IV. The Present Teachings of the Assyrian Church of the East

Despite the Christological agreement signed between one of the two Assyrian Churches of the East (Patriarch Dinkha Church) and the Roman Catholic Church, about which we have many reservations, this Assyrian Church continued to venerate in its liturgies and defend the Christological teachings of Diodore of Tarsus, Theodore of Mopsuestia and Nestorius of Constantinople. This fact is evident both in its liturgical texts and in the papers presented by its metropolitans and theologians in the theological dialogues that were held and published in the last decade. At the same time they continued attacking and condemning the Third Ecumenical Council of Ephesus in 431 AD and Saint Cyril of Alexandria.

a) The Assyrian Metropolitan Bawai Soro, secretary general for the Commission of Inter-Church Relations and Education Development of the Assyrian Church of the East, in his keynote address at the Centro-Pro Unione, (a center in Rome, in a conference conducted by the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement, co-sponsored by the Ecumenical Society of the Blessed Virgin Mary, held on 26 October 1998 on Mariology in the Ecumenical Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East, which was published in the semi-annual bulletin of Centro Pro Unione, n.54, fall 1998 and in the magazine Catholic International, May 1999, pp. 224, 225) said the following in the opening paragraphs:

“The condemnation of Nestorius and his teachings at the Council of Ephesus (431) declared a fissure in the lives of our Churches for centuries. Today this seemingly insurmountable theological rupture has been overcome by the Common Christological Declaration of November 1994. No longer wilt the cries of Theotokos be used as a source of division; and now the appellation Christotokos can finally have its proper dignity.

This centuries long antagonism between the Greco-Roman Church and the Church of the East grew out of a dispute which arose over the proper employment of Marian terminology, namely, Theotokos and Christotokos, in describing the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. Of course, it was an ecclesio-political dispute between the Sees of Alexandria and Constantinople that eventually manifested itself in the theological contention and personality clash between Cyril of Alexandria and Nestorius of Constantinople, at the Council of Ephesus (431). This dispute ignited one of the most disruptive and destructive controversies in Christendom, which spread throughout the entire Church in the Persian Empire. This horrible history indicates the importance of our subject matter and the need to treat differing views with charity and the need to seek understanding of the divergent formulations used by different peoples in different cultures and places.”

b) The same Assyrian Metropolitan Bawai Soro, presented two papers in Pro Oriente Third Syriac Consultation, July 1997 in Chicago, U.S.A. defending the person and teachings of both Nestorius and Theodore of Mopsuestia.

(i) Nestorius:
 

On pages 5 and 6, under the topic ‘Nestorius the Theologian: Context & Thought’, Metropolitan Bawai Soro wrote the following concerning Nestorius:

“In his book ‘The Bazar of Heracleides of Damascus’,
 Nestorius makes a number of theological statements which largely define his thought and testify to his faith in the risen Lord. While standing his theological ground, Nestorius makes six denials and two affirmations.”
 The first of his two affirmations reads as follows, “That the principle of this union is to be found in the combined prosopa of divinity and of humanity, namely in the revealed prosopon of Christ incarnate, namely, the Person of the Union.”

On page 9 of the same paper he wrote the following:

“When Nestorius talks about the giving and taking of the prosopa of the two natures, the dynamic is so mutual and perfectly reciprocal the result of this reciprocity is the absolute unity, making one the two prosopa of divinity and humanity in the Person of Jesus Christ.”

 (ii) Theodore of Mopsuestia:

On page 6 of his paper he quoted from the writings of Theodore of Mopsuestia the following:

“Here [in the case of Christ] if each of them [i.e., each nature]* was Son and Lord by nature it would be possible for us to say two Sons and two Lords, according to the number of the persons, but one being Son and Lord by nature and the other being neither Son nor Lord by nature, we believe that the latter received these (attributes) through [its] close union with the Only Begotten God the Word, and so we hold that there is one Son only; and we understand that the one who is truly Son and Lord is the one who possesses these (attributes) by nature, and we add in our thought the temple in which He dwells and in which He will always and inseparably remain on account of the inseparable union which He has with [it, i.e., the temple] and because of which we believe that He
 is both Son and Lord.

In as much as when we say “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” we name the Godhead in which we ought to be initiated to religion and be baptized, so also when we say “Son” we refer to the Divine nature of the Only Begotten while rightly including also in our thought the man
 who was assumed on our behalf and in whom God the Word was made known and preached and is now in Him, while the Father and the Holy Spirit are not remote from Him, because Trinity is not separable, consisting as it does of one, incorporeal and uncircumscribed nature.”

