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I. The origins Of Syrian Christianity in Kerala

Christian community in Kerala is not a homogenous entity. However most Kerala Christian groups follow certain common practices derived from local cultural influences such as wedding customs, and use of Malayalam language in liturgy. Most groups also believe in the St. Thomas tradition. 

An often-quoted piece of evidence for early evangelization of India comes from the first major church historian, Eusebius of Caesarea ( fourth century). According to him, Pantaenus, "one of the most eminent teachers of his day" and eventually head of the catechitical school in Alexandria late in the second century, had earlier in life been "appointed to preach the gospel of Christ to the peoples of the East, and traveled as far as India." 

Eusebius, as we have noted, was not an entirely reliable chronicler, and he was writing at a time when the role of the apostles, in various mission fields around the known world, was being elaborated. But his report was picked up and repeated by many later writers. Probably few scholars who do not feel bound by tradition now believe that either Thomas or Pantanaeus went personally to any part of India. 

That the Church in India was founded by St. Thomas the Apostle is attested by Middle Eastern writings since the second century ( The Doctrine of the Apostles and Acta Thomae both of which were written oat or near Edessa ca 200 ? 250 AD; St. Jerome in the third century; St. Ephraim, St. John Chrysosthom and St. Gregorios Nazianzen in the fourth century; and historians Eusebius ca 338 and Theodore of fifth century.

Local folk tales and songs claiming ancient origins tell of Thomas's mission, but their age can only be guessed. For example, one priestly family that is caretaker of such an epic traces its line back more than sixty generations. Allowing twenty years for a generation, we would go back 1200 years, to about the eighth century. Another family regards an historical song, the "Thomas Rabban Pattu," as its birthright for at least forty-eight generations. The Thomas Christian tradition in Malabar depends heavily on oral transmission of these song-histories, sung by a special caste. Nothing was committed to writing until about three centuries ago.

 Against the background of trade between India and west asia since ancient times, travel close to the coast of Arabia was feasible and not uncommon, reaching Malabar, the Tamil country, Sindh (Scythia) and western India (Kalyan), around the time St. Thomas came to India.Thus The origin of Kerala's Christians dates back to 52 AD, when St. Thomas came to the region landing in the port of Cranganore or Kodungalloor (Muziris) near Cochin. He visited different parts of Kerala, preached the Gospel and converted local inhabitants including many from the upper sect known as Namboodiri Brahmins. It is also believedthat St. Thomas established Churches in seven places in Kerala ( Kodungallore, Palayur, Paravur, Kokkamangalam, Niranam, Chayal, Korakkeni, Kollam) and a chappal (half church-"Arappalli") at Thiruvankottu. He ordained Priest and Bishops, and moved on to other kingdoms, returns to Mylapore ( Madras ) in 72 AD., where he was martyred that year.  Each local Church was self-administered, guided by a group of presbyters and presided over by the elder priest or bishop. 

   The Church founded by St. Thomas must have been rather spread out in the subcontinent, including the North-West, the Western and Eastern coasts of the peninsula, probably also reaching Sri Lanka. Tradition associates the ministry of St. Thomas with the Indo-Parthian king, Gondophares in the north and with king Vasudeva (Mazdeo) of the Kushan dynasty in the south. It was the latter who condemned the apostle to death. 

The present Christian population have descended from these early groups.Some of the early Christians were Paklomattam, Shankarapuri, Kalli, and Kaaliyankavu in the north and Thayyil, Pattamukkil, Manki, and Madathilen near Niranam . They are popularly referred to as Syrian Christians because of the Syrian Liturgy which they continued to use in church services. They have also sometimes been called Nazaranis (followers of Jesus of Nazarene) or St. Thomas Christians. In some official documents Syrian Christians are even now referred to as Nazaranis. 

The Indian Church was autonomous then, and is now, like all Orthodox Churches. This is clear from the fact that no name of any church in India is seen in the available list of bishoprics of the Church in Persia from the fifth to the seventh century. 

