mamluks. 
Sources point to multiple embassies, which 
were exchanged between the famous Mon
golian ruler Hulegu (d. 1265) and his later 
successors of the Persian Ilkhanate on one 
side and the papacy, European kings, and 
the Crusaders of Levantine kingdoms on 
another side.106 Throughout the later part of 
the thirteen century, these long-range di
plomacies continued, such as during the 
reign of Abaqa Khan (d. 1282), who sent 
multiple embassies to Rome to meet Popes 
Clement IV (1267), Gregory X (1274) and 
Nichols II (1277), as well as sending em
bassies to the French (1267, 1274) and the 
English (1274) crowns. The Mongols’ del
egation attended the Second Council of 
Lyon in 1274, in which three of them got 
baptized.107

Christian clergymen and monks repre
sented Arghun Khan of Persia (d. 1291) in 
the Latin kingdoms.108 Among the secular
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emissaries was ‘Isa Kelemechi, who was 
an astrologer in the Mongol court of Kublai 
Khan (d. 1294); he met Pope Hornrius IV 
(d. 1287) in 1285, carrying the letter of 
Arghun Khan. His embassy was followed 
by the more famous mission of Rabban (= 
monk) Barsawma (d. 1294)109 in 1287.110

Rabban Barsawma was a Turkic- 
Mongolian (=Uighur) monk from the 
Church of the East, who embarked on a 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land with his friend 
and student, Rabban Mark, an Onggut 
Turk. Due to military conflicts, they never 
reached their destination. The younger 
monk Mark (35 years old) was in Baghdad 
when the late Patriarch Dinha I died in 
1281, and one year after, he was elected 
patriarch of the Church of the East, taking 
the name Yahbalaha III (d. 1317).111 The 
native of Beijing was the first East Asian to 
ascend the throne of Mar Mari.112

Rabban Barsawma, the older mentor of 
Mark (=Yahbalaha III), became a bishop 
and Mongolian diplomat. His appointment 
was on the recommendation of Patriarch 
Yahbalaha III. Sources indicate that the 
ruler of the Mongols consulted the patri
arch, seeking his advice for a potential dip
lomatic candidate, and Yahbalaha III sug
gested his trusted friend Barsawma. The 
monk-bishop was then sent to the Europe
an courts and Roman papacy on behalf of 
Arghun Khan, who adamantly pursued a 
political-military alliance with the Western 
Europeans. He also represented the East- 
Syriac patriarch in Rome, carrying his let
ter to the pope.113

Barsawma travelled with a large en
tourage, which included other churchmen, 
both East-Syriac and European. He first 
met the Byzantine Emperor Andronicus II 
(d. 1332), before reaching Rome to meet 
Pope Hornrius IV, but the latter died and 
Barsawma arrived during a papal interreg
num. There, he presented his confession of 
faith and observed the papal election pro
cess. He left Rome before the new pope 

was elected, and after visiting Genoa, he 
reached the court of King Philip IV (the 
Fair) of France (d. 1314). There he spent a 
month and after receiving a great welcome, 
he left with many presents and positive 
promises for his king’s political requests. 
On his way back to Rome, he met in Gas
cony, southern France, King Edward I of 
England (d. 1307), since Gascony was in 
English hands. Although Edward was 
pleased with the Mongol ambassador, he 
was not willing to join the military effort. 
Eventually, Barsawma stopped in Genoa, 
then Rome where he met Pope Nicholas IV 
(d. 1292). He celebrated Palm Sunday in 
1288 and took communion from the pope’s 
hands. He was able to establish a theologi
cal agreement between the Church of the 
East and the Roman Catholic Church.114

Barsawma’s embassy was partially suc
cessful in re-establishing diplomatic rela
tions between the Mongols and the Euro
peans, which resulted in European mis
sions among the Mongols’ court in the fol
lowing years. These embassies included 
new waves of Christian clergies, especially 
the Franciscan missionary John (Giovanni) 
of Montecorvino (d. 1328/1330). He was in 
Tabriz sometime around 1280 before he 
returned to Rome in 1289. John then left 
again in that year for the East with papal 
letters to Arghun Khan of Persia and Ku- 
blai Khan of China. He visited Tabriz be
fore leaving permanently for Peking, Chi
na, in 1291. John’s mission was successful 
religiously, in that he established a notable 
Catholic follower in China who became the 
first Archbishop of China, but his diplo
matic impact on politics was not as fruit
ful.115 Such Euro-Mongolian diplomatic 
exchanges continued for a few more dec
ades, possibly as late as the 1330s,116 but 
failed to build a military alliance on the 
ground. As a result, Mongol khans of Per
sia, among them Ghazan Khan, began to 
embrace Islam and signed the Mongols- 
Mamluks peace treaty in 1323.117 Relations
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were briefly but fruitlessly revived during 
the reign of Tamerlane (d. 1405),118 but 
there is no evidence that Christian clergy
men were involved in them.

