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The United Nations  

Universal Declaration of Human Rights* 

PREAMBLE 

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable 
rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice 
and peace in the world,  
 
Whereas disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous 
acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind, and the advent of a world 
in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom 
from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common 
people,  
 
Whereas a common understanding of these rights and freedoms is of the 
greatest importance for the full realization of this pledge: 

Article 1. 

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.They are endowed 
with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of 
brotherhood. 

Article 2. 

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, 
without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. 
Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, 
jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person 
belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other 
limitation of sovereignty. 

Article 18. 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right 
includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in 
community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 
teaching, practice, worship and observance. 

 

 
 
 
*This charter was signed by all members of the United Nations.
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Preface 
 
For many years, I have been contemplating to write or publish a book in a very 
simplistic way to explain the heritage, theology, and liturgy of the American Middle East 
Christians from the dawn of civilization to the Christianization of the Middle East and 
their future. As of today, there is no collective information regarding all the Middle East 
Christians, but a wealth of information regarding their sub-sects individually. 
 
Throughout my conversations with my fellow political, religious and social leaders, there 
was a vacuum to rudimentary information or lack of public awareness regarding the 
Middle East Christiansô heritage, their numbers, and their aspirations.  
 
This was a more complex and complicated project than I anticipated. At the outset, I am 
not a historian, nor am I an authority on the sources and contents of these topics. 
Nevertheless, I chose a collection of these articles from various resources that originate 
in the Middle East and around the world that I find useful and informative, educational, 
and resourceful to the readers. Many of these articles have multiple sources and 
authors that discuss an issue, history, or the aspiration of their own prospective 
heritage. This information encompasses the Middle East Christian communities that are 
present in the Middle East or Arab world, diaspora, with a special emphasis on the 
American Middle East Christian communities.   
 
The Middle East Christian communities are a heterogeneous group in their origin, 
evangelization, culture, and in their assembly. For instance, the Coptics are mostly 
based in Egypt; Maronites in Lebanon; Antiochians in Syria; Chaldeans in Iraq; Arab 
Christians in Jordan. 
 
PRE-CHRISTIANITY ERA  
The Middle East Christian communities are descendents of what is known as the cradle 
of civilizations. Their heritage is well documented in the archives of history and in the 
Holy Bible. The Egyptian, the Babylonian, Chaldean, Assyrian, Syriac, and Arabic 
Christians achievements are well known. They are the descendents of those who built 
the pyramids and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and drafted the first civilized legal 
code. They were also famous for their astronomy and science. Their early contributions 
to humanity and civilization have enriched the Greek, Roman, and Arabic civilizations 
that followed. 
 
THE ISLAMIC ERA 
As a result of the emergence of Islam and their conquest of the Middle East and 
northern Africa, Islamic religion and its laws became the laws of the land. The 
relationship between the Christian and Muslim communities and their leadership waxed 
and waned depending on the whims of the Muslim rulers. In the early Islamic eras, the 
Muslim rulers and caliphs sought the Christian communities to promote science, 
literature, humanity and to translate to Arabic books from Roman and Greek philosophy. 
Christians were also advisors and counselors to the caliphs. This relationship gradually 
dwindled, and the Christian communities were subjected to bigotry, hatred, forced 
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conversion and persecution. In spite of all adversaries, the Middle East Christians were 
successful in keeping their distinct language, culture, and heritage while adapting to 
their new environment. 
 
This era has been very difficult for their coexistence, survival, preserve their heritage, 
safeguard their faith, have freedom of religion and protection of their house of worship, 
maintain their civic rights, liberties, and social status. 
 
THE NEW ARAB WORLD 
The Arab World as we know it now has undergone dramatic and radical changes after 
the fall of the Ottoman Empire and colonization by the western European powers. With 
the subsequent emergence of a new brand of Arab patriotism and nationalism, the 
majority of the Arab world Christians have joined their fellow countrymen in this surge of 
nationalism and patriotism in resisting the western colonization and its philosophy and 
have contributed to the new era of political and cultural Arab world.  
 
The colonization of the Arab world and northern Africa by the Western European 
powers while implementing the colonial power by imposing regimes and rulers, creating 
artificial countries, abusing the natural wealth, creating social injustice, and suppressing 
civil liberty. Such a hostile environment created a new outlook of Islam and a breeding 
source of radicalization in some parts of the Middle East. This new environment has led 
to ethnic and religious cleansing that targeted the Middle East Christians for the failures 
of their rulers and as a revolt against the western colonial powers. This ethnic and 
religious cleansing was under the excuse of ñChristianò commonality as a religion of the 
western colonizations and the Middle East Christians. The fact is that the Middle East 
Christiansô ethnicity, Christian faith, and heritage are totally different in its origin and 
culture. The Middle East Christians are nationalistic and patriotic to their motherland. 
They stood side by side throughout history with their fellow countrymen against 
invaders, including the Crusaders.  
 
These hostile acts throughout history toward the ethnic Christian communities have led 
to acts of genocide to the Armenians in the early 20th century, the Assyrians in Simmele, 
Iraq in 1933, and other minor collective or individual acts. These led to total extinction of 
Christianity in countries, such as Saudi Arabia and in the Arab Peninsula, where the 
Christian numbers have dwindled to be marginalized in the Holy Land. In the other 
Middle East countries, the fate of Christianity has come under attack either by the ruling 
leaders, their surrogate, zealous religious organizations or fundamentalism.  
 
In countries, such as Lebanon, the Maronite Christians, whose rights are protected by 
the constitution, were subjected to many armed conflicts in order to preserve their 
rights, which have been challenged from time to time, and where the presidency of 
Lebanon has been assigned to a Maronite Christian (this is the only Middle East country 
where a Christian can be elected a president). In countries where there is a large 
presence of Middle East Christians, they have enjoyed an uneven and unpredictable 
degree of freedom of religion, worship, or social, political, and community status. 
However, in Iraq, the Chaldo-Assyrian-Syriac Christians are the ethnic inhabitants of 
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over 4,000 years and are an integral part of the Iraqi society. Unfortunately, the situation 
has changed completely with invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003. The Iraqi 
Christian community, in particular, was singled out by the radical fundamentalists that 
led to mass exodus and forced emigration (over 50% of the Christians), kidnapping, 
killing of their religious leaders, and destruction of their churches. There was nothing 
unusual about the persecution of the Iraqi Christians. Such acts have occurred from 
time to time. The fundamentalist plan to ethnically cleanse Iraq of its nearly 2,000 year-
old Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac and Armenian Christian communities is reaching fruition. 
 
In Saudi Arabia, the government bans churches, public Christian worship, the Bible, and 
the sale of Christmas cards. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia announced that only Muslims 
could be citizens. (Anthony Browne, The Spectator UK, Church of Martyrs) 
 
The Copts of Egypt make up half the Christians in the Middle East, the cradle of 
Christianity. They inhabited the land before the Islamic conquest, and still make up a 
fifth of the population. By law they are banned from being president of the Islamic 
Republic of Egypt or attending Al Azhar University, and severely restricted from joining 
the police and army. By practice they are banned from holding any high political or 
commercial position. Under the 19th-century Hamayouni decrees, Copts must get 
permission from the president to build or repair churchesðbut he usually refuses. 
Mosques face no such controls. (Anthony Browne, The Spectator UK, Church of 
Martyrs)* 
 
THE WESTERN WORLDôS ATTITUDE TOWARD MIDDLE EAST CHRISTIANS 
What has added to this tragedy is the past attitude of the western world leadership, who 
profess to be Christians in their personal faith while leading secular democratic systems 
in their countries. They directly or indirectly have turned a blind eye and even 
sometimes became hostile, to the Middle East Christian communitiesô through acts of 
appeasement of the Middle East rulers, compounded by their potential military, 
industrial, business, and political relationships. 
 
The non-governmental western world organizations and human rights organizations, 
whether they were religious-, social-, civic-, or political-oriented and whether they were 
aware or oblivious to the plight of the Middle East Christians, have not fared better in 
their relationships or support to the Middle East Christians. In western world countries, 
Christianity has been ridiculed, including the Bible, in their televisions, radios, and social 
programs, while they cannot ridicule any other religion out of fear of backlash. Such 
organizations include the British Broadcasting Channel (BBC), which is funded by the 
government. The guilt-ridden west is ignoring the plight of the people because of their 
religion, which means that the Middle East Christians receive a lack of sympathy. The 
World Evangelical Alliance wrote in its report to the United Nations Human Rights 
Commission in 2004 that Christians are ñthe largest single group in the world which is 
being denied human rights on the basis of their faith.ò   
 
On the face of it, the idea of Christians facing serious persecution seems as far-fetched 
as a carpenter saving humanity. Christianity is the worldôs most followed religion, with 
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over two billion believers, and by far its most powerful. It is the most popular faith in six 
of the seven continents, and in both of the worldôs two biggest economies, the U.S. and 
Europe. Seven of the G8 richest industrial nations are majority Christian, as are four out 
of five permanent members of the UN Security Council. The cheek-turners control the 
vast majority of the worldôs weapons of mass destruction. (Anthony Browne, The 
Spectator UK, Church of Martyrs)* 
 
There is no Christian country that says, ñWe are Christians and will help the Middle East 
Christians.ò  
 
As Anthony Browne wrote, ñAs a liberal democrat atheist, I believe all persecuted 
people should be helped equally, irrespective of their religion. But the guilt-ridden west 
is ignoring people because of their religion. If non-Christians like me can sense the 
nonsense, how does it make Christians feel? And how are they going to react? The 
Christophobes worried about rising Christian fundamentalism in Britain should 
understand that it is a reaction to our double standards. And as long as double 
standards exist, Christian fundamentalism will grow.ò (Anthony Browne, The Spectator 
UK, Church of Martyrs)* 
 
In the last part of the 20th Century, there was a new wave of religious, moral, political, 
social, and community awakening toward the minoritiesô and ethnicsô persecution 
around the world and especially in the Middle East, whether they were Christians or 
Muslims. This has benefited the Christian community. Such movements have been 
supported by His Holiness Pope John Paul II, who brought the political, religious, and 
social issues related to Middle East and Middle East Christians into the open through 
his visits to the Middle East, meetings with world leaders, interfaith meetings, or support 
for organizations that dealt with these issues, such as Holy Land Christian Ecumenical 
Foundation, which is working very hard to stabilize the population of the Holy Land and 
interfaith meetings. He was followed by His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI, who continued 
to bring these issues to the open, and other ecumenical, political, and social 
organizations. 
 
His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI has exhibited an intellectual understanding of the plight 
of the Middle East Christians and has professed this publicly, privately, and assertively, 
through his public sermons, whether in the Vatican or other places, through his actions, 
including, but not limited to, the elevation of Chaldean Patriarch Emmanuel Delly III 
(Iraq) to the College of Cardinals, meetings with King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia during 
his visit to the Vatican, the Iraqi Prime Minister and others, or through correspondence 
with the 138 Muslim and religious leaders, including His Royal Highness Jordanian 
Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad bin Talal, where he encouraged religious leaders of other 
faiths not to yield to negative pressure, but must affirm the values of mutual respect, 
solidarity, and peace. He also emphasized that the life of every human being is sacred, 
both for the Christians and for the Muslims. He further reiterated that in acting together 
in the service of fundamental moral values, such common ground will allow us to base 
dialogue on effective respect for the dignity of every human person, on objective 
knowledge of the religion of the other, on the sharing of religious experience and, finally, 
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on common commitment to promoting mutual respect and acceptance among the 
younger generation. The Pope is confident is confident that, once this is achieved, it will 
be possible to cooperate in a productive way in the areas of culture and society, and for 
the promotion of justice and peace in society and throughout the world.** 
 
IN AMERICA 
In America, the post-September 11th era has created a new challenge and dilemma for 
the Middle East Christians in America and in the Middle East. Prior to September 11th, 
the Middle East Christian communities actively and passively integrated with American 
society at-large since their first wave of large immigration to the U.S. in the nineteenth 
century. Their assimilation in the American political, social, legal, artistic and scientific 
society is well documented. They even supported non-Christian Middle East 
organizations on par with their relationship with their similar relationships in the Middle 
East. The majority of the American Middle East immigrants are Christians (totaling 77% 
of the Middle East communities spread all over the United States, but mostly in New 
York, Michigan, Illinois, and California, as per the U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000, 
Arab American Institute, Zogby International Polling and Marketing Firm). The challenge 
in America is how to preserve their heritage as Christians while advocating for their 
religious and civic rights in the Middle East without causing friction with other Middle 
East non-Christian organizations that are being supported directly and indirectly by the 
Arab/Muslim Middle East and non-Middle East governments. 
 
It has been observed lately that the tragedy that has befallen upon the Middle East 
Christians has become critical and in some regions catastrophic, that a sizeable portion 
of American Middle East Christian organizations have become more assertive and more 
forceful in bringing these issues into the openðat all national and international, political, 
religious, social, and media levels. 
 
Since 9/11, the political, religious, and social aspects of the Middle East and Arab 
worldôs images have been shattered. The Arab world/Muslim worldôs political and 
religious leadership have taken steps to remedy this problem by developing continuous 
interfaith and inter-culture seminars, conferences, and dialogues. These were 
specifically aimed toward the western world, such as the one held in Madrid, Spain in 
July 2008 under the auspices of King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and other acts, including 
Muslim scholarsô letters to Pope Benedict XVI or the Archbishop of Canterbury. Such 
conferences also were held in the Middle East, where some Middle East Christian 
religious leaders that are sympathetic to the Middle East rulers were invited to show 
solidarity and public support for those rulers in spite of the adversity their followers are 
enduring.  
 
Throughout all these meetings or contacts, no political, community, or civic Middle East 
Christian community organizations or leadership were invited in order to minimize in 
public the plights or the presence of the Middle East Christians in the Middle East. 
Some Arab/Muslim governmental leadership does not even acknowledge the presence 
or the rights of the ethnic Middle East Christians in the Middle East.  
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It is the duty of the western world religious leadership to invite and involve Middle East 
Christian community organizations that advance the civic and civil rights of the 
Christians and safeguard their freedom of religion and freedom of worship independent 
of the religious hierarchy leadership in the Middle East. Such independent Middle East 
Christian organizations can be more effective in advancing such causes without the 
restraint and pressure that many Middle East religious leaders must endure to protect 
their institutes in the Arab world.  
 
ACTS TO PRESERVE THE MIDDLE EAST CHRISTIANSô RIGHTS 
Throughout the centuries, history has recalled that the inter-fight between the different 
sects of the Middle East Christians and within their own sects had led to their own 
downfall. This inter-sect rivalry was cultivated by their adversaries and their downfalls. 
That is also true due to the early division and rivalry of the church leadership between 
the Byzantine and Roman Churches that led to the fall of the Byzantine Church and 
Constantinople and occupation by Islamic forces of one of the holiest and earliest 
Christian sites. 
 
Throughout history, there were only few Christian leaders in the Middle East that 
revolted against the injustice that has been imposed on them. But for the majority of the 
church leadership, and sadly to say, they developed a co-existent policy that often 
acquiesced to the whims and wishes of the Muslim rulers. This led to the gradual 
dwindling of the Christians in numbers and in their churches.  
 
The commonality between all the Middle East Christian communitiesô persecution is that 
they are Christians, whether they are Copts, Chaldeans, Assyrians, Armenians, etc. 
This common denominator should be a source for uniting the Middle East Christian 
communities to act together with a new voice, to create a lobbying or political pact and 
to coordinate with other like-minded non-Middle East Christian organizations to advance 
their causes. 
 
The other two predominant religionsô followers of Islam and Judaism, whether in the 
Middle East or in diaspora and especially in the United States, have well recognized, 
centralized local and national religious, political, and social organizations to speak on 
their behalf, at the political, interfaith, and inter-heritage levels and whenever is 
subjected to negative issues. These organizations are proactive and ready to respond. 
These organizations have been supported politically and financially directly and 
indirectly by the Arab/Muslim world countries and by the State of Israel. 
 