   The early Church in India remained one and at peace, treasuring the same ethnic and cultural characteristics as the rest of the local community. Its members enjoyed the good will of the other religious communities as well as the political support of the Hindu rulers. The Thomas Christians welcomed missionaries and migrants from other churches, some of whom sought to escape persecution in their own countries. The language of worship in the early centuries must have been the local language, probably a form of Tamil. In later centuries, the liturgical language mingled with East Syriac received through the churches of Selucia and Tigris. 

The Orthodox Church of India ( also known as Malankara Orthodox Church ) is on of the 37 Apostolic Churches, dating from the time of the Disciples of Christ. Nine of them were in Europe and twenty-eight were in Asia and Africa. Today, the Church belongs tot the family of the five Oriental Orthodox Churches; which include Egypt, Ethiopia, Armenia, and Antioch and to the wider stream of the world's Orthodox Churches, comprising in all over 150 million Eastern Christians. It has a strength of over 2.5 million members in about 1500 parishes mainly in Kerala and increasingly spread all over India and in many parts of the globe. Eastern in origin and Asian in its moorings, the Indian Church is, at the same time, a distinctive and respected part of the rich religious mosaic that is India. 

II. Thomas of Cana (Circa 345 A.D )

A Later Thomas?

Keralan tradition tells of a later arrival named Thomas. In the fourth century (345 AD), it is said, the Metropolitan Bishop of Edessa had a vision in which the apostle asked him to help his Indian flock. Informed of this saintly appeal, the Catholicos of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, head of the Christian church in Mesopotamia and Persia, dispatched a colonizing group of some three hundred families from Jerusalem, Baghdad, and Nineveh. At their head was a merchant known as Thomas of Cana (Canaan). 

The Edessan prelate whose vision is credited with inspiring the migration accompanied the colonists on their sea trip from the Persian Gulf. The newly-arrived Christians, according to the story, took presents to the local king, who greeted them warmly, gave them lands , and bestowed on them various privileges. They then busied themselves building a church and a new town. 

Some accounts of this new missionary venture are precise about the date when the infusion of Christian blood took place -- the year 345. The Persian emperor Saphur II had begun persecuting Christians in his empire in the middle of the fourth century, and it is possible that a substantial group took flight to India, among other places, as Zoroastrian Parsees did centuries later when Muslims conquered Persia. Conceivably such immigrants to the Malabar Coast were the first substantial Christian community in India. 

One social division that is popularly dated from the supposed migration under the aegis of Thomas of Cana persisted into the twentieth century. It is said that the new arrivals settled north of the Periyar River near Cranganore, the place where Thomas was thought to have come ashore, and obtained a land grant from the local ruler. They are known as Northists. They said that the Southists, living south of the river, were descendants of Thomas of Cana by his concubine, an outcaste washer woman, whom Thomas arranged to be married to a low-caste youth. Seven daughters, the issue of this lowly union, were married to seven sons of southern colonists, and their descendants became the Southists (Kananites). So say the Northists. The Southists reverse the story, claiming higher lineage than their rivals. The two groups worship together but do not intermarry. Northists insist that their forbears at one time held inscribed copper plates, grants from the local rajah, giving them lands, servants, and privileges.

 A Portuguese friar claimed to have seen the metal plates in the sixteenth century, but somehow they got "lost" while in the "safekeeping" of the Portuguese authorities. A later set of plates survives. Some think they were delivered to a new set of Christian immigrants from the Middle East who arrived with a bishop named Thomas late in the eighth century. A few Persian crosses, still to be seen in Kerala and Madras, may come from that period. The Pahlevi script used in inscriptions indicates that the crosses can be dated to some time in the sixth to eighth centuries. This is the oldest epigraphic evidence of Christians in India. 

It would have been entirely in accord with traditional practice for a rajah to set up a system of rights, privileges, and duties for a group of foreigners whose presence and services he found useful -- because, say, of channels of foreign trade they could open up and exploit. Thomas of Cana and his flock, or any group of immigrants with useful foreign connections, might well have been the beneficiaries of such a scheme. The higher ranks in the Keralan population of the time did not engage in sea trade, leaving it to Arabs, Jews, and other aliens. 

