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George A. Kiraz 

Canons Prepared by Afram Barsoum in 1927
and Other Legal Documents 

The study of canon law, a field in which Hubert Kaufhold is a leading figure, con-
centrates mostly on the early and medieval periods. Studies on the modern period 
are complicated by the fact that church archives are not well maintained and are 
difficult to access. In this publication I hope to make available a few legal texts that 
belong to the beginning of the twentieth century. I became aware of these texts in 
2010 during a visit to Aleppo to attend the Second Aleppo Colloquium on Bar 
Ebroyo (coincidently, also attended by Hubert Kaufhold to whom I dedicate this 
paper).1 

The texts presented here are known from a modern undated manuscript by the 
hand of Philoxenos Yu anna Dolabani (1885–1969), now preserved with Fr. Joseph 
Shabo of Aleppo, who generously provided me with a copy. The manuscript con-
tains the following texts: 

I. Canons and regulations of the Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate, written in 
Ottoman Turkish (pp. 1–20) 

II. The decision of a synod held in Deir al-Za triarch 
Elias III, written in Garshuni or Syro-Arabic (p. 21) 

III. Canons drafted by Afram Barsoum in 1927, written in Arabic (pp. 22–30) 
IV. Canons for unmarried priests in Malabar (India), written in Syriac (pp. 30

–31) 
V. Critique of Barsoum’s canons (III above) by Dolabani, written in Arabic 

(p. 31) 
My contribution here is a modest one. I simply aim to make available these original 
texts with brief comments, leaving their legal analysis to canon law specialists. 

Canons of the Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate 
These canons are written in Ottoman Turkish. Already in 1914, al- ikmah maga-
zine regularly reported on the progress of a nizâmnâme that was being compiled. 
The Syriac Orthodox church authorities were working towards having this nizâm-
nâme approved by the Ottoman authorities in Istanbul. Nothing further is known 
about the results of this activity, especially in light of WWI and the subsequent 
expulsion of the Syriac Orthodox Patriarch from Turkey. The text found in this 
document is probably related to the lost nizâmnâme. As I lack expertise in Ottoman 
Turkish, I shall provide its text in facsimile in the Appendix below, and have given its 
contents based on the little Ottoman Turkish that I am able to decipher. 

 1 I would like to thank Fr. J. Shabo for making this text available to me, and Dayroyo Joseph 
Bali, who transcribed the text in electronic form. Melonie Schmierer copy-edited the final draft. 
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The document consists of eight sections, each called a fa l. In turn, each fa l 
consists of a number of articles, each termed . The articles are numbered 
consecutively throughout the entire document. The content is as follows: 

1. On the office of the patriarchate, articles 1–9. 
2. On the obligations of the patriarch, articles 10–15. 
3. On the election of the patriarch, as well as special articles on the 

status of the bishop of Jerusalem, articles 16–22. 
4. On the office of archbishops, bishops, chorepiscopii, priests, and 

monks, articles 23–41. 
5. On a ‘mixed’ Patriarchal Council called majlis mukhtala ; i.e. a 

legislative body that consists of both clergy and lay people, articles 42–
50. 

6. On a General Assembly called majlis , articles 51–55. 
7 & 8. On various organizational and financial matters (I am unable to dis-

cern their precise nature), articles 56–64. 
The document is dated 18 Mart 1330 (= 31 March 1914) and is signed by various 
bishops and leading lay figures of the community. It concludes with the statement “
It is confirmed that this constitution has been undertaken under personal super-
vision; ma. [=Mâlî calendar] 31 March 1914; in the name of the  of 
Mardin; Agricultural Clerk; asan.“2 

The Election of Patriarch Elias III 
The second document contains the decision of a synod held in Deir al-Za
elect Patriarch Elias III, written in Garshuni (Syro-Arabic). It is interesting to note 
that the process of election is in the form of conditions imposed upon the patriarch-
elect. There are five conditions: 

1. To conform to the Orthodox faith of the three ecumenical councils. 
2. To administer the church in consultation with the ‘mixed’ council (see the 

previous document, section 5). 
3. Not to ordain a new bishop without the approval of the majority of the 

bishops. 
4. Not to remove or excommunicate a bishop without a meeting of the 

Synod. 
5. To sign a document relinquishing all that he owns to the Patriarchal See. 

The document ends with a signed statement by the patriarch-elect stating that he 
accepts the conditions. The document is signed and dated 30 November 1916 (prob-
ably according to the Julian calendar). 

