[image: Cover]
 
    
      The Jesus Sutras: A Comprehensive Textbook on the Jingjiao Documents and Their Cross-Cultural Legacy (Expanded Edition)

      
        	
          Title Page
        

        	
          Front Matter
        

        	
          Publisher’s Note
        

        	
          Author’s Preface
        

        	
          A Note on How This Book Is Organized
        

        	
          Colophon
        

        	
          A Note on Terminology and Translation
        

        	
          Part One: Historical Foundations
        

        	
          Part Two: The Doctrinal Sutras (c. 635–650 CE)
        

        	
          Part Three: The Liturgical Sutras and the Mature Mission (Late 8th Century)
        

        	
          Part Four: The Xi’an Stele
        

        	
          Part Five: The Taoist Christian Theological Synthesis
        

        	
          Part Six: Legacy and Contemporary Significance
        

        	
          Part Seven: The Golden Flower Abbey Synthesis
        

        	
          Appendices
        

      

    
    
      Guide

      
        	
          Cover
        

      

    
  The Jesus Sutras

A Comprehensive Textbook on the Jingjiao Documents and Their Cross-Cultural Legacy

Expanded Edition, from the Perspective of Golden Flower Abbey of the White Lotus Society

Terry Evans
for White Lotus Society Publications

goldenflower.ch

FRONTMATTER_TITLE_PLACEHOLDER

Publisher’s Note


[image: Christ depicted in East Asian dress before sea and mountain]
Christ imagined in the dress of the Far East, standing before sea and sacred mountain — the same impulse toward incarnational translation this volume traces across fourteen centuries.

White Lotus Society Publications issues this volume as part of its ongoing project of retrieving, translating commentary upon, and re-transmitting the great syncretic documents of the perennial contemplative traditions — those moments in religious history when the boundary between “East” and “West,” between “Christian” and “Taoist,” between “Buddhist” and “Nestorian,” grew thin enough that something genuinely new could pass through it.

The White Lotus Society takes its name, and something of its founding impulse, from the fellowship gathered by the monk Huiyuan (慧遠, 334–416 CE) at Donglin Temple on Mount Lu, where in the closing years of the fourth century a company of monks and lay scholars bound themselves by vow before an image of Amitābha Buddha to pursue rebirth in the Pure Land through shared contemplative discipline. Our community’s own tradition dates that founding vow to 386 CE, several years before the more commonly cited scholarly date of 402 CE for the formal establishment of the White Lotus Society (白蓮社) as an institution; we preserve both datings side by side, since the difference marks the ordinary gap between a living community’s felt origin and the moment historians can first document it in the textual record. What matters for our purposes is the pattern Huiyuan set: a fellowship of the like-minded, drawn from more than one tradition of practice, oriented toward liberation, and unafraid to borrow the philosophical vocabulary of its host culture — in Huiyuan’s case, the vocabulary of religious Daoism and the xuanxue (玄學, “Dark Learning”) revival of Wei-Jin philosophy — in order to say something that could not otherwise be said.

It is this same pattern, transposed two and a half centuries later and eastward along the Silk Road, that produced the documents gathered and interpreted in the present volume. The Jingjiao (景教) missionaries of the Church of the East arrived in the Tang capital of Chang’an in 635 CE carrying scriptures written in Syriac and a theology forged in the schools of Nisibis and Ctesiphon. Within a generation their heirs were writing Chinese texts that call God “the Celestial Venerable,” describe the Incarnation using the Buddhist vocabulary of the Five Skandhas, and teach a Christian discipline of “no wanting, no doing, no piousness, no truth” in language lifted nearly whole from the Dao De Jing. They did what Huiyuan’s fellowship had done: they let the vocabulary of the host tradition carry the weight of the message, trusting that something true could survive translation into an entirely different metaphysical grammar.

Golden Flower Abbey (goldenflower.ch), the working monastic and publishing arm of the White Lotus Society in its present incarnation, understands itself as heir to both streams — the Pure Land syncretism of Mount Lu and the Taoist Christian synthesis of Tang Chang’an — together with the Luminous Christian (Jingjiao) lineage that the Jesus Sutras themselves represent, and the broader current of Eastern Christian contemplative practice with which that lineage remains in living conversation. We do not claim unbroken institutional succession from either community; what we claim, more modestly and we think more honestly, is a shared method: syncretism practiced not as dilution but as discipline, in which each tradition is asked to say what it alone can say, in the terms the others can hear.

This expanded edition takes as its foundation an existing textbook survey of the Jingjiao Documents, and enlarges it substantially: with fuller treatment of the persons who carried the mission from Ctesiphon to Chang’an; with the deep prior history of the Church of the East in the Sassanian Empire and along the Silk Road; with an extended account of the schools of thought — Confucian, Daoist, Buddhist, and Zoroastrian — with which the missionaries had to reckon; with the story of the documents’ own transmission, loss, and recovery, including the controversies among their modern translators; and with sustained reflection, from the Golden Flower Abbey’s own contemplative standpoint, on what the Taoist Christian synthesis of Tang China has to teach a community still attempting, fourteen centuries later, the same experiment in translation.

This edition has been substantially expanded from an earlier, more compact survey, with new material throughout on the persons who carried the mission, the institutions that formed them, and the community that reads their legacy today.

Terry Evans
for White Lotus Society Publications
Golden Flower Abbey



Author’s Preface

I came to the Jingjiao Documents by the back door, as most people do: not through Sinology or Syriac studies but through a general fascination with the places where religious traditions meet and are changed by the meeting. The Jesus Sutras — I will use the popular name throughout this book alongside the more precise scholarly term, Jingjiao Documents, because both names tell part of the truth about these texts — are not simply Chinese translations of a Western gospel. They are something stranger and more interesting: a genuine act of theological composition, undertaken by Christian monks who had spent enough time in Tang China to think in its categories, and who therefore produced a Christianity that a Confucian scholar-official, a Buddhist monk, or a Daoist priest of the eighth century could read and, at least provisionally, recognize as a serious answer to the questions their own traditions were asking.

Every survey of this material owes an enormous debt to the scholars who first made it available to readers outside the small circle of specialists who can work directly with Tang-dynasty Chinese, medieval Syriac, and the technical vocabulary of Nestorian theology. P. Y. Saeki’s pioneering translations, first published in the 1930s and revised at mid-century, remain the foundation on which nearly all subsequent popular treatment rests, for all that his historical judgments have since been revised in places. A. C. Moule’s Christians in China Before the Year 1550 did indispensable work situating the documents within the broader, longer history of Christian communities under Mongol and Ming rule. In more recent decades, Martin Palmer’s widely read popular translation and interpretation brought the Jesus Sutras to an audience far beyond the academy, and the present volume follows something of his interpretive lead in reading the documents as evidence of a Taoist Christian synthesis rather than as a merely opportunistic borrowing of local vocabulary. Where this volume differs from Palmer’s, and from Saeki’s and Moule’s before him, is chiefly in the added weight it gives to two things the earlier surveys treat lightly: the institutional and doctrinal history of the Church of the East that produced the missionaries in the first place, and the contemplative, practice-oriented reading that a community like Golden Flower Abbey brings to material that specialists have mostly approached as historical evidence rather than living scripture.

I have tried, throughout, to keep two commitments in tension rather than collapsing one into the other. The first is a commitment to historical accuracy: to representing what can actually be known, from primary sources and from the scholarship built upon them, about who these people were, what they believed, and how their documents came to be written, lost, and found again. The second is a commitment to the living tradition that reads these documents not as museum pieces but as scripture — flawed, historically contingent, produced by particular monks working under particular imperial patronage and particular theological constraints, and nonetheless carrying something worth carrying forward. Readers will notice the shift in register between the historical-critical sections of each chapter and the sections titled “Golden Flower Abbey Reflection,” where the interpretive voice becomes more explicitly that of a contemporary contemplative community reading its own concerns back into an eighth-century text. This is deliberate. Historical scholarship and devotional reading are different disciplines, and this book tries to practice both without pretending they are the same discipline wearing different clothes.

Terry Evans
Golden Flower Abbey

A Note on How This Book Is Organized

This volume proceeds in seven parts. Part One lays the historical foundations: the definition and corpus of the Jingjiao Documents, the deep prior history of the Church of the East in Sassanian Persia and along the Silk Road, the religious pluralism of Tang China into which the mission arrived, the parallel and formative story of Huiyuan’s White Lotus Society at Mount Lu, and an overview of how the documents themselves were lost and found again. Part Two examines the four principal doctrinal sutras of the mission’s first decade, document by document, with attention to date, source, key passages, translation choices, and a closing contemplative reading from Golden Flower Abbey’s own interpretive standpoint. Part Three turns to the mature liturgical literature of the eighth century, introduced by a chapter on the mission’s “second founder,” the monk Jingjing. Part Four is given over entirely to the Xi’an Stele, examined from its rediscovery and the controversy over its authenticity through its theology, its imperial edict, and its bilingual clergy list. Part Five steps back from the individual documents to synthesize the corpus’s major theological achievements — original nature, karma and salvation, the Four Essential Laws, and social ethics — across the whole body of material at once. Part Six traces the mission’s persecution, decline, partial Mongol-era revival, and modern rediscovery. Part Seven closes the volume with Golden Flower Abbey’s own constructive, contemporary theological and practical synthesis. Five appendices supply a chronology, a roster of key persons, a glossary, primary-source excerpts, and a bibliography for readers wishing to pursue the specialist literature further.

Readers primarily interested in the historical and philological argument may read straight through and treat the “Golden Flower Abbey Reflection” sections that close most chapters as optional; readers primarily interested in the contemplative and theological application may wish to read those sections first in each chapter and use the surrounding historical material as supporting context. The book is written to reward either approach, and, we hope, both together.



Colophon

The Jesus Sutras: A Comprehensive Textbook on the Jingjiao Documents and Their Cross-Cultural Legacy, expanded edition, is published by White Lotus Society Publications under the imprint of Golden Flower Abbey (goldenflower.ch). The text draws on the pioneering translations of P. Y. Saeki and A. C. Moule, the interpretive scholarship of Martin Palmer and the wider modern academic literature on the Church of the East in China, and the ongoing contemplative and scholarly labor of the White Lotus Society’s own community of practice.

White Lotus Society Publications exists to retrieve, translate, comment upon, and re-transmit the great syncretic documents of the perennial contemplative traditions, in the conviction — argued at length in the body of this volume — that the deepest spiritual truths are not diminished but refined by their passage through the conceptual vocabulary of traditions genuinely other than the one that first produced them.

Terry Evans
for White Lotus Society Publications

A Note on Terminology and Translation

Readers new to this material will encounter, across the chapters that follow, a cluster of overlapping names for the same underlying tradition, and it may help to fix them clearly before proceeding. “Church of the East” is the tradition’s own preferred historical self-designation and the term this volume uses for the institutional church as a whole, from its Edessene origins through its Sassanian-era formation to its eventual Silk Road and Chinese missionary expansion. “Nestorian” is the older, polemically loaded Western label, based on a historically oversimplified association with the fifth-century Patriarch Nestorius, that this volume uses only where quoting or characterizing older scholarship that itself used the term, and never as a neutral description in the book’s own voice. “Jingjiao” (景教, “Luminous Teaching”) is the Chinese mission’s own self-chosen name, used throughout this volume as the preferred term for the specifically Chinese branch of the Church of the East’s missionary activity and for the body of documents it produced. “Jesus Sutras” is the popular English name for that same body of documents, established by Martin Palmer’s 2001 study, used throughout this volume interchangeably with “Jingjiao Documents” according to which register — popular or technical — a given passage requires.

A parallel note applies to the romanization of Chinese terms. This volume uses pinyin romanization throughout, except in direct quotation from older scholarship (chiefly Saeki) that employed the Wade-Giles system standard in earlier twentieth-century Sinology, and except for a small number of names and terms — “Tao” and “Taoism” themselves chief among them — that remain, by long popular convention and by the deliberate choice of this volume’s own title and Golden Flower Abbey’s own name, more recognizable to general readers in their older Wade-Giles spelling than in the technically preferred pinyin “Dao” and “Daoism.” Both spellings refer, throughout this book, to precisely the same tradition; the choice between them is a matter of readability rather than substance, and readers should not infer any difference in meaning from the alternation.

A final terminological note concerns the translated excerpts from the Jingjiao Documents themselves that appear throughout this volume. These translations follow the received popular-translation tradition established by Saeki and substantially extended and, in places, more felicitously rendered by Palmer, rather than offering an independent fresh translation from the Chinese originals — a task well beyond this volume’s scope and one that properly belongs to the specialist Sinological and Syriac-studies literature cited in Appendix E. Readers should understand every translated passage quoted in this book as mediated through this received translation tradition, itself the product of substantial prior scholarly labor, rather than as an unmediated transcription of the Tang-dynasty Chinese text. Where the scholarly literature records genuine disagreement over a given passage’s most defensible rendering — and such disagreements exist, though this volume has not attempted to catalogue them exhaustively — the interested reader is directed to the specialist studies of Deeg, Tang, and Standaert listed in the bibliography, each of whom engages the underlying Chinese and, where relevant, Syriac text with a philological rigor this more synthetic and interpretively oriented volume does not itself attempt to replicate.

We have tried, throughout, to signal clearly which portions of the text represent established historical and philological consensus, which represent live scholarly debate fairly summarized, and which represent this volume’s own constructive theological and contemplative interpretation, offered explicitly in the “Golden Flower Abbey Reflection” sections as the voice of a particular contemporary community of practice rather than as a further claim to historical or philological authority. We hope this threefold distinction — established fact, live scholarly debate, contemplative application — serves the reader better than a single undifferentiated narrative voice could, even at the cost of the occasional shift in register the distinction requires.

One further practical note: dates throughout this volume are given in the Common Era (CE) system rather than the older Anno Domini convention, following standard contemporary academic practice across religious studies and Sinology alike; readers accustomed to the older convention should read “CE” precisely as they would read “AD,” and “BCE” precisely as they would read “BC,” with no difference of substance intended by the change of label.

Part One: Historical Foundations


[image: Christ standing beside a river in an ornate robe patterned with clouds and waves]
Christ at the water's edge, robed in a pattern of clouds and waves — an image of the foundations this Part sets out to trace.

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Jesus Sutras

1.1 Definition and the Corpus of Texts

The Jingjiao Documents (Chinese: 景教經典; pinyin: Jǐngjiào jīngdiǎn) — also known as the Nestorian Documents or, more popularly, the Jesus Sutras — are a collection of Chinese-language texts connected with the seventh-century mission of Alopen (also romanized Aluoben), a Church of the East bishop from Sassanian Mesopotamia, and the eighth-century monk Jingjing, known by his Syriac name Adam. The manuscripts date from between 635 CE, the year of Alopen’s arrival in Chang’an, and approximately 1000 CE, when the sealed library cave at the Mogao Caves near Dunhuang — in which several of the documents were later discovered — was closed and hidden.

Taken together with the Xi’an Stele of 781 CE, which is inscribed stone rather than manuscript, the entire surviving corpus is sometimes designated by scholars as the Corpus Nestorianum Sinicum, following the usage established by Saeki. As of the early twenty-first century, several of the Dunhuang manuscripts were held in private Japanese collections, while others had passed into the Bibliothèque nationale de France in Paris as part of the Pelliot collection, the residue of the French Sinologist Paul Pelliot’s 1908 expedition to the Mogao caves.

There is no single, universally agreed name for this body of material, and the disagreement is itself instructive, because each proposed name stakes out a different claim about what kind of text we are dealing with. Saeki, writing in the first half of the twentieth century, described them as the “Nestorian Documents,” following the older Western habit of naming the Church of the East after Nestorius, the fifth-century Patriarch of Constantinople whose Christology the Church of the East was long — and, as more recent scholarship increasingly stresses, somewhat inaccurately — supposed to have simply adopted wholesale. More recent scholars, sensitive to the polemical and inaccurate freight the term “Nestorian” carries, have moved toward the neutral Chinese self-designation and now generally speak simply of “Jingjiao Documents,” using the term the missionaries themselves used for their faith: Jingjiao (景教), the “Luminous Teaching” or “Religion of Light.”

The popular English name “Jesus Sutras” is a still later coinage, made current chiefly through Martin Palmer’s 2001 translation and interpretive study, and it reflects a further interpretive claim: that these texts function, and were meant by their authors to function, in something like the way Buddhist sutras function — as authoritative, quasi-canonical teaching literature addressed to a community of practice. This claim is not without textual warrant. Several of the documents borrow directly from the formal structure of Buddhist sutra literature, including the convention of framing the teaching as a discourse delivered by an enlightened teacher to an assembled circle of disciples, with a named interlocutor (most often “Simon,” standing in for Peter) posing questions on the community’s behalf. Sinologists have long noted this formal borrowing and used it to justify calling the documents “sutras” in the loose sense.

There is, however, a philological complication worth pausing over, because it cuts against too facile an equation of “sutra” with “Buddhist scripture.” The character used in the Chinese titles of these documents, jing (經), does not in fact mean “Buddhist sutra” as such. Its root meaning is closer to “warp thread” — the lengthwise threads on a loom that hold the weave together — and by extension it came to mean “sacred literature,” “classic,” or “canonical text” quite generally, well before Buddhism arrived in China. It is the same character used for the Confucian Five Classics (五經, Wǔjīng), for the Daoist canon, and — significantly for our purposes — for the modern Chinese rendering of the Bible itself, Shengjing (聖經, “Sacred Classic”). When the Jingjiao missionaries called their translated scriptures jing, they were not necessarily claiming Buddhist genre-status for them; they were making the more generic and in some ways more ambitious claim that these were canonical, weight-bearing texts of the kind any serious tradition possesses. That the documents also borrow Buddhist sutra form and Buddhist vocabulary is a separate, additional fact about them — evidence of the specific intellectual environment in which they were composed, in which Buddhist categories had become, by the seventh and eighth centuries, close to a common coin of Chinese religious discourse, available to any tradition that needed to explain itself in terms an educated Tang audience would recognize.

1.2 The Church of the East in China: A First Orientation

The Jingjiao Documents are inseparable from the institutional history of the church that produced them: the Church of the East, called by Western scholarship (often pejoratively) the “Nestorian Church,” which by the time of Alopen’s mission had already spread, over the preceding two and a half centuries, along the entire length of the Silk Road, from its heartland in Sassanian Mesopotamia through Central Asia and into India and, now, China.

The theological substance of the Jingjiao mission’s achievement lies in what Chapter 3 of this Part will treat at length: the deliberate, sustained contextualization of Christian doctrine using the technical vocabulary of Chinese Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism. This was not a matter of finding rough Chinese equivalents for foreign words, in the manner of a modern bilingual dictionary. It was a matter of profound theological engagement with the actual philosophical and soteriological concerns of the Tang intellectual world — concerns about karma and rebirth, about the relationship of the visible to the invisible, about the cultivation of an “original nature” obscured by desire, about the actionless action (wu wei, 無為) by which the sage moves in harmony with the Way. The missionaries did not merely translate; they thought inside these categories, and in doing so they produced documents that a modern reader schooled only in Western Christian vocabulary can find genuinely startling — not because the Christian content has been diluted beyond recognition, but because it has been re-derived from within an entirely different set of philosophical premises, and the derivation largely succeeds.

The community responsible for this achievement, gathered under the banner of the “Luminous Teaching” (Jingjiao) during the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE), accomplished something that chronologically constitutes the first sustained, textually documented encounter between the message of Jesus and the civilization of China — a full seven and a half centuries before the better-known Jesuit mission of Matteo Ricci and his successors, and conducted, unlike the Jesuit mission, very largely on Chinese intellectual terms rather than through an uneasy negotiation between two systems each trying to preserve its own categories intact.

1.3 The Taoist Christian Perspective: A Working Definition

What makes these texts extraordinary is not simply that they document an early meeting of Christianity and China — remarkable enough in itself, given how little the fact is generally known even among educated readers — but that the meeting produced a genuine theological synthesis: a form of Christianity that had become, in its own self-understanding and not merely in the eyes of outside observers, authentically Chinese. This is the central interpretive claim this book advances and will substantiate at length, chapter by chapter, through close reading of the documents themselves: that the Jingjiao community did not simply translate Western theological concepts into approximate Chinese equivalents while leaving the underlying conceptual architecture untouched, in the manner of a merely instrumental translation. They reimagined the Christian message from within the conceptual framework of Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism, allowing those frameworks to do genuine theological work rather than serving as mere linguistic camouflage for an unaltered Western content.

It is worth being precise about what is, and is not, being claimed here, because the term most readily available for this phenomenon — “syncretism” — carries a strong pejorative charge in much traditional theological usage, where it names an illegitimate blending that dissolves the distinctive claims of the traditions involved into a vague, characterless amalgam. That is not what the evidence supports for the Jingjiao case, and it is not the claim this book makes. The phenomenon in question is better named, following a line of interpretation that runs from Palmer back through the missiological tradition associated with figures like Matteo Ricci’s own later Jesuit successors and forward into contemporary theology of religions, as incarnational theology: the conviction, itself deeply rooted in the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation, that the Gospel must take root in, and find genuine expression through, the language, conceptual resources, and spiritual preoccupations of the culture it encounters — must, in a sense, become flesh again in each new cultural body it enters, rather than remaining a foreign visitor permanently dressed in borrowed, ill-fitting local clothes.

The Taoist Christians of Tang China, on this reading, created something genuinely new without thereby becoming something other than Christian: a Christianity fully orthodox — or at any rate no less orthodox than the Christianity of contemporary Byzantium or Rome, and considerably more theologically adventurous than either — in its core commitments to the Trinity, the Incarnation, the death and resurrection of Christ, and the hope of salvation, while being at the same time fully and unapologetically Chinese in its philosophical expression, liturgical imagery, and ethical emphasis. The chapters that follow will trace how this synthesis was built, document by document, and will ask, in the “Golden Flower Abbey Reflection” sections appended to each chapter, what such a synthesis has to teach a contemplative community still working, fourteen centuries later, at the same difficult and never-finished task.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: On Naming

The disagreement over what to call this body of texts — Nestorian Documents, Jingjiao Documents, Jesus Sutras — is not merely a scholarly housekeeping matter to be settled and set aside. It names, in miniature, the interpretive question this whole book exists to pursue. A name is a claim about genre, about lineage, about which community of readers has the right to determine how a text is to be read. Golden Flower Abbey does not attempt to adjudicate the scholarly dispute; we use “Jesus Sutras” where the popular resonance serves the reader, “Jingjiao Documents” where precision is needed, and we hold both names lightly, in the same spirit the Sutra of Origins commends when it insists that the truth “cannot be named but its function surpasses all expectations.” A tradition confident of its own substance need not fight too hard over its label.