Two saints highly venerated by the Thomas Christians, especially in the city of Quilon where they had served as bishops, date from the ninth century. And their tombs were to be found in the commercial center of Quilon, established in that century. Interestingly, they bore names related to Persia: Sapor and Prodh, from Sapur and Firoz. The only available archaeological evidence, the old stone crosses revered by the Thomasites, bear epigraphs in Iranian languages. 

What precise groups of settlers arrived, and at what precise times, remain matters of doubt in the case of the Thomas Christians. We are told that the Patriarch of Seleucia-Ctesiphon reproved the bishop of Rawarishir, in the southwestern Persian province of Fars, for neglecting his duties, which included oversight of churches in India and other places on the Arabian Sea. Such troubles took place in the seventh and eighth centuries. Quite probably Indian churches had been established at about that time. 

The early Church in India remained on at peace, treasuring the same ethnic and cultural characteristics as the rest of the local community. Its members enjoyed the goodwill of the other religious communities as well as the political support of the Hindu rulers. The Christians of India were known as St. Thomas Christians welcomed missionaries and migrants from other churches, some of whom sought to escape persecution in their own countries in the fifth century.

A Synod of the Persian Church ( 410 AD ) affirmed the faith of the ecumenical synod of Nicea and acknowledged the Metropolitan of Selucia-Ctesiphon as the Catholicos of the East. Not long after, the Christological controversies of Chalcedon, fuelled by the strains between the Persian and Byzantine empires swayed the Persian Church to declare itself Nestorian and its head to assume the title of the Patriarch of the East ( Babylon ). From their base in the then flourishing theological school of Nsisibis, Nestorian missionaries began to move to India, central Asia, China and Ethiopia to teach their doctrines.

By the seventh century, specific references of the Indian Church began to appear in Persian records. The Metropolitans of India and China are mentioned in the consecration records of the Patriarch of the East. All throughout this time, it had been an ascertained fact that the Indian Church was autonomous under its own Metropolitan. All temporal powers were vested in the Archdeacon and he was the undisputed leader and the Head of the Malankara Christians. Most of the Archdeacons were from the Paklomattom family who ruled the Church from AD 345 to 1308.

III. The Eastern Connections Established

The Indian Church came in contact with the East Syrian Church possibly from the 4th century. In the 5th century, the church of Persia came to its own. The Catholicos with his seat at Seleucia Ctesiphon began to be called also Patriarch and in 486 A. D. the Church officially accepted a resolution in its Synod to recognize Nestorians as a Saint and Church Father. This decision was not however accepted by a minority of Persian Christians who acknowledged a Catholicos at Tigris in northern Mesopotamia as their spiritual head in 629 A.D. 

The Persian connection of the Indian Churches has to be seen in the context of the internal dissension and state persecution of Christians in Persia from the 5th century. A synod of the Persian Church (410 AD) affirmed the faith of Nicea and acknowledged the Metropolitan of Selucia-Ctesphion as the Catholicos of the East. Not long after, the christological controversies of Chalcedon, fuelled by the strains between the Persian and Byzantine empires, swayed the Persian Church to declare itself 'Nestorain' and its head to assume the title of Patriarch of the East (Babylon). From their base in the then flourishing theological school of Nisibis, Nestorain missionaries began moving to India, Central Asia, China and Ethiopia to teach their doctrines - probably associating with the work of St. Thomas the apostle, whom the Persians must have venerated as the founder of their own church. 

By the 7th century, specific references of the Indian Church began to appear in Persian records. The Metropolitan of India and the Metropolitan of China are mentioned in the consecration records of Patriarchs of the east. At one stage, however, the Indian Church was claimed to be in the jurisdiction of the Metropolitan of Far but this issue was settled by Patriarch Sliba Zoha (714-728 AD) who recognized the traditional dignity of the autonomous Metropolitan of India. 

We have evidence that in the 8th century the Indian Church had its Primate known as "The Metropolitan and the Gate of All India' a title adopted presumably under Islamic influence. The Vatican Codex 22, written in Carmagnole in 1301 gives the titles as "The Metropolitan of the Throne of St. Thomas and of the whole Church of the Christians in India." 