The Middle East Christian communities, which have been besieged by all the divisions 
between the inter-religious and inter-culture rivalry, have not been able to unite or 
develop similar organizations on par with their fellow Muslim and Jewish groups. We are 
at a disadvantage of not having Christian countries to support the Middle East Christian 
organizations politically, financially, or through public relations.  
 
In order to remedy this problem and avoid the mistakes of the past, there should be two 
distinct organizations: one to represent the church to continue its rituals, liturgy, and 
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tradition; the other should be independent, composed of laypeople to advance the 
political, cultural, civic and civil rights of the Middle East Christian community 
irrespective of their ethnicity or country of origin. 
 
These two organizations should coordinate with each other, cooperate with each other, 
and not interfere with each other. Each group should understand its obligation to the 
other. This may be difficult, as we have learned from the past that each group wishes to 
dominate the other as it was in the Middle East. But now we are in a new era, and if we 
do not learn from our past history, we will be condemned to repeat the same mistakes. 
 
In Michigan, which has one of the largest congregations of Middle East communities, 
and the majority of them are Christians of various churches and denominations and 
cultures, such a movement of the Christian laypeople came together with the blessing of 
the religious leadership and created a national organization, the American Middle East 
Christians Congress. With the support of the community, this congress achieved its 
goals in advancing the civic and civil liberties and informing the public at-large of the 
heritage of the Middle East Christians. 
 
On the state level, local chapters to a main national organization should be created for 
better communication between the state and national organizations. 
 
At the same time, national religious leadership organizations must be created 
independently of the laypeople organization to coordinate their religious sub-sects of 
Christianity, such as a national religious organization for Copts, Maronites, Syriacs, 
Assyrians, Arab Christians, etc. Such organizations should have a liaison officer to 
coordinate with the other sub-sects in order to have one central office to be proactive if 
and when an adversary has befallen upon the Middle East Christians in America or in 
diaspora.  
 
There are other organizations, such as the Holy Land Christian Ecumencial Foundation 
(HCEF), which is a tax-exempt, non-profit 501(c)3 organization committed to improving 
the lives of Christians in the Holy Land through building bonds of solidarity between 
Christians in the United States and Christians in the Holy Land. It has two goals: two 
inform Americans about the Christians in the Holy Land, and to provide humanitarian 
assistance for the needy in the land where Jesus Christ was born, preached, died and 
rose again (www.hcef.org).  
 
I am very grateful and proud to acknowledge the sacrifices that our Middle East 
Christian forefathers endured over the past centuries in order to preserve whatever is 
left of our culture, heritage, and Christian liturgy.  
 
In final analysis, there are two points-of-view. One point-of-view thinks that Christianity 
will disappear from the Middle East sooner or later due to the negative prevailing 
condition. The other point-of-view, which I share, believes that Christianity in the Middle 
East will survive for the following reasons: 1) it is in the interest in the Muslim and Arab 
world leaders and their communities to create a better atmosphere for the survival of 

http://www.hcef.org/
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Middle Eastern Christianity in their own interest for a better image; 2) the Middle East 
Christian communities are well-cultured, well-educated and are an integral part of the 
Middle East and can help and advance the Middle East countries, as they have done in 
the past; 3) the Middle East Christian communities in the United States and in diaspora, 
irrespective of present division, have a political, social, and commercial influence to 
direct the political thinking in their adoptive country; 4) there is a new era of thinking and 
acting toward the Christian Middle East communities, whether through the Vatican, the 
elected conservative religious heads of western countries, or the western religious 
organizations toward the Christians.  
 
It is the responsibility of the Middle East Christians to protect, preserve, and advance 
the aspirations of the Middle East Christians. What is Bethlehem without the Christians, 
and what is the Holy Land and the Middle East without Christianity? 
 
This book is the first of its kind as basic encyclopedic information about the originality of 
the various Middle East Christians since the dawn of Christianity in order to have a 
better understanding of the rich heritage of the Christians of the Middle East and their 
contributions to civilization and humanity. 
 
Ramsay F. Dass, MD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Anthony Browne is Europe correspondent of the Times and The Spectator UK 
 
**Part of the letter from Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Vatican Secretary of State, 
addressed to His Royal Highness Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad bin Talal of the Royal 
Palace in Amman, Jordan on November 19, 2007 
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Personal photograph taken of Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI by Dr. Dass celebrating 

Mass at Nationals Park in Washington, D.C. on April 17, 2008 by special invitation from 
His Eminence Cardinal Donald W. Wuerl, Archbishop of Washington, D.C. 

 

                                  
Dr. Dass presented His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, 117th Pope of Alexandria and 

Patriarch of the See of St. Mark, a booklet regarding the American Middle East 
Christians Congress. 
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Dr. Dass, President of American Middle Eastern Christians Congress, presenting His 
Excellency Amr Moussa, Secretary-General of the League of Arab States, with the 

American Middle East Christians Congress booklet during his visit to Michigan 
 

 

 
Dr. Ramsay and Mrs. Natalie Dass with former President of Lebanon Amine Gemayel 

the only Middle Eastern Christian president in the Arab world, and his wife 
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President Bill Clinton meets Ramsay F. Dass, MD in the Oval Office in 1996. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Dr. Ramsay and Mrs. Natalie Dass meet President George W. Bush. 
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Ramsay F. Dass, MD with 

Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, 
President, Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue, at the 
Catholic-Muslim Forum at The 
Vatican on November 6, 2008 

Ramsay F. Dass, MD with 
Chaldean Archbishop Louis 
Sako of Kirkuk, Iraq at the 
Catholic-Muslim Forum at 

The Vatican on November 6, 
2008 
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Ramsay F. Dass, MD with His Excellency Albert E. Yelda, Ambassador Extraordinary 
and Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Iraq to the Holy See in the Iraqi Embassay to 
discuss issues related to the Iraqi Christian community on November 5, 2008 while 

attending the Catholic-Muslim Forum at The Vatican 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Ramsay F. Dass, MD with Monsignor Pier Luigi Celata, Arcivescovo tit. di Doclea 

Sergretario del Pontificio Consiglio per il Dialogo Inter-Religioso and Professor Lamin 
Sanneh, Commandeur de LôOrdre National du Lion and D. Willis James Professor of 
Missions & World Christianity, Professor of History at Yale University and Member of 

the Catholic Delegation to the the Catholic-Muslim Forum at The Vatican 
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Middle Eastern Christianity 
in General 
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The Origins of Middle Eastern Christianity 
By Dr. George Khoury 

 
1- Introduction: 
 

The Christian church was born in Palestine at a time when the Roman Empire 
was in its youth and when Palestine had been incorporated into an empire. Palestine 
was governed in the first century by a Roman procurator who in turn was countable 
to the legate of the Roman procurator province of Syria.  

 
Jerusalem had the apostle James "the Minorò as first bishop, and while not 

much is known about the life and career of the other apostles, Peter, after the 
Council Jerusalem (Acts: 10, 15; Gal: 2:11), apparently went to Antioch in order to 
confirm the nascent church there. Soon after, the Christian faith spread to Ephesus,  
Edessa (today's Urfa), Alexandria, and Rome. 

 
It was natural, therefore, that the teaching and the worship of Christ spread 

first in his homeland, i.e., in Palestine, and extended slowly to the neighboring 
countries. The Acts of the Apostles gives us a vivid account of the progress of the 
faith and its success Judaea, Samaria, and Galilee. This progress was slow, and the 
Gospel seems to have had more effect in the hellenized, maritime cities than inland. 
The Acts of the Apostles informs us that the mission of the Apostle Philip took him to 
the pagan cities along the Mediterranean shore. He proclaimed Christ in Caesarea 
and Lydda, and it was near Gaza that he baptized a Jewish proselyte of Ethiopian 
origin Acts 8:27). Peter, we are also informed, followed Philip to these areas; first to 
Samaria, then to Caesarea, Gaza, and Lydda. Anyway, we see Christians living on 
the shore of Palestine at the end of the second century. 

 
 

2- Paul Apostle to the Nations 
 

Paul became the great missionary to the Gentiles. He was by no means the 
only such missionary, but we hear more of him than of any of the other apostles. 
Through him the faith was proclaimed and planted in several cities in present-day 
Turkey and in Greece. There were, however, communities of Christians which had 
arisen quite independently of Paul, notably in Antioch and in Rome. We also know 
that the faith had an early spread among the Syriac-speaking peoples in Syria and 
Mesopotamia. As for Arabia, which became a Roman province in A.D. 106, it 
probably received the Christian faith from Palestine, Syria, and Iraq. In the land of 
Saba ïpresent day Yemen- once the hub of Arabian civilization, it had arrived from 
Abyssinia and for a time during the preceding century had been the religion of the 
state, until the country was overrun by the Persians. 
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3- The Ghassanids 
 

The Ghassanids were the first to convert to Christianity. Nestorian Christianity came 
early to Hira, where a monastery was built in A.D. 410.A bishop is recorded in the 
same year. 

 

Al-Mundhir III (d. 554) was a pagan though he had a Christian wife some of 
the notables were Christians. Bishops are recorded in Uman in 424 and in the 
district of Bahrain in 575. When the Persians conquered South Arabia they favored 
the Nestorians and there was a bishop of Sanaa as late as 800. From these borders 
Christianity filtered through into the interior. There were bishops in Aila, Duma, and 
Taima', and most of the tribes of the North had some knowledge of the faith. 

 
 

4- Christian Egypt 
 

How Christianity infiltrated Egypt is not clear. The church in Alexandria 
traditionally been ascribed to Evangelist Mark, once a traveling companion of Paul 
declared by early report -though this not historically a sue thing-to have been Peter 
in Rome and to have written down the memories constituting the body of the 
teaching of that Apostle, which we have as Gospel of Mark. It seems though up until 
the third century it had meager Christian population despite the presence of many 
Christian communities. However, at the Synod of Alexandria (320-321) which 
convened in order to condemn Arius, there was already a thriving church with an 
imposing ecclesiastical hierarchy. The historian Duchesne states in his 'Early History 
of The Christian Church, vol. II, pp.385-386. 

 
Since the fourth century Egypt was the sanctuary of orthodoxy and the classic 

ground of confessors of faith.. It was also the fatherland of the monks. To the 
revered name of Athanasius were united in pious stories the names of Antony and 
Pacomius, of the two Macarii, of Ammon, and those of many other personages in 
whom piety soon embodied the ideal of Christian heroes. 

 
 
5- Antioch and Edessa 
 

Antioch, whose Christian beginnings date from the first century (Acts11:19-
21), became at the end of the third century an important Christian center. In fact, as 
early as the second century it considered the Apostle Peter to have been its first 
bishop. One can hardly exaggerate the importance of Antioch for the ancient 
Eastern Church. Because of its privileged position, given its biblical connections with 
the early Jerusalem community, and especially with the Apostles Peter, Paul, and 
Barnabas, Antioch early on raised the claim of teaching and leading the other 
churches. The region of Edessa, in Northern Syria, already teemed with Christians 
at the end of the second century. In fact, Christianity became the state religion 
around the year 200, and while, according to Hitti, Antioch rose to a position of 
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leadership in the Greek speaking part of Syria, Edessa was getting a corresponding 
position in the Aramaic (i.e., Syriac) speaking world. This city was the earliest seat of 
Christianity in Mesopotamia. It was also the cradle of Syriac literature. The chief 
versions of the Syriac Bible were probably made there in the second century. The 
school of Edessa was founded by Saint Ephrem (320-373).Around the year 489 the 
emperor Zenon closed the school of Edessa and its students fled to Persia where 
they founded instead the school of Nisibis which became a Nestorian center. 

 
 
6- Arius and Nestorius 
 
In the fourth and fifth centuries Christological controversies split Syrian 

Christianity into a number of divisions. Arianism taught that God is without beginning but 
that the Son had a beginning and is not a part of God. The council of Nicaea rejected 
and condemned Arianism in 325. As to the relation of the divine to the human in Jesus, 
Apollinaris, a friend of Athanasius, maintained that in Jesus the Logos was the rational 
element. That position left the divine nature complete but made Christ less human, for a 
human being, it was held, had body, soul, and reason. The Ecumenical Council of 
Constantinople condemned in 381 the views of Apollinaris and maintained that in Jesus 
both the divine and the human natures were complete. In 431the Council of Ephesus 
rejected the views of Nestorius who preferred for Mary the title Mother of Christ to the 
term Mother of God. And in 451 the Council of Chalcedon adopted a creed which was 
influenced by the Tome of Pope Leo, a document prepared by the then bishop of Rome. 
The creed of Chalcedon declared Christ to be "perfect in Godhead and perfect in 
manhood, truly God and truly man, of rational soul and body. "Thus the distinctive views 
ascribed to Apollinaris, Eutyches, and Nestorius were condemned. 

 
The decisions of Chalcedon did not produce peace in the church and among the 

contending parties. On the one hand most of the members of what was to become the 
Catholic Church, East and West, adhered to them, as did the Greek-speaking majority 
in the East who looked to the Bishop Constantinopleas representing the teaching of 
Chalcedon. There were on the other hand, elements in the East who either rejected 
Roman rule or were restless under it as symbolized by Constantinople. Most of these 
professed their adherence to the decisions reached in Nicaca in 325 but rejected the 
definition in the creed of Chalcedon of the relation of the divine and human in Christ. 
Since they stressed the divine in Christ, those who adhered to Chalcedonian 
Christology labeled their opponents monophysites (of the one nature), with the 
implication that they regarded Christ as wholly divine and not human. The dissenters 
from Chalcedon repudiated the term monophysite, insisting that they recognized both 
the divine a human in Christ but maintaining that the relationship was not as described 
in Chalcedon. These passionate controversies among the Eastern Churches created 
continuing strife, thus weakening them and making easy the spread and triumph of 
Islam seventh century.  
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Christianity  
Arabic: 'al-masihiyya or 'an-nasrǕniyya 
Hebrew: netsrut 
 

Third largest religion in the Middle East/ North Africa, second to Islam and Alevism. 
 

The many Christian churches in the region have between 14 and 20 million 
adherents. These figures are uncertain for a number of reasons. In some countries, the 
religion of expatriates is generally not included in official figures or statistics. In other 
countries, the Christian minority is represented with smaller figures than foreign 
estimates and/or the statistics of the churches themselves. The figures to the left, 
indicating 19 million as of 2005 are fair estimates, but cannot be verified. In the case of 
Iraq, with the present Muslim Religious Cleansing of Iraq, the estimates now go as low 
as 600,000 remaining Christians. 
 

Christianity started as a Messianic orientation in Judaism, which in this encyclopedia 
is called Jesus-Judaism. It was around 100 CE that the differences between the Jesus-
Jews and Jews who did not accept and believe the stories about Jesus became so 
grave that a reconciliation was no longer possible. From this time on, the supporters of 
Jesus formed their own fully independent religious groups and developed theologies 
and organizations independent of Judaism and Jewish leaders. 

 
Christianity is a religion based upon the belief that the Bible contains a divine 

message and that Jesus (who died between 25 and 40 CE) represents a new 
orientation in the relationship between man and God. There are differences on how the 
different churches of the Middle East and North Africa see this message, how they 
transmit it, and also how they define Jesus. But in general, the similarities outnumber 
the differences.  

MYTHS and THEOLOGY 

 
All Middle Eastern Churches employ a common approach to Christianity's extraordinary 
metanarrative, sometimes referred to in religious or literary analysis as its mythical 
dimensions. These dimensions are presented at three levels: 1) The personalities and 
the stories of Judaism before Jesus (Old Testament); 2) Jesus, the disciples and the 
first apostles (New Testament); 3) The personalities of each church and their stories, 
down through the centuries. Within the latter level, which often has been central in 
forming unique identities for the different churches, stories about martyrs and saints are 
often found. 

Central to first 2 levels of metanarratives or myths is the notion that there is only one 
god, and that man is offered eternal life in Paradise after death, or they will be 
sentenced to harsh punishment. 

As Christianity understands it, the Old Testament contains the promise of Jesus as 
the Messiah. This creates a great divide between Christians and Jews; the two groups 
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could be seen as defining themselves belonging to two different religious perspectives 
within the same history. 

