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Foreword

The most striking thing about Peter Talia when I first
met him was his native language: Aramaic. Aramaic, I
thought, had been a dead language for almost two thou-
sand years and here was a live, breathing native speaker!
He was receiving letters written in the language of
Christ, in the language of David—sent, no less, from
Nineveh! It was as if I had discovered a dinosaur eating
sycamore leaves in my front yard. Peter Talia is, I de-
lighted to call him, a living fossil. Through Peter I came
to know that there is a sizable community of Aramaic
speakers, the Assyrians, scattered now far from their
homeland; they are still, like Abraham, wandering Ara-
means.

It is remarkable that they have not lost their culture or
language. And all the more so because these people, the
Assyrians, have suffered so much persecution because
of their Christian faith. Peter Talia’s family is an exam-
ple. His ancestors once lived in Turkey, but many of
them were killed there in the great persecution earlier in
this century. One of them was killed while he was
ploughing in the field. His mother saw her own father
thrown in a well and stoned to death in the well. At
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night their home was attacked; but because the persecu-
tors could not enter through a door or window, because
they were barred, they tore an opening in the roof. Once
inside, they hanged Peter’s paternal grandfather and
carried off a young girl, who was never seen again. Most
of the remaining members of Peter’s family fled to Per-
sia, where they were eventually killed. Peter’s parents fled
instead to Iraq. There again they were persecuted. In the
massacre of 1936, when Peter was only a few months
old, they fled once more, this time to Syria. They left ev-
erything behind them except two blankets which were
wrapped around Peter. Like Peter, most Assyrians to-
day could name close relatives who have suffered vio-
lence because of their faith and ethnic heritage. That
‘these people have survived makes them special. I think
God has a certain pride in such people. Like a collection
of rare objects of art, he takes an extra pleasure in the
rare ones. And so the angels watch with awe as God pro-
tects a courageous people and preserves an ancient heri-
tage.

Peter himself is part of the object of art, but even
apart from his background he is interesting as an indi-
vidual. Born in the tumult of persecution, taken in in-
fancy to a foreign country, raised a pilgrim in a strange
culture, Peter has acquired the cultural breadth of a He-
roditus and the formal education of a Gamaliel. He re-
ceived undergraduate training in philosophy and theolo-
gy at Haigazian College, American University of Beirut,
and the Near East School of Theology. He came to this
country for graduate education, earning a Master’s de-
gree in Education, a Master of Divinity degree in Lan-
guages and Theology at Covenant Theological Seminary



and a Master of Sacred Theology degree at Concordia
Theological Seminary. In 1978 he completed the Doctor
of Theology degree at Concordia, writing his thesis on
ratification of the Mosaic covenant in Exodus 24. He is
the ultimate polyglot, knowing (besides Aramaic) Ara-
bic, English, Hebrew, Greek, Ugaritic, Akkadian, Syri-
ac, Latin, and German. He has three times received the
World Mission Grant of the Lutheran Church; and in
1971 he won the Homiletics prize at Covenant Seminary
for a sermon that has been widely circulated by the
seminary. He has taught in high schools in Lebanon, in
Zahleh Junior College, and at Washington University,
St. Louis, U.S.A. I count it a special privilege to have
him as a friend and to have been asked to write the
foreword to his book.

Robert L. Canfield
Washington University
St. Louis, Missouri
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Introduction

This little volume is set forth at a particular time to a
particular people, with the undaunted hope that it may,
in its limited pages, heal some broken heart, or at least
mitigate the pain of some wounded soul, or throw some
light on someone’s darkened status quo. I send it forth
with the hope to prescribe some nostrum to a distracted
and homeless people wandering aimlessly in the barren
wilderness of deliberately negligent mankind, ‘‘like
sheep without a shepherd,’’ being tossed from shore to
shore and from land to land, with one foot in time and
another in eternity knowing that they belong to neither.

This imperfect work has for some time been in incu-
bation, but the present writer has hesitatingly withheld
his pen and restrained himself from voicing his imma-
ture views on such irretrievable issues, problems, and
possibilities contained in the scope and pages of this
book. The unspeakably deplorable plight—socially, po-
litically, educationally, religiously, ethically, ethnically
and culturally—of a people from which I stem has con-
strained me as I advanced in years. A sense of moral re-
sponsibility has overwhelmingly impelled me to play my
minor part, either physically, or morally or intellectual-
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ly. Hence, this book. The purpose of it is remedial
rather than prophylactic. It will be judged more by what
it does not say than by what it portrays, more by what it
excludes than by what it includes. The reader is my
judge.

The present author is neither a diplomat, nor a politi-
cian, nor a statesman, nor an orator, and is almost a
stranger to many laws and by-laws of the court.

Nevertheless, no conscientious person, particularly a
clergyman, ought to retrogress, specifically in melan-
cholic moments as ours when he tastes the ridiculous
and the absurd, the ludicrous and the burlesque from
the mob in the streets and the monarchs in the high
places. These are serious and testing moments. We are
fully aware of the invidious and detestable that corrode
the young and the old, the just and the unjust. Factions
and divisions, dissensions and seditions, animosity and
abhorrence, malevolence and repugnance, have in a
multitude of cryptic and frank avenues crept into the life
of our community and are seriously destroying it. The
whole body is sick, and there is no physician to be found
in the land. The people is not only in a serious crisis; it is
on the verge of disintegration while our so-called proph-
ets make profit. It is a national degeneration that ear-
nestly calls for a national regeneration. This is a time to
fall down on our knees that the Almighty may raise a
fearless Savonarola to point out our sins and shake us
from our spiritual death; a hero like Luther to challenge
the corruption of the age; a wise man like Socrates who
could question answers and answer questions. This is an
urgent moment to sound the tocsin of a renaissance and
call the wits together, if there are any.
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It is in the light of the above convictions that the
author desires to send this little book to many people
and friends in this land, and to folks and relatives
abroad; hoping to find here and there an abundant soil
in the country of their mind and soul. For what is more
significant than speaking on the fundamental issues of a
people—its problems and possibilities, its fears and fail-
ures, its trivialities and torments, and its past, present,
and future—provided I have the words to say and you
my reader, patience to listen.