The Euro-Mongol diplomatic exchang
es, which heavily utilized religious figures 
on both sides, had some similarities to 
what had happened in previous eras. The 
Mongols, like the Persians and Muslims, 
might have imitated the Europeans in send
ing churchmen as diplomats and missionar
ies, knowing their impact on the Christian 
audience. After all, the Christian Europe
ans were involved in religious-political 
strife with Muslims through crusades, in 
which religious figures played pivotal 
roles. Furthermore, the Mongol court con
tained influential Christians with close ties 
to the Church of the East, which led to the 
utilization of Syriac churchmen in diplo
macy, because of their ability to deal with 
difficult situations. The survival of the 
Church of the East depended on its ability 
to build cordial relationships with the non
Christian regimes, including Mongol rul
ers, which it did well.

Why were Embassies led by 
Ecclesiastics?

The surveyed embassies led by ecclesias
tics highlight some of the reasons behind 
the appointment of religious personalities 
as ambassadors.

Political and Social Connections

Bishop Marutha’s biography highlights the 
man’s noble background. He was a region
al governor as well as a bishop, facts that 
point to his connections with the political 
establishment, as a servant of the empire. 
His main mission was to secure good rela
tions between Persia and Byzantium, hence 
a political objective. Similar cases of 
statesmen-churchmen are attested in the 
Persian context. Barsawma, Bishop of Nis- 
ibis (d. ca. 458) who led an embassy to the 

Byzantines, was appointed as marzban
overseer of the Byzantine-Persian borders 
by Shah Peroz I. The unknown East-Syriac 
clergyman called Sabokht worked at the 
Persian court, which might have qualified 
him to become an intentional diplomat, 
even though he was not a high-ranking 
churchman. The same might be said about 
the Syriac monk Alopen, who was sent by 
the Sassanians to China, where he was re
ceived honourably as an elite diplomat by 
the imperial court of the Tang dynasty.

The connections between diplomatic 
and religious careers are attested during the 
Islamic era. The Abbasid vizier ‘Ali ibn 
‘Isa’s commissioning of Patriarch Elias I of 
Antioch in diplomacy resulted from Elias’ 
previous connection to the Islamic court. 
Previously, the patriarch worked as a secre
tary for the Abbasid authority before taking 
his ecclesiastical office in 906/907. This 
secular career was the defining factor that 
qualified him in the eyes of the Muslim 
authority to become the patriarch in the 
first place. This was also the case of his 
successor Theodosius II (d. 943), who also 
served as an administrator in the Abbasid 
court of Baghdad before ascending to the 
patriarchal throne.119 Hence, the selections 
were not an arbitrary act.

These latest appointments of Melkites 
in Abbasid court were less common since 
East-Syriac members of the Church of the 
East often dominated the Abbasid court. 
However, by the early tenth century, the 
Melkites had the influential mother of Ca
liph of al-Muqtadir (d. 932), Shagab (Umm 
al-Qasim) in the royal court. She was a 
Byzantine Chalcedonian like the Melkites, 
which made her a good asset to the Melkite 
cause in Abbasid court.120

Cordial relations with the royal courts 
also made many Syriac ecclesiastics trusted 
civil servants and diplomats, as was the 
case of Patriarch Isho‘yahb I. When he was 
still in Nisibis, he served as a Persian spy 
at Shah Hormizd IV’s request. He therefore
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won the trust of the Persian royalty, which 
possibly helped him, later on, to ascend the 
patriarchal throne. Ezekiel’s ascension to 
the patriarchal seat out of the influence of 
King Khosrow I is another example. The 
two had a cordial relationship that stemmed 
from Ezekiel’s political service to the Per
sian shah.

During the early Abbasid period, Patri
arch Timothy I developed cordial relations 
with five caliphs, including Caliphs al- 
Mahdi and al-Rashid, which got him in
volved in Islamic military campaigns during 
al-Rashid’s reign. Timothy was also much 
appreciated by al-Rashid’s wife Queen 
Zubayda, who supported his ecclesiastical 
objectives.121 The same can be said of Patri
arch Dionysius of Tell-Mahre, who had re
spectful friendships with Caliph al-Ma’mun 
and his commander ‘Abd-al-Allah Ibn 
Tahir, who often supported him even in his 
inter-ecclesiastical conflicts.122 Such close 
connections qualified him to be the caliphal 
emissary to the rebellion of the Copts and 
later to meet the Nubian Prince George I.