 There were other developments in the Persian Church of potential import to the Indian Church. A renaissance of the pre-Chalcedon faith began, led by Jacob Bardeus, emphasizing the West Syrian Christological tradition of the One United Nature, influencing the church in Persia as well. Availing the relatively equable political climate following the Arab conquest of Syria and other parts of West Asia, a Maphrianate of the anti-Chalcedonians was established by Mar Marutha, a native Persian, became the first Maphriana (Catholicos) of the East. The jurisdiction of this Catholicos at Tigris extended to 18 Episcopal dioceses in lower Mesopotamia and further east, but significantly, not to India. 

The Indian Church maintained its autonomous administration. The Church of Persia had a tradition, which acknowledged autonomy of Churches in its communion abroad. The Church in Kerala continued as an administratively independent community till the 16th century. 

 On the life of the Church in India during the first 15 centuries, the balance of historical evidence and the thrust of local tradition point to its basic autonomy sustained by the core of its own faith and culture. It received with the trust and courtesy missionaries, bishops and migrants as they came from whichever eastern Church_Tigris or Babylon, Antioch or Alexandria, but not from the more distant Constantinople or Rome. There were times in this long period when the Christians in India had been without a bishop and were led by an Archdeacon. And requests were sent, sometimes with success, to one or another of the eastern prelates to help restore the episcopate in India. Meanwhile the church in Persia and much of west Asia declined by internal causes and the impact of Islam, affecting both the Nestorian Patriarchate of the East (Babylon) and the Catholicate of the East (Tigris). As will be seen from the later history of the Indian Church, the latter was re-established in India (Kottayam) in 1912 while the former was transplanted to America in 1940. 

IV. Early Christian Life in Kerala

A High Christian Caste

What is beyond any doubt is that over the course of centuries, before the arrival of the Portuguese, Thomas Christians attached great importance to rajah-granted privileges and attained high status. Royal grants were, in effect, their charters for a place, and a high place at that, in the caste system of south India, a system more intricate in that region than in any other. 

A small number of Brahmins, roughly two percent of the population, had established themselves as the dominant caste by about the eighth century. Shankaracharya, the founder of the monist Hindu school of Advaita Vedanta, the dominant Brahminical philosophy for many Indians, was an eighth-century Keralan. He is credited with having displaced Buddhism and Jainism from their earlier dominance in the southwestern corner of India. The Thomas Christians' legends of the apostle's mission among them emphasize Thomas's conversion of Nambudiri Brahmins, but this caste only reached ascendancy many centuries after Thomas lived. 

Next in rank were the Nayars, or Nairs, famous as warriors, from whose numbers the rajahs came. Below them was a complicated hierarchy. At the bottom were untouchable outcastes, some of whom were considered so degraded in status that the very sight of one of their unfortunate members would pollute a Brahmin. Such were required to shout their group name when walking on the road, to allow caste Hindus to take cover. 

In the course of time, Thomas Christians won a place for themselves at least as high as that of the Nairs. And like that warrior caste, they were highly prized for their martial skills in the local rajahs' armies. The two communities took part in each other's processions, visited each other's holy places. The Thomasites' claims of status akin to that of Brahmins would come later, in the days of the British Raj, when clumsy British policy (as we shall soon see) broke their links with Nayars. 

The historical folk songs that describe the apostle's mission put great emphasis on the his conversion of Brahmins. The literature of Thomas Christians came to emphasize the customs and rituals they share with Brahmins: for example, bestowal of a sacred thread (with cross added) on infants, adornment of children with gilded mongoose teeth and panther toes, similar marriage rites, descent of property through a patriarchal line (unlike Nairs, who have a matriarchal system), wearing a long tuft of hair on the head. In marriage processions a Christian bridegroom, like a prince of the land, could ride an elephant, the bridal party could be sheltered by a canopy, and members of the procession could carry silk umbrellas. 