Throughout the following pages, the course of the ar-
gument may be recapitulated thus: First, we shall fly on
the wings of imagination to the land of four thousand
years B.C., the country of the ‘“Two Rivers’’ (Mesopo-
tamia). We shall give reign to our fancy and remember
our ancient ancestors. For a while we shall consider Tig-
lath-pileser I, the founder of the Assyrian empire. Other
monarchs will follow him; some may allure us, others
may shock us, and still others may move and stir us. We
shall overlook their mistakes and failures. However, let
us be humble and let the dead teach the living. In the
first chapter, a little space is devoted to the history of
that nation (Assyria), its collapse and its contribution.
Next, we shall be ready to delve into the main subject,
namely, the dilemmas of a people. Certain problems will
be treated in order to awaken the people to the evils in-
herent therein. Some of these areas will only be grazed,
others will occupy more space.

Then it became necessary to present a ‘‘panacea’’ to
the above-mentioned evils. Some time will be given to
the education of the youth; self-proclaimed leaders are
weighed and found wanting. Purposes, goals, and di-

XV



mensions are presented in their proper perspectives.
Then a note is struck about a futuristic hope which we
should take realistically and seriously if it is to be na-
tionally realized. Finally, looking over the whole struc-
ture of the discussion, we shall bring all the threads to-
gether under one compendium and end our tour.

xXvi



1

An Excursion
in the Past

““The life of the dead is in the
memory of the living.”’



The readers of this book, and I hope there will be many,
will not appreciate its value, nor fully understand their
eminent heritage, nor be proud of the glory of their an-
cient ancestors, nor repletely realize the magnitude of
their present degradation, without at least knowing
something, no matter how minimal, of their resplendent
past, the stock from which they emerged, and the land
which their notable forefathers once occupied.

Past is always fascinating with all its blood and vain-
glory, with all its delight, honor, and splendor; and
sometimes there is even a spirit of pride that invades one
and carries him to celestial bliss.

When I stood on the banks of Tigris and Euphrates in
1974, 1 found it difficult to believe that these two rivers
once watered Sumaria, Akkad, and Assyria, and nour-
ished the Hanging Gardens of Nebuchadnezzar in Baby-
lon. One finds it hard to believe that today’s Kuyunjik
(ancient Nineveh) which in its palmy days under Ashur-
banipal included 300,000 people, and all the western
Orient came to pay tribute to its great King. This capital,
once the mistress of the ancient world, produced giants
among pygmies, such as: Shalmaneser, Tiglath-pileser I,



Ashurbanipal II, Sargon, Sennacherib, Esarhaddon,
Ashurbanipal, and many more, among them an illustri-
ous queen, Shamiram (the Greek Semiramis).! In a mo-
ment we shall turn to these monarchs and their accom-
plishments.

Unfortunately, I am writing at this time to a dormant,
quiescent, listless, and spiritless community, the minori-
ty among minorities that only exists but hardly energeti-
cally leads an active life—socially, politically, educa-
tionally, religiously, either individually or collectively.
As Nineveh slept buried beneath the ashes of time for
centuries until the spade, the pick, and the pen of schol-
ars resurrected it, thus we Assyrians have slept heavily
for centuries, and hardly waiting or hoping to be resur-
rected. Therefore, I hope that each line in these pages
will be used for the realization of an ethnic bond, a na-
tional coherence and a physically demonstrated unity of
faith, hope, and awakening. Not a single passage, not a
single sentence, not a word in this book is conjectured in
the abstraction of thought. The totality of our personal
existence is at stake. This is no time for pious wishes or
meaningless words or mere lofty hopes or a utopia that
never comes.

Too often we are fascinated by our past history and
even proud of the name ¢ Assyria,’’ once the most domi-
nant nation of the East. We are familiar with certain
names, stand agape and enthusiastically applaud when
we read about or hear of Ashur, Sennacherib, Tiglath-

10n February 24,1933, and March 20, 1934, The New York Times is-
sued an article stating that a tablet recently found in the ruins of Sargon
II’s library at Khorsabad contains an unbroken list of Assyrian kings from
the twenty-third century B.C. to Ashur-ninari (753-746).



pileser, and Shamiram. They allure us. But that is all.
There is no sacrifice, no voluntary action, no practical
demonstration. It is sheer imagination; and imagination
without a notable demonstration is sheer mortification.
There is nothing sinful about building castles in the air
provided we put some foundations under them. Our an-
cestors, their kings, their leaders, their priests and
prophets were practical men. They built their temples,
castles, palaces, and kingdoms, not on vain imagina-
tion, daydreaming and wishful thinking, but rather on
power and perseverance, toil and sweat.

It is not my intention to make my readers dwell in the
past. One can use the past and learn from it without re-
maining in it. I desire to use the rich past for the sake of
the present and as an illustration and edification for the
augmentation of the future.

From the pages of secular history and biblical narra-
tives as well, we learn that the Assyrian kingdom was
very powerful in the first millennium B.C. No ancient
power could rival her at that time. In 1000 B.C. one
word was sufficient to describe that epoch: ‘“Assyria.”’
This nation extended on both sides of the Tigris River
and obviously included the area of greater Zab where
Nineveh the capital once splendidly stood. Sometimes
the portions of the plateau of Mesopotamia on the west
extended as far south as the borders of Babylon, and
north as far as the mountains of Kurdistan. Recent ar-
cheology has surprised archeologists and non-archeolo-
gists with the same data regarding the influence and
might of Assyria and the annals of her kings.

Perhaps this glance at the Assyrian nation and her his-
tory takes us back to 1880 B.C. with the monarchs of



the city of Ashur. It is estimated that in that year, Kap-
kapi, whose origin is rather obscure, was the first ruler
who conferred upon himself the title of king. Five cen-
turies later, one of his descendants, Adad-ninari I (1312
B.C.) informs us about the wars Kapkapi waged against
the hostile Babylonians, the Kurds, the Arameans in
Aram (Syria), and the tribes along the western bank of
the Euphrates River. For over five hundred years his dy-
nasty succeeded the Assyrian throne, until a new chapter
opened in the Assyrian politics and a new monarch ap-
peared upon the scene. He was Tiglath-pileser 1.

