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The history of the Church of the East, which
over many centuries comprised the major por-
tion of Christianity, remained until recently
almost unknown to the West, except for occa-
sional accounts, such as that of Marco Polo,
who traversed Asia in search of adventure and
wealth. This was primarily due to the complete
lsolation which existed betweenthe two branches
of Christianily, Eastern and Western, both of
which originated in the same source, namely,
the Aramaic, a language of the Semitic group.

Inevitable historic and geographical reasons
were partly to blame for this isoclation. But the
most important factor in the total ignorance of
Western Christianity as to the history and ac-
complishments of this Church of Asia, was the
cruel and selfish policy adopted toward it by
the Roman-By7zantine emperors and their suc-
cessors, whose imperialist religion the Church
of the East refused to follow, and who therefore
branded it with the misnomer "Nestorian.'
This, together with the eclipse prevailing over



Europe during the Dark and Middle Ages, com-
pleted the picture of separation.

It is only during the last century or so, es-
pecially in this generation through the writings
of various Protestant missionaries, travellers
and secular historians, that the West has finally
become aware of the cxistence of the Church of
Asia. Arnold J. Toynbee, in his outstanding
work, ""The History of Civilization, ' has shed
further light on the amazing achievements of
the Church of the East, not only because of its
missi nary enterprise and great contributions
in the scientific field, but especially as the
bearer of the torch of the Syriac civilization,
and champion against the Hellenistic onslaught.
That torch, whichthe oppressed and persecuted
Churchofthe East was unable to bear any long-
er, with the rise of Mohammed was taken over
by Islam and carried on to a victorious end
with the final expulsion of Hellenistic influence
from the Middle East. Thus, in this special
field, where the Church of the East had failed,
because of its lack of political support, Islam
had succeeded, Nevertheless, it is one of the
mysteries of the Divine Providence that the
descendants of the heathen Assyrians, from
whom the Greeks largely borrowed their civili-
zation and culture, would now as Christians
stand in the gap against Hellenistic cultural
encroachment,

STARTING POINT

The beginning of the Church of the East is
coincident with the earthly ministry of our



Lord. King Abgar, sovereign of the little state
of Oshroene, with its capital known as Orhai
or Iidessa, in the northwest of Mesopotamia,
believed in Christ and His mession. The Assyz-
lan people, therefore, speaking the Aramaic
language (the language spoken by Jesus and His
apostles, and in which the New Testament and
parts of the Old Testament were written), can
rightly claim the honour of being immediately
next to the small band of Galileans as followers
of our Lord, in their conversion to the ''Hay-
manutha Mshikhayta, ' the faith of the Anointed
One.

This common bond, and the exchange of
ideas, traditions and customs between the an-
cient Assyrians and the Hebrews, enabled the
Assyrians to accept and appreciate the Chris-
tian Faith in a manner that was not possible by
non-Aramaic speaking peoples. Because of this,
the unequalled zeal and missionary expansion
of this Church of Asia, which to this day has
preserved in its purity the Apostolic Faith and
traditions of the early Church, can be readily
understood.

The Church of the East, as this branch of
Aramailc speaking Christianity came to be
known, was officially founded by the Apostles,
Mar Patros (5t. Peter), Mar Toma {S8t. Thomas),
Mar Addai (5t. Thaddeus) and Mar Mari of the
seventydisciples. St. Thaddeus was sent by St.
Thomastothe City of Edessa immediately after
the resurrection, thereby fulfilling the promise
made to King Abgar by our Lord himself.

The City of Arbil (Erbella} in Assyria also
shares the glory with Edessa as the starting




point of Eastern Christianity. Among its early
Patriarchs, three of them were related to Mart
Maryam (The Lady Mary} the Holy Virgin, and
Mar Yosip {St. Joseph}, her righteous spouse.
It was the Church within the Persian Empire
and therefore remained unaffected by the many
theclogical disputes, schisms and heresiles
that in later centuries arose within the imper-
ial Christianity of the Roman Empire, and
which, for the most part, were dictated by
personal ambitions and animosities among the
various prelates and unceasing struggle for
power between the Latin and Greek Churches.

However, the endless persecutions this an-
cient Church suffered, first from the heathens,
and later under wvarious Islamic rulers, re-
duced it greatly in numbers and finally scat-
tered its children inte many lands. It must,
however, be said in fairness to both the Per-
sians and Islamic rule that at various periods
the Church enjoyed a great measure of toler-
ance, both under the rule of the Sapors and
ArabKhalifs; perhaps more so than any of those
other religions could have enjoyed in a revers-
ed role under the Byzantine Emperors or the
Western Christian rule of the Middle Ages.
The following charter, given to the Church of
the East in Arabia by Mohammed himself, is
an example of the fact. The heads of the Chris-
tians of Najran, in Arabia, led by their ruler,
Saeed, along with their Bishop, Eshoyab {"'Giv-
en by Jesus'"), paid an official visit to Moham-
med {whom they refer to as ''the prophet of
Tayaye, a leading Arab tribe) and on the occa-
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sion Mohammed gave the Church in Arahia the
foliowing charter of Protection:

"He commanded the Tayaye (Arab)
that they must protect the Mshikhaye
(Christians) fromall harm, andmust
not oblige them to go out with them
to fight, nor must they try to change
their customs and their laws. He
moreover, exhorted his folloewers
to help the Christians repair their
churches whenever such a need may
arise; and if any of his followers
has a Christian wife, he should not
oblige her to leave her faith and
that he should not prevent her from
fasting and prayer and all other ok-
ligations of her f{faith, these and
many other similar rules or pro-
tection , , ."
Assemani Z.13.05 XCIV

Similar charters of protection were given
from time to time by the Khalifs to the Church
of the East.

