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The multiplicity of Churches in Turkey

In today’s Turkey there are 16 different Churches. I am going to explain briefly first the historical origin and then the present situation of these Churches.

1. History   

If we take a look at a map of the year 100 A. D., about the time when the gospel according to John was written, the principal area of Christianity was Asia Minor and neighboring Palestine. “Asia Minor” corresponds largely to present-day Turkey. It was also the region of the seven churches of the Revelation and of the Pauline communities. 

The first non-Jews who accepted the Christian faith in greater numbers were individual Syrians living in the north of Palestine. For us Christians, this remains important even up till today, as the oldest preserved texts of the New Testament are in the Syriac language, even though the New Testament had been written in Greek. 

Looking at a map of present-day Turkey, we see three centers of an early time around the year 300:

· Western Asia Minor around Ephesus

· Armenia

· Syria

They form the originating areas of the present autochthonous Churches of Turkey.

Asia Minor, heiress of Paul’s preaching, has developed via the Church of the Empire into the Byzantine Church, and then into the present Greek Orthodox Church.

Armenia was the first region whose population fully accepted Christianity. In 301 the Armenian king was baptized by Gregory the Illuminated. The second cultural contribution of this area was that of the theologian Mesrop Maschtoz, responsible for the Armenian characters in his translation of the Bible and of the liturgical books. He developed them from the Christian characters known to him at that time, namely Greek and Syriac. 

Syria became Christian mainly through individual conversions. The first big monasteries were built there. Today that center is known as “Tur Abdin”. In Syria historical treasures such as Evangeliaria (Gospel books), liturgical books, churches and monasteries can already be found around the year 300. The liturgical Aramaic language is even more important, being a Semitic language spoken by Jesus.

The most important theme for the churches of that time was the development of Christology. The first Councils were deeply occupied with the question how to define the person of Jesus. The first two Councils (Nicaea in 325, Constantinople in 381) dealt with the definition of the Trinitarian God, as it is expressed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed that we call “the great one”. Up to this day the text of this Creed has been binding for all Christians as we did not have any official schism at that time, notwithstanding the fact that there were different theological schools fighting with each other. 

When in 381 the Constantinian Change took place, Christianity became the religion of the Roman State. The State saw itself responsible for the defense of the faith, with the intention that religious divisions should not endanger the unity of the State. 

And thus the “Christian world” experienced now a double restriction, the one already existing beforehand concerning the geographical limitations of the Roman Empire, with the addition now of new limitations coming from the authority of an Empire that considered itself to be the legitimate power for the protection of Christianity.

Already in the First Council of Nicaea (today known as Iznik) it was the Emperor, Constantine, who invited the bishops in 325 to establish peace among opposing schools (against Arius, who held that the Son was subjected to the Father). In that way the Christian Church more and more fell under the influence of the State. 

We should also mention another complex theological dispute, frequently attached to the name of Bishop Nestorius, who saw Mary as mother of Christ, but not as Mother of God. Such a view would have split the union between the two natures, divine and human. In its decision in 432 the Council of Ephesus proclaimed for Mary the title of “Mother of God”, as we believe in Jesus both as true God and true human. 

The so-called Monophysites held an opposing view to that doctrine and placed so strong an accent on the divine nature of Christ, diminishing at the same time his human state, that Jesus’ human nature became totally absorbed into the divine nature of the Logos. 

All these controversies among theologians were resolved in the Council of Chalcedon (today Kadiköy) in 451. This had two additional consequences:
The so called “Nestorians” had receded towards the east referring themselves to the apostles Thomas and Thaddeus. In time they developed into the Eastern Syrian and Persian churches (including the Thomas Christians of India). They were constituted as national churches under Persian domination (in 424). In order not to get into conflict with their political powers they were obliged to accept officially in 486 the teachings of Nestorius. That was the only way not be considered as enemies of the State. As a consequence of that development they could not take part in the Council of Chalcedon, as the frontiers of the Roman and of the Persian kingdoms separated them from the rest of Christianity. Thus a first separation had already taken place before that council.

A group of these Eastern Syrian Christians went into a union with Rome in the 16th century. They kept their Syrian rites, and thus the (Catholic) Chaldean Church was born, with its patriarchal see in Baghdad, Iraq. 
After complex historical developments the present (non-catholic) Syrian-Orthodox Church of the East broke up into two patriarchates:
In 1995 the see of the Eastern Syrian Church was transferred to the United States of America. 
The Old Eastern Syrian Church has its own separate patriarchal see in Baghdad, Iraq. 
In 1994 the official schism, existing since 486, between the old Church of the Persian kingdom and the Catholic Church, came to an end.