Tiglath-pileser 1 (1116-1078). Shalmaneser I
(1265-1232 B.C.) had already brought the little city-
states of the north under one rule and made Kalakh
(Nimrud) his capital, at a time when Babylon was adum-
brated by Kassites. But the first great name in Assyrian
history is Tiglath-pileser I. He is considered, and rightly
so, the founder of the first Assyrian empire. He burst
upon the world as a mighty warrior before God and
man. He had a strong character, and if we may believe
everything that is written about kings, Tiglath-pileser
slew 120 lions on foot, and 800 from his chariot. His
fleeting chariots reached Cilicia in the west, his invin-
cible armies crushed the Kurdish tribes in the east. Like
a mighty wind, he scattered the Hittites in Anatolia, the
Armenians, and about forty other nations. On his re-
turn from his victories, he erected a monument on the
Tigris River as a token of his historical conquests.

As Tiglath-pileser moved around in his military itin-
erary, different nations reacted differently; some coa-
lesced against him, others made peaceful treaties with
him. Egypt played the policy of ‘‘wait-and-see.”’ Being



frustrated by this king’s might, she acted wisely—by
sending gifts to him. He was particularly mollified by a
crocodile.

With the wealth which Tiglath-pileser accumulated,
he built temples to the Assyrian gods and goddesses,
palaces for himself and his kinfolk. Then twelve years
later, Babylon rebelled, defeated his.armies, robbed his
temples, and carried -away his gods and goddesses to
Babylon. Tiglath-pileser, we are informed, either burnt
himself to death or died of shame.

After Tiglath-pileser’s death, the Assyrian empire
phantasmagorically dwindled for a period of time until
the middle of the ninth century B.C. In Egypt new dy-
nasties under supercilious monarchs emerged with con-
siderable power to wield. In Palestine King Solomon
was embracing new territories, accumulating extensive
wealth, and increasing the size of his harem to match the
size of his empire. In Syria, the Aramean power became
a factor to be reckoned with in Middle East politics.

Power is a precarious human phenomenon. It has its
youth, middle age, and demise. It rarely trusts anybody,
and hardly anybody trusts it. It could be overthrown at
any time by other powers either from within or from
without. The Assyrian sceptre at this period in history
fell into feeble hands; the empire lost its hold on con-
quered lands. The surrounding nations, even sister Bab-
ylon, seized the opportunity of a weak Assyria at every
military turn and declared independance. The Hittites in
the north were ruminating a total war of independence.
The Assyrian power remained stagnant if not reduced
until it was revived in the early ninth century in the per-
son of Ashurbanipal.



Ashurbanipal (882-858 B.C.) was a potent and stern
ruler who began a period of victorious campaigns that
elevated Assyria to the pinnacle of the great powers of
the day. He was a great military figure, a determinant
soldier, a strategic organizer, and an avid hunter. He
made no less than a dozen military campaigns, leading
his well-equipped armies throughout Asia Minor, invad-
ing the restless sectors of that region, subduing the ene-
mies throughout the north, south, east, and west of As-
syria, from the mountains of Armenia in the north
down to Babylon in the south, and from the mountains
of Kurdistan and Lake Urmia in the northeast to the
Mediterranean Sea. He crossed the Euphrates River and
the Orantes, swept over the Lebanese mountains, at-
tacked Qarqamish, the citadel of the Hittite empire, in-
vaded Syria, and compelled the cities of the Mediterra-
nean coast to pay tribute. His campaigns reached farther
than those of his predecessor, Tiglath-pileser I. Arme-
nia, Mesopotamia, and Kurdistan were conquered time
and again. His armies penetrated even into Nizir, where
the ark of the Chaldean Noah was believed to have
made its abode on a peak of Rawandiz. In Assyria her-
self, the cities were decorated with the spoils of con-
quered countries, magnificent palaces were erected and
decorated, and Kalakh (Nimrud), which had fallen into
decay, was restored and became the favorite royal resi-
dence of Ashurbanipal. A library was established at the
site of the capital, which became the significant treasure
and source for our knowledge of the Assyrian and Baby-
lonian life and culture.

One significant as well as international point has been
of primary importance during Ashurbanipal’s reign. It



was during his monarchism that Assyria first came in
contact with Israel. In his campaign against Qarqgamish
and Syria (Aram), which probably took place in 878
B.C., Ashurbanipal exacted tribute from Omri, the king
of Israel, the founder of a famous dynasty a century ear-
lier. From this point on to the reign of Sargon, the land
of Israel is often mentioned in the Assyrian annals as the
““Land of Omri.”’

Ashurbanipal was succeeded by his son Shalmaneser
III (859-825 B.C.). His name means, ‘‘the god of
peace.’”’ He was one of the most powerful military lead-
ers of his time. His extensive military activities and suc-
cesses surpassed even those of his father, and his long
reign of thirty-seven years marks the zenith of the first
Assyrian empire. A visitor to the British museum will
find the annals of this mighty king engraved on three
monuments. One monolith is from near Dierbekir,
northeast part of Syria, now in Turkey. Another monu-
ment, an ‘‘obelisk’’ of black stone which Austen Lay-
lard found in the middle of the last century in the imper-
ial palace at Nimrud, shows king Jehu, the son of Omri,
king of Israel, actually kneeling before the Assyrian king
and offering him tribute. Following the prostrate Israeli
king, come Israelites bearing gifts. The inscription
reads: ‘“‘Tribute of Iaua (Jehu), son of Omri, silver,
gold, a golden bowl, a golden beaker, golden goblets,
pitchers of gold, lead, staves for the hand of the king,
javelins I received from him.””2 The third monument
was discovered in 1877 at Balawat, about ten miles from
the city of Nimrud. This is a gigantic monument. It con-

2p.p. Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylon, vol. 1 (Chi-
cago: 1927), pp. 735, 740.



sists of bronze work, twenty-two feet high and twenty-
six feet broad. The monument is highly interesting and
significant. Small descriptions are given of places and
people that still can be identified.