Belonging to social elites and the upper 
echelon of society sometimes was the prod
uct of the ecclesiastics’ familial ties to the 
crown. Emperor Maurice sent his cousin 
Domitian, Bishop of Melitene, as his am
bassador to Shah Khosrow II. Although 
such familial relations are expected among 
the Byzantine Christians, they also are at
tested in the Islamic context. Even though 
the earlier Fatimids of North Africa were 
zealous Shi’ites, they ruled over Egypt and 
the Levant, the populations of which includ
ed large non-Muslim communities. This 
heterogeneous society produced familial ties 
between the Muslim rulers and their Chris
tian subjects, which impacted the place of 
Christians in the caliphate. Caliph al-‘Azïz 
(d. 996) had a Melkite concubine named 
Maria, who gave birth to the famous Caliph 
al-Hakim and his sister Sitt-al-Mulk. Such 
relations gave the Melkites advantages and 
access to the royal court and allowed them 

to be its trusted diplomatic representatives 
in the Byzantine court.123

Maria’s brother Arsenius (d. 1010) be
came the Melkite Patriarch of Alexandria 
under the rule of his nephew Caliph al- 
Hakïm in 1000, while his other uncle, Pa
triarch Orestes of Jerusalem was sent as his 
ambassador to Constantinople. Orestes’ 
ascension to the patriarchate of Jerusalem 
might have been the work of his brother-in
law, Caliph al-‘Azïz, who might have also 
used him in diplomatic missions to Byzan
tium. As for the next patriarch of Jerusalem 
and envoy of Sitt-al-Mulk to Constantino
ple, Nicephorus, sources point out that he 
might have had friendly relations with the 
Fatimid royals. His father was a cabinet 
maker in the royal palace, which made him 
a familiar, suitable and effective person for 
both the ecclesiastical office and the dip
lomatic role, as seen in other examples.124

Finally, racial background is another 
determining factor in appointing ecclesias
tics in political affairs. The Mongol court, 
which contained influential Christians with 
close ties with the Church of the East, led 
to appoint Syriac churchmen in diplomacy. 
Rabban Barsawma, who was a Uighur 
monk, became the imperial ambassador to 
the papal and European royal courts. He 
was recommended by his Onggut friend, 
Patriarch Yahbalaha III. The latter’s ascen
sion to the patriarchal throne of the Church 
of the East reflects a strategic racial choice 
of the Church. The new patriarch had 
strong relations with the Mongol elites, 
whom he accompanied during their mili
tary campaigns and whose camp and court 
he visited often.

Cultural and Geographical Context

Marutha was a learned man who spoke the 
languages of the region: Greek, Persian, 
and Aramaic. Prelates were generally high
ly cultured and some had multilingual abil
ities. This is true in Persia where prelates, 
like Simeon Bishop of Rev-Ardashir, wrote
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in Persian while they mastered Syriac. 
Prelates living near the Byzantine- 
Sassanian borders probably knew Greek, in 
addition to Syriac and Persian. This 
knowledge of languages lacked in Zoroas
trian diplomats and thus Syriac prelates 
were the choice in diplomatic relations. 
Patriarchs Acacius and Ezekiel impressed 
both the Persians and the Romans with 
their high intelligence, skills in medicine 
and languages, administrative abilities and 
leadership. Patriarch Isho’yahb I gave his 
profession of the Christian Faith before 
Emperor Maurice probably in Greek, 
which he must have learned while studying 
theology.

Like the Persians, the Muslims employed 
their Christian subjects, including their 
churchmen, who were often highly cultured, 
polyglottal, and trustful, required assets in 
international politics. They were well im
mersed in the cultures, customs, and prac
tices of the inter-caliphal Christian popula
tion and external Muslims’ foes and friends. 
For example, it is doubtful that Patriarch 
Dionysius knew Coptic when he visited 
Egypt with Caliph al-Ma’mun to negotiate 
with revolting Copts, but he must have 
talked to the Coptic hierarchy and rebels in 
Arabic. Likewise, his conversation with the 
Nubian Prince most likely was in Greek 
and/or Arabic. The latter linguistic and cul
tural knowledge of Greek made many 
Melkites international diplomats of the 
Muslims, like Patriarchs Leontius I, Elias I, 
Orestes and Nicephorus I. Likewise, around 
992 and 995, a Melkite merchant, Malkuta 
al-Suryani [or Malkuna al-Nasrani], was 
sent by Emir Sa‘id-al-dawla of the 
Hamdanid dynasty of Aleppo as an envoy to 
Emperor Basil II (d. 1025). Although he 
was not a clergyman, his involvement was 
likely the product of his knowledge of 
Greek culture and language.125

