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The Sunclay School

An ascetic by temperament who cared little
for external show, Dionysius VI had developed his
inner life in a remarkable way by prayer and
spiritual discipline. The result was that he had on
the one hand clarity of mind and nobility of
character, and on the other devotion to duty and
courage of conviction. Thus he had the inner
strength to follow a course in life boldly till the end.
Unlike many others who choose the ministry of
the Church as a profession, he opted it as a vocation.
To be sure, he had learned from Mar Dionysius V,
his illustrious predecessor, that the Malankara
Syrian Church deserved whole-hearted love and
service from its adherents, and he on his part
dedicated himself early in life to contribute his mite
towards its progress.

It was, as we have seen in 1909 that the
Malankara Association under the presidency of

January - March 2018 . . . . . ... ... ...

Late Fr. Dr. V. C. Samuel
(From his book ‘TRUTH TRIUMPHS’)

Dionysius V chose Vattaseril Geevarghese Remban
and Kochuparambil Paulose Remban to be made
Metropolitans and sent them to the Patriarch for
their consecration. Before the two men set out on
their journey to Jerusalem, the old Metropolitan
advised them both very earnestly that on no
account they should submit to the Patriarch any
formal undertaking beyond what was there in the
order of service for the ceremony. Both of them
followed the advice and came back to India as
Metropolitans. But soon the Patriarch arrived in

Father Dr. V.C. Samuel was an internationally
known scholar and writer. He had his ecclesiastical
studies at the Manjinikara Dayra, where he did also
teach for several years as a colleague of remban
Abdul Ahad, later patriarch Mar Ignatius Jacob II1.
He has obtained B.A. (Travancore University), M.A.
(Madras University), B.D. (Serampore University),
S.T.M. (Union Theological Seminary, New York),
and the Ph. D. (Yale University, U.S.A.). His
doctoral dissertation treats the chalcedonian question
from a fresh Oriental Orthodox perspective.

Father Samuel has served on the faculties of the
Serampore College (University). The United
Theological College, Bangalore, in India, and the
Theological College of the Holy Trinity, Addis
Ababa, Ethiopia, where he was Dean (Principal) for
over seven years. He was professor and Dean of
Studies at the Orthodox Theological Seminary,
Kottayam. The services he has rendered the world
Church includes his participation in the Faith and
Order Commission of the World Council of Churches
as a member for over 23 years from 1961.
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Kerala and demanded of them registered deeds
acknowledging his absolute authority in the
Church. Though Paulose Mar Kurillos yielded, Mar
Dionysius refused to comply and the Patriarch
excommunicated him.

Two things about Mar Dionysius VI have
caused to conceal his greatness as a spiritual leader
even from many who had in fact admired him in
other respects. In the first place, his opponents have
consistently decried him and their efforts have cast
a shadow on his person. They have tried to make
out that Mar Dionysius VI was a man of
authoritarian leanings who dragged the Church of
Malabar into an unfortunate division, with a view
to dominating it himself. Secondly, his involvement
in court cases during a large part of his Episcopal
career led many to think of him as an expert in
litigation rather than in spiritual matters. As a
matter of fact, both these are thoroughly distorted
impressions of the man. As regards the first point,
the fact is that Mar Dionysius VI had a conception
of the nature of the Church, which he had learned
from history and Antiochene Syrian sources, and
which he endeavoured to conserve against the
claims of the Patriarch for the good of the Church
of Malabar, not for his own personal advantage.
As regards court cases, it is a fact that Mar
Dionysius never took the first step and he did not
carry them forward for his personal benefit. To be
sure, he was drawn to the court, but he discharged
his duty in conducting the cases and establishing
the rights of the Church of Malabar. The Church
should feel ever grateful to him for the sacrifice
which underwent to achieve the goal.

Father Jacob Manalil who had known the
Metropolitan very intimately and served him as
his private secretary for nine years, from 1925 to
1934, notes a number of great qualities in him.
Among them, the following four, namely Nobility
of character, Self-control, Unwavering love for the
Church and a whole-hearted concern for the
Church’s unity, deserve special notice.

Nobility of Character
From 1913 to about 1930 Mar Dionysius VI was
drawn into at least six court cases, both civil and

criminal it is in fact his victory in them that won
for the catholicate at Kottayam its legal standing.

12

But in obtaining it, the Metropolitan had to
undergo very real struggle, both physical and
mental. That he was able, with grace from above,
to brave them all is the simple truth about the man
which any one should sincerely appreciate.