In the Western - Syrian area, Syrian monasticism arrived in Tur Abdin around 397. The monastery of Mor Gabriel, existing till today, was given to the church as an imperial donation. The reason behind this charitable donation was probably the treaty of 363 in which southern and eastern areas of the of Tur Abdin were ceded to the Persian kingdom. Thus the Tur Abdin should function as a bulwark against the Persians, being similarly a sacred place and a fortified castle. In the surrounding territories of Mor Gabriel other monasteries soon came into existence. But in due course all donations ceased, as the distance of these Syrian groups to the Imperial church was growing. The Western-Syrian Church, known at times as the Jacobite Church (named after the well known bishop Jacob Baradai), did no longer accept the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon. That is why the Western Syrians are widely known as monophysites, even as they themselves do not consider themselves to belong into that  category, given the fact that in the time of Chalcedon they only had sought freedom from the Church of the Byzantine Empire. This Western Syrian-Orthodox Church of Antioch has its patriarchal see nominally at Antioch (Antakya, Turkey), but its Patriarch lives in Damascus. 

A similar pattern of development we find in the Apostolic Armenian Church, which has been a national church from its beginning. Although the Armenians remained monophysites, they at least enjoyed a political independence, for in the early time they were an autonomous kingdom outside the Roman Empire, and later they came under the sovereignty of the Persian kingdom. They were never under the jurisdiction of Rome or of Byzantium, and that is why they did not participate in the Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon.

Two smaller groups of these two churches have been in union with Rome since the 17th century: the Syrian Catholic Church and the Armenian Catholic Church. They have their own autonomous liturgy, but are under the Pope’s authority. These united churches spring from the idea of unity of earlier times. The Oriental Mother Churches have a critical view of their existence. But they are Catholic Churches and thus are a vivid sign of the multiplicity of the faith. 

One additional Oriental Catholic Church in Turkey is that of the Maronites with a small number of faithful in the Tarsus area. 

The Church of the Byzantine Empire had lived under stronger supervision of the State, a fact producing strong tensions between the Empires of the East and West, as the representatives of the churches of Byzantium and of Rome were of course men of their times. So even relatively unimportant conflicts could, and did, result, in the tragedy of separation. The Church historians tell us that the excommunication bulls of 1054 referred to individual persons, but the division nevertheless was brought about. This was the sad outcome of conflicts between Christians of the Orient and the Occident, of Byzantium and of Rome. 

Although the mutual excommunication was cancelled at the end of the II. Vatican Council, two separated Christian families have nevertheless developed: the Orthodox Churches with the Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Constantinople as honorary head (hence the honorific title of “Ecumenical Patriarch”), and the Catholic Church with the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, as its supreme head. 

The Orthodox Church evolved into a system of national autocephalous churches, amongst them the Greek Orthodox Church, the Russian Orthodox Church, the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, all of them to be found today in Turkey. New orthodox churches broke at times away from their Mother Church as soon as they felt capable of living in an autonomous manner. This breaking away did not always take place in a peaceful manner. 
In addition to that there live Arabic-speaking faithful in the Antakya area who are not subject to the Ecumenical Patriarch of Istanbul, as they  belong to the Greek-Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch. 

The Latin Church that exists today in Turkey arrived there through merchants like the Genovese or through political contacts (embassies) in Constantinople. They formed communities of the so called “Levantines”, being mainly of foreign origin. This historical development explains the importance of the French language as the ecclesiastical Latin Church language in Turkey even today; only in recent years it is slowly replaced by the Turkish language. 

In similar ways the Reform churches came to Turkey. We know more about their development from our western history classes:

The Protestant Lutheran Church, born in the Reformation of Martin Luther; the Anglican Church, going back to Henry VIII. and the Presbyterian Church, a later development of those two churches in the United States. 

2. The multiplicity of Churches in Turkey today

In this second part we will look at the present situation of these 16 Churches existing in today’s Turkey, with a total number of 100.000 to 150.000 Christians. 

The local Churches

From a numerical point of view the group coming first is the Armenian Apostolic Church, which counts between 70.000 and 90.000 faithful. Of these, around 20.000 reside in Turkey without civil registration as illegal immigrants from Armenia. Their most important center is the Patriarchate of Kumkapi in Istanbul. Their Patriarch Mesrop Mutafyan, still relatively young, tries to lead his community with political and pastoral care. But the head of all the Armenians is not this Patriarch, but the Katholikos, with his see in Edschmidzin (Republic of Armenia).