 2 Translation by Benjamin Trigona-Haranay and Hidemi Takahashi, hugoye-list, posts on August 
15, 2012. 
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Canons by Afram Barsoum
The third document — the largest in the collection — consists of canons drafted in 
Arabic by Afram Barsoum in 1927. At the time Barsoum was the bishop of Syria and 
Lebanon and was considered the leading intellectual amongst the clergy of the 
Syriac Orthodox Church. Prior to his ordination as a bishop in 1918, he was 
entrusted with all educational programs at Deir al-Za
individual entrusted to draw up the Last Will and Testament of Patriarch Abdullah 
II Sa uf (1834–1915) and to oversee its execution it (a copy of the Will and its 
execution is preserved in the archives of Deir al-Za
to the two documents given above. 
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Barsoum was instructed to draft these canons in 1927 at St. Mark’s Monastery in 
Jerusalem. It is worth noting that at the time Jerusalem was under the British 
Mandate and the British authorities were actively seeking from each community the 
formalization of its rules and regulations. It is not clear if Barsoum’s canons were 
triggered by an internal request from the Church or as a result of requests from the 
Mandate government. Regardless, the structure of Barsoum’s canons had a clear 
influence on later canons adopted by the church authorities, especially al- -

 which was adopted in 1959 by the Sixth Synod of Homs under Barsoum (by 
then Patriarch himself). The text consists of four sections as follows. 

I. The office of the Patriarch. 
The canons specify that the patriarch is elected by majority vote of the metro-
politans and bishops (article 1). His name is to be Mar Ignatius, to which his per-
sonal name is affixed (article 2). The territories that he governs include the ‘East’, 
‘West’, India, and America (article 3). The two primary rights of the patriarch are to 
ordain metropolitans and bishops, and to bless the chrism (article 4). In both cases, 
he must be assisted by two bishops (article 4), and only in special circumstances by 
one bishop (article 5). The patriarch chairs the synod (article 6), and takes a primary 
seat when visiting another diocese (article 6), with metropolitans and bishops seated 
according to the date of their ordination and not to hold the staff in the presence of 
the patriarch (article 7). The patriarch wears a red cassock and a cross on his chest 
(article 8). The patriarch, in a special synod, may judge on cases of legal appeal that 
pertain to diocesan affairs (article 9). 

Articles 10-28 are entitled ‘also’, but deal with the election of the patriarch. In 
addition to moral qualities, the patriarch-elect must be trained in theology, litera-
ture, and must know both Syriac and Arabic (article 10; in 1959 the Homs canons 
add the requirement of ‘a foreign language’ such as French or English). The mini-
mum age for the patriarch-elect is forty with five years experience as a metropolitan 
(article 11). The qa im-  (locum tenens), invites upon his arrival to the 
Patriarchal See the metropolitans and bishops to the election (article 12), and who-
ever does not attend or does not appoint a representative (one from amongst his 
brother bishops) will lose his vote (article 13). The election is held by secret ballot 
and determined by majority vote (article 14). In the case of a deadlock or if the 
elected one does not accept the position, the process is repeated (article 15). The qa
im-  asks the elect if he accepts (article 16), and if so a date is appointed for 

the consecration (articles 17–18). The Patriarchal See may not remain vacant for 
more than three months unless during ‘difficult times’ such as war, famine, etc. 
(article 19). The church council of the city of the Patriarchal See has the right to 
counsel the patriarch in his administration of the church (article 20). The patriar-
chate is allocated an annual budget by the synod, and a patriarchal collection is 
performed both in the ‘East’ and the ‘West’ annually (article 21). When visiting 
dioceses, the patriarch may not leave the Patriarchal See for more than one year 
(article 22). The patriarch must refer to the bishops for the election and ordination 
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of diocesan bishops and assistant bishops, the transfer of a bishop from one diocese 
to another and the appointment of assistants for them, and in cases of the removal 
or excommunication of bishops and accepting them back (article 23). The patriarch 
must also keep the Orthodox faith (article 24), hold a synod once every three years 
(article 25), accept the tithe from all dioceses (article 26), and approve all liturgical 
matters in the synod (article 27). In addition, the patriarch must record all his 
personal possessions upon his election and must transfer them to the patriarchal 
waqf (article 28). 

Articles 29–31 entitled ‘on the election of a patriarch’ in fact deal with proce-
dures for the burial of a patriarch and then refer back to article 10 for the process of 
electing his successor. Upon the death of a patriarch, the patriarchal assistant in-
forms the bishops by telegram, inviting them to attend the funeral (article 29). The 
funeral takes place over three days and the deceased patriarch is buried in the 
patriarchal chamber (article 30). The patriarchal assistant then writes to the metro-
politans to elect a qa im-  (article 31). The reader is then referred to article 
10ff. 

II. The office of the Maphrian. 
This is a most intriguing section. It is commonly stated in modern sources that the 
office of the Takrit/Mosul Maphrianate was abolished in 1859 after the death of 
Maphrian Baselius Behnam IV (1839–59). In 1912, a schism in India was strength-
ened by the consecration there of a Maphrian by the deposed Patriarch Abdul-
masi  II. The Patriarchal See did not recognize this consecration. In light of these 
facts, it is difficult to ascertain the motivation behind this section. 

