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Introduction

Centuries before, an incident shook both the land of Malabar and the Saint
Thomas Christian community; the murder of one of their priests, Ikkako Kathanar, by
European missionaries at the church in Verapoly (Varappuzha).

This incident in 1771 AD resulted in long ramification in the turbulent history of
the ancient community of Saint Thomas Christians whose existence was threatened
by the colonisation of the Malabar Coast of south-west India by European powers
beginning with the Portuguese.

History sets in

The Saint Thomas Christians, locally known as Mar Thoma Nasranis, Suriyani
Nasranis, Syrian Christians or simply Nasranis trace their origin to the missionary
works of Saint Thomas the Apostle, who in Aramaic (East-Syriac) is known as Mar
Thoma Sleeha. This community of Christians that existed in many parts of India were
eventually restricted to the south-west Malabar Coast of India, encompassing the
modern state of Kerala and nearby regions. They followed the ancient Aramaic
(East-Syriac) tradition in worship and Aramaic was their liturgical language. Aramaic
was the language of Jesus Christ and His disciples as well. The Nasranis were
profoundly attached to the Aramaic: (East-Syriac) language and their Aramaic
heritage. [1][2][3]

The Nasranis were a fiercely independent community under its head who was
known as the Archdeacon (Jathikku Karthavyan) and he held the title of 'Archdeacon
and Gate of All India'. The Archdeacon also commandeered an army of his own.
Each church had its own church assembly consisting of priests and laymen. The
Archdeacon was guided by a General Assembly, known as the Palli-Yogam,
consisting of both priests and laymen representing all churches. European
missionaries marvelled at this and called the community as a Christian Republic. [4]

Geographically, the Nasranis were located in territories ruled by local Hindu
kings and vassals and ecclesiastically they were part of the (East-Syriac) Church of
the East which sent Bishops from Babylon and Persia. The bishops for the most part
exercised the power of order only and the Nasranis lived a peaceful community life
for centuries this way.

But things were about to change for them soon with the advent of the
Portuguese Vasco da Gama in 1498.
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In response to the revolt, the Pope sent emissaries directly through its
Propaganda Congregation that was mainly Carmelites of various European
nationalities to work out a compromise. Gradually, a large section of the community
was convinced or forced to accept the ecclesiastical authority of the Propaganda
who were historically forced to ordain a Nasrani, Mar Parampil Chandy, as their
Bishop. This section of the Nasrani community came to be known as Pazhayakoor
(Old Allegiance) and was divided ‘between the jurisdiction of the Roman
Propanganda that was based in Verapoly (Varappuzha) and the Portuguese
Padroado that was locally based in Cochin (Kochi) and Cranganore (Kodungalloor)
under the diocese of Goa. However, the Propaganda refused to ordain any other
Nasrani as Mar Parampil Chandy’s successor.

The faction that refused to return to European ecclesiastical jurisdiction
formed the Puthenkoor (New Allegiance) Nasranis. Though both factions of Nasranis
longed to be re-united, European missionaries sabotaged those attempts fearing a
unified Nasrani community. Eventually, the Puthenkoor faction became Jacobites
and adopted the Antiochian West-Syriac tradition in the 19" century.

Here we mainly deal with the happenings within the larger Pazhayakoor
faction of the Nasranis, because it is in this milieu that the Ikkako incident took place.

Though forcefully colonised, the patriotic Nasranis tried to safeguard their
faith, East-Syriac rite of worship and culture in all possible ways. They also made
numerous attempts to bring East-Syriac Bishops of Babylon, who were of their own
tradition, and to re-establish the position of Archdeacon and reinstate lost authority of
the General Assembly. In the process the Nasranis and their leaders went through
several hardships and some paid with their lives as well.
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