The actual understanding of the role of the Messiah himself was, however, different 
for Christianity. The Jews considered the Messiah as a political liberator of Israel, while 
Christians understood Jesus to be a spiritual liberator of humankind in a far broader 
sense. But in both religions, Messiah represented an end of the unjust world. As the 
Christians saw it, Jesus' main task was to prepare for the forthcoming apocalypse and 
the end of Satan's influence in the world. One book in the New Testament tells about 
this, Revelation. It has many similarities with the apocalyptic books of the Old 
Testament, but also with some of the literature in the gospels, It both threatens the 
unbelievers and the lukewarm, and gives promises to the many who believe. 

But as the decades passed, and the promise of the end of the world was not fulfilled, 
one might have expected that Christians would reject the idea of a link between Jesus 
and the end of the world. This really never happened; instead the idea of a new world 
order was developed to explain the delay of the parousia, or return of Jesus: With 
Jesus, a new relationship between humanity and God had been established, and 
Christians could use this as a basis for living in the secular world. While living an earthly 
life, they were saved and purified through their trust in Jesus' claim on that life. 

But even today, Christians expect that the end of the world remains an ever-present 
prospect. When this final event arrives, God will judge every human being, and his or 
her destiny in the hereafter will be determined. The unjust will burn in hell, while the just 

will experience eternal bliss in paradise. 

Central to the message of Jesus is love, along with forgiveness and openness 
towards other human beings. While Judaism at the time of Jesus was predominantly a 
closed religion, the message of Jesus was by many understood to imply that every 
human being could become a Christian ï through the prospect of conversion and faith 

alone. 

The gospels are far less detailed about regulations on morality and life than the 
Jewish Law. Among other things, the dietary regulations are here abolished. 

The third group of metanarravies and myths belong to the period when Christianity 
had established itself as a religion. It was often in the clash with kings and rulers, as 
well as with other religions (especially Islam) that many Christians faced persecution, 
and had to stand up for their beliefs. These stories, true or not, gave the churches both 
strength and identity, but also cultic centres that were built around places central to 

each personality. 

There are also many myths about ascetics, men or women who devoted themselves 
entirely to Christianity, and sometimes moved to inhospitable places, like the desert, yet 
who still managed to survive.  
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RITUALS 

In most of the churches in North Africa and the Middle East, many rituals are performed 
by the clergy for the benefit of all members of the congregation. In many cases, it is 
expected that a membership attend the churches and cathedrals to participate in these 
rituals, but there are also some central everyday rituals that are performed for the 

benefit of members who are not present.  

The totality of rituals are both too complex and time consuming for each individual to 
perform. It is, therefore, necessary to have a clergy who perform all obligations and do it 

correctly. The adherents participate with money, gifts and, sometimes, voluntary 
work. 

Some rituals are however central and cannot be effective unless the believer 
participates. These include acts like baptism, confirmation, marriage and the Eucharist. 

It is sometimes also expected that that certain worship services have obligatory 
attendance. 

Important feasts among the Orthodox Christians are: Easter (celebrated at other times 
than in western Christianity, starting in April or May); Christmas (December 25);  

Theophany (January 19); Great Lent (fast, starting in February or March). 
Confession, fasting, prayer, self denial, obedience, righteous deeds and visits to 

holy places are other rituals, and they are often performed on an individual basis. In 
ones personal religious life, these can often be of more importance to the believer than 
the big feasts.  

ORGANIZATION 

The organization of the churches in the Middle East and North Africa is strictly 
hierarchical, and there is little congregational democracy. The existing leaders are 

effectively in charge of appointing new leaders. 

Most of the independent churches are headed by a patriarch, who has a small group 
of bishops below him, who then again have a group of priests below them. Connected 
to some of the churches, there are also monasteries which enjoy a certain amount of 

independence, but are still subject to the authority of the highest leaders. 

Even the local Catholic churches have a great deal of independence, and cannot be 
defined as controlled by the pope in Rome. The relationship between the pope and 
these churches is more symbolic than factual, but the Vatican has the ability to exercise 
influence through communication channels.  
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HOLY PLACES 

 
There are many holy places for Christianity in the 
Middle East. The most important place is Jerusalem, 
where a church has been erected over the place 
claimed to be the crucifixion and burial place of 

Jesus. 

In Bethlehem a church has been constructed over 
the place where Jesus is believed to have been 
born. 
Nazareth has several sites that remember the life 
and works of Jesus. 

Syria has many cult centres for lesser known 
personalities, but in Damascus there are places that 
are visited and revered as sites from the life of St. 

Paul. 
Egypt has a rich tradition of its own, and there are places that commemorate the 

stay of Jesus and his family in Egypt.  

HISTORY 

This is only a brief treatment, more details being listed under each of the different 
church traditions/denominations. 
1st century CE: Spreading of the Jesus-orientation in Jewish communities, also called 
Jesus-Judaism, that ultimately developed into churches as part of what came to be an 
independent religion. It is possible that groups like the Essenes and others may have 
had both positive and negative influences in this development. 
Around 100: The Jesus-Jews break free from other Jews, and start developing their 
own emphases and structure. 
2nd century: The spread of the new religion continues. At this period of time, the 
congregations are weak but have much contact with each other. The main centres at 
this period of time are in Syria and northern Egypt. 
2nd and 3rd centuries: Strong growth in North Africa, but also inside the Roman 
Empire. 
312: The Roman Emperor Constantine becomes a Christian, resulting in Christianity 
developing into the state religion of the empire. 
5th century: A great schism between the churches over a central issue: Was Jesus of 
two natures, a human and a divine, or did he just have one nature? At the Council of 
Chalcedon in 451, the western churches came to decide that Jesus had two ï 2 ï 
natures, but combined in the same person. Many Eastern Churches do not accept this, 
and new and independent church bodies with no relationship to the Western Church 
results. 
7th century: Muslim rulers take control of the Middle East and North Africa. This results 
in a centuries long relationship that would alternate between mild and strong 
persecution on the one hand, and fruitful coexistence on the other hand. Many 
Christians would over the next couple of centuries convert to Islam. 
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ð Formation of the Christian Byzantine Empire, which comes to cover most of modern 
Turkey, Greece and parts of lands further west in Europe. This develops into an 
important centre for the development of eastern Orthodox Christianity. The empire 
would remain large for more than 700 years, until it was defeated by the Ottomans. 
12th and 13th centuries: The Christian Crusades in the lands around Jerusalem 
involve new contacts between Eastern Churches and the Catholic Church of Rome. In 
some areas (especially around modern Lebanon), Christian countries are established, 
while in other areas hostility between eastern Christians and the Crusaders results. 
15th to 18th centuries: A well-conducted campaign from the Catholic Church towards 
Eastern Churches, encourages some to rejoin the Catholic Church. But they were 
allowed to keep their identity, organization, special rites, and a liturgy performed in their 
own traditional languages. None of the churches were forced to introduce celibacy for 
its clergy against its own will. 
19th century: Heavy and brutal actions from Muslims against Christians in the Ottoman 
Empire result in a great exodus of Christians from the region. 
ð Start of colonization in Algeria, Tunisia and Mauritania brings large quantities of 
Christian Europeans into the region. For a period deep into the 20th century, Christianity 
becomes the politically dominant (if not largest) religion for this region. There was 
minimal persecution from the Christian side, and very few conversions from Islam to 
Christianity. 
Early 20th century: Morocco and Libya are colonized, and experience a large 
immigration of European Christians. The same religious development takes place here, 
as had been characteristic of the other North African countries earlier. 
Around 1960: With the fall of the North African colonies, most Christians with European 
origin in North Africa return to their families' original home countries. Only a few 
Christians remain.  
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Eastern Christians or ñARAB AMERICANSò  
By Toni Freij 
 
 At the end of the 19th century in 1880 A.D., the USA opened the door to 
immigration from the Middle East. Most of the immigrants from the Middle East were 
Christians from Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine. Historical documents show that their 
main reason for leaving their home countries were persecution and massacre by the 
Ottoman Empire against Christians in its territories, which at that time included Lebanon 
and Syria. These massacres started in 1870 A.D. and the result was the killing of a 
large number of the Christian population in those countries. A large number of 
Christians left these lands in order to escape the religious persecution and intolerance, 
and came to America. 
 
 The first immigrant to arrive in the USA from Lebanon was a Christian Tanyous 
El-Bashaalani, who arrived in Boston, MA in 1874 A.D. In addition to Christians, there 
was a small number of Druze and Muslims who left Lebanon and Syria in order to 
escape the mandatory participation in the Ottoman Imperial army. Together these 
immigrants formed the first generation of people to emigrate from the Middle East. 
 
 The second wave of immigration took place from the 2nd World War. Most of 
these immigrants were Christians from Syria, Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, and Lebanon. The 
reasons from their immigration were similar to those of the first generation of 
immigrants; persecution and oppression because they were Christians.  
 
 The third wave of immigration started approximately twenty years ago. Most of 
these people were from Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. The reasons 
these people chose to immigrate ranged from political and religious persecution to 
economic factors. Another factor was that the USA opened to the door wider to those 
seeking political asylum, due to the influence of the Communist system and ideology on 
the daily life of people in the Middle East.  
 
 The population statistics that have been published by the Arab-American Institute 
in Washington D.C. say that the total population of Americans descended from 
immigrants from Arabic-speaking countries is 2.5 to 3 million*, and the percentage of 
Christians among them is 80%. Now we should ask ourselves a very important 
question: Who are the Arab Americans? Is it true that just because a group of people 
speak the same Language that they automatically share the same origin, roots, culture 
and ethnicity? Letôs study the following example: some West African countries such as 
Senegal, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, etc. share the common use of the French language, 
and the French culture has a great influence on their cultures. To this day, French is the 
official language of these nations, and French currency is in use there, and some other 
French traditions are retained. Does this mean that they are French? Of course not. 
They are Black Africans and the French are white Europeans. Therefore the Term 
ñArab-Americansò is incorrect, especially when applied to the Christians who emigrated 
from what are generally called the ñArab Countries.ò  
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The following reasons explain clearly that the term Arab American is not correct: 
1- The presence of the language factor (Arabic) among Arabic speaking 

countries does not prevent significant differences in the traditions and cultures of these 
countries. Even on the linguistic level, the differences in the Arabic dialects sometimes 
causes difficulty for ordinary citizens in these countries to understand another Arabic 
speaker using a different dialect. 

2- The presence of local and tribal trends in each area of the Arab countries. 
This cannot be ignored. 

3- The racial/ ethnic factor which represents one of the important factors, 
especially for the Christians of the region. The Christians who live today in the Arab 
countries are racially and ethnically different from their fellow Muslim citizens in the 
same countries. Historical documents show that there are no true Arab Christians. The 
true Arab Christians who used to inhabit some of the Arabian Peninsula in the areas of 
Najran Mecca, El-Madina and some areas of Yemen were annihilated by the Muslim 
armies during the Islamic invasions in the 7th century and those who were left alive were 
forced to convert to Islam. 

4- Todayôs Christians who live in the so-called Arab countries are in fact its 
indigenous inhabitants of their countries and history proves this. Although they speak 
Arabic and no longer speak their original language, they are ethnically and racially 
different from the Arab Muslim citizens of their country (who are of mixed blood). The 
reason for this phenomenon of preserving their racial purity is due to the fact that 
Islamic laws permit a male Muslim to marry Christian women on the condition that their 
children are raised Muslim. On the other hand, a Muslim woman is permitted to marry a 
Christian man only if he converts to Islam first, and of course their children would be 
raised Muslim. It should be noted that any Muslim who converts to Christianity must be 
killed according to the Shareôa (the Islamic law). Therefore, one can see from all 
directions now how the number of Muslims grew steadily over time. Hence, we can see 
how the population of Christians of the East who are the indigenous peoples of their 
countries were reduced due to the factors mentioned above as well as other very 
important factors such as severe persecution, torture, economic and civil restrictions 
which would automatically be lifted if a person chose to convert to Islam. Often, the 
choice was given to convert or to be killed. The final result of their policies, as we know, 
is that the Christians of the Middle East were once in the majority but now are in the 
minority in their ancestral lands.  
 
Who Are The Eastern Christians In The Arabic-Speaking Countries: 

1- The Lebanese Christians are the indigenous people of Lebanon (Phoenicia) and 
are the Phoenicians and Aramaens. Their languages, descended from Phoenicians, 
were written in cuneiform. Their civilization existed before that of the Arabs by hundreds 
of years. The Phoenicians were highly skilled seafarers and very important in world 
trade in ancient times.  

2- The Copts, the Christians of Egypt, are the indigenous inhabitants and direct 
descendants of the Ancient Egyptians, the Pharaohs. Their civilization and Hieroglyphic 
writing amaze all the world up to the present time. Their civilization developed 
thousands of years before the Arabs started to form tribes. 
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3- The Syrian Christians are the indigenous people of Syria. Their languages were 
Syriac and Aramaic, which is the language that the Lord Jesus Christ spoke.  

4- The Palestinian Christians are Hamites in their origin. They inhabited the land of 
Palestine hundreds of years before Abraham, the father of Isaac and Ishmael.  
Therefore, Palestinians were present in Palestine hundreds of years before the Arabs.  

5- The Christians of Iraq are the Assyrians and Chaldeans. They are the indigenous 
inhabitants of Mesopotamia. Their civilizations are among the oldest civilizations on 
earth.  

6- The Christians of Jordan are descendants of Canaanite tribes, who inhabited the 
eastern part of Palestine. They lived in their land hundreds of years before the formation 
of the Arabic tribes in the Arabian Peninsula. 

7- The Christians and Animists in Southern Sudan are true black Africans. They 
lived in Sudan hundreds of years before the existence of Arabs.  
 
Now, if the historical facts show that todayôs Christians of the East are the 
indigenous inhabitants of their lands, the question that should be asked is this: 

How can a group of Eastern Christians deny true ethnic and racial roots and call 
themselves ñArab-Americansò? How can the Eastern Christians identify themselves with 
the Arab-Muslims who invaded their home lands, killed their grandparents and raped 
their grandmothers, eliminated their languages and civilizations, destroyed their 
churches and treated them as lower class citizens ñAhl el-themaa.ò To date, Christians 
are not allowed to worship or preach freely, and it is impossible to build a church in 
some Arab-countries, such as Saudi Arabia, and very difficult to do so in others. 

 
It is so sad to see that Eastern Christians who live in the USA and the West have 

not educated the Western population of their forgotten true history or educated their 
children who were born in the West about their true history and identity. They havenôt 
been taking advantage of the democracy and freedom of expressions to participate in 
organization which support the human rights and freedom of religion in the Arab 
countries. Participation in such human rights organizations can play a major role in 
supporting the Christians who still live in the Middle East. 
 
How Did The Plan Of Forcing The Arab Muslim Identity On The Eastern Christians 
Begin? 
 During the Arab-Israeli war, especially in the year 1973, Saudi Arabia and the oil 
rich states of the Persian Gulf started to promote and financially support a very 
organized plan behind closed doors to collect all immigrants from all the Arab countries 
under one umbrella called the Arab American Organization. The purpose of this block is 
to politically force power on the USA and Western governments to promote their agenda 
and act as a counter to the Israeli lobby. The second and hidden agenda is to spread 
Islam and its teaching in the USA and Western world under the umbrella of freedom of 
religion that is present in the Western world. And in fact, the oil money has started to 
flow into the pockets of a few so-called ñArab Americans.ò In the year 1980, the 
ñAmerican-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committeeò or ADC was formed by the Lebanese-
American former Senator James Abourezk. Also, the oil money of Saudi Arabia and 
other Gulf States has succeeded in buying the conscience of many such as James 
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Zogby (president of the Arab-American Institute) and Albert Mekhiber and many others. 
It was very well planned by these Muslim countries to use Eastern Christians on the 
surface to execute their plans to collect all the Eastern Christians under the ñArab-
Americanò umbrella using those few individuals to influence the USA and Western 
governments to respond to their demands. In this way, the Muslim Arab countries can 
gain some legal accesses to their demands. In addition, they can promote their hidden 
and important goal, which is to spread Islam in the USA and the West by all means; and 
many articles have been written and published, and numerous interviews have been 
done to defend Islam by these individuals. As an example, the weekly TV show ñThe 
Capital Viewò on the Arabic Cable-TV, hosted by James Zoghby and others. 
 