One of the famous military activities of Shalmaneser
was when he confronted a combined military force of
king Ahab of Israel and Benhadad, king of Damascus,
at Qarqar. The Assyrian monarch describes the battle
and how he devastated men, chariots, and cities. He tells
us that he killed 16,000 Syrians in one battle.

A second step taken by Shalmaneser III was his mili-
tary campaign against the mountain tribes of Kurdistan;
from thence he swept over Armenia, and compelled the
Hittites of Qarqamish to pay tribute.

In 854 B.C., a confederacy was made against Shalma-
neser. Irhulini, the king of Hamah, Benhadad, the king
of Damascus, and Ahab, the king of Israel, joined in
one common effort, with the hope to defeat once for all
the undefeatable Shalmaneser. The three kingdoms con-
tributed prodigally to the cause only to find out later
that they were too feeble for the mighty king. The ar-
mies met at Qarqar for a second time. The battle was
one of the greatest in the ancient world. Shalmaneser
tells us, and perhaps with some exaggeration, that he
shattered his enemy forces; he destroyed 1,200 chariots,
1,200 horsemen, 20,000 men of Damascus; 700 chariots,
700 horsemen, 10,000 men of Hamah; and 2,000 chari-
ots, 10,000 men of Ahab of Israel.

Twelve years after the historic battle of Qarqar, Shal-
maneser once again was marching westward. Hazel had
succeeded Benhada, the Syrian king. Hazel desired to
prove to his subjects and to the world that a mighty mili-
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tary leader had finally emerged in Syria (Aram). Hazel
revolted, disturbed the Arameans against Shalmaneser.
Shalmaneser did not hesitate to respond. The two ar-
mies met at the plain of Shinar. Hazel was humiliatingly
defeated and his army decimated. Soon Shalmaneser
was at the gates of Damascas. From thence he marched
through Hawran and down to Beirut, Lebanon, where his
monument can be seen today at Nahr-el kalb (Dog River).

After Hazel’s defeat, Shalmaneser’s campaigns were
very limited. In his later years, this great king no more
led legions into foreign soil. Moreover, his eldest son re-
belled against him; twenty-eight cities, including Ashur
and Nineveh, joined the revolt. The insurrection was put
down by Shalmaneser’s second son, Shamash-Rimmon.

The famous queen Shamiram (Semiramis), ruled as
queen-mother for three years. Although her reign was
short, during that span of time she proved to be half
goddess and half queen, great general, capable engineer,
and mighty stateswoman. Unlike Cleopatra and Hat-
shepsut, the Egyptian queens who ruled and ruined like
unmanageable queens, Shamiram planned, built, and
organized. She proved herself a mighty king in every
sense but gender.

After the reign of queen Shamiram and her son Adad-
nirari III (810-783 B.C.), and Ashurnirari V (754-745
B.C.), there arose in Assyria debilitated monarchs who
hardly presented any threat to the west. Under their
pre-occupation with problems at home, Jeroboam II of
Israel was able to extend his authority in Syria almost
unquestioned.

Tiglath-pileser III (745-728 B.C.). Precisely at the
time of Jeroboam’s death and the assassination of his
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son shortly afterward, momentous events were transpir-
ing in Assyria. A mighty warrior and statesman named
Tiglath-pileser III elevated Assyria to the status of a
great power, and brought the moribund empire to its
youthful vigor. Tiglath-pileser I is considered the found-
er of the first Assyrian empire, and Tiglath-pileser III is
considered the founder of the third Assyrian empire.

Upon seizing the throne, Tiglath-pileser encountered
the gigantic problem of reasserting the Assyrian power
against the Babylonians to the south,3 and against the
kingdom of Urartu (Armenia) to the north, at the same
time making Assyria a power felt in the west. Tiglath-pi-
leser gathered new armies, invaded Babylon, Armenia,
conquered Syria, made vassal states of Damascus, Sa-
maria and Israel. He is mentioned as exacting tribute
from Menachem (ca. 745-738 B.C.), who succeeded to
the throne of Israel after Shallum, the murderer of Jero-
boam II’s son Zechariah, who had reigned only one
month. The biblical narrative states thus: ‘‘There came
against the land Pul, the king of Assyria; and Mena-
chem gave Pul a thousand talents of silver, that his land
might be with him to confirm the kingdom in his land.”’4

It is interesting to observe that this biblical incident is
also mentioned in the annals of the Assyrian kings: ‘‘As
for Menachem, terror overwhelmed him, like a bird
alone he fled and submitted to me. To his place I
brought him back . . . silver, colored woolen garments,
linen garments . . . I received his tribute.””?

3In Babylon, Tiglath-pileser was known as ‘‘Pulu,’’ or ‘“‘Pul,”’ and
probably known by the same nickname to the Israelites.

41 Kings 15:19.
SLuckenbill, p. 816.
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By a series of military campaigns, which we cannot
pause to enumerate in detail at this stage, all Tiglath-pi-
leser’s military and national aims were achieved. Baby-
lon was subjected; Sardur II, king of Urartu, together
with his allies, was crushingly defeated west of the Eu-
phrates and eventually besieged in his capital. Urartu, its
territory restricted, ceased to be a threatening power to
Assyria. Further campaigns of Tiglath-pileser against
the Medes in northern Iran carried Assyrian legions as
far as the south of the Caspian Sea. Tired of war, the
king became an excellent administrator, built many tem-
ples and palaces, held his empire together, and died
peacefully in bed.

Shalmaneser V (728-722 B.C.). This king is the fifth
and last bearing the name Shalmaneser. Two notable in-
cidents are involved during his kingship: the siege of
Tyre and the fall of Samaria.