Basic problems lie in questions of organization and ownership of their properties. The preservation of their own language causes great worries, too, as the Armenian language of the 4th century is still used in their liturgy. Especially the young have already problems with the occidental Armenian of today, as they mainly use the Turkish language in everyday life. Armenian schools are permitted thanks to the Treaty of Lausanne. Higher educational institutions for the occidental Armenian language, or for Armenian theology, however, do not exist. In accordance with new Turkish state regulations the Theological Institute of the Patriarchate was closed down together with all private universities of Turkey in 1970. Theological education exists at Edschmiadzin, but there oriental Armenian is spoken.

Turkey is divided into five regions: old Istanbul, the European Bosporus, the Anatolian Bosporus, the Princes’ Islands and Anatolia. The island of Crete is also attached to the Patriarchate as a sixth region. Very characteristic for the Armenian Church are the 20 choirs that exist in Istanbul for the cultivation of their sacred music. The Armenian Apostolic Church has its own schools; there exists an Armenian hospital and two orphanages. Two daily periodicals (Jamanak and Nor Marmara) and a few other publications in Armenian are published, all with a limited number of copies. 

As mentioned before, in the 17th century a group of Armenians joined the Catholic Church to form the Armenian Catholic Church, which today counts around 3.000 persons in Istanbul, headed by an Armenian Catholic Archbishop, and – recently - a Lebanese Auxiliary Bishop, still waiting for a Turkish working permit. There are also three secular priests, and a community of Mechitarist monks (a kind of Armenian Benedictines). The present two priests of that order did their theological studies in Austria. 

The Ecumenical Patriarchate at the Phanar on the Golden Horn is under the guidance of Patriarch Bartholomew I, who is the honorary head of all the Orthodox Churches. This is the reason for his worldwide importance. This was clearly expressed when Patriarch Bartholomew was standing side to side with the Pope as representative of the Orthodox Churches in the prayer for peace at Assisi. 

In Turkey the Ecumenical Patriarch experiences difficulties in regard to this “ecumenical” title as this function is not recognized by the Turkish government. Turkey fears that an institution similar to the Vatican is in the offing. An additional problems derives from the term “Constantinople” which is considered to be a term of Greek political aspirations for that city. 

The community in Turkey is today composed of some 1.500 faithful, who live in the tradition of the venerable Patriarchate of Constantinople. The faithful in Turkey are subdivided into the communities of Chalcedon (Kadiköy), Derkoi, the Princes’ Islands, Imbroz and Tenedos. The members of the Sacred Synod hold titular sees in Turkey, such as Perge or Myra. Up to this day, all the Orthodox communities which do not belong to an autonomous Patriarchate are ascribed to the Ecumenical Patriarchate, such as the Austrian Metropolitan Michael Staikos. Besides those on the Greek islands, Episcopal sees in Germany, France, Great Britain, in the Scandinavian countries, in the United States, and also in Buenos Aires, Sydney, Wellington and Hong Kong are under that jurisdiction.. This Church also laments the fact of not being allowed to have its own schools for students of theology, and it hopes to reopen the Superior School of Theology in Chalk/Heybeli, which was in existence up till 1971. 

The Bulgarian Orthodox community (some 500 persons) and the small Russian Orthodox community are attached to the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate for all practical matters . 

The members of the Western Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch have partly moved to Istanbul, originating mainly from the region of Tur Abdin, in the southeast of Turkey, where Aramaic, the language of Jesus, is still spoken. There are at the present some 10.000 Syrian Orthodox Christians in the city of Istanbul, that is, more than in their place of origin. Their spiritual direction in Istanbul lies in the hands of a Patriarchal Vicar with the rank of Metropolitan Bishop, meaning that he is the representative of the Patriarch of Antioch with the see in Damascus. The region of Tur Abdin is administered by another metropolitan. 

Among the Syrians there is also a great preoccupation with young people. This is expressed by extracurricular programs for the young ones. The great majority of the young speak only Turkish because they attend Turkish schools. Only through the laws of harmonization by virtue of the talks with the European Union the Syrian language has been accepted as a school language. This Church, despite the fact of being one of the original churches of Turkey had not been granted the same standing as the Armenian, Greek, or Bulgarian Churches, whose members by virtue of the Treaty of Lausanne had been granted the right to have their own schools. And so, in the acts of the cult, the Turkish language is also used in preaching besides Aramaic as a liturgical language. Many Syrians are still hoping to immigrate to Europe in search of better living conditions.