 Nowadays, the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC) tries to give 
legitimacy to its work by saying that its members are thirty thousand. Even if this 
number is accurate, it represents only 10% of the total number of so called ñArab 
Americans,ò which is three million. Of this 3 million, 80% (eighty percent) are Christians. 
 This will lead us to ask some important questions: Is this organization honest and 
not biased in its agenda? Does it represent all those Arab-Americans, and does it reflect 
the concern and needs of the entire Arab-American population, or only those of a few? 
Letôs ask the ADC and other Arab-American Organizations the following questions: 
 

1- Where are their actions on the problem of containing occupation of 
Lebanon by Syria? Lebanon, the country which was a good model for all countries in 
the Middle East in terms of peace, freedom of religion and expression, is on its way to 
becoming an Islamized State. 

2- Where are their actions on the frequent attacks on the Copts in Egypt by 
the Muslim extremists and the Egyptian government denying their basic right in equality 
with their fellow Muslim citizens? 

3- Where are their actions on the human rights of the Christian Palestinians 
in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, where Muslim extremists are forcing them to 
leave their land? All this was from financial support of the oil money of Saudi Arabia, 
Gulf States, and Iran. These extremist groups have destroyed and forcibly closed many 
churches in the Gaza strip so that now only four churches are left, while there were 
more than fifty churches 10 years ago.  

4- Where are their actions in defending and condemning the ethnic cleansing 
of Assyrians and Chaldeans from Iraq? 

5- Where are their actions and defense of the people of Southern Sudan? 
They are suffering one of the most sever plans of starvation and ethnic cleansing in 
modern history with the purpose of forcing them to embrace Islam. 
 

The fact is that the ADC and other Arab Organizations are busy executing the 
agenda that has been put behind the walls by Muslim countries. We see that the 
ADC is very active in defending the rights of the Muslims in Bosnia Herzegovina and 
the rights of Muslims everywhere. The ADC forgets that it is an Arabic Organization 
and that the country of Bosnia Herzegovina is a European country that does not 
share a border with an Arab country and is not a member of the Arab League. We 
must in truth, that the Eastern Christians in the USA and the West, must recognize 
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the tactics and the danger of these types of organizations, such as the ADC who are 
supported by known Arab-Muslim countries that are known for hate of Christianity. 
Therefore, all Eastern Christians must reject the terminology of ñArab Americansò 
when it refers to them, because in truth the term is an insult and injustice to the 
rights of their parents, grandparents and ancestors who suffered and continue to 
suffer severe persecution from the Arab-Muslim governments up to present time. In 
addition, using the term ñArab-Americansò is a crime of denying and not giving the 
true origin and roots of Eastern Christians to the new generations who were born in 
the USA and the West and who deserve to know the truth about their heritage and 
history. We must educate the children of immigrants of Eastern Christians with the 
truth about the history, culture, and languages of their ancestors and how these 
things were abolished from the world map. Eastern Christians must oppose and 
boycott the Arabic-Muslim Media in the USA and the West, and must expose their 
wicked agenda to the public. 

In Summary 

 Christians from Arab-speaking countries should be called ñEastern Christians.ò It 
is the right Biblical terminology, or by terms such as Lebanese-Americans, Coptic/ 
Egyptian- Americans, Palestinian Americans, etc or just Americans period, rather than 
identifying with the Arab-Muslims who persecuted and killed our ancestors and 
abolished our original cultures and languages. The Eastern Christians must recognize 
that the name ñArabò given to Christians is a new hidden method by the Anti-Christian 
groups to abolish the identity of the Eastern Christians. We must act as Eastern 
Christians and unite our efforts, educating our children and people of the USA and the 
West about the suffering and discrimination that the Christians face every day in the 
lands in the Middle East, especially in the Arabic-speaking countries. In this regard, we 
must appreciate and encourage the effort of ñThe Eastern Committee in the USA,ò 
which was founded in 1992 and represents a coalition of Lebanese, Coptic, and 
Assyrian organizations in the USA and the West. Therefore, we must call all Eastern 
Christian communities of Assyrians, Chaldeans, Copts, Jordanians, Lebanese, 
Palestinians, Sudanese and Syrians to join and support ñThe Eastern Committee in the 
USAò to represent their concerns and to liberate ourselves from false Arabic-Muslim 
identity.  

 

 

 

 

*Editorôs Note: The numbers are now believed to be between 5-6.5 million 
Middle East/Arabic-speaking immigrants in the United States. 78% are 
Middle East Christians.
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What is the origin and history of Christians in the Middle East? 

¶ "...overwhelming majority of Middle East Christians came from nationalities which 
did not convert to Islam after the Arab conquest of the seventh century. "  

  

What is the situation of Christians in the Middle East today? 

¶ Types of Persecutions:  

There are various types of persecutions of Christians in the Middle East. We can 
sort them in two:  

a) Religious persecution of individuals (human rights abuse): This persecution is 
conducted against individuals because of their religious affiliation, individuals are 
punished for displaying crosses or stars of David, jailed for praying in public, and 
in some cases punished by death, for not complying with the religious tenants. 
Converts to Christianity are sentenced to death.  

b) Political oppression of religious communities (ethno-religious cleansing): In 
this case, ruling regimes are oppressing entire religious communities on political, 
security, and economic levels. The objectives of such oppression is to reduce the 
influence of the Christian communities, and in certain cases, to reduce it 
physically.  
The ethno-religious cleansing of Christian peoples in the Middle East alternate 
between military suppression and political oppression. Moreover para-military 
fundamentalist groups are conducting pogroms against the Christians, which 
includes burning Churches and assassinating civilians. The stated objective of 
the ruling regime is to Arabise and Islamize the Christian. 

Religious persecution of Christians in the Middle East has reached extreme 
forms of human degradation. 

The authors of persecution:  

a. The religious persecution and oppression is normally conducted by one 
religious group against other religious group: for Christians, this case has been 
the case. Of course, persecution can also conducted by members of one 
particular group against other members of the same religious group on the basis 
of religious fundamentalism . 

b. Persecution of ethno-religious groups, the Mideast Christians in particular, is 
conducted by legal governments (Egypt, Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Sudan) or by 
organizations (National Islamic Front in Sudan, Front Islamique de Salut, the 
Hizbollah of Lebanon, etc.)    
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How many Christians remain in the Middle East? 

¶ a. The largest Christian community of the Middle East is found in Egypt, which 
has ten to twelve million Copts. This Christian group comprises 1/5 to 1/6 of the 
country's population. Egypt is also a major recipient of U.S. foreign aid, despite 
blatant violations of religious freedom which occurs weekly in this country.  

b. The Southern Sudanese are about six million. Christians are the largest 
monotheist group.  

c. The Christians of Lebanon: about 1.5 million still reside there and more than 6 
million live in the diaspora, including about a quarter of that number in the United 
States. Among the Lebanese Christians, the largest group is the Maronites, 
which are Catholics which follow Rome. Other smaller religious entities include 
the Melkites and Orthodox Christians.  

d. The Assyro-Chaldeans: Around one million in Iraq with large concentrations in 
the Kurdish zone.  

e. The Christians of Syria: About 1.2 million including Aramaics, Armenians, 
Melkites and Orthodox.  

f. There are small but significant Christian communities in other countries such as 
Iran, Jordan, Israel, and less significant in Turkey, Algeria. By law there are no 
Christians in Saudi Arabia.  

What has been the situation for Christians in Israel/Palestine? 

¶ In the last census conducted by the British mandatory authorities in 1947, there 
were 28,000 Christians in Jerusalem. The census conducted by Israel in 1967 
(after the Six Day War) showed just 11,000 Christians remaining in the city. This 
means that some 17,000 Christians (or 61%) left during the days of King 
Hussein's rule over Jerusalem. Their place was filled by Muslim Arabs from 
Hebron.  

During the British mandate period, Bethlehem had a Christian majority of 80%. 
Today, under Palestinian rule, it has a Muslim majority of 80%.  

Few Christians remain in the Palestinian-controlled parts of the West Bank. 
Those who can - emigrate, and there will soon be virtually no Christians in the 
Palestinian Authority controlled areas. The Palestinian Authority is trying to 
conceal the fact of massive Christian emigration from areas under its control.  

- Middle East Digest - Nov/Dec 1997  
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¶ Time magazine (April 23, 1990): "After years of relative harmony, friction 
between Christians and their fellow-Arabs [in the disputed territories] has 
intensified sharply with the rise of Muslim fundamentalism." (Time went on to cite 
various examples of Muslims pressuring Christian Arabs).  

¶ The Jerusalem Post (May 2, 1991): "Muslim activists have been trying to convert 
Bethlehem, home of some of Christianity's holiest sites and once predominantly 
Christian, into a Muslim town. In contrast to the world-wide fuss over the 
purchase of a hostel in Jerusalem's 'Christian Quarter' by Jews, this steady and 
often violent encroachment has met with a thunderous silence in the Christian 
world. The pattern of increased violence has been unmistakable. Last December 
21, a school for nuns was torched. During the first week in March, there was an 
attempt to break through the wall of the Carmelite monastery, followed by a 
break-in at a Christian school. On March 3 vandals desecrated Bethlehem's 
Greek Orthodox cemetery, removing crosses and disinterring and mutilating 
corpses ..."  

¶ La Terra Sancta (A Vatican publication, dated 1991): "The Christians are 
abandoning the Middle East ... [although] the Jewish presence has alarmed the 
Arabs ... more than anything else, the commercial, cultural and technological 
contacts of recent years have caused a confrontation between Western 
civilization and Middle Eastern culture, or, as is commonly known, Islamic culture 
against Judeo-Christian."  

¶ The Jerusalem Post (May 6, 1994): In April 1994, Israel's Hebrew press reported 
that Christian Arabs had accused activists of Arafat's Fatah faction of the PLO of 
harassing Franciscan nuns in the Aida convent near Bethlehem. One nun 
described as a "reign of terror" the behaviour of the activists, who allegedly 
regularly invaded the convent, vandalized graves, destroyed equipment and 
painted graffiti.  

¶ CNN (December 20, 1995): "Today, Bethlehem is a predominantly Muslim town. 
At Friday prayers, they spill into Manger Square [the traditional site of Jesus' 
birth], so crowded are the mosques. Christians complain they're publicly 
harassed and harangued for their faith. The Christian cemetery has been 
desecrated and vandalized ... this Christian boy said the Muslims are fascists, 
bad people. Muslim families of 10 and 12 children leave smaller Christian 
families awash in an Islamic sea, afraid they will be overwhelmed by the refugee 
camps and Muslim villages around Bethlehem. Many of the town's Christians are 
afraid to talk openly now."  

¶ The Times (London, December 22, 1997): "Life in [PA-ruled] Bethlehem has 
become insufferable for many members of the dwindling Christian minority. 
Increasing Muslim-Christian tensions have left some Christians reluctant to 
celebrate Christmas in the town at the heart of the story of Christ's birth".  

SOURCE: http://www.peacefaq.com/christians.html 
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Arab Christian and Arab Muslim: Invested in brotherhood.  

                  By Fr. Labib Kobti (Arab Roman Catholic Priest)  
                   October 1999 

 In my article I shall address the following:  

 1) Harmony between Christians and Muslims  
 2) What did Arab Christians give to Arabs?   
 3) Our responsibility together  
 4) The Responsibility of Muslims toward Christians  

 1)  Harmony between Christians and Muslims  

 A friend, like a brother of mine, Issam Nashashibi, wrote me a letter from  
 which I will quote:  

 "As a child and early teen in Jerusalem, I grew up in a family who celebrated 
Christmas, Easter, and the two Muslim Holidays, Eid el-Fitr and Eid el-Adha. The family 
got together on those occasions.  
We, as children, had the greatest time"..."I never felt any difference between me and my 
cousins, the Abu-Dayyehs. We are one family; we shared the good and the bad times 
then, as we do now. I did not hear of differences between Christians and Muslims until I 
left Jerusalem. I know there are no differences. The proof is my formative years in 
Jerusalem"...."These Jerusalem experiences make it  
difficult for me to believe anyone who mentions differences between Muslims and 
Christians. To me, people who talk about these differences do not know what I know. In 
reality, the differences are imaginary. These alien images were planted by parties who 
want to keep us apart so they can remain in charge of our destiny..."  

 In fact, we have been Arabs for about 6,000 years.  
 We have been Arab Christians for 2,000 years.  
 We have been Arab Muslims for about 1,500 years.  

 Our community as Arabs is older than our different religious communities. We have 
proven that being an Arab is more important than being either Christian or Muslim, 
when we fought together against colonialism, and when we built our various countries. 
The colonialism of the past, as well as the present occupation do not differentiate 
between us. They see us as merely Lebanese, Iraqis, Palestinians, Syrians, 
Egyptians... all suffering the same fate under the same circumstances.  

 Some countries do not want any harmony between Arab Muslims and Arab Christians.  
We have to be aware of that. We should put our hand together to fight against that. Let 
me tell you about the beautiful harmony we do have in our home countries, despite the 
up and downs.  
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 The Arab Christians are the minority; the Arab Muslims are the majority. Arab 
Christians were the first to build schools, universities, hospitals, and other humanitarian 
organizations. The majority of our Arab Muslims used to study in these schools and do 
so today, as well  Some schools have more than 70% Muslim students. That same 
percentage is at the Christian Bethlehem and Bir-Zeit Universities.  
A high percentage of Muslims are at the Jesuit University and the American University 
of Beirut, as well.  

 The Arab-Christian investment in their home country serves everyone, not just 
Christians. The relief services of Christian institutions serve everyone equally.  

 If some Arab Muslims suffer economic hardship, it is not because of any actions on the 
part of their Arab-Christian brethren. It is because of the economic situation in Palestine, 
Jordan, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, Lebanon.  This economic hardship is affecting everyone, 
because of certain discriminatory  laws  like the one of the state of Israel against all non-
Jews (Note: These laws never refer to "Arabs"), and because of the difficult situations in 
the other countries where resources are minimal.  
And, as usual, the majority suffers  more than the minority.  Christians are less than 2% 
in the Holy Land, while the majority is their Muslim bloodbrothers.  

 On this difficult economic situation, we as Arab Muslims and Christians are living and 
suffering the same. Some Arab Christians as well some Arab Muslims are rich, very rich 
sometimes, and they unfortunately forget their other brothers and sisters be they 
Muslims or Christians.  

 The European countries and the USA, who are not always obviously Christian 
countries at all, have a separation between State and religion. These countries, far from 
being Christian like in their behavior at times, have only interest in their own wealth and 
the rights of their own people. They do not look at us equally as Arabs and they do not 
help the Arab Christians. On the contrary, with their propaganda, they nourished 
divisions between Christians and Christians, and between Christians  
and Muslims.  

 Every single Arabic City or Village where Muslims and Christians have lived together 
for centuries have a common heritage, same food, same way of dressing, same folklore 
and same traditions. The Israelis, for example, who came from here and there, do not 
have any common heritage in the cities that they created in Palestine or the settlements 
that they built. The Christians and Muslims have a common history that we have to 
carry from generation to generation and for centuries to come, as  
our forefathers have done.  

 Harmony between Christians and Muslims could become an example to the Jews who 
are living now with us. It would help in the future to build trust and cooperation on the 
land that belonged to our common prophets.  
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2) What did Arab Christians give to Arabs?  

 I do not minimize the great merits that Islam gave to  the Arabs.  On the contrary, it 
requires volumes to address the subject.  But as I represent the Arab Christian 
perspective, I  need to write about the merits of the Arab Christian.  Many times  these 
merits are ignored or forgotten by our beloved Muslim sisters and brothers.  