The geographical reality of ecclesias
tics, who resided in border cities, was also 
a factor behind embassies. Barsawma, 

Bishop of Nisibis and marzban-overseer of 
the Byzantine-Persian borders, was the 
shah’s ambassador. In the latter capacity, 
he dealt with border disputes and demarca
tion issues. Some ecclesiastics residing in 
border cities were involved in spying on 
Byzantine military forces on behalf of the 
Sassanian state. This was the case of Patri
arch Isho'yahb I, when he was still the 
Master of the School of Nisibis (579-581). 
Shah Hormizd IV asked him to report on 
the movements of Byzantine forces.126

Intellectual and Professional Skills

Marutha’s medical career seemed to be a 
crucial factor for his diplomatic role. The 
wellbeing of royals, especially kings, and 
aristocrats was a critical factor for the sta
bility of empires. Kings appointed skilled 
and trusted physicians in their services, 
regardless of their racial-religious back
ground, seeking them from around the 
world. The Persian court esteemed such 
skilled individuals. Sources attest to the 
employment of many Greek and Syriac 
doctors at the shahs’ service, some of 
whom also held clerical offices in their 
churches and played political roles in the 
empire’s affairs.127

The royal doctor Zacharias of Sura 
serves as another example, demonstrating 
the value of those Byzantine clergymen- 
diplomats-doctors. Being a physician, he led 
an embassy to Persia, while his mandate 
was diplomacy. During the reign of Shah 
Khosrow I (d. 579), Stephanus, who was not 
a clergyman but a physician, acted as 
spokesman for the city of Edessa during the 
siege of 544, seeking to persuade the shah to 
leave it. He was chosen in this role of am
bassador because he previously healed the 
shah’s father, King Kavad I (d. 531).128 An
other Byzantian state-sanctioned embassy 
sent the Syrian physician Uranius, another 
diplomat-physician who was not a church
man. Although the purpose and outcome of 
this embassy are not clear, the physician
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established a cordial relationship with the 
shah and exchanged letters after the embas- 
sy.129 Thus, Byzantine emperors frequently 
employed them as diplomats to the Persian 
court due to their medical skills, which were 
valued by the royal elites.

Acacius is commended for pleasing the 
Byzantine emperor (and possibly Constanti
nople’s ecclesiastical leadership) theologi
cally while impressing them intellectually. 
The same can be conjectured about the 
monk Alopen, who amazed the Chinese 
emperor intellectually; he thus gained ac
cess to the imperial library, established a 
monastery in the capital, and secured the 
legalization of Christianity. Barsawma left a 
similar impact on the Roman papacy and 
European kings centuries later. One can ar
gue that the sending of churchmen as emis
saries was as the result of their intellectual 
abilities, as they were trained in secular
fields, including philosophy and medicine. 
They also had multi-lingual skills, in Greek, 
Persian, Arabic and Syriac, in addition to 
leadership and administration.

Ecclesiastical and Confessional Positions

The case of Marutha also highlights that 
his ecclesiastical position and religious in
terests led to his engagement in politics. He 
is known for participating in resolving 
Byzantene inter-church matters in Constan
tinople, which made him valuable to the 
empire. So was his mission to Persia that 
seemed to reflect the Christian emperors’ 
interest in affairs of Persian Christians. 
Marutha further played a major role in 
holding the first Synod of the Church of 
the East in 410, impacting its patriarchal 
elections and its legalization in Persia un
der the shah’s authority, which seems to 
have pleased the Persian throne. He is also 
credited with gathering accounts of martyrs 
and their relics.

Religion played an essential role in an
cient states, Zoroastrianism for the Sassan- 
ian Empire, Christianity for the Byzantine 

Empire, and Islam for the Umayyad, Ab- 
basid and Fatimid Empires. During the 
Sassanian period, the selection of bishops 
and patriarchs as ambassadors to Byzanti
um was partially motivated by the fact that 
these prelates shared the religion of the 
Byzantines, a fact that contributed to the 
success of embassies. Ecclesiastics were 
highly honoured in the Byzantine empire 
and court. Bishop Acacius impressed Em
peror Theodosius II with theology, and 
Emperor Maurice examined the theology 
of Isho’yahb I, when he asked him to give 
his profession of the Christian Faith.