Many of the Christians' rites -- in ceremonies celebrating birth, coming of age, marriage -- closely followed those of high-caste Hindus. "Mappila," an honorific in the Malayalam tongue, became a common appendage to Christian names. Nasrani Mappila (Respected Nazarene) became a frequent appellation. An old Malayalam proverb says that "Flies, cats, dogs, and Nasranis have no pollution" -- a saying with an edge, perhaps, but one recognizing that to touch a Thomas Christian is not polluting for high-caste Hindus. Thomas Christians were given right of access to Hindu temples. They themselves observed untouchability. In later centuries, when proselytizing European missionaries began converting low-caste Indians, Thomas Christians still banned social intercourse with converts of base degree. They were not themselves proselytizers. Like a caste Hindu, a Christian was born to his status. 

Before the arrival of the Portuguese at the beginning of the sixteenth century, Thomas Christians had become, in effect, a closed caste within the Indian social structure. They received their bishops and liturgy, and Syriac as the liturgical language, from a foreign church. Few parishioners knew much of the language in which they worshipped. There was no bible in Malayalam, the local language, until the nineteenth century. 

But the bishops supplied from Mesopotamia did not assert detailed control over Indian churches. An Indian archdeacon was the administrative head of the church on the Malabar Coast. Thomas Christians could claim to be as Indian as any Hindu. Had not Brahmins been among the apostle's original converts? St. Thomas Christians had achieved honor, respect, and prosperity. 

V. The Portuguese (159-1653) and Introduction of Roman Catholicism

The Portuguese who arrived by sea in 1498, gradually established their power base and were eager to bring all Christians in the fold of the Church of Rome. the Roman Catholic missionaries started to arrive in India with them. The Portuguese tried to introduce the Roman Catholics faith on Thomas Christians / Malankara Christians. With their superior organizational skill and with the help of Portuguese political power Bishop Alexis De Menzes succeeded in establishing the Roman Catholic Church as the dominant Church of Kerala.Between 1500 to 1650 the Portuguese made an effort to convert local inhabitants to the Roman Catholic faith and also bring some of the existing members of the Syrian Christian Church under Roman Catholic influence. In their combined zeal to colonize and proselytize, the Portuguese might not have readily grasped the way of life of the Thomas Christians who seemed to accommodate differing strands of Eastern Christian thought and influence, while preserving the core of their original faith. The response of the visitors was to try and bring under Romo-Syrian prelates, apart from the new converts in the coastal areas under Latin prelates. 

A Synod ( AD 1599 ) at Diampher ( Udayamperoor ) was conducted under the leadership of Alexisis Menezes, who read the agenda and without any further discussion stated that all points were accepted by the Synod. This was an attempt to diminish the power of Malankara Metropolitan / Archdeacon but the majority of people revolted.Pushed beyond a limit, the main body of Thomas Christians rose in revolt and took a collective oath at the Coonen Cross ( slanting Cross) in Mattancherry in 1653, resolving to preserve the faith and autonomy of their Church and to elect its head. This event is popularly known as' Coonan Kurisu Satyam' (Oath taken on a bent cross). The immediate provocation was the alleged murder by Portuguese authorities, of a Bishop who was sent from Syria. Accordingly, Archdeacon Thomas was raised to the title of Mar Thoma, the first in the long line up to Mar Thoma IX till 1816. The Portuguese power declined by the 17th century. That weakened the influence of the Roman Catholic Church in Kerala. At the request of the Malankara Christians, the Jacobite Bishop of Jerusalem, Mar Gregorios, came to India in 1664, confirmed Episcopal consecration of Mar Thoma ? 1, as the head of the Orthodox Church in India. Those who supported the Roman Catholic Church and its faith, are presently known as Syro ? Malabar Christians under the Roman Pope.

 Now Rome entered the field directly through Missionaries, and a section of those who rebelled went back to Roman allegiance.

Vast majority of Malankara Christians, led by the Archdeacon, who stood for the administrative autonomy of the Indian Church in-spite of serious difficulties were determined to keep to the independence of the Indian Church. The Portuguese were in fact instrumental in causing a division in the one united church in India. Although they succeeded in getting the allegiance of a section in the Church to the Roman Catholic community, an equally important section did not follow their way.