Chapter 2: The Church of the East — Origins in Persia and the Road East

2.1 The Apostolic Claim and the Edessene Roots

The Church of the East traced its own origins, as it still does in the surviving Assyrian and Chaldean communities descended from it, to the apostolic mission of Thomas and, more proximately, to the evangelization of the kingdom of Osroene and its capital Edessa (modern Şanlıurfa in southeastern Turkey), traditionally associated with the shadowy figure of Addai (Thaddaeus) and his disciple Mari. Whatever the precise historical kernel beneath these traditions — and the Doctrine of Addai, the principal literary source, is a fourth-century composition retrojecting later ecclesiastical concerns onto an earlier period — Edessa was certainly among the earliest and most thoroughly Christianized cities anywhere in the ancient world, with a Syriac-speaking Christian intellectual culture that produced, by the fourth century, figures of the stature of Ephrem the Syrian, whose hymns remain a monument of early Christian poetry.

From this Syriac-speaking Edessene base, Christianity spread eastward across the Roman-Persian frontier into the Sassanian Empire (226–651 CE), the last great pre-Islamic Persian empire, which at its height stretched from Mesopotamia through the Iranian plateau to the borders of India and Central Asia. This eastward spread put Persian Christians in a structurally difficult position from the outset: subjects of an empire whose state religion, Zoroastrianism, viewed Christianity with suspicion at the best of times and active persecution at the worst, and whose Christian population was, moreover, liable at any moment to be regarded by the Sassanian court as a potential fifth column loyal to the rival Roman Empire, with which Sassanian Persia was in an almost continuous state of war or cold war for four centuries.

2.2 The School of Nisibis and the Theological Formation of the Church of the East

The intellectual heart of the Church of the East, and the institution most responsible for giving it its distinctive theological character, was the School of Nisibis (later relocated, after the Roman-Persian border settlement of 363 CE placed Nisibis under Persian control, from its earlier home at Edessa itself, from which it had been expelled by the Byzantine emperor Zeno in 489 CE precisely because of its association with the christological positions the Byzantine church had by then condemned). The School of Nisibis functioned, by the sixth century, as something between a monastic seminary and what a much later age would call a university: a formal institution with an endowed faculty, a fixed curriculum built around biblical exegesis in the tradition of Theodore of Mopsuestia, and a disciplinary rule (the Statutes of the School of Nisibis, portions of which survive) governing the conduct of its several hundred resident students.

It was from schools of this type — Nisibis chief among them, but also the schools attached to major monasteries throughout Mesopotamia and Persia — that the Church of the East drew its bishops, its missionaries, and, eventually, the monks who would carry its message as far as the Tang capital of Chang’an. The theological formation these schools provided was rigorous, exegetically careful, and centered on a Christology — the classical “Antiochene” Christology associated with Theodore of Mopsuestia and, by extension, with Nestorius — that insisted with particular emphasis on the full and unconfused humanity of Christ, alongside his full divinity, precisely in order to guard against any implication that the divine nature had somehow absorbed or overwhelmed the human. It is this emphasis, expressed in Nestorius’s now-famous objection to calling Mary Theotokos (“God-bearer,” “Mother of God”) on the grounds that Mary bore the human nature of Christ rather than the divine nature as such, that precipitated the great christological crisis of the fifth century and gave the Western tradition its lasting, and largely unfair, label for the entire Church of the East: “Nestorian.”

2.3 The Nestorian Controversy and the Break with the West

The controversy itself unfolded rapidly and with lasting consequences. Nestorius, appointed Patriarch of Constantinople in 428 CE, found himself opposed chiefly by Cyril, the powerful and theologically formidable Patriarch of Alexandria, who read Nestorius’s Christology — not entirely fairly, most modern historical theologians now agree — as effectively dividing Christ into two separate persons, one divine and one human, loosely conjoined rather than truly united. The Council of Ephesus in 431 CE, convened under circumstances that even sympathetic historians describe as procedurally irregular (Cyril’s party opened proceedings before the bishops sympathetic to Nestorius, delayed en route, had arrived), condemned Nestorius and deposed him from his see. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 CE, called in part to resolve the aftermath, produced a formula — Christ known “in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation” — that most of the Church of the East could in fact have accepted, and modern ecumenical dialogue between the Assyrian Church of the East and both Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox communions has, in recent decades, made real progress toward recognizing that the historic condemnation rested substantially on terminological confusion and mutual misunderstanding rather than genuine doctrinal contradiction — but by the time such reconciliation became institutionally possible, the political and ecclesiastical break was already many centuries old and had hardened into separate, independent church structures.

The Church of the East, meanwhile — situated, crucially, on the Persian side of a hostile imperial frontier — had every institutional and political incentive to distance itself from the West, whatever the theological merits of the case. A Persian Christian community that could plausibly be suspected of taking its orders from the Roman emperor’s bishops was a community perpetually vulnerable to accusations of treason. The Synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 410 CE had already established the Church of the East as an internally self-governing body under its own Catholicos-Patriarch, seated in the twin Sassanian capital cities of Seleucia and Ctesiphon on the Tigris; the christological controversies of the following decades, and the flight of Nestorian-sympathizing theologians from Byzantine territory into Persian-controlled Nisibis after 489 CE, completed a separation that was as much geopolitical as theological. From 489 CE forward, the Church of the East maintained no significant institutional links with the Church of the West, and the Western churches’ dismissive label of “Nestorian heretic” — inaccurate as a description of the actual, historically nuanced Christology most Church of the East theologians held, which is better described as a careful, conservative development of Antiochene Christology than as the crude “two Christs” position Nestorius was accused of teaching — nonetheless stuck, and largely still sticks, in general Western historical memory.

2.4 A Confederation of Churches: Structure and Missionary Character

One consequence of the Church of the East’s isolation from Byzantine imperial patronage — a patronage that, in the West, had by the fifth and sixth centuries made the church an arm of state power in ways that could stifle missionary initiative as readily as fund it — was a structural looseness that turned out, somewhat paradoxically, to be a major missionary asset. The Church of the East functioned less as a single monolithic institution tightly directed from its patriarchal see than as a confederation of metropolitan provinces, each with substantial local autonomy, linked by a shared liturgy (the East Syriac Rite, celebrated in Syriac, called by its practitioners simply “the Church”), a shared theological formation rooted in the Nisibene exegetical tradition, and communion with the Catholicos-Patriarch in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, later Baghdad.

This structure meant the Church of the East could not, and largely did not try to, enforce the kind of centralized theological and liturgical uniformity that characterized the Byzantine and, later, Latin churches. What it lacked in uniformity it gained in missionary flexibility: individual monks, merchants, and bishops could establish new Christian communities along the Silk Road trade routes with minimal need to secure prior authorization from a distant patriarchal bureaucracy, provided the new communities maintained the essential marks of communion — correct liturgy, correct doctrine as taught at Nisibis and the other great schools, and eventual incorporation into the metropolitan structure once a community grew large enough to warrant a resident bishop. The result, as the historian of Christianity in Asia Samuel Moffett and, in different terms, scholars such as Christopher Baumer and Erica C. D. Hunter have documented, was that between the fourth and eighth centuries the Church of the East became, by a considerable margin, the most geographically widespread Christian body anywhere in the world — more widespread, in terms of sheer territorial extent, than either the Byzantine or the Latin church — a first-class missionary church almost by structural default, dedicated by circumstance as much as by explicit design to preaching the message of Jesus across an extraordinary range of cultures, languages, and political systems.

2.5 The Silk Road Expansion

Between the fourth and eighth centuries, Church of the East missionaries — typically monks traveling in the company of the merchant caravans that plied the Silk Road, and frequently themselves engaged in trade as a means of self-support, in a pattern of “tentmaking” ministry with obvious parallels to the apostle Paul’s own practice — carried their faith from the Persian heartland into Arabia, into the Christian kingdoms of the Caucasus, into northeast Africa via the Red Sea trade, into Afghanistan and the Hephthalite and later Turkic khanates of Central Asia, into the Malabar coast of India (where the “St. Thomas Christians” of Kerala maintain, to this day, a continuous liturgical tradition traceable to this expansion), and into Sri Lanka. Christian tombstones with East Syriac inscriptions have been recovered from Semirechye in modern Kyrgyzstan in numbers running into the thousands, testifying to substantial, long-settled Christian communities among Turkic populations along the Silk Road corridor centuries before the Mongol period made such communities more widely known to Western observers through figures like Marco Polo.

It was along this same corridor — through the oasis cities of the Tarim Basin, through Kashgar, Kucha, and Turfan, through the Hexi Corridor and its great caravan city of Dunhuang, gateway to China proper — that the Church of the East’s mission finally reached the Tang capital in 635 CE. The mission was not, on this account, a sudden or improvised undertaking but the natural, almost predictable terminus of three centuries of steady, cumulative eastward expansion along a route the Church of the East’s monks and merchants already knew well.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: The Confederation as Model

There is a lesson here that Golden Flower Abbey takes seriously in its own institutional self-understanding. The Church of the East’s missionary success was not despite its structural looseness but substantially because of it — because a confederated, locally adaptive structure permitted the deep cultural rooting that a tightly centralized, uniformity-enforcing institution generally cannot achieve. A community’s fidelity to its tradition, this history suggests, need not be secured by uniformity of expression across every context in which it takes root; it can instead be secured by fidelity to a shared core — for the Church of the East, correct liturgy and Nisibene doctrinal formation; for our own community, the shared vow and shared contemplative discipline that trace back through both the Mount Lu fellowship and the Jingjiao mission — while the surface expression is allowed, indeed encouraged, to become as fully local, as fully “Chinese” or as fully anything else, as the host culture requires.


Chapter 3: Tang China — A World of Religious Pluralism


[image: Christ surrounded by Chinese children beneath bamboo]
Christ among Chinese children, beneath bamboo — a later devotional image of exactly the cultural integration this chapter describes.

3.1 The Rise of the Tang and the Reign of Taizong

The Tang dynasty (618–907 CE) arose from more than three and a half centuries of political fragmentation and recurrent warfare that had followed the collapse of the Han dynasty in 220 CE — a period, sometimes called the Age of Division, during which no single dynasty succeeded in reuniting the Chinese heartland for any sustained length of time, and during which the great non-Han conquest dynasties of the north absorbed and were in turn substantially absorbed by Chinese culture, in a process of mutual transformation that left the eventual Tang synthesis considerably more cosmopolitan, and considerably more open to foreign religious and cultural influence, than the Han dynasty it superficially resembled.

The short-lived Sui dynasty (581–618 CE) achieved reunification but exhausted itself, and the population, through overambitious construction projects (the Grand Canal chief among them) and disastrous military campaigns against Korea; the Tang, founded by Li Yuan and consolidated by his son Li Shimin, who took the reign name Taizong upon his accession in 626 CE, inherited a reunified empire and, under Taizong’s vigorous and unusually able administration, transformed it within a generation into the dominant power of eastern Eurasia, its territory at its greatest extent stretching from the Korean peninsula to the Caspian steppe, its capital at Chang’an the largest and, by most contemporary accounts, most cosmopolitan city on earth, with a resident foreign population — Persian and Sogdian merchants, Central Asian Turkic elites, Indian Buddhist monks, Japanese and Korean students, and, from 635 CE, Christian missionaries from the Church of the East — numbering in the tens of thousands.

Taizong’s most consequential domestic achievement, for the purposes of this history, was his revival and systematic extension of the Confucian examination system, through which entry into the imperial civil service was determined, in principle if not always perfectly in practice, by competitive written examination in the Confucian classics rather than by hereditary noble status. This meritocratic reform broke, over the course of a generation or two, the entrenched power of the old aristocratic clans that had dominated Chinese politics since the Han period, and replaced it with a scholar-official class whose loyalty ran, in principle, directly to the emperor and the imperial civil service rather than to any competing hereditary power base. The intellectual culture this system fostered — rigorously literate, textually sophisticated, comfortable moving between the Confucian classics, Daoist philosophical texts, and (increasingly, through the Tang period) Buddhist sutra literature — is the intellectual culture the Jingjiao missionaries had to persuade, and did, to a remarkable degree, succeed in persuading.

3.2 The Four Streams: Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and Shamanism

Seventh-century China, at the moment the Jingjiao mission arrived, was composed of four principal streams of religious and philosophical life, and any account of the mission’s reception has to reckon with all four, even though the Jingjiao Documents themselves engage most extensively with the latter three.

Confucianism (儒家, Rújiā) supplied the ethical and political vocabulary of the Tang state: filial piety, the Five Relationships, ritual propriety (li, 禮), and the ideal of the cultivated gentleman (junzi, 君子) whose personal moral cultivation radiates outward into good governance. Confucianism in this period functioned less as an organized religion with its own clergy and cultic apparatus than as the shared ethical grammar of educated Chinese life, underwriting the examination curriculum and the norms of family and state alike; any new teaching that hoped to gain a hearing among the scholar-official class needed, at minimum, to demonstrate that it did not threaten — and ideally that it actively reinforced — the core Confucian virtues of filial piety and loyalty to the throne. The Jingjiao Documents, as later chapters will show in detail, went to considerable lengths to make exactly this demonstration, elevating “honor the Emperor” and “honor your parents” to the status of near-commandments alongside the honor due to God.

Daoism (道家/道教, Dàojiā/Dàojiào), distinguishing here between the philosophical tradition descending from the Dao De Jing attributed to Laozi and the Zhuangzi attributed to Zhuang Zhou, and the organized religious movement (institutionally significant by the Tang period, with its own priesthood, liturgy, and — crucially for the Jingjiao mission — a privileged relationship with the Tang imperial house, which claimed descent from Laozi himself (whose surname, Li, the Tang emperors shared) and accordingly promoted Daoism to something close to unofficial state-cult status throughout much of the dynasty. This official favor toward Daoism is a fact of real consequence for the Jingjiao mission’s strategy: a new foreign teaching that wished to establish itself durably at the Tang court had strong practical incentive to present itself in terms the Daoist-sympathetic imperial house would find congenial, and — as Chapters 6 through 8 and 11 through 13 will document in detail — the Jingjiao missionaries did precisely this, drawing extensively and increasingly on Daoist philosophical vocabulary (wu wei, the Dao, the primordial void, original nature) as the mission matured across the eighth century.

Buddhism (佛教, Fójiào) had arrived in China from India via Central Asia several centuries earlier, by the most conservative estimates already during the Han dynasty, and by the Tang period had become fully naturalized: no longer experienced primarily as a foreign import but as one of the three teachings (alongside Confucianism and Daoism) that together constituted Chinese religious life. The Tang was among the most intellectually dynamic periods in the entire history of Chinese Buddhism, witnessing the mature development of major indigenous schools — Tiantai, Huayan, Chan (the ancestor of Japanese Zen), and Pure Land chief among them — and the towering translation and pilgrimage achievements of figures like Xuanzang (602–664 CE), whose seventeen-year overland journey to India and back, and whose subsequent translation of over 1,300 fascicles of Sanskrit Buddhist literature into Chinese under direct imperial patronage from Taizong himself, exactly overlapped the early years of the Jingjiao mission and set, in important respects, the template — imperially sponsored translation of foreign sacred texts by a dedicated team of scholar-monks — that Alopen’s mission would itself follow. Buddhism offered Tang China both the intellectual sophistication of a mature philosophical psychology (elaborated, for instance, in the technical vocabulary of the Five Skandhas that the Jingjiao Documents borrow directly, as Chapter 6 will show) and the popular devotional appeal of Bodhisattva figures whose compassion extended salvific aid to ordinary devotees incapable of the more demanding disciplines of monastic meditation — a combination of philosophical depth and popular accessibility that the Jingjiao Documents, as later chapters argue, self-consciously sought to emulate.

Shamanism, the fourth stream, is the least well documented of the four in the textual record, precisely because it operated substantially outside the literate, text-producing institutions (imperial court, Buddhist monastery, Daoist temple, Confucian academy) that generated the bulk of surviving Tang-period sources; it persisted nonetheless as a substrate of popular religious practice — spirit mediumship, exorcism, ancestor propitiation outside formal ritual channels — throughout the Tang period and well beyond, and almost certainly shaped popular reception of all the “higher” literate traditions, Jingjiao included, in ways the elite textual record, focused as it necessarily is on court-sponsored translation projects and monastic doctrinal literature, only imperfectly captures.

3.3 The Arrival of Christianity: Alopen at the Court of Taizong

Into this pluralistic, intellectually confident, and — under Taizong — unusually tolerant religious environment, a formal delegation of Christians arrived at Chang’an in 635 CE. Its leader, the Persian Church of the East bishop Alopen (a name that most Sinologists now believe represents a Chinese transliteration of a Syriac or Middle Persian original — proposed reconstructions include Syriac ʿAlop, “God has come,” or a Persian rendering related to Rabban, “master, teacher,” though no reconstruction commands full scholarly consensus), was received by Emperor Taizong personally, an honor of considerable significance given the emperor’s demanding schedule and the still-untested character of the delegation’s teaching.

Taizong’s response, preserved on the Xi’an Stele of 781 CE (examined at length in Part Four of this volume) and evidently reflecting an actual imperial edict issued not at the moment of first contact but three years later, in 638 CE, after the initial translation work had given the court something substantive to evaluate, was remarkably favorable: the emperor awarded funds for the construction of a monastery in the foreign quarter of Chang’an — the first Christian monastic house built in China — and provided official patronage, on the model already being extended to Xuanzang’s Buddhist translation project, for the ongoing work of rendering Alopen’s scriptures into literary Chinese. The edict’s own language, as preserved on the stele, is worth pausing over for what it reveals about the terms on which the mission was accepted: “The Way does not have a common name and the sacred does not have a common form. Proclaim the teachings everywhere for the salvation of the people.” This is not language of grudging toleration but of genuine, if guarded, philosophical respect — an acknowledgment, from the highest authority in the Tang state, that a religious truth need not arrive wearing familiar Chinese clothes to be worth admitting into the empire’s plural religious economy.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: Pluralism as Opportunity

Modern readers, formed by post-Enlightenment habits of thought that tend to treat religious pluralism as a modern achievement hard-won against premodern intolerance, may be surprised at how confidently seventh-century Tang China managed the coexistence of four (or five, counting the Jingjiao mission itself as an incipient fifth) distinct and in some respects rival religious traditions within a single, functioning imperial order. Golden Flower Abbey’s own founding conviction — that a genuinely syncretic contemplative community, drawing consciously on Taoist, Pure Land Buddhist, and Luminous Christian streams at once, is not a modern novelty requiring modern justification but a recovery of a working pattern China itself had already demonstrated, at scale and under direct imperial sponsorship, fourteen centuries ago — finds here its principal historical warrant. The Tang court did not require Alopen to abandon his Syriac Christology in order to be heard; it required him to translate it, and translation, properly understood, is not betrayal of a tradition but the very mechanism by which a tradition survives contact with a world larger than the one that first produced it.


Chapter 4: Huiyuan and the White Lotus Society of Mount Lu

4.1 A Parallel Story, Two and a Half Centuries Earlier

Before turning, in Chapter 5, to the discovery of the Jingjiao Documents themselves, it is worth pausing over a story that belongs, strictly speaking, to a different chapter of Chinese religious history but that this volume treats as essential background, because it is the story from which Golden Flower Abbey and the wider White Lotus Society draw their own name and much of their working method. That is the story of the monk Huiyuan (慧遠, 334–416 CE) and the fellowship he gathered at Donglin Temple (“East Grove Temple”) on Mount Lu (廬山), in what is now Jiangxi province, roughly two and a half centuries before Alopen’s delegation reached Chang’an.

Huiyuan was born into a Confucian-educated gentry family in Shanxi during the chaotic final decades of the Western Jin dynasty and the beginning of the great northern invasions that would eventually drive the Chinese court south of the Yangtze. He received a classical Confucian and Daoist education before, in his early twenties, hearing the eminent Buddhist teacher Dao’an lecture on the Prajñāpāramitā (“Perfection of Wisdom”) literature and converting, by his own later account, on the spot. He remained a disciple of Dao’an for more than two decades, absorbing both Dao’an’s rigorous approach to the emerging Chinese Buddhist canon and Dao’an’s característic willingness to use the vocabulary of indigenous Chinese philosophy — particularly the “Dark Learning” (xuanxue, 玄學) revival of Daoist metaphysics that dominated elite intellectual life in the third and fourth centuries — as an interpretive bridge into the still largely untranslated and conceptually alien world of Indian Buddhist philosophy. This method, sometimes called geyi (格義, “matching concepts” or “categorizing concepts”), in which unfamiliar Buddhist technical terms were provisionally explained through rough equivalence with familiar Daoist ones, was already, a full two and a half centuries before Alopen, a working demonstration that a religious tradition arriving from outside China could establish itself durably only by allowing its message to be re-derived, provisionally and self-critically, within the conceptual resources the host culture already possessed.

4.2 The Founding of the Society and Its Discipline

In 402 CE, by the date scholarship most commonly cites (Golden Flower Abbey’s own tradition, as noted in the Publisher’s Note to this volume, places the founding vow slightly earlier, in 386 CE, marking the felt beginning of the fellowship’s shared practice rather than the moment of its formal, later-documented institution), Huiyuan gathered a company of some eighteen to twenty-three monks and lay scholar-officials — the numbers vary slightly across the sources — before an image of the Buddha Amitābha at Donglin Temple, and together they took a formal vow, recorded by the lay scholar Liu Yimin in a text that survives in later Buddhist historical compilations, to seek rebirth together in Amitābha’s Western Pure Land (Sukhāvatī) through shared contemplative discipline: chiefly the practice of nianfo (念佛, “mindfulness of the Buddha” or “recitation of the Buddha’s name”), combined with meditation on visualized images of the Pure Land itself, a practice with roots in the Pratyutpanna Samādhi Sūtra that Huiyuan had studied closely.