 History and scholars acknowledge the merits of the Arab Christians, especially on 
these issues, among many others:  

 a) Al-Mualakat: The Arab-Christian poets like Umru al Qais, Bin Yagoth,Yazid Ben 
Abdel Madan,Hthala Al Tai', Hatem Al Tai',Al Hareth Bin Abbad,Adi Ben Yazid,Zuhair 
Ben Abi Sulma, Al Nabiga Al Thoubiani,Antara Al Absi and many others, just to mention 
some were Christians and many had their poems between the Mualakat in Mecca. 
These Mualakat were important documents at that time that showed the greatness of 
the Arabic language before Islam. The Mualakat influenced a lot of Muslim scholars and 
still speak to them today.  

 b) The Holy Koran was written with the Arab characters which were created by the 
Arab Christians of Hira (See Arabiyya, C. Rabin, in Encyclopedie de l'Islam, 2nd Edition, 
Leyde et Paris,  
1960, pp.579a-622b), (See also The History of Arabs before Islam, Jawd Ali, Vol. 8, 
pp.178-179; vol.  
9, p. 689).  

c) Many Arab Christians were scholars and served as ministers at the first Muslim 
Caliphates.  "The Christian Arabs of Gassanids in Syria and Montherits in Iraq came 
from the largest Arab tribe of Qahtan, and are related to the Arab tribes of Aws and 
Kazraj. As  ancient Semites, they were translators, men of medicine and sciences and 
great scholars, to whom Muawya Ibn Abu Suffian, builder of the Umayyad Empire, 
entrusted the administration of the state and enrichment of its culture and learning 
process. On the shoulder of those Christians, Muawyah, this king and Caliph and his 
successors, built the foundation of the Arab Golden Age which reached its zenith in the 
days of the Abbasid Caliph AI-Ma'moun 813-833." Jarir, and Al Akhtal, the famous 
poets with Al Farazdaq who enriched the Arabic Poetry during the Ummaiads era.  

 d) The Arab Christians were the first to translate into Arabic a lot of books of 
philosophy, geography, medicine and history from Aramaic-Syriac, Greek and Latin. On 
this they were the bridge between the East and the West at that time, which helped the 
Arabs to build their own culture that would become the Golden Arab Age at the time of 
Al Mamoun.  

 e) They worked the first Arabic Grammars  

 f) They fought with their bloodbrothers the Muslims against the Christian Byzantines as 
well against the Persians, the Crusaders. Issa Al Awam who was a brigade leader with 
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Sallaheddine against the Crusaders while some Muslim Kings were supporting them. 
The Arab Palestinian women of Al Jalil used to warn Salaheddine of the  
crusader troops by lighting candles at night from their windows.  

 g) They stood with their bloodbrothers and sisters, the Arab Muslims, against the 
Turks,(the Nationalist leaders that were hung by the Turks in 1916, were both Christians 
and Muslims) the French and the English. They built with them the national Arab 
countries.  And they still stand with them to build the future of  Palestine.   

 3) Our responsibility together  

 Brotherhood between Arab Christians and Arab Muslims is the most important  
 investment in our future together.  

 Irrespective of the name you use for the Eternal One, be it God, Allah, Hashem, Adonai 
or other; we have been enjoined by that power to live together. There is a reason for 
this. It is to bear witness, to love each other and to show that religion is a way to meet, 
to share, to love and to cooperate, and NOT to hate and destroy each other.  

 Patriarch Michel Sabbah has commented, in one of his talks some years ago:  

 "We are called to love each other. We should educate ourselves to love. From the 
churches, mosques and synagogues, the same exhortation should be proclaimed: 
Christians, love your Muslim and Jewish brothers; Muslims love your Christian and 
Jewish brothers; Jews love your Muslim and Christian brothers..."  

 The blood of all our martyrs, Arab Christians and Arab Muslims, is mixed in the same 
soil. No one can separate the blood of those who died for a just cause: the Arab Cause.  

 Shall we institute this brotherhood as a prophetic sign for a better future, or shall we 
permit "outside fingers" to destroy our unity?  

 What will the future bring if we really love each other and build each other?  

 Why do we allow fanaticism or exclusivism to take hold when we all know from 
experience that this is not the way, this is not what God wants of us?  

 This exclusionist fanaticism is the will of only a small minority, and that "outside finger" 
is eager to help promote this, in order that it may tell the outside world that Christians 
are persecuted by the Muslim majority, and that therefore we, the government of the 
world, are the only power needed to bring harmony and to defend the human rights of 
others. We all know that this is a big lie. Others want only our resources and look to 
their own interests and do not care for a single innocent child  
among us.  
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4) The Responsibility of Muslims toward Christians  

 Arab Christians as a minority expect from their Arab Muslims as a majority a lot, just as 
Arab Muslims expect a lot from their blood brothers and sisters, the Arab Christians. Let 
us open a dialogue.  

 a) Arab Christians want to be recognized as bloodbrothers and sisters. In fact a lot of 
Arab Christian family names are the same as the Arab Muslim ones, which means that 
we were brothers, sisters and cousins.  

 b) Arab Christians need to be recognized as contributors to the Arabic history, 
language,litterature, grammar, nations etc.  

 c) The decrease of Christian presence in the Middle East and especially in the Holy 
Land should be stopped.  

 Several analysts predict that 25 years from now there will be no Christians living in the 
Holy Land.  

 What is the Holy Land without Christians?  

 What is the Middle East without Christians?  

 Bothers and sisters should never leave each other. We were put together by God in the 
same land.  
We need to stay together so as to respect the will of Allah.  

 The Arab Christian presence should become an Arab and Muslim "RESPONSIBILITY."  

 Arabs and Muslims should help Arab Christians to stay in Middle East and the Holy 
Land. They should stand with them.   

 We do not need any protectorate. History has shown that protectorates do not help, but 
create divisions. We have the ability to protect ourselves, if we believe that we are in 
reality, brothers and sisters, equal in rights and in duties in our home countries.  

 Therefore, opportunities for serving any kind of government or civil administration 
should be based, not on religion, but on the ability of the person to serve his country. 
These opportunities should be equal and just, where everybody feels himself at home.  

 And Muslims should trust their Arab-Christian brothers and sisters.  With them, they 
have lived a history of trust and harmony, where Arab Christians showed their great 
love to their land, heritage, tradition, history and people.  This is where, together, they 
served with loyalty and were faithful to the principles of sharing, cooperating and 
sacrifice.  
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The Christian Presence in the Middle East Witness and Mission 

Part I 

Collegial Pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their Faithful in 
their different countries of residence 

Signed by: 

Stephanos Ghattas 1, Patriarch of Alexandria of Catholic Copts, Maximos V 
Hakim, Patriarch of Antioch and all the East, of Alexandria and Jerusalem, Mar 
Ignace Antoine II Hayek, Antiochian Patriarch of the Syrian Catholics, Mar 
Nasrallah-Pierre Sfeir, Patriarch of Maronite Antioch and all the East, Mar Raphail 
1st Bidawid, Patriarch of Babylon of the Chaldeans, Jean-Pierre XVIII Kasparian, 
Patriarch of the Armenian Catholics, Michel Sabbah, Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem 

Greetings and Thanksgiving 

1. The greeting of the apostle introduces this collegial pastoral Letter, fruit of the 2nd 
symposium of our Council held in Cairo 17-22 February, 1992, where we were the 
guests of H.B. Patriarch Stephanos II Ghattas, Patriarch of Alexandria of the Catholic 
Copts. In addressing this greeting to you, we give thanks to God always for all of you 
remembering you in our prayers unceasingly calling to mind your work of faith and labor 
of love and endurance in hope of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Thess 1:2-3).  

2. We direct our- selves to you, brothers Catholic sons and daughters, who live in our 
beloved East and in the ancient Arab lands. Through you, we wish also to direct 
ourselves to all our Christian brothers and sisters in the region, to all those who believe 
in God, to all our compatriots, and all persons of good will, for ever and ever (cf. I Cor 
15:28). 

Experience and reflection 

3. The grace of faith shone for the first time in our East, and from there spread to the 
ends of the inhabited earth, This grace gave rise to a rich and enduring experience of 
faith and civilization in our countries and our societies. By our constant prayer and 
meditation, we wish so to foster it that it continues to open up its pathway through ever-
renewed conditions. We, therefore, beseech the grace of the Holy Spirit, who guides us 
to the fullness of truth who teaches us everything and reminds us of all that our Lord 
and Master, Jesus Christ, told us (cf. Jn 14:26:16:13). We ask this same Spirit "to 
remain with you, and be in you" (Jn 14:17). The subject of our 2nd Symposium was the 
meaning of our Christian presence in our societies, and the way in which we give our 
Christian witness . In this pastoral letter, we wish to share our reflections and our views 
with you, so that together we might seek the will of God for us, and respond to the 
appeals of the societies to which we belong. This Pastoral Letter is a continuation of the 
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dialogue we established with you in our 1st Message following our 1st Symposium in 
Lebanon (24 August1991). 

I. New Facts and changes 

A. In the world 

Unity and communications 

4. The continuing development of the means of communication has brought a compact 
unity to the world of today. Our universe has come to resemble a global village, the 
extremes of which have met, and each of its parts has an influence on the others within 
the whole of the body of mankind. Thus, it is no longer possible for a human group to 
live on the margin of history as a neutral observer of what occurs around it. The 
solidarity of mankind in good times and bad is one of the great signs of the times which 
overshadows the life of the world today. This requires us to cast a glance, however 
fleeting and partial, at what is happening all around us, and within our Churches. Our 
Christian presence in the East is determined by this context and directed by it. 

Changes and conflicts 

5. Over the last years a new situation has been developing on the international level. 
Important changes have taken place, and it is not clear yet what their out come will be. 
These changes are occurring constantly and have repercussions in all parts of the 
world. They lead States and societies to review their plans and the positions they have 
adopted. In the midst of all these changes old conflicts give way to new ones, within the 
context of a different geographical and political restructuring. This gives rise to the many 
questions that trouble the international community and sharpen its ability to handle 
conflicts in a way that serves the good of mankind, peace, tranquility and stability. While 
awaiting the realization of the hopes of the human family, however, some societies 
continue to suffer the effects of the changes caused by these conflicts, with all the 
destruction and hatred that this entails. As the world advances towards the longed-for 
stability, mankind is tormented by overwhelming ambitions, and more than at any other 
time the future of the world is brought into question by serious hazards. 

The new world order 

6. In our first message we referred to what has come to be known as "the new world 
order". Although still beyond our grasp, the family of nations is seeking to establish it. If, 
by this order, we are to understand a climate of peace and relaxation which would allow 
the world to come to grips with the many unsolved problems with which it is faced for 
the good of the whole of mankind, this would present a new hope for humanity as it 
stands on the threshold of the third millennium of our era. If, however, it means that 
private forces are to monopolize the future of the universe and manipulate it in their own 
interests and selfish purposes, this would raise serious doubts about the future 
condition of mankind. The matter is still under study, and definitive judgment would be 
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premature at this point. We certainly hope that in the end it will be the common good 
that triumph us for all, and that the foundations of justice, peace and development for all 
men and women will be firmly established. 

North and South 

7. Unforeseen and significant new events have taken place in important areas of our 
planet. Notwithstanding the conflicts and trials that accompany them, we hope they will 
be beneficial for the peoples involved. However, these facts should not lead us to 
overlook one of the important questions raised throughout the world by the situation of 
the Third World, and by relations between the North and South: between an advanced, 
industrialized North and a poor, developing South. The following question must be 
asked: how will the new world order tackle this tragic situation? Will a positive 
interaction be established between North and South? Will this interaction take into 
account the aspirations and problems of the peoples of the South? Will an effort be 
made to satisfy the real needs for cultural, economical and social development in this 
suffering part of the world, while respecting its character, its aspirations, its outlook and 
its hopes? Will the Third World be given a real chance to make itself heard, and 
determine for it self the role it will play in the general evolution? Or will it continue to lag 
behind the rest of mankind in the process of development? There are many 
fundamental, urgent and vital questions to be answered. 

Coexistence 

8. At the heart of this situation we find the great challenge faced by the modern world: 
the question of coexistence between the different human families. It would not be an 
exaggeration to maintain that all the problems that have afflicted our times have grown 
out of this fundamental question, or are extensions of it. A feature of the modern world 
is an awareness of the distinctive nature and authenticity of different peoples and social 
categories. It is at times difficult to reconcile this awareness with the demands of peace 
and good neighborliness, both within a single country and between countries and 
regions. It is also the cause of a lack of transparency in human relations, provoking 
crises which frequently become bloody conflicts. The contemporary world must respond 
to the following urgent question: How to live together in mutual respect and peace, while 
taking into account the pluralism characteristic of today's world? How can the pluralism 
which has so often been used as an excuse for misunderstandings and bloody 
struggles be transformed into a call for communication and complementarily? Can the 
logic of "Either Me or Him" be replaced by the logic of "You and Me"? This is the kind of 
question we must face up to.  

B. In Our Arab World 

An essential partner 

9. Not withstanding the variety of its regions, of its socio-political regimes, of its peoples, 
its minorities and orientations, the Arab world constitutes a characteristic geographical 
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and cultural unity. This world of ours does not stand at the margin of the diverse new 
phenomena which are springing up around it, It constitutes rather, an important part of 
them, constantly interacting with them at all levels and in all areas, and experiencing all 
the positive and negative consequences they produce. It can justly be claimed that the 
Arab world is an essential and influential partner in the interplay of the variables, new 
facts, conflicts and challenges of modern times. All this is due to its geographical 
position, its cultural bonds with the rest of the world, the wealth of its natural resources 
(principally oil), and the political problems which affect it, and which are of concern to 
the whole world. All this means that the Arab world is of particular importance in the 
context of world conflict, and gives it a special responsibility in the search for peace and 
international stability. This explains why our region has become a crucible of 
international conflict -as we declared in the message we issued after our first 
Symposium- conflicts which exhaust our peoples and disturb the peace of the world. 

The gestation of a civilization 

10. The Arab world is part of the Third World. This implies a difficult gestation as 
regards its civilization. It is a world in search of itself, trying to shape its existence and 
find a place for itself in the world of today. That would allow it to be a positive element in 
the evolution of a world civilization and the consolidating of peace, playing the part that 
corresponds to the authenticity of its identity and the characteristics of its inheritance. 
The search has to thread a path through deep social, geopolitical, economic and 
cultural changes, beset by innumerable internal and external differences. As a result, 
this difficult gestation experiences its ups and downs, makes progress and suffers 
setbacks. As it undergoes this historic trial, the Arab world feels that cannot recognize 
itself in the images the world applies to it. This has repercussions on its relations with 
the rest of the world and its outlook, creating tensions which are difficult to overcome.  

Continues part II  

The Christian Presence in the Middle East Witness and Mission  

Collegial pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their 
Faithful in their different countries of residence 

11. The problems involved in this gestation are many, and overlapping. We mention a 
number of them, but the list is not exhaustive: heritage and modernity, political stability, 
political and social regimes, socio-economic development, unity in diversity, protected 
from divisions and disintegration, public freedoms, including religious freedom and 
freedom of conscience, the problems of justice, peace and the rights of the human 
being, including those of women, the position of minorities and respect for their 
diversity, and the relationship with a pluralistic world in rapid evolution. The Arab lives in 
the midst of these problems, and seeks his identity as a response to his memories of 
the past and the questions posed by the future. A deciding moment is open to him, and 
he will decide on his fate and his future, only in so far as he is fully aware of the 
challenges and their intricate make-up, and is in control of the situation. He also 
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requires wisdom, discernment and patience to tackle these problems in a way that 
serves the good of all those who live in this sensitive part of the world. 

Current problems 

12. A part from all this, the Arab word is faced by grave problems which have played a 
vital role in the changes it has under gone and still influence nature of these problems 
and the multitude of partners involved can only, it must be said, complicate them even 
further. In the fore front of these problems is the Palestinian question. It has had a deep 
influence on the contemporary history of the region and has stirred the Arab 
conscience. It will continue to be an essential part of its trial as long as the Palestinian 
people are the victim of injustice and oppression. As regards the Lebanese question, 
there is an uneasy truce after all the sufferings and misfortune inflicted on all the sides 
involved, first of all on the Lebanese and the Palestinians. Add to this all the lesser and 
greater wars that have taken place, and will continue to take place in different Arab 
countries, giving rise to suffering, misfortune and destruction. In particular, we would like 
to mention the tragedy of the people of Iraq, who are waiting to overcome the state of 
isolation and blockade imposed on them, and participate once again in the life of the 
Arab world and that of the family of nations. We say this as the international community 
and all the parties involved are considering how to deal with these problems and solve 
them in their discussions. We pray that the initiatives undertaken in this regard may be a 
genuine, serious opportunity for finding a just, lasting and global solution for these 
different problems, and lead to the establishment of an equitable order, which 
guarantees dignity and freedom to all, and reinforces a new and positive set of regional 
and international relations for the good of all the peoples of the region without 
exception. 