 After the decline of the Portuguese the next major influence sprung from British rule. There was a significant influence in the area of education through the efforts of the Christian missionaries which account for the high literacy rate and high degree of education among Keralites.

VI. The Antiochene Syrian Patriarchial Connection

The party that sought to preserve the Church's freedom appealed to several Eastern Christian Centers for help in restoring its episcopal succession. The Antiochene Syrian Patriarch responded and sent to India a Bishop, Metropolitan Mar Gregorios of Jerusalem who came to India in 1665. The Archdeacon who had been declared in the meantime to be Metropolitan Mar Thoma I by the laying on of hands by twelve Presbyters was now confirmed by him in his episcopal rank, and both of them worked together to organize the church on firm footing. Thus began the formal relationship with the Syrian Orthodox Church, as it happened, in explicit support of the traditional autonomy of the Indian Church. Mar Thoma I was followed in succession by a series of Prelates with the same name till 1816 when the last of them namely Mar Thoma IX came to the scene, but was soon replaced by Mar Dionysius II. 

Malankara Orthodox Church had felt the need of assistance for establishing systematic education for its clergy, teaching the people in the faith, instructing the clergy in properly celebrating the liturgical services and above all assistance in the maintenance of the episcopal succession intact. But the Orthodox Church maintained its autonomous administration and life under local leadership. Even the help from the Antiochene Syrian Patriarch was without any idea of formally submitting to his jurisdiction, but only for an over all spiritual supervision and of keeping to a friendly relation. 

There were differences of opinion over the authority of the Patriarch in the Malankara Church and it created certain difficulties. But the Church has always been successful in maintaining its freedom and never allowed any foreign domination. 

VII. The Anglican Reformations and Breakaway Marthoma Church

By 1795 the British established themselves in South India and Kerala came under their sway. During the time of Col. Munroe who was the British Resident in Kerala, Pulikottil Ittoop Ramban expressed his interest in founding a Seminary for the teaching of the Church's clergy. The Resident supported him and the seminary was founded in 1815. Pulikottil Ittoop Ramban became a Bishop -Metropolitan Mar Dionysius II. 

When the Britishers became a colonial power in India, the Anglican domination of the Theological Seminary at Kottayam, besides attracting members of the Church into Anglican congregations since 1836. 

From 1816 the experiment of co‑operation between the Malankara Church and the C. M. S. of the Anglican Church was carried on, but it was found to be unsuccessful and was called off in 1836. 

This incident led to the division of the community into three bodies. One of them a reformed group tried to bring about serious reforms in the liturgy and practices of the Church as a whole but failed. After about half a century of conflict within the church this body had to withdraw and organize itself as the Mar Thoma Syrian Church. A smaller body of the Syrian Christians opted to join with the missionaries and be absorbed in the Anglican Church. The majority of the community continued in the Church without accepting the reforms. 

Around 1800 one of the Syrian Christian Bishops, Mathew Athanasius, influenced by one Abraham Malppan made a move to the Protestant side and this was the beginning of the Kerala Mar Thoma Church. The reformist group with newfangled Anglican ideas broke away under the leadership of Palakunnathu Abraham Malpan and his nephew Dn. Mathews, later consecrated as Mathews Athanasios, a bishop of the Church, to form Mar Thoma Church in 1889. They developed strong links to the Western missionaries and emphasized evangelical renewal and Bible study. But the majority of the parent Syrian Church remained loyal to their own Bishops. 

The conflict between the body, which adopted the reform, and that, which opposed it, was a serious development in the church during the 19th century. This led to the latter to appeal for help from the Antiochene Syrian Patriarch. In 1875 Patriarch Peter 111 came to Kerala and held a Synod of representatives of Churches. at Mulanthuruthy in 1876. This Synod adopted a number of resolutions including an admission that the Church would continua in the communion of the Patriarch and the Syrian Church of Antioch. However the Patriarch tried to see in these decisions more than the Indian Church really wanted to acknowledge. 