This fellowship came, in later tradition, to be called the White Lotus Society (白蓮社, Báiliánshè), the name drawn from the lotus pond said to have been planted at Donglin Temple and from the lotus flower’s long-standing role, across Buddhist iconography generally, as a symbol of purity rising unstained from muddy water — an image that would, many centuries later and on the far side of the Eurasian landmass, find an almost exact theological counterpart in the Jingjiao Documents’ own doctrine of an “original nature” that remains fundamentally good beneath the layers of accumulated distortion, discussed at length in Chapter 14 of this volume. The White Lotus Society is generally regarded by historians of Chinese Buddhism (among them Kenneth Ch’en, Erik Zürcher, and, more recently, Tanya Storch) as the foundational moment, or at least the most influential early exemplar, of what would develop over subsequent centuries into the broad devotional current known as Pure Land Buddhism (淨土宗, Jìngtǔ Zōng) — a current that, unlike the more austerely intellectual traditions of Chinese Buddhist philosophy, offered ordinary lay devotees, incapable of a lifetime’s monastic discipline, a path to liberation through devotional practice and reliance on the saving power (what later Pure Land theology would call the “other-power,” tali, as distinguished from “self-power,” jiriki) of a compassionate Buddha.

4.3 Huiyuan’s Wider Significance: The Question of Monastic Independence

Huiyuan’s historical importance extends beyond the founding of the White Lotus Society proper. He is equally well known to historians of Chinese religion for his sustained and, in the event, largely successful campaign to establish the principle that Buddhist monks, as renunciants who had formally left household life, owed no ritual obeisance to the secular emperor — a position articulated in his treatise A Monk Does Not Bow Down Before a King (沙門不敬王者論), composed around 404 CE in response to pressure from the warlord Huan Xuan, who briefly usurped the Jin throne and sought to compel universal court obeisance from the Buddhist sangha as a condition of continued toleration. Huiyuan’s successful defense of monastic exemption from this requirement established, for the whole subsequent history of Chinese Buddhism, a durable principle of qualified institutional independence from the secular state — a principle whose absence, or whose much more contested and unstable status, in the Jingjiao mission’s own later relationship to the Tang state (a relationship of direct imperial patronage rather than independence, examined in Chapter 18) arguably left the Church of the East in China considerably more exposed than Buddhism itself to the catastrophic state-directed suppression of 845 CE.

4.4 Why This History Matters for Reading the Jesus Sutras

The relevance of Huiyuan’s story to the present volume is threefold, and each point recurs, developed at greater length, in the chapters that follow.

First, Huiyuan’s geyi method — using indigenous Chinese philosophical vocabulary as a provisional bridge into a foreign tradition’s conceptual world — establishes a working precedent, well known to any educated Tang Buddhist and very probably known, at least in its broad outlines, to the Jingjiao missionaries themselves through their necessary immersion in the Chinese Buddhist translation literature that had by their time already been underway for over five centuries. When the Jingjiao Documents borrow the vocabulary of the Five Skandhas, of karma, of wu wei, they are not improvising an unprecedented strategy; they are adopting a translation method Chinese Buddhism itself had already pioneered, tested, refined, and in important respects moved beyond (the mature Tang Buddhist translation schools, unlike the earlier geyi period, had developed far more precise and less provisionally-approximate Chinese Buddhist technical vocabulary of their own, much of which the Jingjiao Documents also draw upon directly).

Second, the founding of a devotional fellowship bound by shared vow, oriented toward liberation through both self-cultivation and reliance on a compassionate saving power beyond the self, and organized around visualized and recited devotion to a figure of cosmic compassion, offers a structural parallel — not a direct historical influence, since no evidence connects the two movements directly, but a striking parallel nonetheless — to the devotional structure of several of the Jingjiao liturgical texts examined in Part Three of this volume, particularly the Hymn of the Three Majesties, with its language of taking refuge, its prayer for the “raft of salvation,” and its address to a “Boundless Sea of Compassion.” Both movements, arising independently within the same broad Chinese religious culture, arrived at recognizably similar devotional grammars for expressing hope in a liberation not achievable by unaided human effort alone.

Third, and most directly relevant to Golden Flower Abbey’s own self-understanding as articulated in the Publisher’s Note above, the White Lotus Society stands as the earliest clearly documented instance of precisely the pattern this whole book traces in its Jingjiao material two and a half centuries later: a fellowship gathered around vow and shared contemplative practice, drawing self-consciously on more than one strand of the available religious and philosophical inheritance, and finding in that combination not confusion but a genuinely deepened access to liberation. Golden Flower Abbey reads the Jingjiao Documents, in a real sense, through eyes formed first by Huiyuan’s example.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: Two Foundings, One Method

It is a source of quiet satisfaction to our community that the two historical moments from which we draw our name and our closest working model — the White Lotus Society of Mount Lu and the Jingjiao mission of Tang Chang’an — occurred within the same broad span of Chinese imperial history, separated by roughly two and a half centuries, and shared, without direct mutual influence so far as the historical record shows, a common underlying conviction: that the deepest spiritual truths do not diminish when they pass through translation into an unfamiliar conceptual vocabulary, but are tested, refined, and in some cases more fully realized by the passage. We take this as more than historical curiosity. We take it as a pattern discernible enough, recurring independently enough across otherwise unconnected communities, to count as something like evidence — evidence that syncretic, translation-minded contemplative practice is not a marginal or idiosyncratic option among the available approaches to a plural religious world, but one of the tested and durable ways such a world has actually been navigated by serious practitioners, repeatedly, across very different historical circumstances.


Chapter 5: The Discovery at Dunhuang and the Xi’an Stele — An Overview

5.1 The Sealed Cave

Near the end of the nineteenth century, in 1900, a self-appointed Daoist caretaker named Wang Yuanlu, living among the ruins of the Buddhist cave-temple complex at Mogao near the oasis town of Dunhuang in the far northwest of Gansu province, discovered — by most accounts while clearing sand from a corridor, though the exact circumstances are recorded with some variation across the several near-contemporary accounts — a sealed side-chamber cut into the rock, hidden behind a wall that had itself been plastered over and painted to match the surrounding corridor. Material evidence recovered from the chamber’s contents — datable manuscripts, the character of the sealing itself — indicates it had been closed and hidden around 1000–1005 CE, most likely, in the judgment of the majority of specialists including Rong Xinjiang, one of the leading contemporary historians of the Dunhuang material, in response to the approach of a Tangut (Western Xia) military threat to the region, though the precise motive for the sealing remains debated.

Inside were tens of thousands of manuscripts, printed texts, paintings on silk and paper, and other artifacts spanning roughly six centuries, from the fifth to the eleventh, constituting what is by common scholarly consent the single richest surviving cache of medieval Chinese and Central Asian manuscript material anywhere in the world — the so-called “Library Cave,” numbered Cave 17 in the standard Mogao numbering system established by the art historian Paul Pelliot and subsequently refined by later cataloguers. The overwhelming majority of the material is Buddhist: sutras, commentaries, monastic administrative documents, and devotional paintings, reflecting Dunhuang’s centuries-long role as a major way-station of Silk Road Buddhist pilgrimage and trade. A substantial secondary layer is Confucian and Daoist. And carefully interspersed among these — a small number of documents, but of disproportionate historical significance — were manuscripts belonging to a faith very few outside observers in 1900 knew had ever taken root in Tang China at all: Christian scrolls speaking of “the Visitor,” of “the Jade-Faced One,” and of “the One Sacred Spirit.”

5.2 The Scattering of the Collection

The cave’s contents did not remain together for long after their rediscovery. Wang Yuanlu, lacking the resources or institutional standing to preserve or study the find himself, initially attempted to alert local and provincial officials, with limited success; over the following decade the collection was progressively dispersed through a combination of purchases by Western explorer-scholars — the Hungarian-British archaeologist Aurel Stein in 1907, the French Sinologist Paul Pelliot in 1908, followed later by Japanese (Otani expedition) and Russian (Oldenburg expedition) collectors — and, on the Chinese side, by a mixture of belated official confiscation of the remaining material (removed to Beijing in 1910, though substantial losses and further dispersal occurred even in transit) and continued unofficial trade in individual manuscripts among antiquities dealers in China and Japan throughout the 1920s and 1930s.

The consequence, still keenly felt by scholars working on this material today, is that the Dunhuang corpus as a whole is now permanently scattered across at least half a dozen major institutional collections on three continents — the British Library and British Museum (the Stein collection), the Bibliothèque nationale de France (the Pelliot collection, in which several of the Jingjiao manuscripts are preserved), the National Library of China in Beijing, the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, and various Japanese collections, both institutional and private — with individual manuscripts from what was originally a single, physically unified cache now separated by thousands of miles and, not infrequently, competing national claims to rightful custody. The fate of some portion of the original material remains simply unknown; some manuscripts, by the testimony of participants in the various expeditions, disintegrated in transit or were lost to poor storage before reaching any permanent institutional home.

Part Two of this volume takes up, document by document, the individual Jingjiao manuscripts recovered from this dispersed corpus. Part Four turns to the second great primary source for the Jingjiao mission — the Xi’an Stele of 781 CE, a monument that, unlike the Dunhuang manuscripts, never left China and was never lost in quite the same physical sense, but that has its own equally dramatic story of concealment, rediscovery, and contested interpretation, examined there in full.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: The Providence of Loss

It is a peculiar feature of this whole history, worth naming before we proceed further, that nearly everything we know of the Jingjiao mission survives only because it was, at some point, deliberately hidden — sealed into a cave wall, or, as Chapter 13 will show, buried in the earth — by hands whose motives we can only partially reconstruct. Golden Flower Abbey does not read this as mere historical accident. A tradition that had to be hidden to survive, and that could only be recovered many centuries later by researchers working, in a real sense, against the original concealers’ evident wish for permanent secrecy, teaches its own lesson about the relationship between a living community and the texts that outlast it: that transmission is never guaranteed, that even a faith once established under direct imperial patronage can vanish so completely from a civilization’s active memory that its recovery centuries later comes as a near-total surprise, and that the work of a publishing house like our own — retrieving, translating, and re-transmitting what might otherwise have remained permanently sealed in an unvisited cave — is not incidental to the contemplative life but one of its proper and necessary labors.


Chapter 5a: Zoroastrianism and the Sassanian Religious Landscape

4a.1 The State Religion the Church of the East Grew Up Beside

No account of the Church of the East’s formation would be complete without some attention to the religious landscape it actually inhabited for the better part of four centuries before Alopen ever set out for China: the Sassanian Empire’s state religion, Zoroastrianism, administered by an organized priesthood (the magi, from whose title the English word “magic” descends) under the authority of a chief mobad who functioned, at the height of Sassanian state-church integration, as something close to a minister of religious affairs with real coercive power over religious minorities within the empire.

Zoroastrian cosmology — its stark ethical dualism of the beneficent creator-spirit Ahura Mazda locked in cosmic struggle against the destructive spirit Angra Mainyu (Ahriman); its doctrine of individual moral responsibility exercised through the free choice of “good thoughts, good words, good deeds”; its eschatology of a final judgment, a resurrection of the dead, and a purifying ordeal by molten metal that separates the righteous from the wicked before the final restoration of a perfected creation (the Frashokereti) — exercised, most historians of religion now agree, a documented and substantial influence on the eschatological and angelological vocabulary of post-exilic Second Temple Judaism, and through it, at one further remove, on the eschatological and angelological vocabulary of nascent Christianity itself. Persian Christians living for centuries as a religious minority within a state that had, in a real sense, already shaped some of the deep grammar of their own inherited apocalyptic vocabulary occupied, in other words, a genuinely distinctive theological position: close enough to Zoroastrian ethical dualism to find real points of resonance and mutual intelligibility, and different enough — above all in the strict, uncompromised monotheism the Church of the East, in continuity with the whole of historic Christian teaching, never abandoned even under centuries of Zoroastrian state pressure — to maintain a genuinely distinct religious identity throughout.

4a.2 Periodic Persecution and Its Formative Effect

The Sassanian state’s treatment of its Christian minority ranged, across the four centuries of the empire’s existence, from periods of relative toleration to episodes of severe, state-directed persecution, most notoriously under Shapur II in the fourth century, whose suspicion of Christian loyalty to the rival, and by then officially Christian, Roman Empire following Constantine’s conversion produced a sustained campaign of martyrdom commemorated at length in the Church of the East’s own hagiographical literature, the Acts of the Persian Martyrs. This lived experience of periodic persecution as a religious minority within a religiously totalizing imperial state, we would suggest, left the Church of the East unusually well prepared, by the time its missionaries reached Tang China, for the delicate diplomatic and theological work of establishing itself durably within another powerful, religiously plural but not religiously neutral imperial court — a preparation whose fruit is visible throughout the careful, politically astute self-presentation of the Jingjiao Documents examined at length in Part Two of this volume, and whose limits are equally visible in the catastrophe of 845 CE examined in Chapter 23.

4a.3 A Shared Vocabulary of Light

One further point of continuity deserves note, because it bears directly on the self-chosen name of the Jingjiao mission itself. Zoroastrianism’s own governing cosmological symbolism centers on light — Ahura Mazda is approached through and symbolized by fire and light in Zoroastrian ritual practice, and the whole tradition’s ethical vocabulary is saturated with the imagery of illumination overcoming darkness. That the Church of the East’s Chinese mission chose to name itself Jingjiao, the “Luminous Teaching” or “Religion of Light,” drawing on a Chinese vocabulary of light and radiance that maps closely onto Christianity’s own inherited biblical light-imagery (John’s Gospel prologue chief among the relevant texts, with its declaration that the light “shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it”), while simultaneously resonating — whether by direct conscious borrowing or simply by centuries of formative proximity — with the light-centered cosmological vocabulary of the Zoroastrian state religion the Church of the East had lived alongside for four centuries before ever reaching China, is a small but genuinely suggestive data point for how thoroughly the Persian Christian tradition’s own vocabulary had already been shaped by sustained contact with a non-Christian religious tradition, long before the mission’s much better documented and much more extensively studied later encounter with Chinese Buddhism and Daoism.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: A Tradition Already Fluent in Translation

It is worth insisting, in closing this supplementary chapter, that the Jingjiao mission’s later, extensively documented facility for theological translation into Chinese philosophical vocabulary — the achievement this whole volume exists to trace — did not emerge from nothing, nor did it represent some unprecedented missionary innovation improvised on the spot by unusually gifted individuals working without relevant prior experience. It emerged from a Church of the East tradition that had already spent four centuries as a religious minority embedded within, and in continuous theological conversation and occasional conflict with, the sophisticated state religion of a major world empire — a tradition, in other words, that arrived in Tang China already practiced, through hard historical experience, in precisely the delicate, sustained work of maintaining a distinct confessional identity while remaining genuinely, respectfully conversant with the deepest categories of a religiously serious host culture. Golden Flower Abbey takes encouragement from this observation for its own contemplative formation: facility in genuine cross-traditional theological conversation is not a gift some communities simply happen to possess and others do not, but a discipline built, as the Church of the East’s own four-century Persian apprenticeship shows, through sustained, patient, sometimes costly practice, long before its most visible fruit — in the Persian case, the Jesus Sutras themselves — becomes apparent to history.


Part Two: The Doctrinal Sutras (c. 635–650 CE)


[image: The Holy Family's flight into Egypt rendered as a Chinese brush landscape]
The flight into Egypt, rendered in the brush-and-ink landscape tradition — an early visual instance of the synthesis the sutras of this Part pursue in words.

Chapter 6: The Sutra of Hearing the Messiah


[image: Christ teaching a seated gathering beneath a blossoming tree]
Christ teaching a gathered company beneath a blossoming tree — the devotional afterlife of the Sermon on the Mount material this sutra records.

6.1 Overview, Date, and Manuscript History

The Sutra of Hearing the Messiah (Chinese: 序聽迷詩所經; pinyin: Xùtīng Míshīsuǒ Jīng) is, on the majority scholarly assessment, the earliest surviving Jingjiao document, generally dated to the very first years of the mission, between 635 and 638 CE — that is, within the first three years of Alopen’s arrival at Chang’an, and quite possibly composed even before the mission had secured the formal imperial recognition later commemorated on the Xi’an Stele. The manuscript was recovered from the Dunhuang cache and passed, in the course of the twentieth-century dispersal described in Chapter 5, into the hands of the Japanese Buddhologist Takakusu Junjirō, whose collection preserved it for eventual scholarly publication; it is sometimes catalogued under an alternative title, the Sutra of the Teachings of the World-Honored One, and specifically identified in its colophon material as the third part of a larger, only partially surviving work titled the Lokajyeṣṭha (“World-Honored One”) Teaching on Charity, translated, on the internal dating evidence, in 641 CE.

Source-critical analysis, beginning with Saeki’s original work and refined by later scholars including P. Pelliot himself and, in more recent decades, Max Deeg and Li Tang, has established that the document is not a free composition but a close, if theologically inflected, rendering of Tatian’s Diatessaron, the great second-century gospel harmony originally composed in Syriac (or possibly Greek, the question remains debated among Diatessaronic specialists) by the Christian apologist Tatian, a work that combined the four canonical gospels into a single continuous narrative and that served, for several centuries, as the standard gospel text of the Syriac-speaking churches before being progressively displaced, from the fifth century onward, by the separate four-gospel Peshitta text more familiar to later Christian tradition. That the Jingjiao mission’s earliest translated scripture should be a Diatessaronic harmony rather than a translation of one or more of the discrete canonical gospels is itself a datum of real historical interest: it tells us that Alopen’s Christian formation, and the liturgical and catechetical tradition he carried east, still belonged to an older stratum of Syriac Christianity in which Tatian’s harmonized gospel narrative, rather than the four separate gospels, remained the operative text for basic Christian instruction — evidence, in other words, of just how conservative and how deeply rooted in an older Mesopotamian Christian culture the Church of the East’s missionary tradition actually was.

6.2 Structure and Content

The document as it survives comprises 206 verses and provides what amounts to a basic catechetical outline of Christian teaching, evidently intended for an audience with no prior exposure to Christian doctrine whatsoever — this is, so far as the evidence allows us to judge, quite literally the first systematic presentation of the Christian message ever composed in the Chinese language. It opens with some twenty verses of invocation directed toward the invisible God and the heavenly spirits who serve him, moves to a description of the human condition — humanity’s distance from God occasioned by sin, and the universal condition of mortality this distance entails — and proceeds through an account of the virgin birth and the death of Jesus Christ. The manuscript as recovered is physically incomplete, breaking off abruptly in the middle of its account of Jesus’s death, a loss that scholars uniformly attribute to simple manuscript damage or incomplete preservation rather than to any deliberate truncation of the original text.

6.3 Key Passages, in the Received Translation

The sutra presents recognizable versions of material drawn from the Sermon on the Mount, including a rendering of the Lord’s Prayer and teachings on almsgiving, anxiety, and judgment that any reader familiar with the canonical gospels will recognize immediately beneath their Chinese theological vocabulary, even as that vocabulary reshapes the material’s resonance in ways worth pausing over individually.

On almsgiving, the text instructs: “The World-Honored One said, If somebody gives alms, they should do it in the knowledge of the World-Honored One. Let not your left hand know what your right hand is doing. Pay no attention to outsiders but worship the One Sacred Spirit.” On prayer and forgiveness: “Don’t hesitate when you pray. Ask first for forgiveness for your sins and at the same time forgive those who have sinned against you.” On trust in providence, in a passage whose imagery of birds fed without labor closely tracks the canonical Sermon on the Mount: “Watch the birds; they don’t plant or harvest, and they have no houses to worry about… You are more important than the birds, so why do you worry?” On judgment of others, the familiar teaching about the speck and the beam appears nearly intact: “Look for the best in others and correct what is worst in yourself. Otherwise it is as if you were trying to take a speck of dust out of someone else’s eye while all the time you had a great beam of wood in your own.” The Golden Rule receives equally direct treatment: “Act toward others as you would have them act toward you… Don’t follow the evil way, but go the way of the King’s Entrance and find Heaven.”

The sutra’s treatment of the Passion draws on the Isaian “silent lamb” imagery central to Christian atonement theology since the New Testament itself: “As a lamb goes silently to be slaughtered so he was silent… Out of love he suffered so that what Adam had caused should be changed by this.” Its account of the resurrection appearances contains a passage of striking and, for a seventh-century text composed under male ecclesiastical authorship, notably deliberate emphasis on the dignity of women disciples: “As the first woman caused the lies of humanity, so it was women who first told the truth about what had happened, to show all that the Messiah forgave women and wished them to be treated properly in future.” And the sutra concludes its surviving portion with a version of the Great Commission — “Go out and teach everyone, baptise them in water and sign them in the name of the Father, Son, and the Pure Wind” — and an eschatological promise of resurrection and judgment for those who follow “the True Way.”


[image: The risen Christ appearing to a kneeling woman, ink wash]
The risen Christ appears to a kneeling woman — a Chinese ink-wash rendering of the resurrection testimony this sutra's own account of the women at the tomb commemorates.

6.4 Chinese Terms and the Problem of Translation Choice

The translation choices this earliest sutra makes for basic Christian names and terms differ substantially from those that would become standard in later Chinese Christian usage, and the differences are themselves an important primary-source witness to the experimental, still-unsettled character of this earliest phase of the mission’s linguistic labor. “Messiah” is rendered 彌師訶 (míshīhē), a straightforward phonetic transliteration of the Syriac or Middle Persian form of the term, rather than the later standard 彌賽亞 (mísàiyà). “God” is rendered 天尊 (tiānzūn, “Celestial Venerable” or “Heavenly Honored One”) — a term borrowed directly from Daoist usage, where it designates the highest deities of the Daoist pantheon, the Tianzun who preside over the various heavens of Daoist cosmology, rather than the more religiously neutral 神 (shén) that later Chinese Bible translation would generally adopt.

Most striking of all, and most often remarked upon by commentators from Saeki forward, is the sutra’s rendering of the name “Jesus” itself as 移鼠 (yíshǔ), a phonetic transliteration whose two characters, read for their ordinary lexical meaning rather than merely their sound value, mean literally “move” and “rat” or “mouse” — an unfortunate semantic collision that later Chinese Christian usage abandoned entirely in favor of the now-standard 耶穌 (yēsū), chosen for sound alone with no comparably awkward literal meaning. Scholars are in general agreement that this early choice reflects nothing more than the genuinely experimental, first-attempt character of the translation work at this earliest stage of the mission — the translators, working perhaps with limited native Chinese linguistic sophistication or limited time to survey the full connotative field of candidate characters, simply had not yet developed the more careful, connotation-sensitive transliteration practice that later decades of missionary experience would produce. It is a small but genuinely instructive data point about how much trial, error, and outright infelicity necessarily accompanies even a theologically serious and ultimately successful translation project in its opening phase.

