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 During the May 25-29, 2017, visit of the SLPN to northern Syria, we 
passed through more than a dozen Kurdish roadblocks.  Because relations 
between Christians and Kurds are currently good, we were waved through 
the roadblocks at the sight of clergy collars. We did hear a complaint from 
the Syriac Catholic Bishop in Hasakeh about Kurdish takeovers of church 
property, so the Christian communities of northern Syria remain wary.   
 
 Based on language and economic role, the Kurds are an influential 
minority in modern Iran, Turkey, Iraq and Syria. Their language is Indo-
European (the same family as English), which distinguishes them from the 
Turkic and Semitic language families (a language family including Hebrew, 
Aramaic/Syriac, and Arabic), though there are debates on where Turkic 
languages fit in. They are not like Semitic languages in vocabulary, writing 
or rhythm.  Like the Turks, they use 
a modified European alphabet with 
the letter “P” in it, not found in 
Arabic, so their signs are 
immediately obvious. Kurdish is 
closest to Iranian Farsi, leading 
some Kurds to claim it originated 
with the Medes, while Farsi came 
from the Persians. Kurds can be 
Sunni or Shi'ite Muslims, Christians 
or Yazidis, as long as their families 
speak Kurdish. 
 
 Northern Syria is a vast plain where winter wheat and barley can be 
grown. It is the only passage from East to West, so in ancient times it was 
the route of trade and warfare. To the north, the mountains were unsafe, 
and to the south was the Syrian Desert.  We traveled twenty miles on the 
old Roman “Silk Road” east from Qamishli, the town where we were lodged 
by the Protestant Church. 
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Kurds were traditionally agriculturalists in the mountains, where they 

would pasture their flocks high or low, depending on the seasons. Their 
isolation meant that they developed skills of self-defense rather than 
education. Many of the Kurds of the northern Syrian plains were ethnically 
cleansed from the mountains of eastern Turkey in the 1920s, following the 
genocides of Armenians and other Christians. While Christians used their 
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education and trading contacts in the cities, the Kurds established small 
tenant farms, similar to those found in the 1930’s U.S. Dust Bowl era. 
When I passed through the region in 1964 by train, their mud-brick houses, 
wheat sheaves hand-stacked in the fields, and donkey carts indicated a 
hard life on the plains. The Versailles Peace Treaty at the end of World 
War I ignored the demand of the Kurds for a homeland, so they were left in 
poverty and insecurity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 

Their situation improved in northern Syria, Iraq and Iran with the 
discovery of petroleum, but so did the resistance of central governments to 
giving Kurds ownership of the petroleum. The Syrian government 
organized land reform and financed fertilizer, seeds, combines, and trucks 
to help farmers prosper.  It also recruited farm laborers for the local oil 
fields. However, the government did not allow them to use Kurdish 
language in schools. The Syrian Christians, who speak Arabic or at least 
Syriac (a form of Aramaic) at home, have the advantage in education. The 
three Protestant churches in northeast Syria have used modern education 
as a way to teach tolerance to their Muslim students. 
 

The language of instruction in elementary schools is a major political 
issue in regions where Kurds constitute half the population. The Kurdish 
movement has chosen to build Kurdish institutions from the bottom up, 
rather than to claim independence without preparation. Now with U.S. 
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backing of their military arm, Kurdish politicians have gained the upper 
hand in the plains of northern Syria and required Kurdish as a language of 
instruction in grade schools.   

 
The Syrian government has discriminated sometimes against Kurds 

by revoking their identity cards, thereby stripping them of the rights to own 
property and to travel. Now the Kurds are taking property near their 
roadblocks to build homes. They challenged the Bishop of the Syriac 
Catholic Cathedral in Hasakeh, 
the capital of the region. He is the 
only remaining priest of his 
denomination, so the most 
vulnerable Christian leader. The 
Kurds put up signs expropriating 
a church-supported clinic and a 
school site for “the use of the 
people.” When he complained 
publicly, a sniper shot a bullet into 
the wall next to his head.  He 
showed us the bullet hole, 
defiantly saying this was his 
home and he was not leaving. 

 
American Christians should recognize that we have been involved in 

“the Kurdish problem” for almost two centuries. In 1823 an American 
woman missionary doctor started working among the Kurds just north of 
the present Syrian border. The country was not called Turkey then.   
American diplomacy at the Versailles Treaty did not provide a homeland for 
the Kurds, since their mountains were not considered a viable state. Now 
the American military is strengthening the Kurdish military forces with 
heavy weapons for the attack on ISIL in Raqqa to the south. Whatever 
mistakes American Christians make will be borne by Syrian Christians.  
May we be “wise as serpents and gentle as doves” (Matthew 10:16). 
 
Scott Brunger:  brunger@mindspring.com 

 
Dr. Scott and Rev. Ann Brunger are both children of missionaries who worked in Lebanon and 
throughout the Middle East in the 1960s, so they have long familiarity with the region. Scott is a 
retired professor of economics specializing in African development who taught for 30 years at 
Maryville College, a Presbyterian liberal arts college in Tennessee. 
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