The community of the Syrian Catholic (United) Church has a few more than 1.000 members headed by a Patriarchal Vicar. He is the only priest of his church and thus also a member of the Turkish Episcopal Conference. This church took over the former house of the Jesuits when that community left Istanbul. 

The Chaldean Church, which is a group of the Eastern Syrian Orthodox Church united with Rome, numbers now around 2.000 members. In addition to them we find many refugees fleeing from Iraq. They are under the Archbishopric of Diyarbakir, where only a tiny community is left, as most members migrated to Istanbul.    

It is a very vivid community directed by a Patriarchal Vicar, who is at the same time their only priest. Their liturgical meeting place is the crypt of the Catholic Church of Saint Anthony. 

The Maronite Church was mentioned in the historical section. 

The foreign Churches
The Catholic Church numbers around 15.000 faithful. She represents the universal Church, in whose liturgy seven different languages are used: Turkish, French, Italian, Polish, English, German and Spanish. A similar richness is to be seen in the variety of mentalities and visions of the Church, depending on the respective European place of origin. Today the Turkish language is the most commonly used, while previously French was used. There are a few indigenous Catholics, the so-called “Levantines”.

The greater part of the Catholics live only temporarily in Turkey for reasons of work, e.g. as teachers; they usually return to their countries after a number of years. Quite different is the situation of (mostly German) women who had married into Turkey, or of those originating from the Philippines or from Africa to do household work.

Almost all the priests and religious of present-day Turkey are sent here by their orders who have institutions and activities in this country. 

And so, the Bishop, with the title of Apostolic Vicar of Istanbul, is a French Assumptionist, and the Vicar General is an Italian Dominican. The regions of Istanbul, Bursa and Ankara form the Istanbul Vicariate. 

The old Archbishopric of Izmir, counting several hundred Catholics, is led by an Italian Capuchin, who is at the same time the President of the Turkish Episcopal Conference. 

The Apostolic Vicariate of Anatolia has huge dimensions, but only very few faithful (around 2.0009. The Bishop is an Italian Capuchin. 

The Protestant Community of the German language exists in Turkey since 1843. It was founded not only for religious assistance to the Lutheran German community, but also for academic and social assistance. Today the Protestant Church works for those sent into this country to work, many of them as teachers, and for women married here. 
Reformed Churches of the English language are present in Istanbul, too: the Anglican Church with the Crimea Memorial Church and St. Helena in the British Consulate General. The Presbyterian Church has its roots in America. The United Church –a union of free American and Australian Churches- takes care of the Dutch Chapel.
Corresponding to the uniateed Catholic Churches there exist since the 19th century some protestant groups of the Oriental Churches, Armenian Protestant Christians, whose number is today extremely small. 

The Free Evangelical Churches, which are still smaller and hard to describe, carry on a rather aggressive missionary activity and thus are frequently the cause of disturbance of the fragile equilibrium of the old Churches vis-à-vis the State. That type of missionary activity is seen as interference against national unity, something which is forbidden to do.

Inside Turkey, the Churches are very open for mutual relations, as they all suffer from the same precarious situation of being tolerated, but not really recognized by the State, a situation which often creates problems in matters concerning property, but even in decisive questions like the succession of the Church heads. 

Nevertheless, in ecumenical services, e.g. Prayer Week for Christian Unity, we experience in small scale the multiplicity of our Churches, and we can develop an experience of closeness to the many Churches of the world within this old Patriarchate of Constantinople.  

Elisabeth Dörler 

The Church families in Turkey

1.     Old Oriental Churches   

         (Separated after the 3rd Council of Ephesus)

1.1 Assyrian Church of the East (without Hierarchy)

1.2 Western Syrian-Orthodox Church

1.3 Armenian Apostolic Church

2.     Orthodox Churches (separated after the schism of 1054)

        2.1 Ecumenical Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Constantinople

        2.2 Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch (Arab)

        2.3 Bulgarian Orthodox Church

        2.4 Russian Orthodox Church

3.    Catholic Churches

3.1 Roman Catholic Church

3.2 Uniate Churches
3.2.1 Armenian Catholic Church

3.2.2 Chaldean Church
3.2.3 Syrian Catholic Church
4. Reform Churches

4.1 Protestant Lutheran Church

4.2 Anglican Church

4.3 Union Church

4.4 Presbyterian Churches

4.5 Free Turkish Evangelical Churches

In italics the generic denominations for the Church families
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