In the early Abbasid era, Patriarch Dio
nysius accompanied al-Ma’mun to Egypt 
because of the theological accord between 
Copts and West Syriacs (Miaphysitism), 
and therefore, the Syriac patriarch could 
have had some influence on the revolting 
Copts. On that occasion, the patriarch at
tained a theological union with the Copts, 
and thereafter, both patriarchs (Coptic and 
Syriac) are mentioned together in inscrip- 
tions.130 The same reason led to Patriarch 
Dionysius’ involvement in welcoming the 
Nubian Prince George I when he visited 
the Abbasid capital. Sources note Caliph 
al-Mu‘tasim’s awareness of the confes
sional similarities, hence his suitability to 
welcome the prince. One can say the same 
reason led to the sending of West-Syriac 
metropolitan Ignatius I by the vizier Jamil- 
al-din of Mosul to the Georgians.

In the later Abbasid era, the East-Syriac 
Patriarch Makkikha, being part of the ca- 
liphal delegation to the Mongols in 1258, is 
not surprising since there were noteworthy 
Christians among the Mongols, belonging 
to the Church of the East. The mother and 
wife of Hulegu, the grandson of the Great 
Genghis Khan (d. 1227) and who was be
sieging Baghdad, were Christians too. The 
first was named Sorkakhani-beki (or Sor- 
ghaghtani), and the second Dokuz Khatun. 
Likewise, Hulegu’s army commander, 
Ked-Buka (or Kitbuqa), was also Christian.
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Sources note that a mobile Church with all 
its sacred ritual vessels accompanied the 
Mongol royal entourage in their invasion 
of the Middle East.131

Syriac ecclesiastics were not the only 
Christians who were involved in Islamic 
foreign politics; due to their Christological 
affiliation, Muslims also used Melkite 
Chalcedonian Christians in their diplomatic 
relation with the Byzantines for the same 
reason. The Abbasid vizier ‘Ali ibn ‘Isa 
commissioned Patriarchs Leontius I and 
Elias I to negotiate the conditions of Mus
lim prisoners of war in Constantinople be
cause of their co-confessional affiliation 
with the Byzantines. The Muslim vizier 
was aware of the patriarchs’ ecclesiastical 
authority over the Byzantine emperor, in
cluding their ability to anathematize him. 
The same might be said for the later Fati- 
mids’ utilization of Melkite patriarchs in 
eleventh century.

Religion was behind the appointment by 
the Mongols of Christians, especially those 
of Near Eastern extraction, in their diplo
matic engagement with Asian (i.e. Armeni
an) and European Christians. They knew 
the potential impact Christian ambassadors 
could have on the papal and royal courts of 
Europe and Armenia. The involvements of 
Eastern clergymen in politics with Europe 
were also the products of their urge to es
tablish close ties with Western Christianity 
after the age of the Crusades. Christian ec
clesiastical diplomats often visited the pa
pacy in Rome, carrying patriarchal com
munications, engaging in theological con
versations, and undertaking pilgrimages to 
European holy sites, as in the case of 
Barsawma mentioned above.

Religious reasons also manifested them
selves differently when the Western Church 
sent European monks to the Mongol courts.

In partnership with the European courts, 
the Roman papacy was as interested in 
evangelizing the Mongols as it was in es
tablishing diplomatic relations with them. 
Thus, European religious missions headed 
to the East, often through diplomatic chan
nels, a fact which explains why Franciscan 
and Dominican monks were often chosen 
as emissaries. With their zeal and intellec
tual abilities, they became excellent mis
sionary diplomats.

Finally, the honouring of ecclesiastics 
among the Christian population was a re
ality in the early and late medieval worlds. 
The episode of Patriarch Ezekiel accompa
nying the Shah on a military campaign was 
greatly celebrated by the Christian resi
dents of the border city of Nisibis. During 
military conflicts and sieges, Caliph al- 
Rashid likely requested from Patriarch 
Timothy I to serve as a mediator with the 
Christians, whether with foreign officials 
or with local populations. His job was to 
negotiate with them terms of surrender and 
paying tributes. Notably, he was accused 
during the reign of Caliph al-Mahdi of 
communicating with and showing compas
sion toward the Byzantines.132 The later 
Caliph al-Rashid might have been aware of 
Patriarch Timothy’s influence over popula
tions and local officials, and hoped to ex
ploit it in dealing with warfare and diplo
macy. The appreciation of ecclesiastical 
relations with Christian populations led 
Caliph al-Ma’mun to send Patriarch Dio
nysius as a suitable envoy to the revolting 
Copts of the Delta. Refusing such invita
tions to accompany kings produced unde
sirable consequences to the clergymen. 
This is the case of Patriarch Isho‘yahb I, 
who often requested Christian populations 
to have uncooperative attitude toward the 
political elites.
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