This crisis situation was contained with the help of Patriarch Peter III of Antioch who visited India( 1875-1877 ). The outcome was two fold : a reaffirmation of the distinctive identity and faith of the Orthodox Church under its own Metropolitans and, at some dissonance with this renewal an enlarged influence of Patriarch of Antioch of the Indian Church.

Following the Synod of Mulanthuruthy in 1876 a litigation in court between the party in favor of the reforms and the party against it continued. It came to an end in 1889 with the judgment announced in favor of 'the latter by the then highest court of Kerala, the Royal Court of Appeal. The majority in a panel of three judges gave their verdict admitting that from the middle of the 18th century an over‑all spiritual supervision used to be exercised by the Patriarch over the Malankara Church and that he had a right to claim it. 

Thus a relationship which started for safe-guarding the integrity and independence of the Orthodox Church in India, against the misguided, if understandable, ambitions of the roman Catholic and Anglican Protestant Churches opened a long and tortuous chapter in which concord and conflict between the Indian and Syrian Orthodox Churches have continued to alternate to this day.

VIII. The Fallout within orthodoxy in Kerala & Establishment of the Catholicate in Kerala 1912

Patriarch Peter III was not satisfied with this judgment. He was keen to establish that he had full authority over the Malankara Church both in its spiritual and in its temporal matters and not merely an over all spiritual supervision. In fact he protested though nobody responsible in the matter took note of it. His second successor Patriarch Mar Abdullah II was determined to follow up the matter. With this intention he came to Kerala in 1909 and pressed the issue. But that led to a sad division in the Church from 1911, one party siding with the Patriarch and. the other lining up with Metropolitan Mar Dionysius VI of Vattasseril who stood against him and wanted to keep up the independence of Malankara Church. 

From the inception of Church in India, it was having its own Bishops who were having all spiritual powers and Archdeacons who were having all temporal powers, who were controlling the Church. In the sixteenth century Archdeacon was consecrated as Marthoma Merton, and in the nineteenth century changed to the title of Malankara metropolitan with the support of British rulers.

All that led to a sad division in the Church, from 1911, one party siding with the Patriarch (Jacobites) and the other (Orthodox) lining up with Metropolitan Mar Dionysius VI of Vattasseril who stood against him and wanted to keep up the independence of Malankara Church.

In July 1909, Dionysius V died and Vattasseril Mar Dionysius ( Dionysius VI ) became Malankara Metropolitan. The Association managing Committee met under the chairmanship of Dionysius VI and elected Murimattathil Paulose Mar Ivanious of Kandanad Diocese and requested the Patriarch Mar Abdul messiah to consecrate him as the Catholicose of the East. Accordingly, on 15th September, 1912, Paulose Mar Ivanios was consecrated as the first Catholicos of Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church with the title of MAR BASELIOS PAULOSE I at the Apostolic Throne of St. Thomas.

In this conflict the Metropolitan could obtain the support of Patriarch Mar Abdul Messiah the immediate successor to Patriarch Peter III. Patriarch Peter III was succeeded in 1895 by Mar Abdul Messiah. By a state interference he had lost his position in Turkey and came to be replaced by Mar Abdulla. While Metropolitan Mar Dionysius VI clashed with Mar Abdullah, the Canonical senior Patriarch Abdul Messiah offered to come to the assistance of the former. Thus in 1912 he came to Kerala and associated with Mar Dionysius VI and the Bishops and the Church with him, to establish the Catholicate of the East in Malankara. The ceremony was held at St. Mary's Church, Niranam on 15 September 1912; Niranam Church is one of the seven Churches founded by St. Thomas during his visit here in the first century.  

