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Iraq’s Religious Denominations  

• Sunni Arab       Shia Arab 

• Sunni Kurd       Faylli Kurd (Shia) 

• Yezidi Kurd       Shebek Kurd (Shia) 

• Sunni Turkomen     Shia Turkomen 

• Assyrian, Chaldean, Syriac, Armenian (Catholic & 
Orthodox)  

• Mandaean (Sabaean, Baptist)  

• Bahai         Persian     

• Nusairi        Jewish 

 



Syriac Christians 
• They are known by many names such as: 
• The Assyrians (Syriac: ܐܝܝܪܘܣ), also known as Aššūrāyu,[35] Āṯūrāyē 

 . Athurai, Assouri, Ashuriyun, Suraye, Suryoye ,(ܐܝܪܘܬܐ)
• In more recent times by theological non-ethnic names, such as; 

Syriacs, Chaldo-Assyrians, Nestorians and Chaldeans  
• They are a distinct ethnic group whose origins lie in northern 

Mesopotamia.  
• They speak, read, and write distinct dialects of Eastern Aramaic 

exclusive to northern Mesopotamia and its immediate 
surroundings. 

• They trace their ancestry back to the northern region of the 
Akkadian lands, which would become Assyria between the 24th 
century BC and 7th century AD.  

• Today that ancient territory is part of several nations: the north of 
Iraq, part of southeast Turkey, northwest Iran and northeast Syria. 

• They are indigenous to these aforementioned regions. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syriac_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_people#cite_note-Richard_Nelson_Frye_Syria_and_Assyria-35
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_people#cite_note-Richard_Nelson_Frye_Syria_and_Assyria-35
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_people#cite_note-Richard_Nelson_Frye_Syria_and_Assyria-35
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic_group
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mesopotamia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Aramaic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akkadian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples


Syriac Christians 
• The Syriac Christians Church traces its origins back to 

the Ancient East Christianity that flourished outside the 
Roman Empire. 

• Chaldeans, Assyrians, Aramaic, and Mesopotamians 
are names which came into use relatively late in the 
history of the Church of the East. 

• Apostle Thomas was the first one to evangelize those 
regions in his travels through Mesopotamia, Persia and 
Media to India. He was followed by Addai, one of the 
seventy disciples, and Mari. 

• The first Christian congregations emerged in the Jewish 
communities, which had been present in Mesopotamia 
at least since the Nineveh and Babylon exile. 
 
 



Syriac Christians 
• King Shahpur I (240-272) advanced far into 

Roman territory and captured Antioch, many 
Christians from that area – Syria, Cappadocia, 
Cilicia – were deported to Persian provinces and 
this helped to spread Christianity. 

• In the times of Shahpur I, the Church of the East 
already had an Episcopal structure.  

• Under Shahpur II (309-79) violent persecutions 
afflicted Christians in the Persian Empire.  

• At the time of the Arab conquest (637), about 
one half of the population of what is now Iraq 
and a great part of Iran was Christian. 



Historical divisions within Syriac 
Christian Churches in the Middle East 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b7/Syriac_Christian_Churches.svg


Chaldean Church 
• The terms Chaldean and Chaldo-Assyrian 

refers to those who broke from the Church of 
the East between the 16th and 18th centuries 
AD, and entered communion with the Roman 
Catholic Church.  

• Rome initially named this new diocese The 
Church of Assyria and Mosul in 1553 AD, 

• Some 128 years later, in 1681 AD, this was 
changed to The Chaldean Catholic Church.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_Church_of_the_East
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_Church_of_the_East
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_Church_of_the_East
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic_Church
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic_Church


Iraq’s Christians in Diaspora  
• Many have migrated to the North America, Caucasus, Australia and 

Europe during the past century or so. 

• Emigration was triggered by such events as: 
– the Assyrian Genocide  
– the Ottoman Empire during World War I,  
– the Simele massacre in Iraq (1933),  
– the Islamic revolution in Iran (1979),  
– Arab Nationalist Baathist policies in Iraq and Syria,  
– the Al-Anfal Campaign of Saddam Hussein, 
– and to some degree Kurdish nationalist policies in northern Iraq. 

• Most recently, the Iraq War has displaced the regional Assyrian 
community.  

• Of the one million or more Iraqis reported by the United Nations to 
have fled Iraq since the occupation in 2003, nearly 40% are 
Christians , although Christian comprised around less than 5% of 
the pre-war Iraqi population. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_America
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caucasus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emigration
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_Genocide
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simele_massacre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simele_massacre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simele_massacre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_Revolution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baathist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Anfal_Campaign
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Anfal_Campaign
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Anfal_Campaign
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Anfal_Campaign
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Anfal_Campaign
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saddam_Hussein
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saddam_Hussein
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurdish_people
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Iraq_(2003%E2%80%9311)


Map of the Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac genocide 
Saypā (ܣܝܦܐ) sword “Qeṭlā ḏ-‘Amā Āṯûrāyā”  

• Towns where genocide occurred 

• Towns that received refugees. 
• Other m 

Location Ottoman Empire 

Date 1890s, 1914–1918, 1922–1925 

Target Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac civilians 

Attack type Deportation, mass murder, etc. 