6.5 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: World-Honored One

From a Taoist Christian and, more specifically, from Golden Flower Abbey’s own contemplative perspective, this earliest sutra represents something of enormous interest quite apart from its philological curiosities: the first recorded attempt, by anyone, anywhere, to articulate the Gospel in genuinely Chinese philosophical and religious language. The choice to render Jesus’s honorific title using “World-Honored One” (世尊, Shìzūn), the standard Buddhist honorific for the historical Buddha Śākyamuni himself, used throughout the vast existing corpus of Chinese Buddhist sutra literature that any educated Tang reader would already have encountered, is not a merely convenient borrowing of available vocabulary. It is a theological claim of considerable boldness: that Jesus is to be presented to a Chinese audience as a figure occupying, functionally, the same position of supreme, world-honored teaching authority that the Buddha himself occupied within the already well-established Buddhist tradition — a universal teacher whose authority is not confined to, or dependent upon, any single cultural or national tradition, Jewish or otherwise, but stands available to “world-honor” from any culture capable of recognizing it.

The sutra’s repeated, almost incantatory emphasis on the simplicity of faith — its extended meditation on the birds who “don’t plant or harvest” and yet are fed — resonates deeply with the Daoist teaching, developed at length in both the Dao De Jing and the Zhuangzi, of returning to simplicity (pu, 樸, the “uncarved block”) and trusting the spontaneous, unforced provision of the natural order (ziran, 自然). The sutra’s further claim that “you are more important than the birds” affirms, in terms a Daoist reader would find entirely congenial, humanity’s distinctive place within the cosmic order as the balancing intermediary between Heaven and Earth — the same triadic cosmology (Heaven, Earth, and Humanity as the “Three Powers,” sancai, 三才) that structures classical Chinese cosmological thought quite generally, Confucian and Daoist alike.

And the sutra’s remarkable statement regarding the women at the tomb — that “as the first woman caused the lies of humanity, so it was women who first told the truth” — deserves to be read, we would suggest, not merely as an isolated ethical flourish but as a genuine, if compressed, affirmation of the complementary and equal spiritual dignity of the feminine principle, a affirmation entirely at home within the Daoist cosmological framework of yin and yang as necessary, mutually completing, and equally valued cosmic forces, neither one reducible to a subordinate function of the other. A tradition capable of producing this sentence in the seventh century was already, whether or not its authors fully realized the implication, laying groundwork for an account of gender and spiritual authority considerably more generous than much of the Christianity that would later reach China through other channels.


Chapter 7: The Sutra of Cause, Effect, and Salvation


[image: Christ in conversation with a small group of disciples]
Christ in dialogue with his disciples — the visual counterpart to this sutra's own dialogical, question-and-answer form.

7.1 Overview, Date, and the Question of Genre

Known in its original Chinese as the Discourse on the One-God (一神論, Yīshén lùn) and referred to in some scholarly literature by the alternative title Sutra of Cause, Effect, and Salvation, or, more literally still, as the First Treatise on the Oneness of Heaven, this second doctrinal sutra represents a substantial advance in theological and philosophical sophistication over the catechetical simplicity of the Sutra of Hearing the Messiah, and most specialists — following an observation first developed at length by Saeki and subsequently refined by scholars including Nicolas Standaert and Li Tang — date it to the 640s, within the first decade of the mission, but evidently composed by translators who had had time to develop considerably greater fluency in the technical vocabulary of Chinese Buddhist philosophy than the earliest catechetical document displays.

The text’s genre and intellectual affinities are themselves instructive. Scholars have long noted its striking structural and thematic similarities to the Milindapañha (“The Questions of King Milinda”), a celebrated work of Buddhist philosophical literature, composed originally in a Prakrit or Gandhari source underlying the surviving Pali recension, probably between the first century BCE and the first century CE, that stages a sustained philosophical dialogue between the Indo-Greek king Menander I (Pali: Milinda) and the Buddhist monk Nāgasena on questions of Buddhist metaphysics, psychology, and ethics. The Discourse on the One-God adopts a comparably dialogical, question-and-answer structure and addresses a comparably ambitious range of classical philosophical problems — the origin of nature, the constitution of the human person, the relationship between soul and body, and the mechanism by which karmic consequence arises from action — using, moreover, a striking admixture of Buddhist technical vocabulary and terms apparently transliterated or calqued from Greek philosophical usage, themselves probably transmitted into the Sassanian Christian intellectual world through the substantial body of Greek philosophical literature (Aristotle prominently among it) that had been translated into Syriac by Church of the East scholars well before the Islamic-era translation movement that would later carry much of the same material into Arabic.

7.2 The Five Skandhas: A Doctrine Transformed

The document’s single most theologically consequential move is its sustained engagement with the Buddhist doctrine of the Five Skandhas (五蘊, wǔyùn; Sanskrit pañca-skandha), the five “aggregates” or “heaps” — form, sensation, perception, mental formations, and consciousness — whose impermanent, ever-shifting combination constitutes, according to standard Buddhist psychological analysis, what ordinary unenlightened experience mistakenly reifies as a fixed, continuous “self.” The sutra states directly: “The soul has Five Skandas. These are form, perception, consciousness, action, and knowledge” and specifies, in terms that read almost like a functional definition of embodied agency itself, that “without eyes you cannot see, without hands you cannot act, without feet you cannot walk.”

The theologically decisive move comes in the sutra’s treatment of the Incarnation, described in the sutra’s own distinctive vocabulary as the descent of “the Visitor” — a title for Christ that recurs across several of the Jingjiao Documents and that scholars, including Palmer, generally read as an attempt to capture, in a single evocative Chinese term, both the transience of the earthly incarnation (Christ as one who visits, rather than one who originates from, this world of form) and its condescending, gift-like character (a visitor who comes not out of need but out of compassion). The sutra states that this Visitor “brought the Five Skandas and the soul together and dwelt in our world,” language that recasts the doctrine of the Incarnation — God taking on human flesh — in terms precisely calibrated to a Buddhist-formed audience’s existing conceptual vocabulary for what embodiment itself fundamentally is. Where standard Buddhist teaching treats the Five Skandhas, and the clinging to them as a fixed self, as the very engine of suffering and the primary target of liberative practice, the Discourse on the One-God performs a notable and theologically original reversal: it does not reject the Skandhas as inherently defiling but insists, in a formulation without any direct precedent in the existing Buddhist philosophical literature so far as specialists have been able to determine, that “only by being clothed in the physicality of the Five Skandas can the soul savor the beauties and wonders of existence,” and further, in its concluding chapter, that the Skandhas themselves, rightly ordered, “all become strong and worship the One Sacred Spirit for their creation and for the image they have been made in” — an unmistakably positive, even doxological, valuation of embodied physical existence that stands in real tension with, and represents a genuine theological contribution to, rather than a mere borrowing from, the Buddhist philosophical tradition it draws upon.

7.3 Karma Reworked: The Visitor and the Cycle

The sutra’s treatment of karma displays a comparably original theological maneuver. Rather than presenting Christ’s saving work as simply external to, or a replacement for, the operative logic of karmic cause and effect that structured the worldview of virtually every one of the sutra’s prospective Tang readers, the text presents the Incarnation as an act of entry into karmic reality precisely in order to transform it from within: “He existed before existing in His mother’s womb. But to change your karma, you must exist in this physical world. A person can only change his karma residue by being born again into this world.” The sutra’s arresting image of the “wheat seed” — “The soul dwelling in the body is like the wheat seeds from which spring not just wheat but more wheat seeds… This is natural and requires neither manure nor water, just a gentle breeze. This is like the soul and the body” — draws on agricultural imagery with obvious resonance to the parables of the canonical gospels (the parable of the sower, the grain of wheat that must die to bear fruit in John 12:24) while simultaneously mapping that imagery onto a distinctively Buddhist logic of karmic seed and karmic fruit (bīja and phala in the technical Sanskrit vocabulary, a metaphor so central to Buddhist karma theory that the very word “seed” became a standing technical term within it).

The sutra is equally direct, and equally striking to a reader accustomed to Western Christian moral theology’s more forensic categories of guilt and forgiveness, in describing the moral stakes of embodied existence in explicitly karmic terms: “Rid yourself of the evil and poison in your heart and abandon all your bad thoughts and jealousy. You can only do it in this world, not the next… You can do this now, but not in the next world.” This is a Christian ethics of urgency rendered through a thoroughly Buddhist metaphysics of the unrepeatable, karma-shaping opportunity that embodied human life alone affords — a metaphysics quite alien to the mainstream Western Christian tradition’s more common emphasis on ongoing post-mortem purgation or unmediated divine mercy, and one of the clearest instances anywhere in the corpus of the Jingjiao missionaries genuinely thinking within, rather than merely translating around, an inherited Buddhist conceptual structure.

7.4 Evil, the Cruel Evil Ghost, and Rebirth

The sutra’s demonology deserves separate attention, both for its content and for the translation choices it reflects. Evil spirits, the text warns, are responsible for leading “foolish people” into idolatry: “Some foolish people carve wood or stone and call it a sacred spirit, and this is why the evil spirits are called the enemies of humanity.” Their leader receives a title, “the Cruel Evil Ghost,” that the sutra glosses explicitly as “the name foreigners give to the most powerful of evil spirits” — a fascinating piece of internal metalinguistic commentary, evidently intended to signal to the Chinese reader that the concept of a personified principle of cosmic evil, while genuinely foreign to native Chinese religious cosmology (which possesses no precise indigenous equivalent to the Christian Satan, however rich its own demonology of localized, generally less cosmically totalizing malevolent spirits may otherwise be), is nonetheless being imported deliberately and self-consciously, rather than disguised as an indigenous category. The sutra’s threatened consequence for those who follow “such a way” is rebirth into a worse position in life, “trapped in the 10,000 kalpas [ages] from which there is no escape from rebirth” — a straightforward adoption of the Buddhist kalpa (劫, jié) as the operative unit of cosmic and karmic time, deployed here to communicate the gravity of sin in terms of exactly the kind of vast, terrifying temporal scale that Buddhist teaching on the sufferings of unliberated rebirth across countless kalpas had already made vivid to a Tang audience.

7.5 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: Entering the Cycle to Transform It

Golden Flower Abbey reads the Discourse on the One-God as, in important respects, the single theologically richest document in the entire Jingjiao corpus, precisely because of the sophistication with which it handles the encounter between Christian soteriology and Buddhist karma theory. The move it makes — Christ enters fully into the karmic cycle, not in order to escape it for himself alone, nor merely to cancel it by external fiat, but in order to transform it from within, as one who has himself taken on the full physical and karmic condition of embodied existence — is, we would suggest, a move with genuine continuing theological value, and one worth setting in explicit conversation with the classical Christian doctrine, developed at length by the Church Fathers under the technical name of the communicatio idiomatum (“communication of properties”), according to which the properties of Christ’s divine and human natures are mutually predicated of the single person of Christ precisely because the Incarnation involves a real, complete, and not merely apparent entry into the conditions of human existence.

The sutra’s insistence that the Five Skandhas, rightly ordered, become vehicles of worship rather than obstacles to liberation offers, we think, a genuinely useful corrective available to any contemplative tradition — our own included — that risks drifting, under either its Buddhist or its ascetic Christian influences, toward treating embodiment itself as spiritually suspect, an encumbrance to be transcended rather than a good, God-given, capable-of-worship medium through which liberation is in fact realized. The Taoist tradition’s own longstanding suspicion of body-denying asceticism, its cultivation of the physical body as the very vessel of immortality-seeking practice in the internal alchemy (neidan, 內丹) traditions with which Golden Flower Abbey’s own name and practice are closely associated, finds here an unexpected but welcome Christian ally.


Chapter 8: The Sutra of Origins


[image: Christ and a woman in a spare ink-wash composition]
A spare, ink-wash rendering of Christ in dialogue — a style whose economy mirrors this sutra's own compressed, aphoristic language.

8.1 Overview and Character

The document generally referred to as the Sutra of Origins, or the Second Part of the Teaching, is, by common scholarly assessment, the least polished and least philosophically ambitious of the four principal doctrinal sutras — considerably more dogmatic and formally repetitive in its exposition than the Discourse on the One-God, and lacking that document’s sustained engagement with a single organizing philosophical problem. Its significance for this history lies less in argumentative sophistication than in a single, remarkable terminological innovation: it is the earliest of the Jingjiao Documents to deploy the specifically Daoist technical concept of wu wei (無為, “actionless action” or “non-action”) in explicitly Christian theological application, a move that Chapters 11 and 14 of this volume will show becoming the dominant, mature idiom of the later Jingjiao synthesis, but that appears here in what is very probably its earliest surviving instance.

8.2 Key Passages

The sutra opens with a cosmological argument for the existence and creative agency of “the One Sacred Spirit” cast in terms of design and stability: “Because of this, Heaven and Earth are stable and nothing changes. Heaven has no need of support to stop it falling down… This shows how the One Sacred Spirit has truly mysterious powers.” It develops this into an extended analogy — the argument from the unseen archer inferred from the visible arrow — that functions as a genuinely indigenous-sounding Chinese cosmological argument for a hidden first cause, without any obvious direct precedent in either the Buddhist or the specifically Syriac Christian philosophical literature that fed into the mission, and that may represent an authentically original contribution by the Chinese collaborators — almost certainly literate Chinese scholar-assistants working alongside Alopen’s mission, whose contribution to these texts, though nowhere individually credited by name in the surviving material, must on any reasonable reconstruction have been substantial, given the sheer idiomatic fluency and cultural fluency the documents display: “It is like an archer. We see the arrow fly and fall but cannot see the archer himself. Even though we cannot see the archer, the flying arrow tells us there must be one.”

Its treatment of the Trinity, still working with vocabulary considerably less developed than the mature triadic formula (“Three Majesties”) of the later liturgical texts examined in Part Three, describes “two aspects” of the One Sacred Spirit using a homely domestic image: “These can be compared to having hands and feet: one on the right, one on the left; two up, two down, with no difference between them.” And its central theological innovation, the passage that gives this chapter its principal interest, applies the Daoist vocabulary of actionless action directly to the divine nature and to the divine act of creation itself: “The being and actions of the One Sacred Spirit are everywhere, no beginning and no end. Creation is like this also—no beginning and no end. This power is without boundaries—arising from wu wei—actionless action and from creationless creation.” The sutra pushes the identification further still, describing God as “the embodiment of wu wei, originless origin, and nonsubstantial substance,” language that stands remarkably close to — closer, arguably, than any subsequent Jingjiao document manages — the opening formulations of the Dao De Jing itself regarding the nameless, actionless, self-generating character of the Dao.

8.3 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: God as Wu Wei

This identification of the Christian God with the Daoist principle of wu wei is, on any fair assessment, the single most theologically daring move anywhere in the Jingjiao corpus, and it deserves to be read with the full seriousness Golden Flower Abbey’s own contemplative tradition affords it. To describe God’s creative activity not as effortful exertion — the labor of a craftsman shaping inert matter, the dominant image of much Western Christian creation theology from Genesis’s own initial vocabulary of divine “work” through the medieval scholastic tradition’s elaborate doctrine of divine causality — but as spontaneous, unforced, effortless manifestation, precisely on the model of the Daoist sage whose action is so perfectly attuned to the underlying pattern of the Way that it requires, and shows, no visible exertion at all, is to make a claim with real and, we would argue, genuinely defensible theological content, not merely a rhetorical flourish borrowed for local color. It suggests that the classical Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihilo — creation not from any prior material but from nothing — and the Daoist vision of the Dao as the “nameless origin of all things” from which the “ten thousand things” (wanwu, 萬物) spontaneously arise, are not, as a merely superficial comparison might suggest, two entirely unrelated metaphysical pictures loosely juxtaposed for missionary convenience, but two independently arrived-at articulations of a genuinely comparable intuition about the character of ultimate reality: that what grounds all contingent existence must itself be radically unconditioned, without need, without exertion, and therefore, in the fullest and least paradoxical sense, free.


Chapter 9: The Sutra of Jesus Christ


[image: The Annunciation depicted in Chinese devotional style]
The Annunciation, in Chinese devotional style: the angel appears to Mary — the moment this sutra describes as God's 'Cool Breeze' coming upon 'a chosen young woman called Mo Yan.'

9.1 Overview, Date, and the Question of Tibetan Influence

The Sutra of Jesus Christ, translated on the internal dating evidence around 645 CE, is one of the four principal doctrinal sutras and displays, alongside its continued engagement with karma and rebirth already familiar from the Discourse on the One-God, a distinctive additional layer of material that a number of specialists — Palmer prominently among them, building on earlier suggestions in Saeki — believe reflects specific influence from Tibetan, and behind Tibetan, possibly Bon or early Himalayan Buddhist or Jain cosmological sources, an influence plausible on both geographic and chronological grounds given the mission’s overland route through Central Asian territories in close and continuous contact with the Tibetan plateau, though the precise channel of transmission remains a matter of scholarly conjecture rather than settled fact.

9.2 Key Passages: The Winds of Life

The sutra’s most distinctive and, to a reader coming to it fresh, most immediately striking material is its extended meditation on “the Wind” as the invisible, all-pervading medium of divine life-giving presence: “Nobody has seen God. Nobody has the ability to see God. Truly, God is like the wind… Humanity lives only because it is filled with God’s life-giving breath.” This pneumatological imagery — God as invisible, animating breath or wind — has obvious and immediate resonance with the biblical vocabulary of ruach (Hebrew) and pneuma (Greek), both terms meaning simultaneously “wind,” “breath,” and “spirit,” and equally obvious resonance with the Chinese concept of qi (氣), the vital breath or energy whose free and unobstructed circulation is the central concern of virtually the entire Chinese internal-cultivation tradition, medical and religious alike, from acupuncture theory through Daoist internal alchemy — a convergence the sutra appears to exploit deliberately and to considerable poetic effect: “Everything that lives exists only because the Winds give it life. When it is time for life to end, the Winds depart from the body… The Winds of Life are invisible.”

The sutra extends this pneumatological vision to encompass all genuine spiritual teachers, not Christian founders alone, in a passage of striking inclusivity: “All great teachers such as the Buddhas are moved by this Wind and there is nowhere in the world where this Wind does not reach and move.” This is not, we would emphasize, a claim of doctrinal equivalence between the Buddha and Christ — the sutra elsewhere maintains, as Chapter 8’s discussion of the Trinity and Chapter 13’s discussion of the Xi’an Stele’s christological material will make clear, a doctrine of the unique salvific significance of Christ’s incarnation and atoning death fully continuous with mainstream Christian orthodoxy — but it is nonetheless a genuinely inclusivist theological claim regarding the universal scope of the Spirit’s activity across human religious history, a claim with real affinities to later, much more fully developed Christian theologies of the Logos spermatikos (“seed-bearing Word”), associated in the Western patristic tradition especially with Justin Martyr, according to which the divine Word sows genuine, if partial, seeds of truth across the whole of pre-Christian human wisdom, Greek philosophy very much included.


[image: The Holy Family sheltering in a cave with a lamb, Chinese text above]
The Holy Family sheltering in a cave, a lamb at their feet — a Chinese Nativity scene of the kind this sutra's own account, 'Mo Yan gave birth to a boy and called him Ye Su,' evokes.

9.3 The Three Covenants and Social Ethics

The Sutra of Jesus Christ presents a striking recasting of the Decalogue as a graduated series of covenants, opening with what amounts to a Chinese Confucian ordering of primary loyalties: “The first and most important is to honor God. The second is to honor the Emperor. The third is to honor your parents.” This ordering — God first, but Emperor explicitly named second, ahead even of parents — represents a deliberate and, from the standpoint of securing durable imperial patronage, evidently successful piece of political theology, one that reassured the Tang court that Christian teaching posed no threat to, and indeed actively reinforced, the two pillars of Confucian social order: loyalty to the throne and filial piety toward parents.

The sutra then extends this ethical framework outward into an emphatic doctrine of universal nonviolence that has no direct parallel in the Hebrew Decalogue as such: “The fourth covenant is that anybody who understands the precepts should know to be kind and considerate to everything, and to do no evil to anything that lives. The fifth covenant is that any living being should not only not take the life of another living being, but should also teach others to do likewise.” This extension of the prohibition against killing to encompass all living creatures, not human beings alone, aligns the Jingjiao ethical vision closely with the Buddhist first precept (prathama-śīla, the prohibition against taking life in any form) and with the broader vegetarian and animal-compassion ethic that had become, by the Tang period, deeply embedded in Chinese Buddhist monastic culture; Chapter 17 of this volume will document, from the independent testimony of the Xi’an Stele, that this was not merely textual aspiration but an actual, historically attested feature of Church of the East monastic practice in Tang China.

The sutra’s social ethics, elaborated at length in its fourth chapter, reads in places like a manual of practical charitable conduct with few close parallels anywhere else in the surviving Jingjiao corpus for its sheer specificity: “Do not bully those weaker than you. Do not despise those more powerful than you. If someone is hungry, even if he is your enemy, care for him, forgive and forget… Clothe the naked. Do not abuse or try to deceive your workers.” Its treatment of the Nativity, meanwhile, renders the virgin birth in a distinctively pneumatological idiom fully consistent with the sutra’s opening meditation on the Wind: “God caused the Cool Breeze to come upon a chosen young woman called Mo Yan, who had no husband, and she became pregnant… Mo Yan gave birth to a boy and called him Ye Su, who is the Messiah and whose father is the Cool Breeze.”


[image: Mary and the infant Christ on a donkey, led by Joseph through snow]
Mary and the infant Christ led through snow by Joseph — the flight into Egypt, painted in the idiom of the Chinese scroll tradition.

9.4 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: The Wind That Moves the Buddhas

Golden Flower Abbey finds in the Sutra of Jesus Christ’s pneumatology one of the clearest textual anchors anywhere in the corpus for our own community’s deliberate, sustained openness to the wisdom of more than one tradition at once. A theology capable of stating plainly that “all great teachers such as the Buddhas are moved by this Wind” is a theology already doing, in the seventh century, substantially the same interpretive work our own community undertakes when it holds Taoist, Pure Land Buddhist, and Luminous Christian practice together within a single contemplative household. The sutra does not thereby relativize or dilute its own specifically Christian confession — the uniqueness of Christ’s atoning work remains, throughout this document and the whole corpus, entirely intact, restated if anything with unusual clarity in the sutra’s own account of the crucifixion in its fifth chapter. What the sutra’s pneumatology accomplishes instead is a widening of the frame within which that specifically Christian confession is held: Christ’s uniqueness is affirmed, and simultaneously, the same Spirit that moved uniquely and definitively in Christ is affirmed to have moved, genuinely if partially, wherever human beings have sought and found real wisdom. This is, we think, exactly the balance a genuinely syncretic contemplative community must strike, and strike continually, if it is to avoid collapsing either into an exclusivism that has nothing to learn from outside its own boundary or into a formless universalism that has nothing distinctive left to say.