C. In our Churches Living 

13. Our Churches are not isolated islands or foreign bodies living on the margin of 
history. They are living Churches fully engaged in the whirlwind of world and regional 
events. They are affected by them, but in turn have the ability to act on them. Our 
Christian communities are a yeast which has its place in the human dough (cf. Mtt 
13:33). They are engaged in a permanent interaction with their Lord, with one another 
and with their environment: with their Lord, in order by the light of faith to discover his 
will for them; with one another, in order to find in their thought, their spirituality, their 
heritage and their recent experiences, the seeds of their vocation and renewal; with 
their respective societies, in order to hear their appeals, their suffering and their needs. 
By means of all this, our Churches recover their distinct character, their particular 
contribution and their authenticity characterized by antiquity and constant renewal. We 
are at a decisive turning point, overwhelmed by events, changes and challenges at 
three levels -the world, regional and local- and our Churches pause to reflect and 
meditate on the renewal of their fidelity to God and man. We look back and give thanks 

14. In this regard we can but give thanks to God for the signs of the Spirit revealed in 
the life of our AI-Bushra Churches and their earthly progress. The Holy Spirit dwells in 
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our Churches. He acts in them and renews their youthfulness. For the spirit makes all 
things new (Rev. 21:15). It is this spirit which gives us peace of heart and the courage to 
-continue along our way with you, full] of confidence, however many difficulties there 
may be, however daunting the challenges. In our Churches today we are witnesses to a 
vast movement of serious, responsible, creative reflection, aimed at shaping our 
ecclesial, social identity as believers, hic et nunc (here and now). This reflection is 
common to all the Christian Churches and the socio-cultural] categories of which they 
are composed, and in spite of the different starting points, it brings them together in the 
heart of the same ecclesia] crucible. This movement finds that reflection alone does not 
suffice. It must be put into action in the different areas, such as liturgical life, social 
action, commitment in the diverse forms of public life, a growing participation of the laity 
in Church life, maturity of faith in the diverse sectors of the Christian people, the growth 
in vocations to the priesthood and the religious life, and other expressions of the calling 
to the service of mission. The varied seeds of renewal which have begun to sprout in 
our Churches are a promising sign of their vitality and a pledge for the future. Some 
questions 

15. The seeds of renewal are accompanied by a number of difficulties and problems. 
We must reflect upon these if we are to face up to them. As we contemplate the future, 
we are not unaware of the concern and fear which overshadow us, both you and us, in 
the challenges and demands of this turning point of history in which we live. As we 
examine our position, we see ourselves as a ship making headway through the storms. 
This awakens fears for the present and for the future, for ourselves, our existence, our 
authenticity and our identity, accompanied by the discouragement and despair that such 
fears can arouse. The many serious difficulties faced by our Christian communities at 
every moment of their daily life are never absent from our minds. These difficulties are 
not unrelated to the tensions which spring up for one reason or another in each 
individual Church, or because of the divisions and separation between the different 
Churches in the East, or our relations with others, which are of ten not subject to the 
spirit of fraternity and respect, and also by the precarious nature of our life in this region. 
All this gives rise to a number of disturbing questions. It causes us to live in a state of 
permanent tension undoubtedly one of the reasons leading some of us to emigrate. And 
the phenomenon of emigration continues to be an open wound that limits our vitality and 
even raises a question mark over our very existence and our witness. We launch an 
appeal. 

16. Nonetheless, we should all remember that our faith in Jesus Christ is an element of 
considerable spiritual energy which has accompanied us in the past and brought us 
through the most difficult historical transformations. This same energy accompanies us 
now and in the future, giving us confidence in ourselves and serenity as we move 
ahead. It is Christ himself who accompanies us amidst the waves and the storms. He 
tells us, "Why are you afraid, 0 you of little faith" (Mt 8:26). Our faith is a liberating force, 
that sets us free from the paralyzing fear caused by our difficulties. Our Churches are 
Easter Churches, and tension is one dimension of an existence which involves death 
and resurrection. 
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Hence, we appeal to all the faith ful in our countries, inviting them to reflection and 
action, whatever the difficulties. Rooted in Christ, their Churches and their societies, and 
moving forward in faith and joy, let them always remember "that the sufferings of this 
present time are as nothing compared with the glory to bc revealed for us" (Rom 8:1 8). 

II. Presence of faith and prayer Presence 

17. After reviewing with you the world, regional and ecclesial conditions in which we 
live, we should now like to endeavor to define in the light of our faith, some of the 
characteristics of our vocation and our mission. We have chosen '1presence" as a fact 
of faith which accompanies our reflection, gives unity to its different aspects and defines 
its overall orientation. Presence means that in the midst of the society in which we live 
we are a sign of God's presence in our world. That invites us to be "with" "in" "for" and 
not "against" "outside" or "on the margin" of the society in which we live. This is an 
essential demand of our faith, our vocation and our mission. Presence is situated 
between two opposing pitfalls: "marginalization" and "dissoluflon11. Bach is a mortal 
illness. Marginalization nullifies our mission and dissolution produces the same effect as 
regards our identity since authentic presence is a guarantee for both, mission and 
identity. Presence deepens our faithfulness to God, to ourselves and to the society God 
has given us as the theatre of our earthly progress.  

The Christian Presence in the MIDDLE EAST Witness and Mission  

Collegial pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their 
Faithful in their different countries of residence  

Presence of mission and witness  

18. Our Christian presence is not a presence for our own sake alone. Christ did not 
found his Church in its own service, but that it might be a confessing Church with a 
mission, the same mission as that of her founder and Master. The failure to live the 
spirit of mission and witness in our lives as Christians and our ecclesiastical progress 
would constitute a renunciation of our selves and of the mission to which the Savior has 
called us. The Church will be the true Church of Christ in so far as she is a sign of the 
saving love or the Father for mankind, by the grace Of Christ and the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Christ defined the sense of our presence when he said, ñYou will be my 
witnesses" (Acts 1:8). And the Apostles responded to this call, "of this we are all 
witnesses" (Acts 2:32). His Holiness Pope John Paul 11 has described this form of 
Christian and ecclesiastical life: " The witness of a Christian life is the first and 
irreplaceable form of mission: Christ whose mission we continue is the "witness" par 
excellence (Rev 1:5; 3:14) and the model of all Christian witness... Christians and 
Christian communities are very much part of the life of their respective nations and can 
be a sign of the Gospel in their fidelity to their native land, people and national culture 
while always preserving the freedom brought by Christ (Encyclical letter "Redemptoris 
Missio", 42-43). Witness to the evangelical beatitudes is the first path of the Gospels to 
the heart of man and his conscience. If in the past the Christian communities in the East 
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have turned in on themselves because of the constraints of the historical conditions, 
and lost the sense of mission and witness, content merely with the effort to survive, 
today they are called to free themselves from the after-effects of the past in order to 
incorporate a sense to open which witness brings person of mission into their lives, 
themselves up to the world surrounds them and bear to the buried treasure that joy to 
their hearts, as it joy to the heart of every (cf. Mt 13:44 46).  

Light, salt and leaven  

19. The teaching of our Lord and Savior calls us to such a manner of witness when he 
calls us to be light: "You are the light of the world. A city set on a mountain cannot be 
hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and then put it under a bushel basket; it is set on a 
lampstand where it gives light to all in the house. Just so your light must shine before 
others that they may see your good deeds and glorify your heavenly Father" (My 5:14-
16) And salt: You are the salt of the earth. But if salt loses its taste with what can it be 
seasoned? It is no longer good for anything but to be thrown out and trampled 
underfoot" (Mt 5:13). And leaven: The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman 
took and mixed with three measures of wheat flour until the whole batch was leavened 
(Mt 13:33). If the light is removed from the house, it loses the sense of its existence. If 
the salt is separated from the food it is useless. If the leaven is removed from the 
dough, it hardens and decays. When we are no longer light, salt and leaven, we 
become an inert, solid entity, a dead weight for ourselves and our society. 

"Do not be afraid, little flock" 

20. The Gospel words we have quoted contain a great message of joy for the Christians 
in the East. If we read them in the light of our AI-Bushra condition as a minority in our 
societies, they are capable of trans- forming that condition. The sociological fact which 
weighs upon our psychology, the way in which we look upon the other, and the other 
looks upon us, is trans- formed into an element of witness and mission lived in joy and 
faith. The light in the house might be weak, but it gives light to the whole house. Salt is a 
minor element in food, but it flavors all of it. The leaven is a tiny proportion of the dough, 
but it causes it to rise, preparing it to become bread. We recall what we told you in our 
first message, ñThe Church is not measured in numbers. She does not depend on 
statistics but on the awareness which her sons and daughters have of their own 
vocation and mission. The time has come for us to transform this quantitative factor into 
a qualitative element. Spiritual energy must take the place of the weight of numbers. In 
this way we must free ourselves from everything that our historical condition as a 
minority may have produced as deadly psychological and social after-effects as a 
temptation to turn in on ourselves as lack of self-confidence and trust in society as a 
persecution complex marginalization and dissolution. "Do not be afraid little flock" (Lk 
12:32). The first Christians who came to life in our countries were but a small minority, 
but they were marked by the vitality of the new man, by their enthusiasm and joy. 
Everyone looked on them with admiration and wonder, They enjoyed favor with all the 
people (Acts 2:47). The idea that people have of us depends, in one way or another, on 



 50 

the quality and intensity of our presence, not on the greater or lesser number of our 
communities. A Personal faith 

21. Our Christian presence is intimately connected to the quality of our faith, to its depth 
and in- tensity. Faith is a gift from God granted to us in Jesus Christ. The Lord entrusted 
this precious deposit to his Apostles, who in turn handed it on to their successors. The 
succeeding generations of Christians have handed on this deposit without stain or 
reproach" (~1'iin 6:~4). This they have done not with standing the risks, the historic 
changes and difficulties. We can but give thanks to God for the courage, the 
perseverance, the patience and wisdom shown by our Churches in the Middle East, 
enabling them to safeguard the deposit which has come down to us as a living thing. 
Succeeding gene rations have also enriched this deposit with their thought, their 
heritage, their culture and way of life, their witness and, in many cases, their martyrdom. 
There can be no doubt that modern challenges and the profound changes taking place 
around us are calling on us to renew our fidelity to our faith. What we have received 
from our fathers must be transformed into a conscious, free, responsive and active 
acceptance. We observe that faith today faces real challenges in the important changes 
being effected in traditional social structures. These structures no longer contribute as 
they did in the past to the preservation and strengthening of our faith. Faith which is 
merely an inheritance, and is not transformed in to a deep personal conviction, is not 
enough to meet the challenges of the present day. It is, rather, personal faith 
blossoming in the Church which will make it into a living community. Hence, its 
existence is no longer related to ephemeral, changing social arrangements, but to divine 
love which brings us together in Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.  

Formation in the Faith 

22. To move from a faith which is a mere inheritance to that of a personal commitment 
depends, to a certain extent, on the deepening of faith through formation. Ignorance or 
superficiality in matters of faith can lead to its loss. This is particularly true as regards to 
the deep changes in the life styles of our modern-day societies. Even here in the East, 
we are experiencing radical changes in the traditional climate which in the past helped 
to safeguard and strengthen our faith. For the believer, not to know his faith means not 
to know himself. When the believer does not know himself, he loses his identity, his 
vocation and his mission. Likewise, the community of the faithful loses its authenticity 
and becomes a social body deprived of its living interaction with its divine roots. In this 
regard, those initiatives dedicated to deepening religious knowledge, awareness of the 
Church and spiritual experiences in adults, both within ordinary institutions and in 
specialized centers, are worthy or every praise. We appeal for these efforts to be 
continued and intensified, and for them to be provided with the necessary human and 
material means. This will contribute to the formation of a new generation of faithful who 
can grasp the meaning of their belonging to Christ, to their Church and to their society. 
In this way, too, their understanding of their faith will include all aspects of their public 
and personal lives, enriching and vivifying them. 
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The Christian Presence in the Middle East - Witness and Mission  

Collegial Pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their 
Faithful in their different countries of Residence  

Stephanos II Ghattas, Patriarch of Alexandria of the Catholic Copts; Maximos V Hakim, 
Patriarch of Antioch and all the East, of Alexandria and Jerusalem; Mar Ignace Antoine 
II Hayek, Antiochian Patriarch of the Syrian Catholics; Mar Nasrallah-Pierre 
Sfeir,Maronite Patriarch of Antioch and all the East; Mar Raphail 1st Bidawid, Patriarch 
of Babylon of the Chaldeans; Jean-Pierre XVIII Kasparian, Patriarch of the Armenian 
Catholics; Michel Sabbah, Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem  

Religious Education  

23. Religious education continues to be an essential requirement if the believer is to 
become aware of his Christian identity, his ecclesial belonging and his mission in 
society, and develop the seeds of faith sown in him by God by the grace of baptism. It is 
no exaggeration to say that, in one way or another, the authentic face of the believer 
and the vitality of the community of believers depend on the quality of religious 
education received in the Church. For the believer this education is both a right and a 
duty. The Church must therefore provide favorable conditions, effective instruments and 
continuity for this education, enabling it to recover its importance in the life of the 
Church in our countries. Whether at home, at school or in the parish, it is within this 
educational triad that the believer will find the growth and maturity for all areas of his 
Christian life. It is vital for religious education to continue to be one of the essential tasks 
of our Churches and institutions. Only thus will faith become " living explicit and active 
(Decree on the Pastoral Office of Bishops in the Church, n.14) in the life of believers 
and of the Christian community. It is only right that we should publicly express our 
esteem and affection for all those who dedicate themselves to this noble task: priests, 
religious men and women, and laity. Our Churches value highly your efforts and invite 
you to continue to respond to the demands of such an elevated mission by pursuing 
your preparation at the dogmatic, pedagogical and spiritual levels.  

Presence and prayer  

24. The man of the East is a man of prayer. In good days and bad, he stands before 
God in a continuous dialogue which glorifies God, purifies the heart and renews one's 
existence. There can be no doubt that the spiritual, liturgical and Eucharistic life is one 
of the most obvious features of the history of our beloved East. The East, in the words 
of Pope Pius XI speaking of Islam, is ñThe East which prays". It is well known that in our 
Churches liturgical prayer has always been the living setting within which succeeding 
generations have transmitted the deposit of faith. It is here that our Churches have 
formed and developed the faith in the hearts of the faithful. On the other hand, prayer in 
its different forms is the preeminent aspect of Christian presence. If it is associated with 
social commitment, nourishing it and being nourished by it, it expresses the true image 
of the believer, who is spiritually charged in the presence of his Lord, and finds the 
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energy needed for action and commitment in the different areas of life. Our land is the 
land of the historical dialogue between God and mankind. This dialogue is continued 
and renewed through every community in dialogue with its Lord. From the clear waters 
of this dialogue it draws its strength and spiritual identity. At this point, we cannot 
overlook the wave of prayer spreading throughout the Church. This revival has deep 
roots within our ancient spiritual patrimony, and we are called upon to give them greater 
life, make them more active. The phenomenon to which we have referred has given 
birth to many prayer groups within our Churches. We wish to encourage them to draw 
on our own spiritual heritage, and actively to participate in the life of the Church and her 
spiritual renewal.  