Deaths 275,000–400,000 

Perpetrators 
Sultan Abdulhamid II, Young Turk 

government, Kurdish tribes 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saif
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deportation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_murder
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdulhamid_II
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdulhamid_II
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdulhamid_II
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Young_Turks
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Assyrian_genocide_o2p.svg


 
Voting centers for Iraqi exiles, 
January 2005 
 



Predominantly Chaldean Catholic 
towns in northern Iraq 
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http://www.ishtartv.com/en/viewarticle,35680.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:City_of_Zakho-Zaxo_in_Iraqi_Kurdistan.jpg




Islamic State 
• Islamic State stands with al-Qaeda as one of the most dangerous 

jihadist groups, after its gains in Syria and Iraq.  
• Under its former name Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (Isis), it 

was formed in April 2013, growing out of al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). 
• It has since been disavowed by al-Qaeda, but has become one of 

the main jihadist groups fighting government forces in Syria and 
Iraq. 

• Its precise size is unclear but it is thought to include thousands of 
fighters, including many foreign jihadists.  

• The group has seen considerable military success. In March 2013, 
it took over the Syrian city of Raqqa - the first provincial capital to 
fall under rebel control. 

• In January 2014, it capitalised on growing tension between Iraq's 
Sunni minority and Shia-led government by taking control of the 
predominantly Sunni city of Fallujah, in the western province of 
Anbar. 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-25460397




Islamic State 

• The organisation is led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. It 
is believed he was born in Samarra, north of 
Baghdad, in 1971 and joined the insurgency that 
erupted in Iraq soon after the 2003 US-led invasion.  

• In 2010 he emerged as the leader  

of al-Qaeda in Iraq, one of the groups  

that later became Isis. 

• This rare image of Abu Bakr  

al-Baghdadi was released by the Iraqi  

interior ministry.  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27801676
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27801676
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27801676
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27801676
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27801676
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27801676




What is ISIL 

• http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-11/isis-
explainer/5516638 
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ISIL in August 2014 







Iraqi Insurgency Detailed Map 
 

 

• Iraqi and Syrian Towns and Cities seized by 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Sham 

 

 

 

https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?ie=UTF8&hl=en&oe=UTF8&msa=0&msid=206503076099972915830.0004fb81021906110e889&t=m&source=embed&ll=34.216345,41.264648&spn=9.986474,12.062988&z=6
https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?ie=UTF8&hl=en&oe=UTF8&msa=0&msid=206503076099972915830.0004fb81021906110e889&t=m&source=embed&ll=34.216345,41.264648&spn=9.986474,12.062988&z=6


Christian Muslim Relationship 
• From its very beginning ,Islam came into close contact 

with a Christianity of the Syro-Aramaic heritage and 
tradition. 

• The early Umayyad period is marked by an open and 
tolerant attitude towards Christians.  

• One of the main reasons might have been that the 
Muslims needed the Christians ’administrative and 
economic knowledge as well as experience to rule and 
organize the newly conquered territories. 

• In the attitude of Muslims towards Christians, very soon 
one can sense a certain ambivalence for social and 
political reasons.  

• At times, the Muslims were more open and tolerant, at 
times more aggressive and even oppressive 



Christian Muslim Relationship 
• The “People of the Book” (Jews, Christians, but also 

Zoroastrians) were tolerated and treated as religious 
minorities under the protection of Islam (dhimmis).  

• They were recognized as believers in God despite their 
refusal to accept the prophet Muhammad.  

• Adult male Christians were thus not required to 
convert, although that option was always open to 
them, but had to pay a poll tax (djizya) as the price for 
this protection.  

• Moreover, certain conditions, like distinctive dress or 
girdle etc., were eventually imposed on the Christians.  

• In Islam’s second century, the laws became more 
stringent. 
 



Christian Muslim Relationship 
• At the court of the Abbasid caliphs (750-1258), almost all 

secular Greek books in philosophy, sciences and medicine 
that were available throughout the former Eastern Roman 
and Persian empires were translated into Syriac then Arabic.  

• East Syriac Christians played a fundamental role in this 
translation movement, as translators came overwhelmingly 
from within their ranks since they tended to know at least 
three languages: Syriac, Greek and Arabic.  

• This is of paramount cultural and historical significance also 
for the West, as works translated – via Syriac into Arabic – 
entered Europe through Spain and Sicily even before the 
Greek originals were known. 
 



Christian Muslim Relationship 
• In the 12th and 13th centuries, Christians and Muslims lived in a 

common cultural world of which they shared the values and 
achievements.  

• During the Ottoman period the focus of discussion was on the 
application of the Millet-system as a new concept defining the 
status of non-Muslim religious communities.  

• The Millet-system had a very profound impact on the identity of 
the various Christian communities. It left lasting marks on the 
minds of the people and even on institutions.  

• Many problems which Christians face today in the Islamic world 
cannot be understood if one does not take into account the 
experience of the Millet-system, which has survived in one or 
other way in modern states with a Muslim majority. 

• Christians developed a form of encounter with their Muslim 
neighbours in the field of dialogue, Christian witness, coexistence 
and cooperation.  

 
 



Appropriate relationships between 
Christians and Muslims in Australia today? 

 • Learning through interfaith dialogue 

• Do not take Middle East to Australia but bring 
Australia to the Middle East. 

• The next time you see a Muslim Australian say 
"hello," smile and start a conversation. We are 
all part of the same community, and we have 
to learn to understand each other and get on.                       

(29.9.2014)  

 

http://cathnews.com/images/images/2014/Society/2909muslimsaussieflag.jpg