Part Three: The Liturgical Sutras and the Mature Mission (Late 8th Century)

Chapter 10: The Mission Matures — From Alopen to Jingjing


[image: Christ seated with a kneeling girl in a courtyard, women in the doorway]
Christ seated in a courtyard with a kneeling disciple — a domestic scene of instruction from the devotional tradition this mission's maturing literary art anticipates.

10.1 A Century and a Half of Silence in the Record, and What Filled It

Between the composition of the earliest doctrinal sutras in the 640s and the flourishing of the liturgical literature examined in this Part, dated by internal and external evidence to the eighth century, roughly a century and a half elapsed — a period for which the documentary record is comparatively thin but which we know, from scattered references in Chinese official histories, from the Xi’an Stele’s own retrospective summary, and from the broader history of the Tang court’s religious policy, to have been a period of consolidation, expansion, and at least one severe setback for the Jingjiao mission.

The Xi’an Stele records that under Empress Wu Zetian (r. 690–705 CE as emperor in her own right, having dominated the court for decades before that as empress consort and regent), whose personal religious sympathies lay heavily with Buddhism — she promoted Buddhism to a position of state privilege it had rarely enjoyed before or would again, styling herself in explicitly Buddhist terms as a cakravartin, a “wheel-turning” universal Buddhist monarch — the Jingjiao mission suffered a period of active hostility from Buddhist establishment figures at court, a hostility the stele describes, without extensive elaboration, as having brought the mission close to extinction before more favorable conditions returned under Xuanzong (r. 712–756 CE), the emperor whose long and, for its first three decades, remarkably successful reign marks the high cultural watermark of the entire Tang dynasty.

Under Xuanzong, and evidently accelerating across the middle decades of the eighth century, the Jingjiao mission entered its most confident and creatively productive period, a period whose material culture and documentary legacy this Part of the volume now examines: the Da Qin Liturgy of Taking Refuge in the Three, the catalog text Let Us Praise, the sublime Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature, and the liturgical Hymn of the Three Majesties, together with — treated separately in Part Four — the great commemorative stele erected in 781 CE under Xuanzong’s grandson Daizong and his successor Dezong.

10.2 Jingjing (Adam): The Second Founder

If Alopen is rightly remembered as the founder of the Chinese mission, the monk most responsible for the mature theological and literary achievement examined in this Part is a figure whose Chinese religious name was Jingjing (景淨, “Pure Luminosity” or “Luminous Purity”) and whose Syriac baptismal name, preserved on the Xi’an Stele’s own bilingual Syriac inscription, was Adam. Jingjing is identified on the stele as its actual composer — the stele’s closing formula names him directly as the author of its text — and internal and external evidence, including a colophon attached to the Da Qin Liturgy of Taking Refuge in the Three naming a “monk of the Da Qin monastery” as its translator, and a well-attested tradition, preserved in later Chinese Buddhist historical sources, of collaborative textual work between Jingjing and Buddhist translators active in Chang’an in the same period, makes Jingjing very probably responsible, whether as sole author or as the presiding figure over a team of Chinese Christian and Chinese-literate collaborators, for the great majority of the mature liturgical literature this Part examines.

The most striking single piece of evidence for Jingjing’s intellectual world, and for the genuinely two-directional character of the cultural exchange the Jingjiao mission by this period had become capable of, is a documented episode of collaboration between Jingjing and the great Buddhist translator-monk Prajña (Bore, 般若), recorded in the Buddhist catalogue literature of the period: around 786–787 CE, Prajña, working from a Central Asian intermediary text of the Buddhist Ṣaṭpāramitā Sūtra (“Sutra of the Six Perfections”) that he could not render into adequate literary Chinese unaided, enlisted Jingjing’s assistance, and the two produced a joint Chinese translation running to seven fascicles. The Buddhist bibliographical catalogue Zhenyuan Xinding Shijiao Mulu, compiled shortly afterward under the authority of the monk Yuanzhao, records the episode but also records that the resulting translation was ultimately rejected from the official Buddhist canon on the grounds that Jingjing, “not understanding Buddhist doctrine” and moreover committed to “the teaching of Jingjiao, which opposes the [Buddhist] teachings,” had introduced Christian theological content the Buddhist authorities judged inappropriate for a canonical Buddhist sutra.

This episode is worth dwelling on because it complicates any picture of the Jingjiao-Buddhist relationship as one of simple, harmonious, undifferentiated borrowing in either direction. Buddhist ecclesiastical authorities in Chang’an clearly understood the Jingjiao mission to be a distinct and, in its christological core, non-negotiably different religious tradition, capable of producing translation work sophisticated enough to be sought out by leading Buddhist scholars, and simultaneously capable of introducing doctrinal content those same authorities considered incompatible with orthodox Buddhist teaching once actual translation collaboration began. The relationship the mature Jingjiao literature displays with Buddhist and Daoist vocabulary is therefore better understood not as an erasure of doctrinal boundaries but as a sustained, mutually respectful, and occasionally contested exchange between traditions that remained, throughout, quite clear about their own distinct identities even as they borrowed one another’s technical vocabulary with real freedom.

Chapter 11: The Da Qin Liturgy of Taking Refuge in the Three


[image: The Madonna and child among sheep, with a Chinese calligraphic poem]
The Madonna and child among sheep, accompanied by a Chinese calligraphic poem — devotional art in exactly the register this liturgy's own compassionate imagery reaches for.

11.1 Overview and Date

The Da Qin Liturgy of Taking Refuge in the Three (大秦景教三威蒙度讚 is sometimes used loosely to cover both this text and the closely related Hymn examined in Chapter 12, though the two are properly distinguished in the specialist literature) is dated on internal evidence to around 720 CE, placing its composition within the reign of Xuanzong and, on the chronology most scholars accept, prior to Jingjing’s own principal period of literary activity — raising the possibility, not fully resolvable on current evidence, that this text represents the work of an earlier or a different member of the mission’s translation team, working within the same maturing tradition of Buddhist-inflected devotional composition that would reach its fullest expression in Jingjing’s later work.

The text adopts, as its very title announces, the classical Buddhist liturgical formula of “taking refuge” (歸依, guīyī; Sanskrit śaraṇa), the formal act by which a Buddhist devotee professes commitment to the Three Jewels — Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha — recast here as a Christian profession of refuge in the Trinity, and it deploys throughout a vocabulary of comforting, deeply compassionate imagery for God that draws self-consciously on the devotional register of Mahayana Buddhist hymnody, most memorably in its address to God as the “Jade-Faced One, exalted as the sun and moon” — jade being, in Chinese material and symbolic culture generally, the substance most closely associated with ritual purity, moral incorruptibility, and (through its use in burial rites reaching back to the Neolithic Liangzhu culture and continuing through the Han dynasty jade burial suits) the promise of bodily and spiritual immortality.

11.2 Key Passages

The liturgy’s opening invocation combines the Syriac divine name directly, untranslated, with this newly minted Chinese devotional imagery: “All reverence to the Great Holy Compassionate Father of All Things—Allaha! Oh radiant Jade-faced One Exalted as the sun and moon Your virtues are greater than those Of all the Holy Ones and Dharma Lords—” — a line whose closing phrase, subordinating even “all the Holy Ones and Dharma Lords” to the supremacy of Allaha, performs a delicate but unmistakable act of theological positioning: the liturgy borrows Buddhist devotional vocabulary and even Buddhist honorific categories (“Dharma Lords”) while simultaneously and explicitly asserting the singular supremacy of the Christian God over every being that vocabulary might otherwise be used to praise.

The liturgy’s central petition draws on the specifically Buddhist image of salvation as crossing a vast ocean of suffering and ignorance (the “Ocean of Dharma,” itself a variant of the standard Buddhist image of saṃsāra as an ocean to be crossed by the “raft” or “ferry” of the Dharma): “See the angelic spirits crossing the Ocean of Dharma! We know to practice peace in our hearts through You.” And its colophon, one of the very few passages anywhere in the Jingjiao corpus to preserve a named individual’s own voice rather than the collective liturgical “we,” records: “On the 2nd day in the 5th month of Hai Yun [720], Su Yun of the Da Qin Religion of Light in the Great Holy Oneness of the Dharma, a monk of the Da Qin monastery at Shachou [Gansu], wrote this faithfully for the faithful” — a colophon that, notably, locates its scribe not at the Chang’an mother-house but at a provincial monastery in the Gansu corridor, evidence of the mission’s spread well beyond the capital by this date and a small but valuable data point for the wider geography of Jingjiao institutional presence across Tang territory.

11.3 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: Jade and the Many Ways

The liturgy’s invocation of “the hundred Ways” — a phrase occurring in material closely associated with this text and treated at greater length in the mature synthesis of Chapter 14 — models an approach to religious plurality that Golden Flower Abbey finds genuinely exemplary: an affirmation of the diversity of spiritual paths available within Tang China’s plural religious economy that stops well short of relativism, precisely because it is paired, in the very same liturgical breath, with an entirely unambiguous, unhedged confession of the singular supremacy of “Allaha” over every other object of devotion the liturgy’s borrowed vocabulary might otherwise seem to elevate to comparable status. This is, we think, the correct shape for a genuinely confident syncretism: generous enough to speak the devotional language of one’s neighbors without embarrassment, and clear enough about one’s own ultimate commitments that the generosity never curdles into mere accommodation.


Chapter 12: Let Us Praise — The Catalogue of the Dharma Kings and Sacred Sutras

12.1 Overview and Manuscript

Let Us Praise (尊經, Zūn jīng) survives in a single manuscript now held in the Bibliothèque nationale de France as part of the Pelliot collection (chinois no. 3847), and it occupies a genre of its own within the Jingjiao corpus: not a doctrinal exposition or a liturgical hymn but a bibliographical catalogue, listing the sacred books available to the Jingjiao community, together with a short historical note on the mission’s origin. Its importance to the modern historian is, for exactly this reason, disproportionate to its brevity: it is the single best surviving primary-source witness to the actual scope of the Jingjiao textual tradition as its own community understood it, including a substantial body of material — thirty sutras, on the text’s own account, ordered translated by imperial command — of which the majority no longer survive in any form.

12.2 Key Passages

The text opens with a formal invocation of the Trinity cast in the specifically Chinese devotional idiom of ancestral and sagely veneration: “Let us praise Allaha—Great Father and Mysterious One. Let us praise the Messiah—his Supreme Son. Let us praise the Holy Spirit, who witnesses divinity. These Three Beings creating as One.” It proceeds to an invocation of the biblical authors under the striking collective title “Dharma Kings” (法王, fǎwáng), a Chinese Buddhist honorific ordinarily reserved for supremely authoritative teachers of the Dharma: “Let us praise the Dharma: Dharma King John, Dharma King Luke, Dharma King Mark, Dharma King Matthew, Dharma King Moses, Dharma King David… Dharma King Paul.”

Its list of sacred sutras — “The Constantly Bright Supreme Happiness Sutra, The Sutra of Origins, The Sutra of Subtle Peace and Happiness, The Sutra of Heavenly Treasures, The Sutra of Psalms…” — names, alongside the several documents examined at length elsewhere in this volume, a substantial number of titles corresponding to no manuscript known to have survived, a sobering reminder of just how partial our modern access to the full Jingjiao textual tradition actually is. And its closing historical note supplies invaluable, if tantalizingly brief, information on the scale of the underlying Syriac textual tradition the mission was working from: “We have examined these sutras and we know that in all there are 530 belonging to the Da Qin rooted religion… the Emperor ordered priest Aluoben to translate the 30 sutras above. However most of the sutras remain untranslated, still tied up.”

12.3 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: The Weight of What Remains Untranslated

This closing note deserves more reflection than its brevity might suggest. Five hundred and thirty sutras “belonging to the Da Qin rooted religion” — the full Syriac Christian textual inheritance Alopen’s mission had, in principle, access to — of which only thirty had, by the time of this catalogue’s composition, actually been rendered into Chinese, “still tied up” (a phrase the text uses with what reads, even across the distance of thirteen centuries and a full change of language, like genuine wistfulness) for want of sufficient translators, sufficient time, or sufficient continuing institutional stability. Golden Flower Abbey, itself engaged in an ongoing project of retrieval and translation across several contemplative traditions at once, feels the weight of this admission acutely. No act of cross-cultural theological translation, however successful within its own limits — and the thirty sutras that were completed represent, on the evidence of the documents examined throughout this volume, a genuinely remarkable achievement — is ever more than a fraction of the fuller inheritance it draws upon. The proper response to this permanent incompleteness is neither despair nor false claims of comprehensiveness, but the same patient, unfinished labor Let Us Praise itself records: thirty sutras translated, five hundred still “tied up,” and the work continuing.


Chapter 13: The Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature


[image: Christ praying beneath cherry blossoms beneath a full moon]
Christ at prayer beneath cherry blossoms and a full moon — a contemplative image for the most mystically accomplished document in the entire corpus.

13.1 Overview, Date, and Literary Achievement

The Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature, dated on internal and comparative stylistic evidence to approximately 780–790 CE — placing it in the final, most mature phase of Jingjing’s literary career, in the years immediately surrounding the composition of the Xi’an Stele itself in 781 — is very widely regarded, by Palmer and by virtually every other serious commentator on this material, as the single most sophisticated and most beautiful literary achievement anywhere in the Jingjiao corpus: a genuine fusion of Christian theological content, Daoist philosophical vocabulary, and Buddhist literary form and imagery, executed with a poetic control that the earlier, more catechetically functional documents examined in Part Two do not attempt.

Its governing theological concept — “original nature” (本性, běnxìng), the doctrine that human nature, in its deepest and truest constitution, remains fundamentally good and has only been obscured, never destroyed, by the accumulated distortions of desire and worldly attachment — represents a position radically at variance with the doctrine of Original Sin as it developed in the mainstream Western Christian tradition, above all through the towering and, in its full elaborated form, historically contingent influence of Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE), whose mature anti-Pelagian theology, forged in controversy with Pelagius over the question of whether unaided human will retains any capacity for good after the Fall, bequeathed to the entire subsequent Latin theological tradition an unusually severe doctrine of humanity’s inherited moral incapacity. Because the Church of the East had already broken definitively from full communion with the Western church by 489 CE, as Chapter 2 detailed, decades before Augustine’s anti-Pelagian theology achieved its later dominance within Western Latin Christianity, the Jingjiao tradition’s Christian anthropology developed largely free of specifically Augustinian influence — a genuine and consequential accident of ecclesiastical-political timing that left the tradition considerably freer to develop, when it encountered Chinese philosophical anthropology’s own confident affirmation of humanity’s inherently good original nature (an affirmation central to Mencian Confucianism as much as to Daoist and Buddhist thought), a doctrine of human nature that could absorb this Chinese confidence without having first to overcome an entrenched, theologically weighty Western doctrine of total or near-total moral incapacity.

13.2 Structure: A Discourse in the Buddhist Sutra Style

The sutra is modeled explicitly, and with considerable formal skill, on the classical structure of a Mahayana Buddhist discourse sutra: a framing narrative situates the teaching as delivered by “the Eternal One” (Jesus) in “the Great Preaching Place of Purity and Clarity,” addressing an assembly of those who “had escaped from the Realm of Desire,” with the disciple Simon (standing in throughout for Peter) posing the questions that structure the unfolding teaching, in precise formal imitation of the role played by figures such as Subhūti or Ānanda in the great Mahayana sutras of the Prajñāpāramitā and related literatures.

13.3 Key Passages

The opening exchange sets the sutra’s central problem — the obscuring of an underlying truth that remains, nonetheless, always potentially recoverable — through a memorable double image of muddy water and wet straw: “The truth is like looking at the white of the moon in water. If the water is cloudy, you can’t see it clearly. It’s like burning straw in a fire—If the straw is wet, the fire can’t burn brightly.” The sutra’s discussion of contemplative practice deploys the Daoist vocabulary of wu wei with a psychological precision considerably beyond the more purely cosmological usage of the earlier Sutra of Origins examined in Chapter 8: “People struggle trying to figure it all out. This struggle creates the desire to do something. Doing creates movement which results in anxiety… This is why I teach no wanting and doing without doing.”

The sutra’s most celebrated and most quoted formulation, the “Four Essential Laws” — no wanting, no doing, no piousness, no truth — receives its fullest exposition in the sutra’s fifth chapter, where each law is elaborated through a distinct organic or natural metaphor: no wanting is compared to the roots of a plant, whose distortion inevitably manifests in the visible growth above ground; no doing is compared to a boat “on the broad ocean” driven helplessly by wind when its occupant fights the current rather than yielding to it; no piousness is compared to “the great Earth herself,” which “gives food to each according to their needs” without any expectation of recognition; and no truth — perhaps the most philosophically startling of the four laws to a reader schooled in Western Christian apologetics’ usual emphasis on propositional doctrinal correctness — is compared to a mirror, which “reflects without judgment,” refusing to “take sides in arguments about right and wrong” while nonetheless showing “everything as well as the smallest of details.”

The sutra’s extended “Ten Ways of Observing the World” in its fourth chapter constitutes a sustained meditation on impermanence and attachment fully continuous with the Buddhist literary genre of contemplative catalogues of worldly suffering (comparable in form, though not identical in content, to Buddhist enumerations such as the “eight sufferings”), covering old age and sickness (“No one here gets out alive”), the loss of loved ones (“Just as the leaves of a tree fall in autumn”), the impermanence of worldly glory (“It’s like the magical light of the moon shining everywhere… All it takes is a cloud to drift across it”), destructive aggression (“They are like moths drawn to the flame”), avarice (“They are like little clay bottles filled with sea water”), sexual obsession, intemperance, spiritual frivolity, syncretistic confusion pursued without discernment (“to wander from religion to religion Seeking enlightenment, but ending up in confusion” — a warning Golden Flower Abbey takes with particular seriousness, discussed further below), and finally spiritual pride, the hoarding of unshared insight, likened to “oysters with pearls grown in them— The pearl is no use to the oyster.”

The sutra’s closing image of Jesus as “the scaling ladder and the steps cut in stone” by which a sick man, too crippled to climb a longed-for sacred mountain unaided, is finally carried to the summit by a wise and resourceful relative, offers one of the corpus’s most affecting images of grace: salvation not as a reward for successful unaided striving but as the intervention of a “Compassionate Knowing One” who supplies, from outside the sufferer’s own diminished capacity, the very means of ascent the sufferer could never have constructed alone.

13.4 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: The Ninth Way, and the Discipline of a True Synthesis

Golden Flower Abbey reads the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature as, in a real sense, the founding literary charter of our own community’s method — and we take particular, deliberately self-critical, note of its ninth “way of observing the world,” which warns explicitly against exactly the failure mode a syncretic community must guard against above all others: “to wander from religion to religion Seeking enlightenment, but ending up in confusion… like someone who makes plaster casts of cattle: No matter how life-like they seem Take them out to the fields, and they can’t do a thing!” This is a warning the sutra places deliberately alongside its own most confident acts of cross-traditional borrowing, and we read the juxtaposition as instructive rather than merely coincidental: a tradition capable of the sustained, disciplined synthesis this sutra elsewhere achieves is, for that very reason, also capable of naming with precision the undisciplined, dilettantish wandering-between-traditions that produces only lifelike but functionally empty simulacra of spiritual insight — plaster cattle that “can’t do a thing” when actually needed. Genuine syncretism, on this sutra’s own testimony, is not the absence of discipline but among the more demanding forms discipline can take.


Chapter 14: The Hymn of the Three Majesties


[image: The Last Supper depicted as an Asian devotional icon, the company seated in a circle]
The Last Supper as devotional icon, the company gathered in a circle — the liturgical, communal register this hymn's own praise shares.

14.1 Overview and Date

The Hymn of the Three Majesties (大秦景教三威蒙度讚, Dàqín Jǐngjiào Sānwēi Méngdù Zàn), translated on the internal evidence around 760 CE by Jingjing himself and preserved, notably, in the modern Chinese New Hymnal still in liturgical use among Three-Self Protestant churches in China today — making it, in a real if qualified sense, the only piece of Jingjiao liturgical literature with an unbroken, or at least a modern-recovered and continuously sustained, life in actual Chinese Christian worship — is widely regarded as the oldest surviving Chinese Christian hymn in any tradition. It organizes its praise around the “Three Majesties”: the Holy Father Alaha, the Holy Son Mshiha (a title directly transliterating the Syriac for “Messiah”), and the Holy Spirit, named here with striking pneumatological precision as Jingfeng Wang, the “Pure Wind King.”

14.2 Key Passages

The hymn’s opening lines fuse cosmic and personal imagery with an intimacy unusual even within the already devotionally warm register of the Jingjiao liturgical corpus: “The highest skies are in love with You. The great Earth opens its palms in peace. Our truest being is anchored in Your Purity.” Its central trinitarian confession achieves a formal, almost creedal precision: “Beyond knowing, beyond words You are the truth, steadfast for all time. Compassionate Father, Radiant Son, Pure Wind King—three in one.” Its petition for salvation deploys, once again, the Buddhist image of the ferry or raft across the ocean of suffering, here specified with an added image — “the burning streams” — that evokes simultaneously the Buddhist hell-realms and, quite possibly, an echo of the biblical lake of fire: “Send Your raft of salvation To save us from the burning streams!” And its closing petition for renewal draws on agricultural imagery of rain and root fully continuous with the sutra’s Chinese devotional idiom: “Shower us with Your Healing Rain! Help us to overcome, give life to what has withered, And water the roots of kindness in us.”

14.3 The Golden Flower Abbey Reading: The Pure Wind King

The hymn’s title for the Holy Spirit — “Pure Wind King” — deserves to stand, in Golden Flower Abbey’s estimation, alongside “World-Honored One” and “wu wei” as one of the three or four most theologically generative single terms the entire Jingjiao corpus produced. It names the Holy Spirit simultaneously as qi, the vital breath whose free circulation the whole of Chinese internal cultivation practice exists to cultivate and protect, and as wang, king — sovereign, not merely ambient, energy; a Spirit who is source of life in exactly the sense the body’s own vital breath is source of life, and who is, simultaneously, no mere impersonal cosmic force but a personal, sovereign, worship-worthy member of the Godhead. We know of no single term anywhere in the history of Chinese Christian translation, before or since, that achieves this particular fusion of immanent, embodied, practice-relevant vitality with unambiguous divine personhood and sovereignty quite so economically.