Article 1 of this section clearly refers to the Maphrianate of Mosul. It is inter-
esting to note that earlier in the document, viz. article 3 of Section 1 above, the 
territories of the Takrit/Mosul Maphrianate are mentioned implicitly: the article 
reads ‘The Antiochean Patriarch ought to be obeyed by the bishops, archbishops, 
the clergy, and the people in the East and the West, and in India and America’. 
Here, ‘East’ refers to the traditional territories of the Takrit/Mosul Maphrianate, 
while ‘West’ refers to the territories that are directly under the jurisdiction of the 
Mardin-based patriarch. Furthermore, the phrase ‘India and America’ excludes 
these localities from the traditional East/West territories. 

Was the Maphrianate of Mosul truly abolished by a synodal decision in 1859? Or 
did the office simply fall out of use? Was there an attempt by Barsoum and others to 
restore the Maphrianate in Mosul? Or was this simply a reaction to the unrecog-
nized Maphrianate of India? These are questions that require further investigation. 

The canons state that the Maphrian-elect is elected by the majority vote of the 
metropolitans (it seems, all metropolitans) and the faithful of the diocese of Mosul. 
As such, it seems that the office is simply titular. The Maphrian sits next to the 
patriarch in meetings and ordains the next patriarch (article 2). The patriarch and 
the Maphrian give each other the kiss of peace as brothers (article 3); liturgically, 
this means they extend their hands to each other. The Maphrian may ordain bishops 
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with the request of the patriarch on his behalf, but is prohibited from ordaining a 
bishop-elect unless confirmed by the patriarch (article 4). The minimum age is set to 
forty years (article 5). The Maphrian-elect is consecrated while wearing his 
Episcopal attire if he is already a bishop (article 6), leaving the possibility that a 
cleric of a lower rank may also be elevated to the Maphrianate. Cases that cannot be 
resolved in the diocese of the Maphrian are appealed to the patriarchal majlis. 

III & IV Other Offices 
The next two sections deal with the office of metropolitans and bishops (section III), 
as well as the offices of priests and deacons (IV). With few exceptions, the text of 
these sections does not differ from that of the received tradition. The text concludes 
with three articles on the attire of the clergy which again does not differ from the 
current tradition. 
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Canons for Unmarried Priests in India 
The fourth document pertains to unmarried priests in Malabar (India), and is 
written in Syriac. The Syriac Orthodox Church traditionally has either married 
priests or monks who have become priests. Unmarried priests (who are not also 
monks) are unknown in at least the late tradition. India may have acquired the 
tradition of unmarried priests outside of the monastic order from the Catholic 
Church. These canons, eight in number, are summarized below: 
 

1. The number of unmarried priests is restricted: three for the diocese of 
Kandanad, three for the diocese of Kottayam and the southern dio-
cese, and two for the Knanaya diocese. 

2 & 4. These deal with moral qualities. 
3. The minimum age is set to twenty-five years of age. 
5. The priest-elect must be ordained either in a monastery or a diocesan 

church, which will become their ‘canonical’ residence. They ought to 
live there and retire there, and any inheritance will also go to this 
place. 

6. The bishop ordaining the priest is responsible financially for the ex-
penses of the priest, and in return the priest is to obey his bishop. 

7. The person to be ordained must have the votes of all the bishops of 
the various dioceses. 



Syro-Malabar History and Traditions 
 

213 

8. Deacons in training are not to be ordained until they complete the 
study of English (third grade), Malayalam (seventh grade), and the 
liturgy and daily offices in Syriac. 
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Critique of Barsoum’s Canons
Barsoum’s canons above have endnote references that were added by Dolabani. The 
notes all refer to articles in section I. 

Note 1 states that articles 4 and 5 are contradictory. 
Note 2 comments on article 7 and states that the instruction ‘the bishop should 

not hold the staff in front of the patriarch’ is a modern fabrication, going against the 
principle of equality in the episcopacy of the office of the patriarch and bishop.  

Note 3 complains about the requirement for the minimum age of the patriarch 
(forty years of age) and that he must be a bishop for at least five years, thus limiting 
the patriarchate to bishops alone. 

Note 4 comments on article 12, which states that a bishop who cannot attend an 
election may appoint one of his brother bishops to represent him. Dolabani here 
complains that this is a fabrication, as historically bishops were represented by 
priests, monks, and deacons. To strengthen his point, Dolabani states that ‘he 
himself [i.e. Barsoum prior to him becoming a bishop] was present representing the 
bishop of Jerusalem’. In fact, prior to Barsoum’s  consecration his name is found as 
a signatory to the Ottoman canons presented above (Barsoum’s name is inserted by 
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Dolabani at a later stage under the representative of Deir al-Za
document electing Elias III (also presented above). 

Dolabani apparently had further critiques in mind, as he wrote the number for 
comment 5. The text ends here, suggesting that Dolabani’s notes on the material are 
incomplete. 
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