Soon after Shalmaneser had left the Phoenician coast,
Tyre revolted, instigated probably by one of the Delta
kings of Egypt. Also, Sidon and Samaria joined the re-
bellion. Shalmaneser returned immediately to punish
Tyre. The pro-Assyrian Phoenicians offered him sixty
ships peopled with more than eight hundred sailors.
Tyre had no more than a dozen ships, but the Tyreans
fought with unprecedented gallantry, and for five years
they withheld the invaders outside their walls. Finally,
Shalmaneser made a treaty with them. It remained for
Sargon II to conquer them later.

Next, Shalmaneser directed his campaign against Sa-
maria. The inhabitants resisted bravely for almost three
years, but finally the blow fell and Samaria disappeared
in 721 B.C. never to rise again. Shalmaneser, however,
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did not enjoy his victory long, for a few months later,
Sargon ousted him.

Sargon II (722-705 B.C.). Sargon enthroned himself
king by a Napoleonic coup d’état and established a
novel dynasty in Assyria, that of Sargonids. Most of his
reign was spent in wars and battles. He is one of the best
known of the Assyrian kings.

As in any empire of ancient time, rebellions erupted in
almost every region of the land at the ascendancy of a
king or emperor. In 720 B.C. Sargon marched south to
quell the revolt in Babylon supported by Elam. Mero-
dach-Baladan, the ruler in Babylon at this period,
proved a constant thorn in the flesh of Assyria.

In the same year, Sargon marched westward where he
successfully supressed revolts in Hamah and in some
other cities. Judah was spared by paying tribute to him.
From thence, Sargon swept through the Palestinian
coast subduing the rebellious cities: Akka and Gaza,
and on his military itinerary in the area, he made Egypt
for the first time pay tribute to Assyria.6 On his return,
Sargon completed the siege of Tyre that had been initiat-
ed by Shalmaneser, his predecessor. The next two years
of his reign (719-718 B.C.) were occupied with cam-
paigns against the kingdom of Urartu (Armenia) and
other tribes of the north. In 717-716 B.C. Sargon once
again was in the west where he crushed a rebellion at
Qargamish and deported part of its inhabitants.

The last ten years of Sargon’s rule (715-705 B.C.)
were devoted to extending the northern frontiers of the
Assyrian empire. The narrative of his eighth campaign,

6The New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. XII, McGraw-Hill Book Com-
pany, (1966), p. 1089.
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which was once more against Urartu, is the longest sur-
viving historical Assyrian text: it provides a vivid des-
cription of the mountainous terrain over which the As-
syrian legions had to travel.

Shortly after the beginning of his reign, Sargon had
moved the captial of Assyria from Kalakh to a new city
founded by him which he called ‘‘Dur Sharrukin’’ (Fort
Sargon, or Sargonburg), at a site now identified as
Khorsabad.

Sennacherib (704-682 B.C.). No sooner had Senna-
cherib ascended the throne when he was confronted by
rebellion at both extremities of his realm. In Babylon
Merodach-Baladan with the old Elamite ally defied the
Assyrian power; in the west revolt flared under Hezeki-
ah, the king of Judah,’ fomented most probably by
Merodach-Baladan of Babylon and Shabako of Egypt.
At the same time, Syria and Palestine formed a coalition
against Sennacherib, with the king of Tyre as the ring
leader. First Sennacherib subdued Babylon, then
crushed Tyre, replacing its escaped king with a ruler of
his own choice. He turned to the kingdom of Judah and
defeated it. Cities such as Byblos, Arvad, Ashdod,
Moab, Edom, and Ammon hastened with tribute to
Sennacherib. These military events of Sennacherib fit
well in the biblical context.8

Sennacherib’s son, ‘Esarhadon (680-669 B.C.),
snatched the throne from his older brother, invaded
Egypt for aiding Syrian insurrection against Assyria, de-
feated it, and made it an Assyrian province, marched
through western Asia with triumphal advance, made As-

711 Kings 20:12-19.
811 Kings 18:17-19:37.
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syria the mistress of the Near Eastern world, amazed
Babylon by restoring its gods deported by his brother
Sennacherib, rebuilt its temples and palaces, and
showed great mercy to Elam by supplying its hungry
population with food.

Esarhadon was succeeded by Ashurbanipal (668-627
B.C.). During his reign, Assyria reached the zenith of
her wealth, prestige, and culture. After him, the empire
was almost ruined by a series of wars that lasted almost
forty years. No wonder that the empire fell into exhaus-
tion, feebleness, and decay; and a decade after his
death, Assyria almost ended her mighty career.

When Ashurbanipal died (627 B.C.), Assyria was
fumbling, toppling. In a little more than a decade, As-
syria was no more. During this period, we hear of a peo-
ple called the Medes. Their king, Cyaxares (ca. 625-585
B.C.), seized the opportunity of a weak Assyria and ma-
neuvered every tactic to execute a military attack. At the
same time the Babylonians, led by king Nebopolasar
(625-605 B.C.), the founder of the neo-Babylonian em-
pire, struck again for independence and for the last
time. It was a decisive moment for all the parties in-
volved, but it was a deadly blow to mighty Assyria. In
626 B.C. Nebopolasar defeated the Assyrian armies out-
side Babylon and seized the throne. The Assyrians in
vain attempted to dislodge him.

A few years later, Assyrians were desperately fighting
against the combined forces of Babylonians and Medes.
At this moment, Psammetichus, the king of Egypt, real-
izing the weakness of Assyria and the soaring might of
Babylon, preferred to have in the arena of politics a
weak Assyria than a powerful Babylon. In 616 B.C., Cy-
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axares, the king of Medes, took Ashur, the proud an-
cient capital of Assyria. Nebopolasar, arriving late on
the scene of the battle to participate in the victory, con-
cluded a treaty with him. Two years later in 612 B.C.,
the two combined armies attacked Nineveh itself, and
after a three months’ siege, took it and utterly destroyed
it. The Assyrian army under Ashur-Ubalit II retreated
westward to Haran where with their back to the Egyp-
tians, they attempted with vigor to keep resistance conti-
nuing. But in 610 B.C., the Babylonians and their allies
took Haran. Ashur-Ubalit with the remnant of his Assy-
rian soldiers made the final attempt to restore Haran,
but failed miserably. Nineveh was no more; Ashur
failed; Assyria was finished. Providence had sealed the
destiny of that great nation, but not for ever. Nineveh is
always in the hearts of its descendants, Ashur is ever in
the memory of the Assyrians, and Assyria herself shall
never be forgotten as long as there are Assyrians living.
In God’s good time there will be a restoration.