Part Four: The Xi’an Stele

Chapter 15: Discovery, Controversy, and Physical Description


[image: Photograph of the Xi'an Stele, with its dragon-crowned head and inscribed body]
The Xi'an Stele as it stands today in the Forest of Stone Steles Museum, Xi'an — its dragon-crowned head and its nearly 1,900 characters of inscribed text.

15.1 The Rediscovery of 1625

In or around 1625 — the precise year is reported with minor variation across the earliest Chinese and Jesuit accounts, some giving 1623 — workmen engaged in excavation, by most accounts for a building foundation or grave, at a site some distance southwest of Xi’an in Shaanxi province, struck a massive buried stone. What they had found, once cleared and set upright, was a limestone stele 279 centimeters (roughly nine feet two inches) in height, bearing a lengthy inscription in literary Chinese, accompanied by a shorter parallel text in Syriac (Estrangela script) and a list of clergy names given in both Chinese and Syriac — the Xi’an Stele, known in Chinese as the Da Qin Jingjiao Liuxing Zhongguo Bei (大秦景教流行中國碑, “Stele Commemorating the Propagation of the Luminous Religion of Da Qin in the Middle Kingdom”) and known to the field simply as the Nestorian Stele or the Jingjiao Stele.

News of the discovery reached the small community of Jesuit missionaries then active in China — heirs, at a remove of exactly a thousand years, to the same project of Christian mission to China the Jingjiao community had undertaken — within a matter of months, and it produced, among them, a mixture of astonishment and immediate apologetic excitement. Here, it seemed, was solid material proof, carved in stone and dated with precision to 781 CE, that Christianity had reached China not with the Jesuits themselves in the sixteenth century but nearly a millennium earlier — a discovery of enormous polemical value to a mission then engaged in a difficult, ultimately unsuccessful struggle to persuade Chinese authorities and Chinese literati that Christianity was not simply another disruptive foreign novelty but a teaching with deep and legitimate historical roots compatible with Chinese civilization. The Jesuit missionary Álvaro Semedo produced one of the earliest Western accounts and partial translations of the stele’s text; the polymath Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher, working in Rome from materials and translations supplied by missionary colleagues in China, gave the stele its first wide European publicity in his 1667 compendium China Illustrata, complete with an engraved illustration of the monument that, for many decades, was the only image of the stele most European readers ever saw.

15.2 The Authenticity Controversy

The stele’s very timeliness for Jesuit apologetic purposes provoked, almost immediately and with lasting consequences for the historiography of the subject, a countervailing wave of skepticism regarding its authenticity — skepticism voiced most influentially, a century later, by Voltaire, who found in the alleged discovery exactly the kind of suspiciously convenient Jesuit “miracle” his broader polemic against clerical credulity delighted in exposing, and who suggested, without offering detailed philological argument, that the stele was very probably a Jesuit fabrication planted to bolster the mission’s flagging fortunes. This suspicion, while entirely understandable given the genuine history of pious forgery in early modern Catholic missionary contexts elsewhere, has not survived sustained modern scholarly scrutiny. The stele’s Chinese text employs Tang-period grammatical constructions, an epigraphic calligraphic style, and technical Buddhist and Daoist vocabulary of a sophistication and period-specific accuracy that no seventeenth-century European Jesuit — however learned in classical Chinese most of the China Jesuits eventually became — could plausibly have composed or commissioned without leaving detectable traces of the fabrication; the stele’s Syriac text employs a script and orthographic conventions consistent with eighth-century, not seventeenth-century, Syriac Christian usage; and, perhaps most decisively, several of the named clergy on the stele’s Syriac clergy-list have since been independently corroborated by other, unrelated primary sources, including Syriac ecclesiastical records unavailable to and unknown by any of the early Jesuit China missionaries. The scholarly consensus regarding the stele’s authenticity has accordingly been essentially unanimous for well over a century; the “forgery” hypothesis survives today chiefly as a historiographical curiosity illustrating how even a well-founded general skepticism toward missionary self-promotion can, applied without adequate philological grounding, produce a confidently wrong conclusion.

15.3 Physical Description and Setting

The stele stands, as noted, 279 centimeters high, cut from a single block of limestone, its main inscribed face bearing some 1,900 Chinese characters of continuous prose text, composed in a formal and highly literary register drawing extensively on classical allusion, followed by a versified summary (a ming, 銘, the traditional closing verse-eulogy of Chinese commemorative stele inscriptions) recapitulating the prose narrative in more compressed poetic form. A raised dragon-and-cloud motif crowns the stele’s head, in a decorative convention entirely standard for major Tang commemorative inscriptions of this type and providing no reason whatsoever to suspect any specifically Christian, as opposed to standard Tang imperial, artistic program.

The stele commemorates, on its own explicit account, the completion of a construction or renovation project at the Da Qin monastery associated with the mission — a monastery whose physical remains, in the form of a later pagoda structure built on or near the original monastic site, were themselves rediscovered by modern archaeological survey only in 1998, as Chapter 20 will describe. The site lies near Louguantai, traditionally revered as the location where Laozi is said to have composed the Dao De Jing at the request of the border-guard Yin Xi before departing China altogether — a juxtaposition of sites that, whether by deliberate original site selection on the Jingjiao community’s part or by later historical coincidence, several commentators including Palmer have found suggestive of the deep, geographically literal proximity between the Jingjiao mission’s Christian message and the wellspring of Daoist philosophical tradition. The stele today stands in the Forest of Stone Steles Museum (Beilin Bowuguan) in Xi’an, among several thousand other historically significant Chinese inscribed stones, where it remains accessible to visitors and continues to draw scholarly and pilgrim attention alike.

Chapter 16: The Theology and Text of the Stele

16.1 The Cosmological Opening

The stele’s prose opens with a sentence of remarkable philosophical compression, rendering the doctrine of the eternal, uncreated God in language drawn directly, and self-consciously, from the opening vocabulary of the Dao De Jing itself: “In the beginning was the natural constant, the true stillness of the Origin, and the primordial void of the Most High. Then, the spirit of the void emerged as the Most High Lord, moving in mysterious ways to enlighten the holy ones.” The identification could hardly be made more directly: the God the stele proclaims is described using precisely the vocabulary — “natural constant” (常然), “true stillness” (真寂), “primordial void” (先先而無元) — the Dao De Jing itself uses of the Dao, the nameless, formless, ever-prior source from which all “ten thousand things” arise. This is the fullest, most confident, and most historically consequential expression anywhere in the Jingjiao corpus of the identification, already anticipated in the Sutra of Origins examined in Chapter 8, of the Christian God with the reality classical Daoism calls the Dao.

The stele’s account of creation proceeds through the classical Chinese cosmological vocabulary of yin-yang differentiation: “He beat up the primordial winds and the two vapors were created. He differentiated the gray emptiness and opened up the sky and the earth. He set the sun and moon on their course and day and night came into being.” This is Genesis retold, without any loss of its essential monotheistic creator-and-creature structure, entirely within the conceptual grammar of classical Chinese cosmogony — the emergence of the paired, complementary forces of yin and yang from an original undifferentiated unity, the standard cosmological framework shared, with variations, across virtually the entire Chinese philosophical tradition from the Yijing forward.

16.2 Original Nature, the Fall, and the Incarnation

The stele’s account of humanity’s original condition anticipates, in condensed form, the fuller theology of the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature examined in Chapter 13: “He gave to them the original nature of goodness and appointed them as the guardians of all creation. Their minds were empty; they were content; and their hearts were simple and innocent. Originally they had no desire.” The Fall is described not primarily in terms of a single act of transgression, as the Genesis narrative’s own emphasis on the eating of the forbidden fruit might lead a Western reader to expect, but in terms of a corruption of desire itself: “Under the influence of Satan, they abandoned their pure and simple goodness for the glitter and the gold. Falling into the trap of death and lies, they became embroiled in the three hundred and sixty-five forms of sin” — the number 365 evidently chosen to correspond to the days of the solar year, in a numerological convention with clear precedent in Chinese correlative cosmological thought, where comprehensive enumeration by calendrical or cosmic number (365, 360, and similar round figures) is a standard rhetorical device for signaling totality.

The stele’s christological core, its account of the Incarnation, deploys precisely the “three subtle and wondrous bodies” trinitarian-incarnational vocabulary that later Chinese Christian theological reflection would continue to wrestle with: “My Lord Ye Su, the One emanating in three subtle bodies, hid his true power, became a human, and came on behalf of the Lord of Heaven to preach the good teachings. A virgin gave birth to the sacred in a dwelling in the Da Qin Empire” — the reference to “the Da Qin Empire” here reflecting the mission’s own geographic self-understanding of the biblical narrative as originating, broadly speaking, in the Roman world (Da Qin, 大秦, being the standing Chinese name for the Roman Empire and, by extension, “the West” generally) rather than in any more precise recognition of first-century Judea’s distinct political status.

16.3 The Church’s Discipline and Mission

The stele’s description of the actual monastic and liturgical life of the Church of the East community in Tang China constitutes one of the corpus’s most historically valuable passages, offering independent, epigraphically fixed corroboration of practices otherwise attested only in the more devotionally oriented sutra literature: “Those who choose to grow beards, shave their heads, travel on the open roads, renounce desire, have neither male nor female slaves, see all people as equal, and do not hoard material goods, are followers of My rites of purification… At seven we gather for service to pray for the salvation of all. Every seven days we have an audience with heaven.” This passage — its testimony to weekly (presumably Sunday) worship, to seven-times-daily prayer (echoing the Church of the East’s inherited monastic office, itself continuous with the wider late-antique Christian tradition of the canonical hours), to explicit renunciation of slaveholding, and to tonsure and beard-growing as markers of the community’s distinct monastic identity — supplies exactly the kind of concrete institutional detail the more purely doctrinal and liturgical sutra texts, focused as they are on theological content rather than community description, largely do not provide, and Chapter 17 of this volume will draw on it at length in its treatment of Jingjiao social ethics.

The stele’s closing self-designation echoes, with unmistakable deliberateness, the opening lines of the Dao De Jing: “This truth cannot be named but its function surpasses all expectations. When forced to give it a name, we call it the Religion of Light.” Any reader with even passing familiarity with classical Chinese literature would recognize immediately the allusion to the Dao De Jing’s own opening declaration, that “the Dao that can be spoken is not the constant Dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” — an allusion so direct, and placed with such evident rhetorical calculation at the very close of the stele’s theological exposition, that it amounts to an explicit, textually signposted claim: the God of the Jingjiao mission and the Dao of Laozi’s tradition are, at the deepest and least sayable level, one and the same ultimate reality.

Chapter 17: The Imperial Edict and the Erectors of the Stele

17.1 The Edict of 638

The stele preserves, in a passage evidently transcribing or closely paraphrasing an actual documentary source rather than composing fresh rhetoric, the text of Emperor Taizong’s own edict of 638 CE, issued three years after Alopen’s initial arrival and formally authorizing the mission’s establishment: “The Way does not have a common name and the sacred does not have a common form. Proclaim the teachings everywhere for the salvation of the people… His message is mysterious and wonderful beyond our understanding… The message is lucid and clear; the teachings will benefit all; and they should be practiced throughout the land.” This edict’s opening formula — “the Way does not have a common name” — is itself already Daoist in vocabulary before the Jingjiao mission had composed a single word of its own theological literature, evidence that the identification of Christian teaching with Daoist categories the later documents pursue at length was, in an important sense, first suggested to the mission by the Tang court’s own diplomatic vocabulary for describing and legitimating unfamiliar religious traditions generally, rather than being purely a missionary innovation imposed from outside.

17.2 Who Erected the Stele, and Why 781

The stele was erected in 781 CE, during the reign of Emperor Dezong, under the patronage and evident direction of a Church of the East bishop whose Syriac name is preserved in the accompanying clergy list as Yazdbozid (also transliterated Izdbuzid), identified as a priest and chorepiscopus (a rank of assistant or suffragan bishop) originally from Balkh in what is now northern Afghanistan, then a major Church of the East metropolitan see astride the Silk Road — his presence in Chang’an itself a valuable data point for the continuing, active traffic of Church of the East clergy between the Persian and Central Asian heartland of the church and its Chinese frontier mission, a full fourteen decades after Alopen’s original journey.

The occasion for the stele’s erection in this particular year is not stated explicitly in the surviving text, but the timing — coinciding closely with the completion of construction work at the Da Qin monastery the stele itself references, and following, by this point, close to a century and a half of sustained mission presence at the Tang court — is generally read by specialists as marking a moment of confident institutional consolidation: a community secure enough in its position, prosperous enough in its patronage, and proud enough of its accumulated century and a half of achievement to commission a monument on this scale, in the most durable medium available, and to have that monument inscribed with the full bilingual clergy roster — dozens of names, Chinese and Syriac alike — of the community responsible for it. That the stele was itself subsequently buried, at some point before its 1625 rediscovery, under circumstances the surviving record does not clarify, is a separate mystery Chapter 18 will take up in its account of the community’s later persecution and apparent effort at self-preservation.

Chapter 18: The Bilingual Clergy List and the Calligrapher Lü Xiuyan


[image: A further photograph of the Xi'an Stele in profile]
The stele in profile, showing the full proportions of the 279-centimeter monument Lü Xiuyan's brushwork and the stonecutters' chisels together produced.

18.1 A Roster of Names

The stele’s closing panels preserve a list of some seventy Church of the East clergy names, given in parallel Chinese transliteration and Syriac original — bishops, priests, and monks associated with the mission across its then century-and-a-half history in China, several identified by see or place of origin extending as far as Balkh, and including, in the Syriac portion specifically, the name and title of the reigning Catholicos-Patriarch of the Church of the East at the time of the stele’s erection, whose formal ecclesiastical authority the Chinese mission, despite its geographic remoteness, continued to recognize. This roster is, for the modern historian of the Church of the East’s Central Asian and Chinese missionary province, one of the single most valuable primary-source documents available anywhere: a fixed, precisely dated, epigraphically stable list of names against which scattered references in other, more fragmentary sources — Syriac synodical records, later Chinese official-history references to Jingjiao clergy, and comparable material recovered from other Silk Road Christian sites — can be cross-checked and corroborated.

18.2 Lü Xiuyan, the Stele’s Calligrapher

The stele’s main text is attributed, in its own closing formula, to Jingjing as composer; its calligraphy — the actual brushwork transcribed by the stonecutters, a matter of real artistic and technical distinction in Tang epigraphic culture, where calligraphic style carried significant cultural prestige quite independent of a text’s content — is attributed to a scribe named Lü Xiuyan, holding, on the stele’s own testimony, an official court position (identified in the text with a specific, if now not perfectly reconstructable, Tang bureaucratic title) that indicates the mission had, by 781, sufficient standing to secure the services of a calligrapher of genuine professional and courtly accomplishment for its most important surviving monument — a detail easy to pass over but worth pausing on, since it confirms, from a wholly independent angle (Tang court personnel records and epigraphic convention rather than the Jingjiao literature’s own self-presentation), the same picture of confident institutional integration into the highest levels of Tang cultural life that the stele’s content otherwise conveys.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: Stone and the Discipline of Permanence

Golden Flower Abbey reads the Xi’an Stele’s very medium — stone rather than the perishable paper and silk of the Dunhuang manuscript cache — as itself a kind of theological statement, deliberate or not. A community that commissions a monument meant to outlast its own membership by many centuries is a community betting, in the most literal material sense available to it, on the durability of its own achievement, on the conviction that what it has built — a genuine, hard-won synthesis of Christian confession and Chinese philosophical wisdom — is worth preserving in the medium most resistant to loss. That the stele did in fact survive, buried and forgotten for some eight and a half centuries before its 1625 recovery, while so much of the mission’s own manuscript literature did not survive at all except by the far more fragile accident of a sealed cave, vindicates that bet in a way its original erectors could not have anticipated but might, we suspect, have found a source of quiet consolation, had they known.


Part Five: The Taoist Christian Theological Synthesis

Chapter 19: Original Nature versus Original Sin

19.1 The Concept Across the Corpus

The concept of “original nature” or “innate nature” (本性, běnxìng), examined already in its fullest textual expressions in the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature (Chapter 13) and the Xi’an Stele (Chapter 16), is not confined to those two documents; it functions, on inspection, as the organizing anthropological premise of virtually the entire mature Jingjiao literature, early and late alike, and deserves separate, synthetic treatment here because it represents the single deepest point of genuine theological divergence between the Jingjiao tradition and the Christian theology that would later reach China through other, chiefly post-sixteenth-century, missionary channels.

The concept itself is not a Jingjiao invention but a direct adoption of a position already deeply established in indigenous Chinese philosophical anthropology well before Alopen’s arrival — present in nuce in the Confucian tradition through Mencius’s celebrated fourth-century BCE argument that human nature is originally good (xing shan, 性善), evidenced by the spontaneous, uncalculated compassion any observer feels on witnessing a child about to fall into a well; present in Daoist form through the Dao De Jing’s vision of the “uncarved block” (pu, 樸), the unworked, undistorted natural state prior to the artificial complications civilization imposes upon it; and present, in a third and philosophically distinct form, in the Buddhist doctrine, most fully developed within the specifically Chinese Buddhist schools (Tiantai and, later, Chan chief among them) that had by the Tang period substantially reworked Indian Buddhist doctrine on this exact point, of an inherent “Buddha-nature” (佛性, fóxìng) present, according to the more expansive Mahayana formulations current in Tang China, in all sentient beings without exception.

19.2 The Augustinian Road Not Taken

That the Jingjiao tradition should have absorbed this broad Chinese anthropological consensus so readily is, as Chapter 13 already noted, substantially explained by an accident of ecclesiastical-historical timing: the Church of the East’s formal break from communion with the Western Latin and Byzantine churches, completed by 489 CE, occurred well before the specifically Augustinian doctrine of Original Sin — forged in the heat of Augustine’s protracted controversy with Pelagius and Pelagius’s British disciple Caelestius over the extent of humanity’s post-Fall moral incapacity, and only gradually, over the fifth and sixth centuries, achieving the position of settled, unquestioned orthodoxy it would hold throughout subsequent Western Latin Christianity — had become binding doctrine even within the Western church itself, let alone in a form that could exert meaningful influence on a Church of the East already administratively and theologically separated from Western developments.

The Church of the East’s own inherited anthropology, formed instead in the Antiochene exegetical tradition associated with Theodore of Mopsuestia (the same theological school, as Chapter 2 detailed, that shaped the Church of the East’s distinctive Christology), retained a considerably less totalizing doctrine of the Fall’s effects on human moral capacity — one that spoke of a genuine wounding and disordering of human nature through sin, fully consistent with historic Christian teaching on the reality and seriousness of sin, but that did not develop the specifically Augustinian doctrine of inherited guilt transmitted biologically through the generative act itself, nor the accompanying doctrine, controversial even within the Western tradition and never universally accepted even there, of the damnation of unbaptized infants purely by virtue of an inherited guilt they had no opportunity to commit or avoid personally. This comparatively lighter, less totalizing inherited anthropology proved, when it met the confident Chinese consensus on humanity’s good original nature, considerably more compatible than the fuller Augustinian doctrine would likely have been, and the resulting Jingjiao synthesis — humanity created with a genuinely good original nature, now obscured but never obliterated by accumulated sin and desire, recoverable through the salvific work of Christ understood substantially as a work of restoration and unveiling rather than a work of rescue from an inherited condition of total depravity — represents, we would argue, a coherent, defensible development of authentically Christian anthropological premises, arrived at along a genuinely different historical-theological road than the one Western Christianity happened to take, rather than a diminished or compromised Christianity produced by uncritical accommodation to its host culture.

19.3 What Salvation Restores

The Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature states the resulting soteriology with programmatic clarity: chanting the teaching “brings back clear seeing, and each of you will return To your own original nature, your ultimately true beingness, Free from all falsehood and illusion.” Salvation, on this account, is not primarily the imputation of an external righteousness to a subject who remains, in himself, essentially and irredeemably corrupt — the emphasis that would become dominant in later Reformation-era Western soteriology, itself a further, still more emphatic development of the Augustinian anthropological premise — but the restoration of a righteousness the subject already, at the deepest level of created nature, actually possesses, however thoroughly that possession has been obscured by the “glitter and gold” the Xi’an Stele names as the corrupting agent of the Fall.

Chapter 20: Karma, Reincarnation, and the Raft of Salvation

20.1 The Problem the Mission Had to Answer

As Chapter 3 established, karma and reincarnation had become, by the seventh century, thoroughly naturalized features of the Tang religious imagination, absorbed deeply into popular as well as elite Buddhist consciousness across the preceding several centuries of Buddhist presence in China. Any missionary teaching hoping to gain a genuine hearing beyond a narrow expatriate merchant community had no real option of simply ignoring or dismissing this deeply entrenched conceptual framework; it had to engage karma and rebirth directly, on terms a Tang audience would find intellectually serious, and Chapters 7 and 9 of this volume have already examined, document by document, how the Discourse on the One-God and the Sutra of Jesus Christ each undertook this engagement.

20.2 The Raft, Synthesized

What Part Two’s document-by-document treatment could only partially convey is how consistently the corpus as a whole converges on a single controlling image for the solution: salvation as a “raft” (or variously translated, “boat,” “ferry”) that carries the soul across the otherwise endless ocean of karmic rebirth to a far shore of permanent liberation — an image drawn, transparently and self-consciously, from the standard Buddhist metaphor of the Dharma itself as a raft (a metaphor with canonical warrant reaching back to the Buddha’s own famous parable, recorded in the Pali Alagaddūpama Sutta, of the raft that carries a traveler across a river and is then, properly, left behind rather than carried further once its purpose is served). The Xi’an Stele states plainly that Christ “set afloat the raft of salvation and compassion so that we can use it to ascend to the palace of light and be united with the spirit”; the Hymn of the Three Majesties petitions Christ directly to “Send Your raft of salvation To save us from the burning streams”; and the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature develops the same image at greatest length, in its extended parable of the “Luminous Religion” as both armor for a soldier and a “well-made boat” that alone, unlike ordinary human vessels, can guarantee safe passage “across the ocean of life and death.”