As regards the court cases in which Mar
Dionysius VI had to be engaged, question is
possible to be raised as to how far he stood by the
principle of honesty and truthfulness. In fact, on 5
October 1928 the lawyer who examined him in the
Suspension case asked him: “Have you committed
deliberate acts of sins?” “It is my conviction”,
answered the Metropolitan, “that I have not
willfully indulged in acts of sin which may be
described as beyond the possibility of forgiveness.”
That he had failures of his own, he admitted; but
as he used to feel sorry for them, he was confident
that God has forgiven him those violations.” We
have record that the question was raised to him
directly by a close friend in a private conversation.
He was asked whether in the series of examinations
which he had to undergo in courts of law he had
ever strayed from the path of truth. The answer
which Mar Dionysius gave on that occasion is more
noteworthy that the statements which he made in
court. He said to the friend that, so far as his
conscience went, he had never deviated from what
he knew to be the truth concerning issues raised to
him. The Metropolitan maintained the confidence
that in answering questions put to him in court he
had kept to the principle of truth

Did he not tell a lie in court referring to his
consecration as Metropolitan? This question has a
story behind it, which has been told rather widely
and many have noted it as evidence that Mar
Dionysius VI would not mind distorting facts if
thereby he could gain a point. The story is this. On
31 August 1918 Mar Dionysius was asked by the
lawyer, “When you were consecrated, was it not
patriarch Abdullah that laid hands on your head?”
“It is my unwavering faith”. He answered, “that
the person who laid hands directly was Patriarch
Abdullah”. “Is it only that you so believe, and not
that you are sure?” “I did not say that I was not
sure, but only that I could not see.”

The issue in question should be noted. During
the consecration there is an occasion when the
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person who leads the ceremony takes the candidate
within his vestments and while the head of the latter
is covered, the former waves his hands and lays them
on his head three times. Normally the candidate
would not be able to see with his eyes what was
going on, except that he could have an awareness
of the same. In his answer to the lawyer’s question
Mar Dionysus was trying to make a point, without
giving the former any possibility of arguing the case
against him. His opponents were seeking to establish
that it was the patriarch by himself who consecrated
a Metropolitan, so that the latter should obey the
former implicitly. Since Mar Dionysius was
excommunicated by the Patriarch who had raised
him to the Episcopate, they argued, he had no right
to challenge the action. The lawyer was seeking to
make out this point against the Metropolitan, Mar
Dionysius, on the other hand, insisted that a person
was consecrated as a bishop, not by the Patriarch
by himself, but by a council of bishops. In
excommunicating him also, the relevant council
should arrive at the decision to that effect, following
a legally defensible examination. Both in the
consecration and in the excommunication that the
role of the Patriarch was only to serve as the leader
of the council. In his case, argued the Metropolitan,
the consecration had been performed by a council
of bishops presided over by Patriarch Abdullah, but
the ex-communication had been perpetrated by the
patriarch alone, so that the latter action of the
patriarch was opposed to the tradition and canon
laws of the Antiochene Syrian Church itself.
Therefore, in proceeding to excommunicate him, the
Patriarch exceeded his authority as it is conserved
in his own Church. To establish this principle was
the aim of Mar Dionysius. What we can see in the
incident of 31 August 1918 is not therefore that the
Metropolitan would indulge in falsehood if that
would serve his purpose. To see it in that way is to
misunderstand the incident altogether?”

Mar Dionysius VI was intelligent enough to
answer questions put to him by lawyers, without
falling into their trap. But in so doing, he did not
violate the nobility of his character. A clear example
of this fact can be noted by referring to an incident
which happened during his examination in court.
In the letter of excommunication Patriarch Abdullah
had noted that the Metropolitan had the physical
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infirmity of shivering of hands, so that it would not
be possible for him to celebrate the Holy Qurbana
properly and distribute the elements according to
canonical stipulation. The metropolitan admitted
that he had in fact the shivering of hands, but
maintained that it did not affect his celebrating the
sacrament and giving the consecrated elements in
the prescribed way. “Does not the canon law insist”,
the lawyer asked, “that Deacons and Priests should
be given communion in a spoon?” “Yes”, answered
the metropolitan. “This is how we do” The lawyer
now asked, I shall give you water in a cup with a
spoon and a saucer. Would you take the cup and
the saucer and walk twenty feet from where you
are seated? “I have come to the court”’, said Mar
Dionysius, “to depose in a case as a witness, not to
dramatically perform what is being done during the
celebration of the Qurbana. To do that is an insult to
me, and I am not willing to comply with your
request.” The incident brings out he quality of Mar
Dionysius as a man, and how he answered questions
which were put to him in court.

On hearing the news of Mar Dionysius death
in 1943, Justice G. Sankara Pillai, who had served
as the special judge between 1913 and 1919 and
who was then appointed as a judge of the high
court of Travaancore, wrote a letter of condolence
to the Catholicos at Kottayam. Justice Sankara
Pillai, it should be note, had come to know Mar
Dionysius only from his depositions in court, from
which he had formed an opinion of the man. The
following extract from that letter will show the kind
of impression the Metropolitan had made on a
Hindu judge of unblamable character and
reputation for moral grandeur.

...He (Mar Dionysius) stood straight and fought
for the preservation of a principle of central
significance for the Church of Malabar. For this
reason, he was subjected to false accusations and
persecutions in various ways. He had to undergo
suffering of a serious personal nature. But he
endured them all as a dedicated warrior, with
courage and devotion that become a real Christian.

Father Jacob Manalil’s testimony to the nobility
of Mar Dionysius character includes a number of
points deserving our attention. Three of them may
be noted here. °
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