A word should be said about the contribution the As-
syrian nation has made to the world.

In 1974, 1 visited Iraq, the land of the Twin Rivers of
the ancient historians, and I was awakened to the fact
that this hot and arid spot of the world had produced so
much and its ancient dwellers had contributed so abun-
dantly to ancient and modern civilizations, and that I
was a descendent of those giants of past generations.

Today not everyone knows that in ancient Mesopota-
mia rose powerful capitals and nations such as Ashur,
Nineveh, Babylon, Sumer, And Akkad, to which other
surrounding nations came humbly and paid their trib-
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ute. Not everyone realizes that in those ‘‘dreary wastes”’
started astrology, and astronomy was almost created
which improved greatly the science of medicine. Be-
tween the Two Rivers was the beginning of the word—
the writing on clay tablets from right to left and from
left to right, an art which greatly advanced the science of
language. In Mesopotamia appeared Hammurabi and
the first great codes of law, which many people duplicat-
ed, basing their laws and bylaws on them, even to this
day. From the same antiquated and rich area came the
epic poetry and the creation story which other people
adopted and introduced into their literature in varying
degrees. It was that ancient nation, Assyria, that taught
other nations the elements of physics centuries before
Aristotle wrote his Physics and Metaphysics. The
Greeks took from the Assyrians the art of sculpture and
the beauty of architectural design with which they
adorned their temples, palaces, arenas, amphitheatres,
gods and goddesses, their athletes and philosophers.

The ivory work of the Assyrians surpassed that of
other people. It portrays subjects in a variety of ways:
animals fighting together, heroes struggling with wild
beasts; the king accompanied by his soldiers, smiling
women, gay musicians, scribes, dancers, chariots, and
cows suckling their calves in graceful and relaxing mo-
ments. And obviously no other nation surpassed the As-
syrians in the techniques of warfare. They taught the
neighboring people the form of a well-built chariot, the
movable towers, engines, and slings; the use of oil fire,
torches, and rams. It was the Assyrians who first built
the water-wheel for irrigation, and from them it passed
to other countries.
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The Assyrians also demonstrated great capability in
exquisite metal work and diversified work of embroi-
dery. They have left us fine pieces of bronze, gold and
silver plates, and vessels of various kinds. The women
working in houses wove carpets and rugs of astonishing
design, and embroidered with fairy hands as can be seen
from the robes worn by the kings and their courtiers.

In Assyria the horse appeared for the first time, and
‘“‘naphta’’ was discovered, a burning substance which
surprised Alexander the Great centuries later, who test-
ed it by pouring it on a slave boy and igniting it. On the
banks of Tigris and Euphrates emerged the oldest in-
scriptions on stone, dating as far back as 3600 B.C.
Toward 3200 B.C. the clay tablets appeared, replacing
the stone writing.

A note of clarification ought to be struck at the end.
Throughout the centuries, from the books and from the
lips of many, there has been a stigma attached to that
ancient nation, Assyria. Owing to her military power,
expansion, and victories, it has been labelled as a nation
of atrocities, murder, torture, ferocity, and cruelty. Cer-
tainly, to a great extent, the Assyrian annals glory in
their overwhelming victories, but what nation does not
glory in her military victories? Even in our modern day,
war statistics are highly doubtful. And what king or
general does not commit facinorous deeds in his super-
cilious military arrogance? What about the Roman Cae-
sars and generals? Did not Romans under Scipio Afri-
canus in bitter ruthlessness burn Carthage to the
ground, plough it, sow it with salt, destroy the crops,
vineyards, orchards, raze the foundations, and sell the
captives into slavery? In 307 B.C. Carthage, during a
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siege, burned 200 boys of the best families on the altar
of the god Moloch. What about Hannibal and his mas-
sacres? Did not Alexander, half god and half philoso-
pher, by his own decision and consent, slaughter all the
inhabitants of Sogdiana, including women and children,
thus visiting the sins of the fathers upon the fifth genera-
tion, because two hundred years earlier the inhabitants
of the said city had supported Xerxes, the king of Per-
sia? But not many have heard of these incidents. And
who can count the sins of Adolf Hitler or condone his
Nazi atrocities in the so-called most civilized century of
the world, and in the delights of the Gospel of peace and
in the age of grace? The Assyrians cut off heads, while
the Egyptians cut off hands and the Red Indians of
America the scalps; the English rotted heads of traitors
spiked on Tower Gate in London; the Romans cruci-
fied, and the Church of the Middle Ages burnt Chris-
tians alive. These are only a few historical abominations
of mankind.

Between the ancient and the modern people, there is
an extremely qualitative difference, as there is an ex-
treme difference in the space of time; yet a moral differ-
ence I cannot see. Perhaps I will never see. Well has Pro-
fessor A.T. Olmstead remarked: ‘‘There is not an Assy-
rian atrocity which has not its parallel or equivalent in
the civilized history of the last hundred years.”9

This has been only a short journey to the ancient As-
syria. We cannot in a few pages cover all the stretches of
time and space of that empire. We cannot in a few pages
relate in detail all the accomplishments of all the Tig-

9A.T. Olmstead, History of Assyria (Chicago: University Press, 1951, p.
646.
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lath-pilesers, Shalmanesers, Sargonids, and Ashurbani-
pals. Nor can we talk about all the mysteries of their
gods and goddesses, nor can we delineate all the glory of
Nineveh and Ashur, nor the might of their armies, nor
shall we attempt to trace all the accounts of their wars.
For although there is an animating drama in the details
of wars and conquests, nevertheless, there is a woeful
eternity in their consequences; such history becomes a
gloomy spectator upon the vicissitudes of power, in
which victors and victims alike abolish one another into
a reverberating nihility.