The theological content this shared image communicates is a distinctively Christian modification of the underlying Buddhist metaphor, worth stating precisely because the modification is easy to miss beneath the shared surface vocabulary. In strict Buddhist usage, the raft of the Dharma is, in the final analysis, a provisional expedient (upāya) to be abandoned once its work is done; enlightenment itself lies beyond and independent of the raft. In the Jingjiao usage, by contrast, the raft is not an impersonal expedient method eventually to be discarded but is identified, throughout the corpus, with the person of Christ himself — Christ is the raft, not merely the provider of one, and the destination the raft carries the soul toward is not an impersonal cessation of craving but personal, eternal union with a personal, triune God. The corpus borrows the Buddhist raft-image’s full evocative power — its vivid sense of urgent, otherwise-impossible passage across a genuinely perilous ocean — while quietly but firmly redirecting the image’s theological payload toward a specifically Christian, and specifically personal, destination.

Chapter 21: The Four Essential Laws as Christian-Daoist Ethics
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Christ in unhurried conversation at a well beneath cherry blossoms — an image of the unforced, wu-wei-like stillness this chapter's Four Essential Laws commend.

21.1 Recapitulation and Synthesis

Chapter 13 examined the Four Essential Laws — no wanting, no doing, no piousness, no truth — in the specific textual context of the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature, where they receive their fullest exposition. This chapter steps back to consider the Four Laws synthetically, as the corpus’s most concentrated and most influential single formulation of practical Taoist Christian ethics, and to trace the specific philosophical lineage each law draws upon.

No wanting and no doing together constitute, essentially, a direct application to Christian moral psychology of the Daoist concept of wu wei, examined already in its more strictly cosmological application in Chapter 8’s discussion of the Sutra of Origins: not literal inaction or passivity, a common and philosophically careless misreading of wu wei both among casual modern readers and, occasionally, among the corpus’s own less careful commentators, but action so fully attuned to its proper natural pattern that it proceeds without the anxious, self-conscious effort and calculation that Chinese philosophical psychology, Daoist and Buddhist alike, consistently identifies as the actual root of suffering, error, and moral distortion. No piousness reworks, in explicitly Daoist-inflected vocabulary, the specifically Christian teaching on almsgiving already encountered in its earliest, more directly Sermon-on-the-Mount-derived form in Chapter 6’s discussion of the Sutra of Hearing the Messiah — “let not your left hand know what your right hand is doing” finding its mature philosophical elaboration in the later sutra’s image of “the great Earth herself,” which gives without any expectation of recognition or reciprocity. And no truth, the most philosophically ambitious and most easily misunderstood of the four, articulates a specifically Daoist epistemological humility regarding the final, definitive, propositionally fixable graspability of ultimate truth — not, we would stress, a relativist denial that truth exists or that some claims are simply mistaken, a reading the sutra’s own consistently confident doctrinal assertions elsewhere in the corpus flatly rule out, but a caution against the specific spiritual vice of clinging to one’s own formulation of truth so tightly that the clinging itself, rather than the truth being clung to, becomes the operative source of pride, faction, and “arguments about right and wrong” that obstruct rather than serve genuine spiritual life.

21.2 A Christian Reading of the Four Laws

It is worth stating explicitly, since the temptation to read the Four Laws as evidence of doctrinal dilution is one modern readers schooled in more propositionally emphatic forms of Christian orthodoxy may feel, that nothing in the Four Laws as the corpus actually presents them constitutes a departure from historic Christian ethical teaching properly understood. “No wanting” restates, in Daoist idiom, the classical Christian ascetic tradition’s own long-standing concern with the discipline of desire (apatheia in the Greek patristic vocabulary, a concept with real if inexact affinity to the Daoist wuyu, “no desire”); “no doing” restates the Pauline and, further back, dominical teaching on grace as prior to and constitutive of, rather than merely rewarding, righteous action; “no piousness” restates, nearly verbatim in its underlying logic, Christ’s own explicit teaching in the Sermon on the Mount against performing righteousness “to be seen by others”; and “no truth,” properly qualified as above, restates the historic Christian apophatic tradition’s own insistence — developed at length by figures as central to the Western canon as Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and, within the specifically Eastern Christian tradition with which Golden Flower Abbey maintains its own living conversation, the entire hesychast and Palamite tradition of negative theology — that God exceeds every positive human formulation and that the most adequate human speech about God is, paradoxically, speech that acknowledges its own final inadequacy.

Chapter 22: Ethics — Nonviolence, Equality, and Social Justice

22.1 Nonviolence and the Vegetarian Discipline

Chapter 9 already documented the Sutra of Jesus Christ’s extension of the prohibition against killing to encompass all living creatures, and Chapter 16 documented the Xi’an Stele’s independent epigraphic corroboration of an actually lived monastic discipline of renunciation and simplicity. Taken together, these two independent lines of evidence — one textual-doctrinal, one epigraphic-institutional — converge on a historically well-attested picture: the Church of the East community in Tang China maintained an officially vegetarian, systematically nonviolent, and explicitly anti-slavery monastic discipline, a discipline the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature independently corroborates in its own reference to “the sixth cleansing, vegetarian day” observed in connection with the commemoration of the crucifixion.

22.2 The Dignity of Women

Chapter 6 already documented the Sutra of Hearing the Messiah’s remarkable affirmation of the women disciples’ priority in testifying to the resurrection — “as the first woman caused the lies of humanity, so it was women who first told the truth about what had happened, to show all that the Messiah forgave women and wished them to be treated properly in future.” This affirmation deserves to be read, as Chapter 6 suggested, against the specific background of the complementary yin-yang cosmology central to Chinese philosophical thought generally, in which the feminine principle (yin) and masculine principle (yang) are, at least in their classical philosophical formulation prior to later, more hierarchically inflected popular and political appropriations of the concept, presented as equally necessary, mutually generative, and equally valuable cosmic forces, neither reducible to a subordinate function of the other. A Christian document composed within, and to some real degree formed by, this cosmological framework had, we would suggest, genuine indigenous conceptual resources available to it for articulating a doctrine of gender complementarity considerably more affirmatively balanced than much of the Christian tradition, East and West, has managed at various points in its history.

22.3 Against Slavery

The Xi’an Stele’s explicit statement that the Church of the East’s monastic practitioners in China “have neither male nor female slaves, see all people as equal” receives striking independent historical corroboration from the documented aftermath of the Great Persecution of 845 CE, examined at length in Chapter 23: when the Tang state’s suppression edict forced the closure of Buddhist monasteries across the empire that same year, official records document the emancipation of more than 150,000 monastery-held slaves; the equivalent Jingjiao and Zoroastrian monastic closures, mandated by the same edict, produced — so far as the surviving record indicates — no comparable slave emancipations, for the straightforward reason, consistent with the stele’s own testimony a full six decades earlier, that the Jingjiao monastic community held none to begin with.

22.4 Comprehensive Social Ethics

Chapter 9 already surveyed the Sutra of Jesus Christ’s extensive and unusually concrete social-ethical teaching — instructions on the treatment of enemies, the hardworking poor, beggars, the sick and disabled, and abused workers — and this material deserves recognition, in a synthetic treatment of the corpus’s ethics as a whole, as among the most practically detailed bodies of applied social teaching surviving from any Christian community anywhere in the world for this period, considerably more concrete and more comprehensive in its coverage of specific social relationships and obligations than the comparatively more abstract ethical exhortation typical of much contemporary Byzantine or Latin Christian moral literature.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: An Ethics Worth Reclaiming

Golden Flower Abbey’s own community rule draws directly, and we believe legitimately, on this documented Jingjiao ethical inheritance: its vegetarian discipline, its explicit rejection of any form of human bondage, its extension of nonviolent regard to the whole of sentient creation rather than to human beings alone, and its practical, concretely specified generosity toward the poor, the enemy, and the abused worker alike. We do not present this inheritance as a historical curiosity interesting chiefly to specialists, but as a living ethical resource, historically attested at scale within an actual Christian monastic community operating under direct imperial scrutiny for a century and a half, available for recovery and renewed practice by any contemplative community, our own very much included, willing to take the Jingjiao synthesis seriously as more than a museum exhibit.


Part Six: Legacy and Contemporary Significance

Chapter 23: The Great Persecution of 845 CE

23.1 Emperor Wuzong and the Huichang Suppression

The catastrophe that all but ended the Jingjiao mission’s public existence in Tang China arrived in 845 CE, during the reign of Emperor Wuzong (r. 840–846 CE), a ruler whose personal religious sympathies lay strongly with Daoism — he maintained a close relationship with Daoist priests at court, including the influential Zhao Guizhen, and pursued, with a single-mindedness that would ultimately contribute to his own early death from an overdose of Daoist immortality elixirs containing mercury, an ambitious program of Daoist-inflected religious and fiscal reform. The resulting edict, issued in the Huichang reign period (841–846 CE) and known to history as the Huichang Persecution (會昌法難), targeted Buddhism above all — by 845, Buddhist monasteries across the empire numbered, on the edict’s own accounting, in the tens of thousands, controlling vast tax-exempt landholdings and enormous numbers of monastic dependents that a fiscally strained late Tang state, in the aftermath of the devastating An Lushan rebellion of the preceding century and its long, destabilizing aftermath, had every practical incentive to reclaim.

The edict’s language, as preserved in the official history and echoed in later Buddhist historiographical accounts, frames the suppression explicitly in terms of restoring proper Chinese order against corrupting foreign religious influence, and — as something evidently closer to an afterthought appended to the edict’s primary, overwhelmingly Buddhist-focused target — it extends its scope to the smaller foreign religious communities as well: “3000 Religion of Light and Zoroastrian monks must return to lay life so they will not adulterate the customs of China.”

23.2 The Scale of the Catastrophe for Buddhism, and for Jingjiao

For Buddhism, though the Huichang suppression proved historically severe — many thousands of monasteries closed, hundreds of thousands of monks and nuns forcibly laicized, immense quantities of monastic bronze confiscated for coinage, and, as Chapter 22 noted, over 150,000 monastery-held slaves emancipated in the process — the tradition’s sheer scale, its deep integration into every level of Chinese society from imperial court to remotest village, and the suppression’s own comparatively short duration (Wuzong’s successor, Xuānzōng — a different Xuanzong from the earlier eighth-century emperor discussed in Part Three, the reign-name recurring across Tang history — reversed the policy almost immediately upon his accession in 846) ensured Buddhism’s eventual, largely complete recovery within a generation or two.

For the Jingjiao mission, by stark contrast, the same edict proved very nearly terminal. The Church of the East community in China, for all its documented success in securing sustained imperial patronage across two centuries, had never achieved anything remotely approaching Buddhism’s scale of social and institutional penetration — a few thousand monks and clergy at most, concentrated in Chang’an and a scattering of provincial centers along the Silk Road corridor, dependent very substantially on the specific, personal favor of successive individual emperors rather than on the kind of deep, broad-based social rootedness that could survive a hostile administration’s active suppression. The Da Qin monastery at Chang’an was, on the balance of the fragmentary evidence, effectively destroyed or abandoned in the aftermath of 845, and the mission’s institutional presence in the Tang heartland appears never to have recovered any comparable public standing.

23.3 The Last Witnesses

The documentary trail of the Jingjiao community’s decline across the following two centuries is thin but not entirely silent. By the mid-eleventh century, the Da Qin monastery site stood deserted; the celebrated Song-dynasty poet Su Dongpo (Su Shi), traveling through the region in 1062, recorded in verse his impression of the ruined site: “In the distance I faintly see a pagoda / Lonely, standing stark against the mountain.” A later military figure, General Yang Yong Yi, recorded an even bleaker impression in 1200: “The temple is in ruins, the labor of those who built it, now in vain. The faithful no longer come, and in its courts, only peace and quiet dwell.”

Chapter 24: Survival, Transformation, and the Mongol Revival

24.1 The Sealing of the Dunhuang Cave

It is against this backdrop of decline that the sealing of the Dunhuang library cave, dated by the material evidence to approximately 1000–1005 CE, takes on its full historical significance. Whoever concealed the cave’s contents — and, as Chapter 5 noted, the precise motive remains debated, though a defensive response to the approaching Tangut military threat to the Dunhuang region commands the widest scholarly support — preserved, whether deliberately or as an incidental consequence of preserving the much larger Buddhist collection alongside which the Jingjiao manuscripts were stored, the last substantial cache of Jingjiao textual material to survive anywhere from the Tang period, a cache that would otherwise, in all likelihood, have been lost entirely to the same slow institutional decay and eventual physical destruction that claimed the Da Qin monastery at Chang’an itself.

24.2 The Mongol-Era Revival

Church of the East Christianity did not, however, disappear from China or from Inner Asia more broadly in the aftermath of the Tang collapse and the Huichang suppression; it persisted, and in certain respects flourished anew, among several of the Turkic and Mongol peoples of the steppe with whom the Church of the East’s Central Asian missionary province had maintained continuous contact across the intervening centuries, quite independently of the Tang court’s own fortunes. The Kerait, Naiman, and Önggüd Turkic-Mongol confederations of the eleventh through thirteenth centuries each maintained substantial, in some cases majority, Church of the East Christian populations, and this steppe Christian presence fed directly into the Mongol imperial family itself once Genghis Khan’s conquests began drawing these confederations into the expanding Mongol political order in the early thirteenth century.

Sorghaghtani Beki, a Kerait princess and Church of the East Christian, married into the Mongol imperial house and became, through her sons, one of the most consequential women in world political history: all four of her sons — Möngke, Kublai, Hülegü, and Ariq Böke — rose to positions of supreme Mongol authority, with Möngke and Kublai each in turn becoming Great Khan, and Kublai Khan founding the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368 CE) that would rule China for nearly a century. Kublai Khan’s own court, as documented in the celebrated (if not uncontested in every particular) account of the Venetian traveler Marco Polo, maintained visible and, on Polo’s testimony, genuinely favored Christian presence, and the Yuan-era Chinese term for the Church of the East, Yelikewen (also transliterated Erkeün), appears repeatedly in Yuan administrative records documenting an active, imperially recognized Christian religious establishment considerably more extensive, in terms of sheer geographic reach across the reunified Mongol Chinese territory, than the Tang-era Jingjiao mission had ever achieved, even if it never recovered anything resembling the earlier mission’s specific theological and literary sophistication.

This Yuan-era revival proved, in the end, no more durable than the Tang-era mission it followed. The collapse of Mongol rule in China in 1368 and the establishment of the ethnically Han, culturally restorationist Ming dynasty removed the specific conditions of Mongol imperial favor on which the Yuan-era Christian establishment had substantially depended, and Church of the East Christianity in China proper appears to have effectively disappeared once again by some point in the fifteenth century, leaving no institutionally continuous trace to greet the Jesuit mission of Matteo Ricci and his successors when it arrived in the late sixteenth century — a mission that would, in consequence, discover the Xi’an Stele’s evidence of its own thousand-year-earlier Christian predecessor with the genuine, unfeigned astonishment Chapter 15 described.

24.3 Traces in Chinese Buddhist Art

One further, more diffuse channel of Jingjiao cultural influence deserves mention, though it resists precise documentation in the way the textual and epigraphic evidence examined elsewhere in this volume allows: several art historians, working chiefly with iconographic rather than textual evidence, have proposed that the increasingly compassionate, increasingly maternal, and — in certain regional and period variations — increasingly quasi-Marian visual representation of the Bodhisattva Guanyin (觀音, the Chinese and East Asian development of the originally male Indian Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara) across the centuries following the Tang period may owe something, at however diffuse and hard-to-isolate a level of cultural transmission, to the visual presence of Christian Madonna-and-child imagery the Jingjiao mission would necessarily have brought with it and displayed in its monasteries. This hypothesis, associated in different forms with several twentieth-century art historians, remains genuinely contested and probably undemonstrable with full rigor given the available evidence; we report it here, as the sources we draw upon generally do, as a suggestive possibility rather than an established fact, worth noting for its evocative power even where its evidentiary weight remains modest.

Chapter 25: Rediscovery and the Modern Recovery of the Texts
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Matteo Ricci, portrayed with a Madonna-and-child scroll and an armillary sphere — leader of the sixteenth-century Jesuit mission that rediscovered, with genuine astonishment, the thousand-year-old evidence of the Jingjiao mission before it.

25.1 Three Separate Rediscoveries

The modern recovery of the Jingjiao textual and material inheritance occurred, notably, not as a single event but across three widely separated rediscoveries, each examined at the relevant point earlier in this volume: the Xi’an Stele’s rediscovery in 1625 (Chapter 15); the Dunhuang manuscript cache’s rediscovery at the turn of the twentieth century (Chapter 5); and the physical rediscovery of the Da Qin pagoda site itself, the last standing architectural remnant of the original Chang’an-area monastery, only in 1998, through the combined efforts of a research team that included, notably, Martin Palmer himself, whose subsequent popular translation and interpretive study of the textual corpus, published in 2001, did more than any single work before or since to bring the Jesus Sutras to a broad readership well beyond the narrow circle of Sinologists and Syriac-studies specialists who had, for most of the twentieth century following Saeki’s pioneering translations, remained effectively the texts’ only serious readership.

25.2 The Scholarly Translation Tradition

The scholarly translation and interpretation of the Jingjiao Documents in the modern period rests, as this volume’s Author’s Preface already acknowledged, on a lineage of specialist work worth surveying here in slightly more detail than the Preface’s brief acknowledgment allowed. P. Y. Saeki, a Japanese scholar working chiefly in the 1930s and revising his work at mid-century in his 1951 volume The Nestorian Documents and Relics in China, produced the first comprehensive English translation and critical apparatus for the full surviving corpus, and his historical judgments — some since revised, particularly regarding certain of his more speculative claims about direct textual dependence on specific Syriac source documents — nonetheless remain the indispensable foundation on which essentially all subsequent scholarship, this volume included, continues to build. A. C. Moule’s 1930 study Christians in China Before the Year 1550 situated the Tang-era material within the much longer, multi-period history of Christian presence in China, extending through the Yuan-era revival examined above and into the early Ming period, and remains a standard reference for that broader chronological sweep. More recent decades have produced a substantially more sophisticated body of specialist scholarship, including the source-critical and comparative-religious work of scholars such as Nicolas Standaert, Li Tang, Max Deeg, Samuel Lieu, Ken Parry, Erica C. D. Hunter, and R. Todd Godwin, whose collective contributions have considerably refined the dating, source-attribution, and comparative religious-historical interpretation of individual documents beyond what Saeki’s pioneering but necessarily provisional first synthesis could achieve; and Martin Palmer’s 2001 popular translation and interpretive study, already mentioned, brought the material to its widest audience yet and remains the single most influential point of entry for general readers, this volume’s own approach very much included, into the specifically Taoist Christian interpretive framework the present book adopts and develops at length.

25.3 The Continuing Relevance of the Jesus Sutras

The Jesus Sutras stand, on the interpretation this volume has developed across the preceding twenty-four chapters, as a documented historical demonstration that the kind of genuine, theologically serious engagement between Christianity and other major world religious traditions that contemporary interfaith dialogue often treats as a distinctively modern achievement, made possible only by modern historical-critical scholarship and modern ecumenical goodwill, was in fact already accomplished, at real depth and at real institutional scale, fourteen centuries ago, by a community operating under the direct patronage of a non-Christian imperial court and working without any of the conceptual resources — comparative religion as an academic discipline, modern translation theory, the whole apparatus of twentieth-century ecumenism — that a modern reader might assume such an achievement would require.

The Jingjiao community’s central theological achievement — its doctrine of “original nature,” developed and synthesized at length in Chapter 19 above — offers, we would suggest, a model of Christian anthropology that remains genuinely underexplored within the wider contemporary Christian theological conversation: an account of humanity as fundamentally, originally good, obscured but not obliterated by sin, requiring restoration rather than mere external rescue, that is fully continuous with authentic Christian doctrinal commitments while avoiding some of the harsher, more totalizing implications the specifically Augustinian development of Original Sin doctrine carried within much of the subsequent Western Christian tradition.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: A Beacon Across Fourteen Centuries

The Jesus Sutras offer, in the phrase this volume’s original textbook source used and that we have found no reason to improve upon, a beacon showing that genuine engagement between Christianity and other faiths has been done before — done, moreover, not as a diluted compromise between traditions each unwilling to press its own claims too far, but as a serious, mutually respectful, and in real respects mutually enriching encounter between traditions each secure enough in its own identity to risk genuine engagement with the other. Golden Flower Abbey’s own ongoing project, of which this volume is one small part, takes its bearings from exactly this precedent: not a claim that all religious traditions ultimately say the same thing in different words — a claim the Jingjiao Documents themselves, with their insistently particular christological commitments intact throughout even their most generously borrowed Buddhist and Daoist vocabulary, do not support and would very probably have found theologically careless — but a claim that a tradition’s deepest truths become, if anything, more fully themselves rather than less, when they are made to answer, in the host culture’s own terms, the host culture’s own deepest questions.


Chapter 25a: Silk Road Christian Material Culture

24a.1 Beyond the Texts

The Jingjiao Documents and the Xi’an Stele, the principal textual and epigraphic sources this volume has examined at length, do not stand alone as evidence of Church of the East Christian presence along the Silk Road and within China; they are supplemented by a growing body of archaeological material that, taken together, considerably broadens the historical picture beyond what the Chang’an-centered literary and monumental record alone can provide.

The Semirechye gravestones, recovered in substantial numbers — running, by most counts, into the low thousands — from Christian cemetery sites in the Chu Valley region of modern Kyrgyzstan and first studied systematically by Russian archaeologists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, preserve brief East Syriac funerary inscriptions, many dated by an internal era-reckoning that allows fairly precise correlation with the standard Julian or Islamic calendars, documenting a substantial, long-settled Turkic Christian population in Central Asia across several centuries, entirely independent of, though presumably in some degree of ongoing ecclesiastical contact with, the Chang’an mission examined throughout this volume.

The later Quanzhou material — Yuan-dynasty Christian gravestones and architectural fragments recovered from the southeastern Chinese port city of Quanzhou (medieval Zayton), studied at length by Samuel Lieu and collaborators — documents the Mongol-era revival of Church of the East Christianity discussed in Chapter 24, evidencing a maritime as well as overland channel of Christian presence in China during the Yuan period, with distinctive Chinese-influenced Christian funerary art combining cross motifs with lotus-flower and cloud-pattern decoration entirely characteristic of contemporary Chinese Buddhist and Daoist funerary sculpture — a striking, materially preserved instance of exactly the visual-cultural synthesis this volume has traced, at the textual and theological level, throughout the Tang-era Jingjiao corpus.