The Catholicate of the East was thus established in Malankara, with the cooperation of the canonical Patriarch Abdul Messiah, who was senior to Mar Abdulla. Thereby the Patriarch himself has withdrawn his right of spiritual oversight if any in the Indian Church, which the Royal Court of Appeal had acknowledged for him in 1889. consecration of the first Indian Catholicos--Moran Mar Baselios Paulos in Apostolic succession to St. Thomas, with the personal participation of Patriarch Abdul Messiah of Antioch

The designation "Catholicos of the East' to the successors of St. Thomas the Apostle was given by the Jerusalem Synod of AD 231. The head quarters of the Orthodox Church of the East was first at Uraha (Edessa) in Persia. This was moved to 'Selucia' and it was there the title 'Catholicos of the East' originated. Catholicos is an ecclesiastical dignitary recognized in the Antiochene Syrian Church also. He is equal in rank with the Patriarch though the latter is considered as first among equals (primus interparees) 

Their names are testament to the Churche's eastern connection. The first Catholicos was Basaliose Poulose the I (September 14, 1912 to May 2, 1913) The second was Basliose Geeverghese I. (April 30, 1925 to December 17, 1928). 

During the time of the third Catholicos (Basaliose Geeverghese3, ( Feb 15, 1929 to January 3, 1964) the positions of 'Malankara Metran' (Head Bishop) and Catholicos were combined. The fourth Catholicos was Basaliose Ougen I (May 12, 1964 to December 8, 1975) and the fifth Basaliose Thomas Mathews I (October 27, 1975 to April 27, 1991).When Mathews Basaliose I retired sixth Catholicos Thomas Mathews II took office on April 29, 1991. 

IX. Establishment of a Constitution 1934 &

The Breakaway Syro-Malankara Catholic Rite Church

The Malankara Syrian Christian Association convened a meeting on 26th December, 1934 and adopted the Constitution of the Church which is considered a milestone in the history of the Church. The Association in its meeting has requested the Catholicos Mar Geevarghese II to assume the additional role of Malankara Metropolitan also, due to the demise of previous Malankara Metropolitan Mar Dionysius VI. The practice of the Catholicos and Malankara Metropolitan being vested in one person is being continued even today.

Malankara Orthodox Church is now administered as per the constitution adopted in 1934, which was passed by the Malankara Syrian Christian Association. The Association is a fully representative body of the church with elected members priests and laymen from all the Parish Churches. Now one priest each and laymen 1 to 10 depending on the number of members in each parish are members of the Association. There are about 1400 parishes under the Malankara Orthodox Church. It is the Association which elects the Catholicos and the Malankara Metropolitan and also the Bishops. 

There is a Managing Committee for the Association with members from each Diocese elected by the Association. The Malankara Metropolitan is the President of the Managing Committee and the remaining Prelates. having administrative charge are the Vice‑Presidents. 

The Association Managing Committee has a Working Committee with Malankara Metropolitan as the President. The Working Committee is also the Consultative Committee of the Malankara Metropolitan. 

The Episcopal Synod has all the Prelates of the Malankara Church as members. Matters concerning Faith, Order and Discipline are under the authority of the Episcopal Synod. It is the Episcopal Synod, which installs the Catholicos. 

During the 1930s one of the leading Bishops- Mar Ivanios and two other bishops of the Syrian Christians, disillusioned by the split between the Catholicos group and the Patriarch group left the Church and moved to the Roman Catholic Church, forming a group called "Reethu". (Malankara Roman Rite) Nearly a hundred thousand people went over to this new rite from the Syrian Orthodox Church. 

X. Church History Since 1934 & Recent Developments

The two groups of the Syrian Church, namely the Jacobite Syrians and the Orthodox Syrians continued court battles and finally in 1960 the Supreme Court of India ruled putting an end to the litigation. Bbut even after this temporary reunion the division emerged again. Today there are again two divisions, the Indian Orthodox Syrian Christians owing allegiance to the Catholicos of the East and the Jacobite Syrian Orthodox Christians owing allegiance to the Patriarch of Antioch in Syria. Very recently the supreme court of India has once again ruled putting an end to legal struggles between those two groups and recognizing the legitimacy of the Catholicos. 

At present the Church is having a population of over 2.5 million and have 21 diocese all over the world. The Church has already stamped its mark in various fields of humanitarian missions like education, up-liftment of the poor, orphanages, old age homes, leprosy rehabilitation center, guidance center, hospitals, etc. , to name a few.

Please click here for the demography and the more recent developments of Christian congregations from Kerala. 
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