This has been only a reminder of the past glory. Let
the descendents learn and observe that glory and heri-
tage from which they have stemmed. At this moment,
all we can do is to hope, pray, and act for the resurrec-
tion of that ancient spirit and the ruins of that mighty
past after a barbarous interruption of two thousand and

five hundred years.
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2

The Dilemmas
of a People



Every generation has its own problems and every people
its own dilemmas; some redeemable, others perhaps ir-
redeemable.

We Assyrians, throughout generations, have had our
national dilemmas—more, perhaps, than any other peo-
ple. To comfort ourselves by pretending that we have no
serious dilemmas is to verge on the border of the ridicu-
lous. The first on the list is

The Dilemma of Language

Whether we know the seriousness of this problem or
not, we are fighting a losing battle in this cultural arena.
Anyone even meagerly acquainted with minority groups
in this land or in other lands will realize that these mi-
norities experienced a drastic linguistic dilemma, until
they eventually and probably reluctantly gave up the
hope of maintaining their mother tongue. To mention
just a few: the Germans, the Irish, the Polish, the
Swedes, the Norwegians, the Italians, the Spanish; and
if we may be generous, we may include the Jews and the
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Armenians. By the passage of time, the mother tongue
of these minority groups was no longer capable of being
preserved.

But these minorities did not consider the disappear-
ance of their mother tongue a terrible loss, if ‘‘loss’’ it
should be called. If each of these ethnic groups lost one
million individuals in the teeming welter of the Ameri-
can cities, there still would be millions of them speaking
their own language in the motherland itself. They know
very well that they have a country, a culture they could
call their own, and a language preserved somewhere.
Relatively speaking, it could not be called a loss or a
serious dilemma.

We Assyrians, few as we are, cannot afford that sort
of adventure—the adventure of abandoning our most
precious cultural heritage, the language of diplomacy in
the courts of kings and princes in the ancient world,
from Babylon to Elaphantine in Upper Egypt, to Jeru-
salem in Palestine and Damascus in Syria,2 and from
Assyria to Judah. It replaced the Phoenician language as
the lingua franca in the official circles in the Middle East
in the eighth century B.C.3 It was the common language
spoken by our Lord Jesus Christ and propagated by his
disciples and apostles throughout the Mediterranean ci-
ties. Unfortunately, about this language, most of us are
ashamed, some reluctant, others indifferent, and still
others ignorant.

In the past as well as in the present, and perhaps more
in the present than in the past, we Assyrians have tor-

1¢f. i.e. Daniel chapters 2-6, and Ezra 4-6.
2[n ancient times and in the Old Testament, ‘‘Syria’’ was called ‘‘Aram.”’
311 Kings 18:26.
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mentingly been noticing a radical decline in our mother
tongue. From my observation in the Middle Eastern
countries where I was born and raised, our young men
and women, and to some degree the older people not ex-
cluded, speak our language with an appalling admixture
of Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Kurdish. My younger
brothers and sisters speak it, but can hardly read it or
write it. My nephews and nieces speak it clumsily, but
cannot read it or write it. And I think this is a fair judg-
ment to make about other people in different parts of
the Middle Eastern countries. This is not an undue over-
simplification.

If we lose this, our cultural phenomenon, it will be a
serious loss, for we have no country of our own where
this ancient heritage could be preserved. We ought to
fight assimilation for the sake of preservation.

But what is more aggravating is that we see this inevi-
table demise occuring before our own eyes in the ‘‘Land
of the Free and the Home of the Brave,’’ the land of am-
ple opportunities and freedom, regardless of color or
creed. Let it be noted that any minority that cannot
maintain its language or any other aspects of its culture
in the freest country will not maintain it anywhere else.
Any minority that will not make it in this land will not
make it in any other land. If we Assyrians cannot main-
tain, act, and make things happen in this country, we
will not be able to preserve anything, act, and make
things happen anywhere else on this planet. Yet sadly
enough, we are not seizing the golden moments and op-
portunities in the freest country. Within the span of the
two years of my sojourn in the city of Chicago, where
most Assyrians live, I have met fathers and mothers,

27



grandfathers and grandmothers, boys and girls of dif-
ferent ages, born of Assyrian parents, living in Chicago
in America, and deliberately or ignorantly speaking Ar-
abic, or any other language but their own.

Once I saw six Assyrian boys, ranging from seven to
twelve years old, playing soccer and communicating in
Arabic with one another. I went to them and asked one
of them who seemed to be more outspoken, ‘“Why are
you speaking Arabic?’’ He waved to me in a flippant
gesture, which literally translated means, ‘‘Who cares?”’

I am not certain if there is any patriotism running in
the veins of these fathers, mothers, and children; and if
there is any, it must be very trivial. These people will not
take their mother tongue seriously, even in Nineveh it-
self. They see no necessity to penetrate beneath the sur-
face. They like existence on the periphery, and let the
march of history and culture pass them by. They do not
have a sense of the value of their esteemed culture and
heritage. Nevertheless, let us not blame parents for the
forgiveable sins of their children.

I am not advocating an opposition to learning differ-
ent languages. I myself happen to have learned a few,
and I have used and taught them. But I never sacrificed
my own language on the altar of any of the rest. This is
an important principle which we ought to maintain in
our cultural life.

Now, ‘“What can the righteous do?’’ We explicitly see
the foundation of this cultural phenomenon dissolving
before our very eyes, and I do not know what is rising
on its ruins. But I know that it is the absence of the di-
mension of depth; it is the elimination of roots which go
back to the ancient past.
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For the last ten years, the Assyrian Language and Cul-
ture Classes Inc. has conducted evening sessions in our
language every Friday night at 7:00 p.m. at Northeast-
ern University, but very few have shown any enthusiasm
in attending these classes. In fact, many do not know yet
that such a center exists. We are diligent in finding en-
tertainment spots in the city and very lavish in spending
therein, yet so negligent in searching to find educational
centers in our own language to preserve our own heri-
tage and pass it on to our children.