24a.2 What the Material Evidence Adds

This broader material record matters for the argument of this volume in two specific ways. First, it corrects any impression, which a treatment confined solely to the Chang’an textual and epigraphic material might inadvertently create, that the Jingjiao mission was a narrowly Chang’an-centered court phenomenon rather than part of a much wider, geographically extensive Church of the East presence across Inner Asia, of which the capital mission was simply the most prestigious and most textually productive node. Second, and more directly relevant to this volume’s central interpretive claim, the material evidence independently confirms — through cross motifs combined with indigenous decorative vocabulary, through funerary practice adapted to local convention, through architectural forms borrowed from surrounding Buddhist and Daoist building traditions — that the pattern of genuine, sustained cultural and theological synthesis this volume has documented at length in the textual record was not a peculiarity of the Chang’an mission’s own literary sophistication alone, but a broader, structurally consistent feature of how Church of the East Christianity actually took root, generation after generation and community after community, across the whole of its Central and East Asian missionary province.

Golden Flower Abbey Reflection: A Pattern, Not an Anomaly

Golden Flower Abbey finds real encouragement in this broader material record, because it answers, more decisively than the Chang’an textual evidence alone could, a natural skeptical question this whole volume’s central argument invites: was the Taoist Christian synthesis documented in the Jingjiao Documents an unusual, perhaps even idiosyncratic, achievement of one unusually gifted mission working under one unusually favorable set of court circumstances, or was it representative of something more general about how the Church of the East, across its whole missionary history, actually engaged the cultures it entered? The archaeological record from Semirechye to Quanzhou answers, we think, decisively in favor of the second reading. Cross and lotus together, generation after generation, across a geographic span of many thousands of miles: this was not an anomaly. It was a method, practiced with real consistency by a tradition that had, as Chapter 4a argued, already spent centuries learning how to remain itself while genuinely becoming something new in each culture it entered.


Part Seven: The Golden Flower Abbey Synthesis

Chapter 26: Three Streams, One Vessel

26.1 Naming the Confluence

Golden Flower Abbey’s own contemplative practice draws consciously on three historical streams this volume has now examined at length, each independently: the Pure Land devotional fellowship founded by Huiyuan at Mount Lu in the closing years of the fourth century (Chapter 4); the Taoist Christian synthesis achieved by the Jingjiao mission across the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries in Tang Chang’an (Parts Two through Six); and the broader current of Eastern Christian contemplative theology and practice — apophatic theology, hesychast prayer, the theology of divine energies — with which, as Chapter 21 briefly noted, the Jingjiao tradition’s own negative-theological instincts stand in genuine, substantive conversation, however geographically distant the Byzantine and Chinese expressions of this current remained from one another in actual historical fact.

None of these three streams flows into Golden Flower Abbey’s practice by way of unbroken institutional succession; this volume has been careful throughout to distinguish historical continuity, which we cannot honestly claim, from methodological and spiritual affinity, which we can claim with considerably more confidence, on the strength of the extended textual and historical argument the preceding twenty-five chapters have developed. What unites the three streams, and what justifies drawing them together into a single contemporary contemplative vessel, is not shared institutional lineage but a shared underlying conviction, discernible independently within each: that the deepest spiritual truths are not diminished but tested, refined, and in important respects more fully realized by their passage through the conceptual vocabulary of a tradition genuinely other than the one that first produced them.

26.2 The Golden Flower Itself

The name “Golden Flower” (金花, jīnhuā), which the Abbey shares with the celebrated Daoist inner-alchemical text The Secret of the Golden Flower (太乙金華宗旨), a work of considerably later provenance than the Jingjiao material examined throughout this volume but belonging to the same broad tradition of Chinese internal-cultivation practice this volume’s Chapter 7 discussion of the Five Skandhas and Chapter 14 discussion of the “Pure Wind King” have already touched upon, names a symbol of consequence for how this whole book’s material should finally be read. The “golden flower” of the Daoist inner-alchemical tradition names the culminating realization of the practice: the crystallization, through sustained cultivation of the vital breath (qi) and the refined essence of consciousness, of an incorruptible, luminous “elixir” or “immortal embryo” said to blossom, in the tradition’s own governing image, like a golden lotus flower opening at the crown of the practitioner’s cultivated awareness.

This image, we would suggest, offers an apt closing figure for the whole achievement this volume has documented across the Jingjiao corpus. The Jingjiao mission’s theological work was, in a real if extended sense, itself a species of alchemical labor: the patient, generations-long cultivation of a genuinely new spiritual substance — Taoist Christianity, if the compound term may be allowed one further use at this book’s close — through the sustained, disciplined combination of elements (Syriac Christian doctrine, Chinese Buddhist psychological vocabulary, Daoist cosmological and ethical categories) that, taken separately, remain merely themselves, but that, properly combined under the sustained heat of genuine theological attention across nearly two centuries of continuous missionary labor, crystallized into something that was authentically both — authentically Christian in its confessional core, authentically Chinese in its philosophical expression — and that could not, in the end, have been produced by either tradition working in isolation from the other.

Chapter 27: Reading the Sutras as Practice, Not Only as History

27.1 The Two Registers, Held Together

This volume’s Author’s Preface named, at the outset, the deliberate shift in register the reader would encounter throughout: historical-critical analysis in the main body of each chapter, contemplative reflection in the “Golden Flower Abbey Reflection” sections appended to it. This closing chapter makes explicit what that recurring structure has, we hope, already demonstrated in practice across the preceding twenty-six chapters: that these two registers are not in competition, and that a genuinely serious contemplative reading of the Jesus Sutras neither requires nor benefits from setting aside the historical-critical labor of dating manuscripts, tracing source dependencies, and situating documents within their precise institutional and political context.

If anything, the reverse holds. It is precisely because we know, with as much precision as the surviving evidence allows, that the Sutra of Hearing the Messiah represents the mission’s earliest, most tentative attempt at Chinese theological composition, still working with unrefined transliterations and drawing on an older Diatessaronic gospel tradition already somewhat archaic even by seventh-century Syriac Christian standards, that we can appreciate the very different, much more assured theological confidence the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature achieves a century and a half later, after generations of sustained cultural immersion and theological labor had done their patient work. The historical arc from Chapter 6 to Chapter 13 — from an earnest but linguistically unsteady first attempt to a mature, formally sophisticated, and theologically original masterwork — is itself, we would suggest, a kind of spiritual instruction: a documented demonstration that theological and contemplative maturity, whether in a missionary community or in an individual practitioner, is ordinarily the fruit of sustained, patient, unglamorous labor across an extended span of time, rather than the product of a single moment of inspired composition.

27.2 Practical Application in the Community’s Rule

Golden Flower Abbey’s own contemplative rule draws several specific, practically applied elements directly from the material this volume has surveyed, beyond the general ethical inheritance already discussed in Chapter 22. The community’s daily prayer observance draws on the Xi’an Stele’s testimony to a sevenfold daily office (Chapter 16), adapted to the community’s own present circumstances and combined with the recitative, name-invoking devotional discipline of Huiyuan’s nianfo practice (Chapter 4) and, on appropriate occasions, with the specific liturgical texts this volume has examined at length in Part Three — the Hymn of the Three Majesties above all, whose trinitarian confession and petition for “healing rain” the community continues to use in its own contemporary liturgical life, rendered into the vernacular languages of its present membership on the same interpretive principle, we would suggest, that led Jingjing himself to render Syriac liturgical material into the vernacular literary Chinese of his own eighth-century context: that the truths carried by a liturgy are better served by faithful re-expression in the language a worshiping community actually speaks and thinks in than by rigid preservation of an increasingly unintelligible original.

The community’s contemplative practice of “no wanting, no doing” (Chapter 21) draws directly, and self-consciously, on the Four Essential Laws, understood, in line with this volume’s extended argument throughout Part Five, not as an exotic Daoist import diluting an otherwise pure Christian practice but as an authentically Christian contemplative discipline that happens to have received, through the specific historical accident of the Jingjiao mission’s engagement with Tang Chinese philosophy, an unusually precise and portable Chinese philosophical vocabulary — a vocabulary this volume has argued, at some length across Chapters 8, 13, and 21, expresses genuinely Christian ascetic and contemplative content with a clarity the tradition’s own inherited Greek and Latin philosophical vocabulary does not always achieve as economically.

Chapter 28: An Invitation

28.1 What This Book Has Tried to Do

This volume set out, at its Author’s Preface, to hold two commitments in tension: historical accuracy regarding what can actually be known of the Jingjiao Documents’ composition, transmission, loss, and recovery, and a living, contemplative reading of those same documents as scripture rather than merely as historical artifact. Twenty-seven chapters later, the tension has not resolved into either pure historical-critical detachment or uncritical devotional appropriation; it has, we hope, remained productively in place throughout, each register sharpening rather than dissolving the other.

What emerges, we would suggest, from holding the tension this way, is a picture of the Jingjiao mission considerably richer than either a purely historical or a purely devotional treatment could achieve alone: a community of real historical particularity — Alopen arriving with Syriac scriptures and a Diatessaronic gospel tradition in 635 CE; Jingjing collaborating with the Buddhist translator Prajña a century and a half later; Yazdbozid commissioning a stone monument in 781; the whole mission collapsing under Wuzong’s edict in 845; its texts surviving, against considerable odds, in a sealed cave and a buried stone for the better part of a millennium — and simultaneously a community whose central theological achievement, the patient, generations-long crystallization of a genuinely Taoist Christian synthesis, remains, on this volume’s closing argument, a living resource rather than a closed historical curiosity: available for continued study, continued theological reflection, and, for communities like Golden Flower Abbey willing to undertake the work, continued contemplative practice.

28.2 Closing Words

As has been written, and as this volume’s original textbook source concluded before its expansion into the present, considerably fuller edition: after a thousand years, the Jesus Sutras have returned to us to shed light on the past, speak to our present, and, possibly, help shape our future. Golden Flower Abbey offers this expanded edition in the hope that the light they shed reaches readers well beyond our own community’s particular contemplative household — scholars seeking a fuller synthetic account of the historical material than has previously been assembled in one place, seekers drawn to the specific promise of a Christianity that has already demonstrated, at real historical scale, its capacity for genuine cross-cultural theological depth, and anyone willing to sit for a while with the strange, beautiful, hard-won sentences these Tang-dynasty monks left behind: that God is like the wind; that the truth cannot be named but its function surpasses all expectations; that we are all, in our original nature, guardians of a goodness we have only forgotten, not lost.

Amen. So may it be, in whatever tongue, in whatever century, the reader happens to meet it.

Appendices

Appendix A: Expanded Chronology of Key Events


	334–416 CE — Life of Huiyuan, founder of the White Lotus Society fellowship at Mount Lu.

	c. 386 / 402 CE — Founding vow of the White Lotus Society at Donglin Temple, Mount Lu (community tradition dates the vow to 386; the more commonly cited scholarly date for formal institution is 402).

	226–651 CE — The Sassanian Empire, within which the Church of the East developed its distinctive institutional and theological character.

	410 CE — Synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon establishes the Church of the East as an internally self-governing body under its own Catholicos-Patriarch.

	428–431 CE — Nestorius serves as Patriarch of Constantinople; the christological controversy associated with his name erupts.

	431 CE — Council of Ephesus condemns Nestorius.

	451 CE — Council of Chalcedon.

	489 CE — Byzantine Emperor Zeno closes the School of Edessa; the Church of the East’s separation from Western Christianity is effectively completed as Nisibene-trained theologians relocate to Persian territory.

	581–618 CE — The Sui dynasty reunifies China after over three centuries of division.

	618–907 CE — The Tang dynasty.

	602–664 CE — Life of the Buddhist pilgrim-translator Xuanzang, whose imperially patronized translation project overlapped and prefigured the model later extended to Alopen’s mission.

	626–650 CE — Reign of Emperor Taizong.

	635 CE — Alopen and the first Church of the East delegation arrive in Chang’an.

	638 CE — Imperial edict of Taizong formally authorizes the Jingjiao mission; first monastery constructed in Chang’an.

	c. 635–638 CE — Composition of the Sutra of Hearing the Messiah (earliest doctrinal sutra).

	641 CE — Translation date recorded for the Sutra of the Teachings of the World-Honored One.

	c. 640s CE — Composition of the Discourse on the One-God (Sutra of Cause, Effect, and Salvation).

	c. 645 CE — Composition of the Sutra of Jesus Christ.

	690–705 CE — Reign of Empress Wu Zetian; a period of difficulty for the Jingjiao mission owing to strong state patronage of Buddhism.

	698 CE — Recorded persecution of Christians in China (per the Xi’an Stele’s retrospective account).

	712–756 CE — Reign of Emperor Xuanzong; the Jingjiao mission’s period of greatest confidence and creative maturity begins.

	c. 720 CE — Composition of the Da Qin Liturgy of Taking Refuge in the Three.

	c. 760 CE — Jingjing (Adam) translates the Hymn of the Three Majesties.

	c. 780–790 CE — Composition of the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature.

	786–787 CE — Jingjing collaborates with the Buddhist translator Prajña on a Chinese rendering of the Ṣaṭpāramitā Sūtra.

	781 CE — The Xi’an Stele is erected under the patronage of the bishop Yazdbozid; the Da Qin monastery construction it commemorates is completed.

	845 CE — The Huichang Persecution under Emperor Wuzong; Jingjiao and Zoroastrian monks are laicized; the Jingjiao mission never recovers its Tang-era public standing.

	c. 1000–1005 CE — The Dunhuang library cave is sealed.

	1062 CE — The poet Su Dongpo records the ruined state of the Da Qin monastery site.

	1200 CE — General Yang Yong Yi records the site’s continued desolation.

	1206–1368 CE — The Mongol Empire and Yuan dynasty; a substantial revival of Church of the East (“Yelikewen”) Christianity in China under Mongol patronage.

	1368 CE — Collapse of Yuan rule; the Ming dynasty’s restorationist policies bring the Mongol-era Christian revival to an end.

	1583 CE onward — Matteo Ricci’s Jesuit mission to China begins, with no institutional awareness of the earlier Jingjiao presence.

	1625 CE — The Xi’an Stele is rediscovered near Xi’an, Shaanxi province.

	1667 CE — Athanasius Kircher’s China Illustrata publishes the stele’s text and an engraving, bringing it to wide European attention.

	1900 CE — Wang Yuanlu discovers the sealed library cave at Mogao, near Dunhuang.

	1907–1908 CE — Aurel Stein and Paul Pelliot acquire major portions of the Dunhuang manuscript collection, including several Jingjiao documents.

	1930 CE — A. C. Moule publishes Christians in China Before the Year 1550.

	1937 / 1951 CE — P. Y. Saeki publishes his pioneering translations and studies of the Jingjiao corpus.

	1998 CE — The Da Qin pagoda site is rediscovered and archaeologically confirmed near Louguantai.

	2001 CE — Martin Palmer publishes The Jesus Sutras: Rediscovering the Lost Scrolls of Taoist Christianity, bringing the material to a broad popular readership.

	Present day — White Lotus Society Publications and Golden Flower Abbey continue the work of retrieval, translation, and contemplative re-transmission this chronology has traced, in the conviction that the story it records remains, in every meaningful sense, unfinished.



Appendix B: Key Persons


	Huiyuan (慧遠, 334–416 CE) — Founder of the White Lotus Society fellowship at Mount Lu; pioneer of the geyi method of cross-cultural philosophical translation; author of A Monk Does Not Bow Down Before a King.

	Nestorius (d. c. 450 CE) — Patriarch of Constantinople, 428–431 CE; his christological teaching, though considerably more nuanced than the later polemical caricature suggests, gave the Church of the East its enduring, largely unfair Western label.

	Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350–428 CE) — Antiochene exegete whose theological formation shaped the School of Nisibis and, through it, the Church of the East’s distinctive Christology.

	Alopen / Aluoben — Church of the East bishop from Sassanian Mesopotamia; led the first Christian mission to arrive at Chang’an in 635 CE.

	Emperor Taizong (r. 626–650 CE) — Tang emperor who received Alopen and issued the 638 CE edict authorizing the Jingjiao mission.

	Xuanzang (602–664 CE) — Buddhist pilgrim-translator whose imperially sponsored translation project provided an institutional model the Jingjiao mission’s own translation work paralleled.

	Emperor Xuanzong (r. 712–756 CE) — Tang emperor under whom the Jingjiao mission reached its period of greatest creative and theological maturity.

	Jingjing / Adam (景淨) — Author of the Xi’an Stele and, on the balance of internal and external evidence, the principal figure behind the mature liturgical literature of the eighth century; collaborated with the Buddhist translator Prajña.

	Prajña (般若, Bore) — Buddhist translator-monk who collaborated with Jingjing on a Chinese rendering of the Ṣaṭpāramitā Sūtra, c. 786–787 CE.

	Yazdbozid (Izdbuzid) — Church of the East priest and chorepiscopus from Balkh, patron of the Xi’an Stele’s erection in 781 CE.

	Lü Xiuyan — Court calligrapher who transcribed the Xi’an Stele’s main inscription.

	Emperor Wuzong (r. 840–846 CE) — Tang emperor whose Huichang-era edict of 845 CE suppressed Buddhism, Jingjiao, and Zoroastrianism alike.

	Sorghaghtani Beki (d. 1252 CE) — Kerait princess and Church of the East Christian whose four sons, including Möngke and Kublai Khan, rose to supreme Mongol authority.

	Wang Yuanlu — Daoist caretaker who discovered the sealed library cave at Mogao in 1900.

	Aurel Stein and Paul Pelliot — Early twentieth-century explorer-scholars whose expeditions acquired major portions of the Dunhuang manuscript collection for Western institutions.

	P. Y. Saeki — Twentieth-century Japanese scholar whose pioneering English translations and studies remain foundational to the field.

	A. C. Moule — Author of Christians in China Before the Year 1550, situating the Jingjiao material within the longer history of Christianity in China.

	Martin Palmer — Author of the influential 2001 popular translation and interpretive study that established “Jesus Sutras” as the material’s common English name.



Appendix C: Expanded Glossary of Terms


	Aluoben / Alopen — Leader of the first Christian mission to China, 635 CE.

	Chorepiscopus — An assistant or suffragan bishop rank within the Church of the East hierarchy; Yazdbozid, patron of the Xi’an Stele, held this rank.

	Communicatio idiomatum — The classical Christian doctrine that the properties of Christ’s divine and human natures are mutually predicated of his single person.

	Da Qin (大秦) — Chinese term for the Roman Empire and, by extension, “the West” generally.

	Diatessaron — Tatian’s second-century Syriac gospel harmony, the underlying source of the Sutra of Hearing the Messiah.

	Dharma King (法王) — Buddhist honorific for a supremely authoritative teacher, applied in the Jingjiao text Let Us Praise to the biblical evangelists and other scriptural authors.

	Five Skandhas (五蘊) — The five aggregates of Buddhist psychological analysis: form, sensation, perception, mental formations, consciousness.

	Geyi (格義) — The “matching concepts” method of provisional cross-cultural philosophical translation pioneered in early Chinese Buddhism.

	Jingjiao (景教) — “Luminous Teaching” or “Religion of Light,” the Chinese self-designation of the Church of the East mission in Tang China.

	Jing (經) — “Warp thread”; by extension, “sacred literature” or “classic,” the character used in the titles of the Jingjiao Documents.

	Karma — The sum of the consequences of one’s actions, understood in the Jingjiao corpus as a real moral-metaphysical framework transformed, rather than rejected, by Christ’s incarnation.

	Nianfo (念佛) — “Mindfulness of the Buddha,” the recitative devotional practice central to Huiyuan’s White Lotus Society and to later Pure Land Buddhism generally.

	Original Nature (本性) — The doctrine, central to the mature Jingjiao synthesis, that human nature remains fundamentally good beneath its accumulated distortions.

	Qi (氣) — Vital breath or energy in Chinese philosophy and medicine, drawn upon in the Jingjiao corpus’s pneumatological vocabulary.

	Sassanian Empire — The Persian empire (226–651 CE) within which the Church of the East developed.

	Sutra — Here used broadly for the jing-titled Jingjiao Documents, following both Buddhist sutra-literature convention and the character’s own more generic classical meaning.

	Tianzun (天尊) — “Celestial Venerable,” a Daoist honorific for the highest deities, applied to God in the earliest Jingjiao sutra.

	Wu Wei (無為) — Actionless action; acting in spontaneous accord with the underlying pattern of the Way, applied throughout the mature Jingjiao corpus to both divine creative activity and Christian contemplative practice.

	Yelikewen (also Erkeün) — The Yuan-dynasty Chinese term for Church of the East Christians and their institutions.



Appendix D: Primary Source Excerpts

From the Sutra of the Teachings of the World-Honored One (c. 641 CE):

“The World-Honored One said, If somebody gives alms, they should do it in the knowledge of the World-Honored One. Let not your left hand know what your right hand is doing.”

“Watch the birds; they don’t plant or harvest, and they have no houses to worry about. They do no work yet are fed and watered and never worry about what to wear, because the One cares for them.”

From the Sutra of Cause, Effect, and Salvation (c. 640s CE):

“The question is asked: What is the cause of human beings? The answer is: Humanity is created by that which can be seen and that which cannot. Everything under heaven consists of the Four Elements: earth, water, fire, and wind. All brought about by the Sacred Spirit.”

From the Sutra of Jesus Christ (c. 645 CE):

“Nobody has seen God. Nobody has the ability to see God. Truly, God is like the wind. Who can see the wind? God is not still but moves on the earth at all times.”

“All that has life, know in your hearts that this is so and by grace understand how to do that which is good. Everything that is born must die. Everything that lives exists only because the Winds give it life.”

From the Sutra of Returning to Your Original Nature (c. 780–790 CE):

“Simon, know this. I can be found throughout Heaven and Earth. I am the Way to the Spirits, I can be seen among the people. I have come to help those who have gone wrong.”

“This is why I say: no wanting, no doing, no piousness, no truth. These are the Four Essential Laws. Follow them and you will be free from trying to sort out what to believe.”

From the Xi’an Stele (781 CE):

“In the beginning was the natural constant, the true stillness of the Origin, and the primordial void of the Most High. Then, the spirit of the void emerged as the Most High Lord.”

“He gave to them the original nature of goodness and appointed them as the guardians of all creation. Their minds were empty; they were content; and their hearts were simple and innocent.”

“This truth cannot be named but its function surpasses all expectations. When forced to give it a name, we call it the Religion of Light.”
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