Anchoretism and penance  

25. The feature that corresponds to the presence of prayer in our Eastern patrimony is 
the presence of anchoretism, expressed in the different forms of monastic life, and in 
the asceticism practiced by the ordinary faithful. This type of Christian life, moreover, 
flourished and developed in the East. It continues to be an outstanding witness to the 
vitality of the Christian faith in our lands and throughout the world. In Arab history, the 
monasteries have constituted a specific reference point for the recognition of 
Christianity, as witnessed to by the ancient Arab literature. At present, the trials which 
beset our peoples from all sides recall that life is a spiritual combat which elevates the 
soul, purifying it by giving the courage to meet all difficulties. Asceticism enables the 
believer to contemplate creation and history with a spirit freed from all passion. It helps 
him to make his presence in the world of today positive and effective. Hence, we are 
called on to encourage the anchorite life in our Churches, as the vanguard of the 
Christian presence and of the Gospel witness in our countries. It likewise demands from 
us that we adopt the basic Gospel values represented by the anchorite life, living in 
accordance with these values, which support us in our earthly progress and make our 
presence a living sign of the Kingdom .  

III. An Incarnate presence Christ Incarnate  

26. The Incarnation is at the heart of our Christian faith: He came down from heaven 
and by the power of the Holy Spirit he was born of the Virgin Mary and became man 
(Symbol of Faith). John expresses this divine fact in his Gospel when he says, ñIn the 
beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God... And the 
Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us (Jn 1:1;14). The Letter to the 
Hebrews echoes this sentiment: Now since the children share in the blood and flesh he 
likewise shared in them... therefore, he had to become like his brothers in every way 
(Heb 2:14-17). The human nature which our God and Lord assumed in the Incarnation 
is not an imaginary nature. It is a true nature with all its density and components (except 
for sin), with everything that pertains to it as individual, social and cultural 
characteristics. As a result, the mystery of the Incarnation is the basis and model for the 
Christian community in its earthly pilgrimage. It must therefore influence pastoral activity 
at all levels and in all areas.  
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The Incarnate Church  

27. The incarnation of the Church is one aspect of the mystery of the incarnate Christ. 
The Church is a divine and human reality, living in time and space, with all that this 
implies as regards historical, geographical, social and cultural conditioning. The Church 
is rooted in this tangible human reality to which she owes her visible features and 
particular character. It has obvious repercussions for the way in which she lives her 
vocation and mission, hic et nunc (here and now). The mediation of this incarnation is 
ensured by the particular Churches, for the "Church" toto orbe diffusa' (spread to the 
whole world) would become a mere abstraction unless it assumed body and life in the 
individual Churches" (Paul Vl. Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, n.62). It is in 
the particular Churches that the one holy catholic and apostle in Church of Christ is truly 
present and active (Decree on the Pastoral Mission of Bishops, n.ll). The Church is 
presence, and this presence is accomplished by means of the particular Churches when 
they are incarnate in the world of the real man, a man speaking this or that language. 
Each will have its own cultural heritage its own outlook on the world its own historical 
memories, its own human foundations (Evangelii Nuntiandi, n.62). Evangelization will 
lose much of its power and efficacy if it does not take into consideration the people to 
whom it is addressed, if it does not make use of their language, their signs and symbols, 
if it does not offer an answer to the questions which are relevant to them if in a word it 
does not reach and influence their way of life (ibid., n.63). All this, of course, on 
condition that the proclamation is not emptied of content or altered. This kind of 
incarnation is one of the requirements for the universality of the Church. It can only truly 
bear fruit if the particular Churches maintain a deep and living communion of faith with 
the universal Church (cf Ibid., n.64).  

The heritage of the East  

28. Here one should take note of the fact that our Churches in the East have throughout 
history shown a remarkable ability for this kind of adaptation, which has given birth to 
many different civilizations and heritages, enriching the common patrimony of the 
Church and of human culture. This heritage was mentioned by the Vatican Council ll, 
which praised its richness, and declared it to be a treasure for the whole Church (cf. 
Decree on the Catholic Eastern Churches, n. 1;5; etc.). Cultural variety such as this 
remains alive in the Eastern Churches. They are illuminated by it and communicate its 
light. In it they find inspiration to face up to the contemporary challenges of cultures and 
civilizations. In this respect, we can only encourage those initiatives dedicated to 
renewing this heritage, translating it, studying it and purifying it, and making it 
accessible to all, so that it nourishes the Christian memory of our lands, and can meet 
the challenges of the present and the calls of the future. May our common heritage be 
made more available to the faithful of our different Churches, giving us pride in it and 
instructing us in it. It is one of the vital sources of our faith and of our Christian life.  
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Incarnation in the Arabic Language  

29.The interaction of our Churches with different civilizations has never ceased, but has 
rather maintained an ever-renewed vitality throughout the succeeding generations and 
periods of history in our region. Mention must be made of the cultural vitality that has 
been a characteristic of our Churches since the Arab conquest. The different Eastern 
Churches have not been onlookers or prisoners of bygone days. They have made the 
effort to express themselves in accordance with the new cultural conditions. The Arabic 
language has gradually entered the different areas of liturgical, intellectual and daily life. 
In this way our Churches have successfully crossed this historic threshold, in spite of all 
the difficulties. They have received their letters of credence and become inseparable 
partners in the development of civilization in this part of the world. The commonplace 
that claims that ñThe Arabic language has refused to be christianized and Christianity 
has refused to be Arabized" is, in the light of all the evidence, historically false.  

The Christian Presence in the Middle East Witness and Mission  

Collegial Pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their 
Faithful in their different countries of Residence  

Stephanos II Ghattas Patnarch of Alexandria of the Catholic Copts; Maximos V. Waxir, 
Patriarch of Antioch and all the East, of Alexandria and Jerusalem; Mar IgnaceAntoine ll 
Hayek, Antiochian Patriarch of the Syrian Catholics; Mar Nasrallah-Pierre Sfeir, 
Maronite Patriarch of Antioch and all the East; Mar Raphail I st Bidawid, Patriarch of 
Babylon of the Chaldeans; Jean-Pierre XVIII Kasparian, Patriarch of the Armenian 
Catholics; Michel Sabbah, Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem  

Incarnation in Arab civilization  

30. Christians in the Middle East do not limit themselves to using the Arabic language 
as a means of expression for their rites, their particular culture, and daily relations. They 
have gone beyond this to concern themselves with the future of the whole of culture and 
civilization. Christians have not been mere spectators in the progressive modernization 
of Arab civilization. They have played an active part by the work of translation and the 
production of original works. They have thus created an outstanding means of 
cooperation between Muslims, Jews and Christians, and we can rightly be proud of this 
cooperation as a model and privileged means of coexistence. This cooperation has 
given life to a genuine Arabic culture, and, for centuries, has allowed it to nourish 
universal culture by its dynamism and richness. In this way a common cultural heritage 
has been generated and the three partners have all helped to crystallize it. Mutual 
assistance and cohesion on the level of civilization between Christianity, Islam and 
Judaism, have thus become a reality engraved on the fidelity of each side to its own 
faith and beliefs. This phenomenon is not limited to the formative period of Arab 
civilization. It also applies to the following periods. In the period of the modern 
renaissance, for example, Christians, alongside their Muslim and Jewish brothers, have 
been pioneers in the cultural and political resurgence of the Arab world from which we 
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continue to draw at present. It is this dialogue, creative of civilization, which we invite 
Christians, Muslims and Jews in our countries to pursue in the new historic conditions 
opening up to the future.  

The Arab Christian heritage  

31. We would also like to consider the vast, outstanding heritage which has expressed 
itself in the Arabic language, and nowadays is known as the ñArab Christian heritage" . 
It is found particularly between Vlll and XIV centuries in the different Christian Churches 
in the Middle East. Until recently, this heritage was buried away in libraries in the form of 
menu scripts, and researchers have been astounded by their number, the variety of 
subjects, and the wealth and originality of their contents. Today, we have only words of 
praise for those who have striven for so many years to publish this heritage. We wish to 
encourage this line of research and create conditions which will enable it to continue 
and develop, becoming a stimulus for Arab Christian thought in the contemporary world. 
We appeal to our universities, institutes and centers of scientific research to take the 
greatest interest in this subject, and place the necessary human and material resources 
at its disposal.  

Present day demands  

32. The return to a patrimony such as this is a powerful stimulus to meet the present 
urgent needs of our Churches in the realm of culture and ideas. First of all, we would 
like to stress the importance of Christian books and the production of original, 
intellectual work. Our ancient Eastern heritage is authentic, but needs to be renewed, 
recreated to respond to the new demands posed by present-day conditions. In spite of 
growing activity over recent decades, the move towards translating, research, 
publishing and popularization is still minimum compared to the needs. We are called to 
multiply our efforts, undertaking practical initiatives to enrich the Arab Christian library. It 
must he given the means to support our Christian advancement, providing it with the 
essential cultural contents. This takes us back to the need for specialized publishing 
houses and distributors who can act together to encourage a wave of Christian thought 
in our lands. To this must be added the attention that needs to be given to the social 
media, enabling them to became a suitable means Or information and culture, and at 
the same time a precious instrument Or Christian presence and witness.  

Incarnation and Authenticity  

33. The cultural dialogue characteristic or our Christian experience in the Middle East 
cannot be divorced from authenticity and uniqueness. Interaction at the level of 
civilization demands authenticity, and calls it forth. Based on this, our social 
environment enriches us, while in turn being enriched by us. The incarnation is realized 
by two Specific entities which work together to create a common form of culture that 
gives glory to God, and honors man, while serving him. A transitory identification with 
the other and the momentary coloring which gives the illusion of assimilation to him, 
leads in fact to the setting aside of one of the parties, and nullifies the authenticity of his 
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participation, just as absorption by the other leads only to a false dialogue. This helps 
no one and leads nowhere. We have a twofold responsibility as regards our faith, and 
our patrimony. Only by fidelity to the one and the other will we be able to make a real 
contribution to the common task of giving our societies a sense of direction on the level 
or civilization. More over, cultural action is an essential area in the evolution or our 
societies. We must follow this evolution both from the aspect of our patrimony and from 
the aspect of world culture. With patience, objectivity, and a critical spirit, we will thus be 
able to make a real contribution to a renewed, authentic Arab culture, in a way that is 
consistent with our national patrimony and responds to contemporary needs. This is 
what guides our faith, and is far-removed from foreign ideological perversions which 
would isolate us from one another and from our environment, and I also protect us from 
falling prey to racial slogans.  

IV. Presence and service  

Christ as servant  

34. When Christ defined the different aspects Or his redemptive action, he insisted on 
service as the distinctive feature or his mission. He is the King who has come "not to be 
served, but to serve" (Mk 10:45). Christ, the Master and Lord, is he who rose from 
supper and took off his outer garments. He took a towel and tied it around his waist. 
Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples' feet (Jn 13:45). In 
particular, he serves those who are rejected or marginalized: the sick, the physically 
handicapped, the poor, sinners, women, children and all those to whom society gives 
scarcely no importance. Christ sides with all these, and brings them out of their 
isolation. He has dressed their spiritual, moral and physical wounds, and restored their 
human dignity. He has gone beyond the social barriers and the customs of his day, 
even the injunctions of the law, since, he said, "The Sabbath was made for man and not 
man for the Sabbath (cf Mk 2:27). In his teaching, Christ has ennobled service, giving it 
a particular dignity, and he who wishes to be great, will be a servant (cf Mk 10:43). 
Henceforth, service is not the task of slaves, but that of free men and women, who 
place their freedom at the service of the needy and neglected. This royal service of 
Christ found its highest expression on the cross. On the cross he did not limit himself to 
giving what he had: he gave what he was - he gave his life for those he loved. He came 
to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mk 10:45).  

The serving Church  

35. It was not enough for Christ to be a servant, so Christ did not call himself alone a 
servant he called also his disciples to follow in his footsteps and be a sign of his 
presence among men by their service to one another: " You call me teacher and 'master 
and rightly so for indeed I am. If 1 therefore the master and teacher have washed your 
feet you ought to wash one another's feet. I have given you a model to follow so that as 
I have done for you, you should also do (Jn 13:13-15). The Church has always seen in 
the example of Christ an urgent call to serve every man, whoever he might be, 
particularly he who suffers the different forms of human wretchedness, and to serve the 
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whole man, body and soul. Vatican Council II has summed up this ecclesial orientation 
in this way: "This is the reason why this sacred Synod, in proclaiming the noble destiny 
of man and affirming an element of the divine in hint offers to cooperate unreservedly 
with mankind in fostering a sense of brotherhood to correspond to this destiny of theirs. 
The Church is not motivated by an earthly ambition but is interested in one thing only - 
to carry on the work of Christ under the guidance of the Holy Spirit for he came into the 
world to bear witness to the truth to save and not to judge to serve and not to be served 
(Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, n.3).  

Thus, throughout its history, the Church has put this directive into effect through its 
institutions and through the variety of initiatives that go by the name of the corporal and 
spiritual works of mercy.  

The service of Man  

36. The spiritual mission of the church cannot be separated from its mission, for the love 
of God poured into our hearts is directed both to man and to God: "You shall love the 
Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your being, with all your strength, and with all 
your mind, and your neighbor as yourself" (Lk 10:27). As the Church looks towards the 
goods of the kingdom, she does not lose sight of the value of temporal, worldly affairs. 
On the contrary, her commitment to everything that is human is deepened. For she is 
"the good Samaritan" who stops to dress the wounds of the man by the roadside. "He 
came upon him (and) was moved with compassion the sight. He approached the victim, 
poured oil and wine over his wounds and bandaged them' (Lk 10:34). God has shown 
solidarity with man in all things except sin. He took a body like ours to free us from sin 
and from everything that disfigures his image in us, such as spiritual, moral and corporal 
evils. The Church is a living, tangible, visible sign which throughout history witnesses to 
this divine solidarity. She therefore stands at the side of man in order to alleviate his 
sufferings in all their forms, and to support his development in all its aspects. 

 
The Christian Presence in the Middle East Witness and Mission 

Collegial Pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their 
Faithful in their different countries of Residence 

Different fields of service 

37. As we observe the Church, we see that social and humanitarian service is one of 
the most visible aspects of her mission. This service takes care of the varied needs that 
affect man: material, cultural, social, and development needs. We say this not in order 
to boast of it, but to renew both our solidarity with all kinds of suffering and needs, and 
our commitment to do everything in our power to alleviate human suffering in all its 
forms. Moreover, our Churches are vigilant to detect negative aspects of this action, in 
order to purify it, and conform their service more closely to the spirit of Christ and the 
Gospel. Further-more, we call on all the faithful, and particularly the social services, to 

http://www.al-bushra.org/hedchrch/incarnation.htm
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pay attention to the demands of society, to discover its new needs and open up new 
areas of action. This action will thus accompany social progress and identify its trials its 
needs and its aspirations. In doing so, it has but one objective: that of edifying man, a 
man aware of his being and dignity, by confronting him with the basic truth that every 
person is created in the image of God and his dignity stems from this divine 
resemblance. 

In serving every person in need, our Churches are not acting Out of self-interest, and 
most certain]y have no hidden agenda. They are at the service of every person who 
suffers, simply because he is a per- son, and hence represents the suffering of Christ 
crucified throughout human history. 

A renewed outlook 

38. We therefore repeat our appeal to the faithful and the social institutions in the 
Church to renew their view of society and reexamine the services they offer, so that 
these different services be guided by the genuine charity from which they draw their 
inspiration and which gives them life. The time has come to set up a permanent system 
to coordinate all who work in this field, both individuals and organisms, and to review 
their activities periodically, so that they may continue to develop and satisfy new needs. 
We likewise invite them to cooperate with all those who work in this field Social, 
humanitarian service is a privileged place for dialogue and mutual assistance between 
Christians of different denominations and all members of society. It pertains to the 
suffering person to bring us all together in unity. This requires the creation of specialized 
centers capable of playing their role competently and effectively. We would like to direct 
a special message of encouragement and affection to all those who so generously 
dedicate themselves to working in the different areas of social service, particularly those 
that involve difficulties and sacrifice. 

V. Ecumenical Presence 

"We will be Christians together or we will not exist!! 

39. This declaration appeared in our first message, and we wish to recall the context in 
which it was said. It is addressed to all our Christian brothers and sisters. 

"Our Eastern Churches are distinguished by their antiquity, their patrimonies, the variety 
of their liturgical expressions, the authenticity of their spiritualities, the breadth of their 
theological horizons and the force of their centuries-old witness which has sometimes 
reached the heroism of martyrs. All this represents a living experience which we bear in 
our hearts, a powerful stimulus for our hope and a source of confidence and 
perseverance from which we draw in looking to the future. 