It is very clear in this teaching that Theodore taught two persons in Jesus Christ, one of them is Son (of God) and Lord by nature and the other is neither Son (of God) nor Lord by nature. He is adding, in thought, the latter to the first in a union of persons (prosopic union) which makes the latter receive those attributes through this close union with the first. That is to say that the man Jesus receives the honour of being called Son (of God) and Lord.

I was an observer in the dialogue and discussed with Metropolitan Bawai Soro the concept of the persons in Christ distinct in thought alone. He said, “as you (the Oriental Orthodox) accept that two natures were united in one incarnate nature of God the Logos, and the two distinct in thought alone, we also consider two persons forming one person of the union and distinct in thought alone”. At this stage I told him since we do not dissolve the two natures after the union you cannot dissolve the persons in one after the union and the two persons will continue to exist in the union even if they are distinct in thought alone. Consequently we are going to have four persons in heaven instead of the three persons of the Holy Trinity. 

The whole consultation, together with the discussion, was recorded and the tapes are kept in my office. It is worth noting that these Nestorian views were introduced by the Assyrian metropolitans and theologians in July 1997, after signing their Common Christological declaration with the Roman Catholic Church in November 1994.

In the same paper on page 9, Metropolitan Bawai Soro wrote:

“Theodore’s relationship to the Church of the East is due, originally, to the use of his biblical commentaries as standards of exegesis at the School of Nisibis. These works and others were translated into Syriac and continued to be normative at the School of Nisibis established in the late fifth century. The theologians and scholars of the Persian Church were prepared for their work by being thoroughly introduced to the methods and analyses of Theodore. When the edict of Justinian condemning Theodore was issued in 543, it was met by the Persian bishops with utter disdain. In a synod in 544, presided over by the Catholicos, Mar Aba I, the bishops affirmed their loyalty to, and appreciation of, “the Interpreter of the Scriptures”
, and made his work the official standard of orthodox teaching. This affirmation was later strengthened by the issuing of anathemas against any who reviled the man or his works.”

In Pro Oriente’s First Syriac Consultation at Vienna in June 1994, Metropolitan Bawai Soro also presented a joint paper with Chorepiscopos M. J. Birnie. The paper is entitled “Is The Theology of The Church of The East Nestorian?” 

In this paper he explained how the Assyrian Church invariably names Nestorius along with Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia in their prayers and celebrates festivals for them. He said that if the question regards the veneration of his Church to Nestorius and the continuation of such veneration, the answer is clear. His statement follows:

“The liturgies of the church invariably name Nestorius, with Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia, in their litanies. The calendar features a “Memorial of the Greek Doctors” a list of “western” fathers which includes -and emphasizes- the same three theologians. If the question is, “Does the Church of the East venerate Nestorius and continue to employ his theological vocabulary?” the answer is obvious.”
� The paper of Metropolitan Bawai Soro on Nestorius is titled “The Person and Teachings of Nestorius of Constantinople with a special reference to his condemnation at the Council of Ephesus.”


� Nestorius, The Bazar of Heracleides, ed. G.R. Driver and Leonard Hodgson (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1925). Along with Sipioni and Chestnut, I consider the LH to be an authentic work of Nestorius. Much of the argument in The Bazaar of Heracleides is in the form of a dialogue between (1) Nestorius and an imaginary opponent Superianus, (2) Nestorius and Cyril. The book reveals a strong personality and helps us to know the man and his teaching.


� Ibid., xxxii.


� Bazar, 23, 89, 218, 245f., 260-261.


� Ibid., 166-167.


� The paper of Metropolitan Bawai Soro on Theodore of Mopsuestia is titled “The Person and Teachings of Theodore of Mopsuestia and the Relationship between him, his Teachings and the Church of the East with a special reference to the Three Chapters Controversy.”


*Important note: it should be noted that the explanation between brackets [ ] is added by Metropolitan Bawai Soro in order to give an impression that Theodore was writing about the natures while it is very clear that he wrote about the persons since he said, “each of them was Son and Lord by nature”, and the  phrase “each of them was Son” cannot fit with nature since ‘Son’ is not a nature but a person.


� It is difficult to connect this pronoun with its proper antecedent subject, he (the Word) or temple. The thrust of his argument would lead one to believe that, because of the union, we may believe the temple also to be, in the union, both ‘Son and Lord’.


� Theodore, VIII, 90-91.


� i.e., the complete and unimpaired human nature.


� Ibid., VIII, 92.


� Synodicon Orientale, J.-B. Chabot (Paris, 1902), p. 550.


� Ibid.,  pp. 138, 176-178,  210-211.