The persecutions which did occur were in
fact for the most part caused by the political
ambitions of Constantine and his successors,
and the later by the various Crusaders, who in
the name of the Cross of Christ, carved ocut
their ambitious territorial expansions and
plundered the Middle East. At the same time a
covetous eye was constantly directed at the
great Christian Church of the FEast, and no
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means was spared by these Roman Emperors
and their successors to agitate the heathen and
the Islamic rulers against its followers.

THE FAITH O THE CHURCH

The purity of the Apostolic Faith of this
most ancient Church can be seen throughout
the prayers and praises of its worship, which
express the theological point of view of the
Church, Little is known of the fact that all the
fathers of the Latin Church of the first and
second centuries, such as Tatian Yestino (Jus-
tin Martyr), Organon (Origen), Melito, Iren-
aeus, and others who followed 5t, Paul the
apostle to Rome, were all Assyrians or Syr-
ians, Aramaic speaking people, missionaries
of the Catholic Church of the East,

The Faith of the Church of the East in re-
lation to the doctrine of the Holy Trinity is that
of the Council of Nicea, at which it was repre-
sented. As regards the Christological doctrine,
it holds firmly to the teachings of the Bible.
it professes in Christ, two natures and two
Qnumai, namely, human and divine ("Qnumai"
is an Aramaic word which is very difficult to
define in other languages. The nearest equival -
ent is the Greek vypostasis,' in Latin "'sub-
stance' and in English ''substance.''). It be-
lieves firmly in the Godhead and the humanity
of Christ.

The Church of the East repudiates the non-
scriptural title "Mother of God, " given to the
Virgin Mary, in that the term "God' implies
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God the Spirit, and spirit cannot be subject to
birth or suffering. It calls the Virgin Mary
"Mother of Jesus,! ""Mother of Christ," "Mother
of our Lord." "Mother of our Redeemer;' name -
ly, mother of His humanity, but not of His God-
head. In the words of Mar Babai the Great, in
the Tishbukhta "Brikh Khannana, ' "In His God-
head, begotten of the Father without beginning
before all time; In His manheod born of Mary,
in the fulness of time, in a united body."

It holds strictly to the teaching of the Bible,
and will recognize no doctrine that is contrary
to these Scriptures. In the words of St. Paul:
"But though we, or anangel from heaven, preach
any gospel to you than what we have preached
to you, let him be "Khrim" (Anathema)."

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

Individuzal Assyrians started coming to the
United States of America some time during the
middle of the Eighteenth century, but it was
only after the first World War that they began
coming in as immigrants. The tragedies and
untold sufferings that forced them out of their
homes of origin in the Middle East, in Kurdi-
stan andlIran, have already passed into history,
and is therefore neither necessary or appro-
priate to deal with these events and the causes
lying behind them here.

Today, many thousand Assyrians live as
happy and contented citizens of the United States
of America. A considerable number of these
Assyrians on their arrival in this country



identified themselves with their respective co-
religionists, and they are already on the way
to being absorbed into these larger bodies.
These Assyrians were the fruits of mis ions,
which, during the past four centuries, prose-
lytized in India and the Middle East. The Roman
Catholic, the Russian Orthodox and the Pres-
byterians were the most prominent of these
missions, the latter two working chiefly among
the Assyrians of Iran,

The Church of the East on the other hand
had no counterpart in this country. Assyrians
therefore, who were its members, had to de-
pend completely upon such means as they them -
selves could provide, in order to maintain their
Church in a country, and amid circumstances,
totally alien to them. The insufficient number
of priests and deacons available maintained the
services of the Church of the East to the best
of their ability. Services were conducted 1in
private homes, basements, or churches hired
for special occcasions. In some instances the
Protestant Episcopal Church occasionally
allowed them the use of its edifices, agracious
act which has been muchappreciated. The situ-
ation in the United States was rendered more
difficult because the Mother Church in the Mid-
dle East had been uprooted from its centuries
old home and made destitute as a result of World
War I, so that it was not possible to meet even
the meagre needs of this new struggling branch
of the Holy Church,

Except for a short visit of one of the Bishops
of the Church, and a second by the Metropolitan
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of India, who was delegated by the Patriarch to
visit the Church of the East in the United States,
the Church existed without any eplscepal super-
vision, and the seriousness of this fact, for a
Church whose foundation is based upon Apo-
stolic succession and close episcopal supervi-
sion, cannot be overestimated.

This was the situation on the Patriarch’s
arrival in this country in the year 1940. Since
then, several priests and deacons have been
ordained, new churches built, properties pur-
chased for the use of the various parishes, and
a competent administration established. Within
the last few years a totally non-Assyrian,
English speaking parish has been founded in
Seattle, Washington, the first such in the his-
tory of the Church of the East. Even more re-
cently a small number of these new members
of the Church have founded a monastic order,
and are in the process of establishing a mon-
astery for the Churchof the Eastinthis country.



Beth Shuria Monastery, 510 W. Galer Street, Seattle,
Washington. 98119.



