Faith and Practices of the Church: Study Series

History and Vision of the Mar Thoma Church: July 2009
1. What is the identity of the Mar Thoma Church?
a. It is an eastern church
b. It has oriental character
c. It embraces eastern theology and symbols
d. Among the three main traditions within Christianity – Jewish, Syrian, and Greek, we belong to the Syrian tradition. We use St. James liturgy of the Syrian Church of Antioch and hence we are known as the Syrian church.
e. It is a reformed and reforming church. It has tradition, but it was reformed from traditionalism.
f. It is an apostolic church. It holds the tradition of St. Thomas, one of the apostles of Jesus. The word “apostolic” means “called out for mission.”
g. It is an Episcopal Church. The church as a whole is the priesthood community of Jesus. Deacons, presbyters, and celibate episcopas are three positions to minister the church.
h. It is a democratic church. It is governed under a constitution.
i. It is an autonomous church.
j. It is a missionary church. Every Marthomite is considered as a missionary.
2. Which were the foreign churches that came in contact with our church?
a. The Malankara church was founded by St. Thomas in A.D. 52 in Malankara (Malabar) in Kerala. This church came in friendly contact with the arrival of the Portuguese sailor Vasco de Gama in 1498. Roman Catholic missionaries like Francis Xavier came to India and started missionary activities. The Malankara church was brought under the Roman Catholic Church by force in 1599 at the Synod of Diamper. In 1653, the Syrian community gathered at Mattancherry, held a rope tied on the granite cross, took an oath that they shall never be under the Roman Catholic Church. This event is known as the path of Coonan (bent) cross. This community then came in contact with the Jacobite Syrian Church of Antioch and started using their Syrian liturgy.
b. When the British East India Trading Company got power in India, the Anglican missionaries of Church Missionary Society also came in 1811. Claudius Buchanan translated the four Gospels into Malayalam. Other three missionaries came in 1816. Benjamin Bailey translated the New Testament into Malayalam and then the whole Bible in 1841. Joseph Fenn became the principal of the seminary school which was founded by Colonel Munro in 1813 in Kottayam to train the clergy. Henry Baker started English medium schools all over India. The relation with the Anglican missionaries continued until 1836.
3. What was the reformation movement of the Malankara Church?
a. Abraham Malpan, who was a teacher in the seminary was attracted by the activities of Anglican missionaries and started reformation movement in 1836. It was to cleanse the wrong ways of life, to return to the teaching of the Bible, and to the tradition of the early church. The reformation movement was opposed by the then ruled Metropolitan and the church was divided into two. The reformers were called the Mar Thoma Church.
b. The main changes that happened due to the reformation are as follows:
i. Liturgy and the Bible are translated and used in Malayalam
ii. Prayers for the dead and invocation of Saints were eliminated
iii. Idol worship and festivals in the name of saints were removed
iv. It is decided not to minister the sacrament of Qurbana if nobody is willing to receive it. Also, bread and wine are given separately.
v. The teaching that the bread and wine physically change to flesh and blood of Jesus in Qurbana was rejected. It is accepted that in Qurbana, Christ gives Himself to the believers and the believers are incorporated with Christ and with fellow worshipers.
vi. The teaching that the Qurbana is the repeating sacrifice of Jesus was rejected. It is accepted that in every Qurbana, we eat and drink again from the feast of sacrifice of Jesus that happened once and for all.
vii. The concept that priests are mediators between God and people is rejected. Secret confession to the priests is also rejected. It is accepted that priests are representatives of the believers before God.
viii. Sundays, the day of resurrection is set apart for worship 
ix. Anointing of the Muron was done only once in the life of a believer.
Mission of evangelism was accepted for this purpose, and the Mar Thoma Evangelistic Association was started in 1888. As a result, Maramon Convention was started in 1895 and mission fields were started in different states of India.