The Dilemma of Tribal Trivialities

If my reader thinks that this caption sounds hackneyed
or does not fit into the framework of the twentieth cen-
tury civilization, then let me tell you in all sincerity that
you are absolutely an alien to one of the eroding evils in
our community, and totally unacquainted with human
nature. You are an exception; you have not yet been ex-
posed to this ancient malignancy which foolishly, self-
ishly, and perhaps superstitiously our ancestors have be-
queathed to us as a cherished legacy. To speak about
“‘tribal trivialities’’ is not a matter of sheer imagination,
nor unreasonable miscalculation; it is a factual demon-
stration. I speak from personal experience at this junc-
ture. Personally, I was not accepted to be employed
within the body of one of our religious groups solely on
this primitive irrational basis. I was not from their tribe,
not from their groups, and my dialect betrayed me. In
the words of the Bible, ‘“‘He is not one of us’’ (Luke
9:49). I have friends who are willing and ready to bear
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witness to this fact. This was not many years back; it
was only two years ago, in America, the melting pot of
all nations. A preposterous sectarianism much deeper
and much stronger than patriotism reigns within us and
rules over us. This senseless phenomenon which has be-
come a constant impediment across centuries must un-
hesitatingly be dissolved and something constructive and
permanent must rise on its ruins.

I have attended some of our meetings where a Niagara
of speeches was delivered, most of them fiery, vehe-
ment, impassioned, and passionate. After the meetings I
was told that there was a note of tribal antagonism and
partite sectarian displeasure in them.

Unfortunately, this old and absurd heritage which
thus far we have neither been willing nor capable to eradi-
cate, has served the purpose and fulfilled the desires of
our enemies to full magnitude. It has made us suspicious
of one another and traitors to the national cause. It has
made wolves out of us, tearing one another while the
enemy divides the spoil. It has worked effectively.

The Pharaohs of ancient Egypt and the Turkish Sul-
tans of the last century had an effectual policy of ruling
their minority groups. In the modern jargon, it is called
the ‘‘divide-and-rule’’ strategem. They always gave mu-
nificent opportunities to their minorities to fight and kill
one another, and then the authorities would punish
them for being so ‘‘rude,’”’ ‘‘cruel,”’ and ‘‘unmanage-
able.”’ It worked efficiently.

In my judgment and in the judgment of many who de-
sire to create a bond of unity, it is time to put an end to
this antiquated and disastrous phenomenon. Let those
responsible and in high places realize and start doing
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something about this crippling disease in our national
life; otherwise, the time will come when it will be too late
to do anything.

Louis XVI of France, seeing in his temple prison the
works of Voltaire and Rousseau, said, ‘‘Those two men
have destroyed France,”4——meaning, of course, his dy-
nasty. They had to. A responsible dynasty that does not
destroy that which is destructive in the life of a nation
ought to be destroyed. A responsible leadership that
does not responsibly guide people to a desired destiny
ought to be abolished, and some form of a government
more responsible and more interested in the affairs of
the common people must inevitably rise on its ruins.

It is reported that Abraham Lincoln as a young man
made a trip down the Mississippi River to New Orleans.
Lincoln and a friend wandered through the city. In so
doing they came upon one of the slave marts, where
black men, women, and children were lined up in rows
to be sold into slavery to the highest bidder. Lincoln wit-
nessed the scene with inexpressible horror mounting to
extreme anger. He is recorded to have said, more to
himself than to his companion, ‘‘If I ever get a chance to
hit that thing, I’ll hit it hard.”” When the hour of destiny
came, Lincoln struck that hated evil, and he hit it so
hard that it was never to raise its ugly form again in the
life of America and its democracy.

We, too, ought to hit hard and destroy that which has
been destroying us, from ancient Turkey to Iran, to
Iraq, to Syria, to Lebanon, and to modern America.
This calamitous order, too, should be dissolved before

4will Durant, The Story of Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster,
Inc., 1953), p. 154.
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we are dissolved, and something efficient and construc-
tive must necessarily rise on its ruins.

The Dilemma of Paralizing Disunity

Benjamin Franklin once remarked, ‘“We must all hang
together or we shall all hang separately.’”’ History and
human experience have proved these words to be true at
all times for all the people of all ages.

I am writing this chapter at a moment when the Amer-
ican spirit of unity, courage, patience, and power are all
being austerely tested. As this is written, it is the thirty-
first day of the fifty American aides held captive in Iran.
Indeed, the Americans have demonstrated an admirable
spirit of unity either in the streets, among the public, or
at the United Nations forums, or through the speeches
by the President and the presidential candidates.

If we Assyrians carefully analyze our dilemmas and
scrutinize our problems and permanent shortcomings,
we could, perhaps with a certain amount of justification
and reservation, say that we can utter a few ‘‘good’’
things about some of our dilemmas and problems of our
status quo. But unfortunately, we cannot pronounce
one good thing about a sense of unity among us, let
alone a strong tie of unity. This, indeed, is extremely se-
rious. In this area we are pathetically destitute. This is a
weighty crisis, and on this weighty crisis every other cri-
sis depends. Being disunited or without a sense of unity
is absolutely being without hope; and being without
hope is being immeasurably confused; and being dis-

32



united, without hope and confused, is a state ipso facto
null and void.

Every leader is against another leader, clan distrusts
clan, and organization despises organization. We are in
utter darkness, and we do not know where we are going
because darkness has forever blinded us. We are the
ones who have punished ourselves. We have seriously
and deliberately shaken the foundation of our own uni-
ty. Any blame to be attached to an external agency is ut-
terly groundless. We are the sole cause of our paralyzing
disunity and ought to be the sole cause of our own unity.

A nation is not conquered from without until it has
destroyed itself from within first. Rome, once the queen
of the world, was destroyed first not by barbarian inva-
sion from without but by barbarian corruption from
within. It did not fall because the new faith <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>