Diversity is an essential characteristic of the universal Church, as it is of the Christian 
East. This diversity has always been a source of richness for the whole Church when 
we have experienced in it the unity of faith and charity. Unfortunately, this diversity has 
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been changed into divergences and separation because of human sin and human 
rejection of Christ's spirit. Nevertheless, what unites us is even stronger and more 
important than what divides us. It does not prevent us from meeting each other and 
helping one another. The Christianity of the East, in spite of its divisions represents a 
fundamental unity in faith, which nothing can break. We are Christians together, in good 
times and in bad. Our vocation is one, our witness is one and our destiny is one as well. 
We are thus required to work together in the different ways available and, in a spirit of 
fraternity and love, to give fundamental reaffirmation to the faithful who have been 
entrusted to us. We must do this in the various areas where we are compelled by the 
common good of Christians, as well as by the aspirations of all the believers of our 
various Churches, who put great hope in our rapprochement and our mutual assistance. 

In the East we will be Christians together or we will not exist. Certainly, 
interecclesial relations have not always been well- founded in our region. There are 
many reasons for this, both internal and external. But time has come to cleanse our 
memory of the bad effects of the past, however painful they may be, and to look 
towards the future together, in the spirit of Christ and in the light of his Gospel and the 
teaching of the apostles. 

"That all may be One" 

40. Having recalled this commitment of ours last summer, we wish to encourage this 
ecumenical orientation which, in truth and love, wisdom and humility, seeks to AL-
Bushra being about unity of faith and Eucharistic communion for all those who believe in 
Christ, Christ's tunic will thus once more be seamless. Many of the divisions in the 
Church have, for a variety of reasons, originated in the East. These divisions have often 
been accompanied by a hatred and rancour contrary to the Spirit of Christ. Indeed, we 
believe that Christ's call to unity, That they may be one just as we are. that the world 
may believe that you sent me" ~John) is an appeal directed in the first place to the con- 
science of all of us in the East. We are entreated to set aside the logic of division and 
follow the path of convergence and unity. "When God wills, and as he wills", this will 
come about with respect for the patrimony and legitimate characteristics of each 
ecclesial tradition. In this East of ours, unity is not a luxury, or a mere academic 
question. Its absence is a wound afflicting our faithful every day. They hope for the 
multiplication of efforts to bind up this wound which paralyzes us and restricts our 
Christian witness. 

Ecumenical Institutions 

41. We rejoice to see the growth of ecumenical movements and institutions in the 
Christian world, and the initiatives in multilateral dialogue undertaken as result in the 
East and in the West. We accompany them with our prayer, our interest and our 
encouragement, that they might produce the longed for fruits, whenever they are based 
on solid, clear principles. As far as the East is concerned, there can be no doubt that 



 60 

"The Middle East Council of Churches", which the Catholic Churches in the Middle East 
joined in 1990, is in the vanguard of ecumenical institutions in our region. The 
importance of its role in the service of Christians and man in our societies is destined to 
increase. As the foundational charter declares, the Council is intended to purify the 
Christian presence, bring about a spiritual renewal, direct its actions towards bringing 
about Christian unity, manifest community witness, develop mutual cooperation in the. 
area of social service and monitor questions related to justice and peace. We renew the 
commitment to the Council, which we made in our previous message. We understand it 
to be a place "for meeting together and seeking the common denominators which favor 
a collective presence and a common witness in our beloved East", it being understood 
that this presence and witness is not for our own benefit, but for the glory of God and 
the service of man in our society. Our unity is to be a living sign of fraternal meeting 
among all God's children in this part of the world. Hence, we will use all our strength to 
support the initiatives the Council undertakes in all its sections, so that our mutual 
cooperation becomes a feature of our ecclesial life and our pastoral activity. The 
"Council or Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East" is situated within the same context 
and spirit. It was established in August 1991, as a channel of fraternal communion 
between Christians in the East. Its role will be to confirm and deepen communication 
and unity between all the Churches in the region, as is also the case with other local or 
regional councils or organisms, whether Catholic, non-Catholic or ecumenical, and it will 
cooperate with them. 

The Christian Presence in the Middle East Witness and Mission: A Continuing 
Series 

Collegial Pastoral letter of the Catholic Patriarchs of the Middle East to their 
Faithful in their different countries of Residence 

42. Institutions are not enough. They require a genuine ecumenical spirit. Ecumenical 
action is first a Gospel spirituality, before being an action deployed on the ground. We 
recall the characteristics of this spirituality as they have been defined in the decree of 
Vatican Council II on ecumenism. This spirituality is based on the interior renewal of our 
Churches, thus providing a guarantee and a sign of success for the ecumenical 
movement. It is based on "a change of heart," as the movement to unity will make 
progress only in so tar as we live more transparent lives in accordance with the Gospel, 
and live a closer union with the Father, the Word and the Spirit. It consists of a search 
for mutual fraternal knowledge, free from over-hasty assessments and preconceived 
ideas (ef. Decree on Ecumenism n. 6,7,9). These spiritual guidelines aim to purify our 
hearts, and enable us to meet our brothers and sisters, not weighed down by our fears 
and suspicions, but in the Spirit of Christ who has set us free from all that prevents us 
from seeing in the other a brother in the faith. 

Difficulties and pitfalls 

43. lt is clear that relations between the Churches and ecumenical progress arc 
hindered by a number of difficulties, pitfalls and problems. Some may be real obstacles, 
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and some a question of suspicions, of fears, of misunderstandings or negative 
interpretations that are the legacy of centuries of Church divisions. These difficulties 
appear in the pastoral field and other areas of daily life. Difficulties of this kind demand 
from us a sincere, fraternal explanation, in the Spirit of Christ and of the Gospel. Such a 
Gospel climate will help to create an environment, to prepare the ground for overcoming 
the difficulties which obstruct us. It is highly desirable that in every diocese a council 
should be set up in which these difficulties could be studied as they appear, and serve 
as a means of exchange and cooperation in all those areas which are in the interest of 
the faithful and our common witness. 

A fervent, fraternal appeal 

44. In the present day the conditions in which the Christians of the Middle East live, with 
all their children, are by no means easy. It is no less certain that we are liable to meet 
these challenges alone. We must coordinate with all the initiatives of the other Christian 
Churches, especially our sister Orthodox Churches, for whom we have the greatest 
love, esteem and respect. The difficulties of the past, with the bitterness they have sown 
in human hearts, cannot be allowed to be an obstacle to fraternal exchanges for the 
good of Christians and their fellow-citizens in our lands. We make a fervent, fraternal 
appeal to all the Christian Churches to come together, to find one another. How could 
we reject any sincere effort to cooperate in all those areas that affect the lives of 
believers? In this way, we will attain unity of love while we await the great day when 
God grants us the gift of unity in faith which Christ desired for his Church. 

The dimensions of dialogue 

45. Throughout the course of the Economy of Salvation, the East Ecumenical spirit AL-
Bushra has been the land of dialogue between God and man. This dialogue reaches its 
culmination in Christ, God and Man. In Him, humanity is raised up to its Creator, and 
God draws close to His children1 the whole of mankind. The permanent dialogue he 
establishes with them is a reflection of the eternal dialogue of the three divine persons 
in the heart of the Blessed Trinity. Furthermore, God has entered into a dialogue with 
the man in 3esus Christ so that men can maintain a dialogue amongst themselves: "flat 
now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have become near by the blood of Christ 
For he is our peace, he who made both one and broke down the dividing wall of 
enmity." (Eph 2.13,14). Hence, "there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus." (Gal 
3:28). 

The Church of dialogue 

46. In Vatican Council II, the Church proclaimed that her identity, her vocation and her 
mission Mi led her to be a Church of dialogue. In the post-councilor period that has 
been seen in a series of openings to the world of our time and in all directions. The 
organisms required to transform this orientation into action have been set up. For their 
part, our countries have always been a place of openings, of the passage of 
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civilizations, with everything that this implies with regards to reconciliation and 
antagonisms, complementarity and conflicts, contacts and confrontations. This has 
given rise to forms of civilization which welcome and incorporate pluralism. Thus, 
nowadays as in the past, a characteristic of our countries is religious, ethnic, cultural 
and church pluralism. In consequence, dialogue is their fundamental vocation and their 
greatest challenge. Having lived at the heart of this cultural and human diversity, our 
Churches see in it one of the signs of the times, which they must interpret in the light of 
their faith and mission. This is how they acknowledge the call to dialogue as their 
primary vocation. It is also how the Church is called to be a living sign of the unity of the 
human family in a divided world. In the times in which we live, religions are invited to 
play a positive role in solving mankind's problems, instead of being a place for dispute 
and massacres among the children of the one human family, of the same country. 

The conditions for dialogue 

47. Dialogue is first of all a spiritual attitude. Man is engaged in a dialogue with his God 
which elevates his soul and purifies his heart and conscience, and this is reflected in his 
dialogue within himself and with others, both as individuals and as communities. 
Dialogue is a spirituality which leads us from exclusion to assimilation; from rejection to 
welcome; from placing into rigid categories to inclusion; from distorting the image of 
others to respect; from condemnation to mercy; from enmity to harmony; from rivalry to 
complementarity; from antipathy to encounter; and from hostility to fraternity. Dialogue 
with the other consists in knowing him, and acknowledging him as he sees himself. This 
means acknowledging him in the fullness of his personality, and welcoming him as the 
completion of ourselves rather than as an adversary, rival or enemy. This can be done 
only if all preconceived ideas, self-interest, and all kinds of egoism are rejected. In such 
a climate, dialogue becomes a shared wealth, and neither of the parties is required to 
renounce its identity or patrimony. It goes without saying that fanaticism in all its 
different forms, be it in the name of God, or of religion, the nation, confession, land, 
ethnic origins and language, or in the name of social or cultural affiliation, is the first 
enemy of dialogue. There is a great difference between the believer and the fanatic, the 
believer is in the service of God, whereas the fanatic makes use of God. The believer 
worships God, whereas the fanatic worships himself while imagining he worships God. 
The believer hears the word of God; the fanatic distorts it. The believer raises himself to 
God's level; the fanatic brings God down to his own level. The believer fears God; the 
fanatic threatens others in the name of God. The believer honors God; the fanatic 
attacks His greatness. The believer does the will of God; the fanatic substitutes his own 
will for that of God. The believer is a grace for humanity; the fanatic is a scourge. 
Fanaticism is a way of rejecting both God and humanity. In the fanatic, the energy of 
faith and love is transformed into the energy of hostility and rancour. He believes he is 
honoring God, those who differ from him in religion, race, language, color or patrimony. 
In the believer, on the other hand, all his energy is used to bring people together, to 
cooperate and edify. 

SOURCE: http://www.al-bushra.org/hedchrch/christianprescence.htm
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The Eastern Rite Church 

FR. WILLIAM SAUNDERS  

As are many Latin Rite Catholics, I am a bit ignorant about the Eastern Rite 

Church. What is the difference between the rites? Can Latin Rite Catholics fulfill 

their Sunday obligation by attending an Eastern Rite Mass? Can Latin Rite 

Catholics receive Holy Communion in an Eastern Rite Catholic Mass? Is the 

Eastern Rite Catholic Church the same as the Orthodox Church? 

  

The Eastern Rite Catholics are part of the Roman Catholic Church, not the Orthodox 

Church. While the majority of Roman Catholics belong to the Latin Rite, the Eastern 

Rites provide a special dimension to our Catholic heritage and spirituality. The Second 

Vatican Councilôs Decree on the Catholic Eastern Churches emphasized, ñThe Catholic 

Church values highly the institutions of the Eastern Churches, their liturgical rites, 

Ecclesiastical traditions and their ordering of Christian life. For in those churches, which 

are distinguished by their venerable antiquity, there is clearly evident the tradition which 

has come from the Apostles through the Fathers and which is part of the divinely 

revealed, undivided heritage of the Universal Churchò (No. 1).  

To appreciate the Eastern Churches and their rites, we must first quickly survey early 

Church history. At the Ascension, Jesus commanded the apostles, ñFull authority has 

been given to me both in heaven and on earth; go, therefore, and make disciples of all 

the nations. Baptize them in the name óof the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 

Spirit.ô Teach them to carry out everything I have commanded you. And know that I am 

with you always, until the end of the worldò (Mt 28:18-20). After Pentecost, the apostles, 

filled with the gifts of Holy Spirit, carried the gospel message throughout the world to 

unknown lands and foreign peoples. Tradition holds that the different Apostles 

journeyed as far as Spain in the West and India in the East. From the foundation they 

laid, the Church continued to spread despite persecution by the Roman Empire.  

Keep in mind also that the Roman Empire at that time encompassed most of western 

Europe, parts of eastern Europe, Asia Minor, Palestine, and northern Africa. While the 

Romans were severe conquerors, they did respect and tolerate the culture and customs 

of their subjects to insure peace. To govern this vast expanse more efficiently, Emperor 

Diocletian (ruling between 285-305) divided the empire in the year 292 into two main 

portions: Rome and Byzantium, with four prefectures. When Emperor Constantine 
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gained control, he legalized Christianity in 312 with the promulgation of the Edict of 

Milan, and then in 330 established the city of Constantinople as the capital of the 

eastern half of the Roman Empire. From this time on, the Empire was really seen as two 

halves ð the West and the East. The eastern half was highly influenced by Hellenistic 

culture introduced by Alexander the Great in the fourth century before our Lord. 

Eventually, Constantine would make Constantinople his home and base of government, 

and this city would be called, ñNew Rome.ò  

Within this framework, the Church grew. Dominant centers of Christianity eventually 

developed: Jerusalem, the ñbirthplaceò for Christianity; Rome, the Diocese of St. Peter 

and the ñhome baseò of the Church; Antioch, in Asia Minor where Christians were first 

called ñChristiansò; Alexandria, Egypt; and Constantinople, present day Istanbul, 

Turkey. Each of these communities professed the same belief and were united together 

as one Church. As the bishops of these dominant centers appointed and ordained other 

bishops to lead the growing Church, the hierarchy was mindful of the authority of the 

Holy Father, the Successor of St. Peter.  

Especially when comparing the West with East, differences in culture and language 

impacted upon the expression of the faith even though essential elements remained the 

same. For example, Baptism always involved the invocation of the Holy Trinity and the 

pouring of or immersion in water; yet, other particular prayers or liturgical customs were 

introduced in different areas. For Mass, the West used unleavened bread while 

leavened bread became more of the norm for the East. Moreover, Mass was called 

ñThe Holy Sacrifice of the Massò or simply ñMassò in the West and ñDivine Liturgyò or 

simply ñLiturgyò in the East. In the West, the faithful genuflected before the Blessed 

Sacrament, while in the East bowing became customary. In the East, the sacraments of 

Baptism, Holy Communion, and Confirmation were administered together, whereas in 

the West, these sacraments eventually were eventually separated and were 

administered to an individual as he matured. Another difference in religious culture was 

the usage of statues in the West as visible reminders to inspire devotion to the Lord, the 

Blessed Mother, or the saints whereas the veneration of icons evolved in the East. 

While these different traditions developed and remain to this day, the reflect the 

beautiful depth of Roman Catholicism.  

As the Church hierarchy became more stable, the position of Patriarch was recognized. 

A Patriarch had the highest ecclesiastical dignity after the Pope and had jurisdiction 
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over a particular territory. The term Patriarch comes from the Greek word for the leaders 

of the twelve tribes of Israel. Strictly speaking, "by the term 'Eastern Patriarch' is meant 

the bishop who has jurisdiction over all the bishops, metropolitans (archbishops) not 

excepted, clergy and people of his own territory or rite, according to the rules of canon 

law and without prejudice to the primacy of the Roman Pontiff" ("Decree on the Eastern 

Churches," No. 7). Therefore, the patriarch is the father and head of his patriarchate.  

The oldest version of Canon Law in the Church identified three patriarchs: The bishops 

of Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch. Each patriarch governed a territory of the Church: 

The patriarch of Rome governed the whole Church in the West; the patriarch of 

Alexandria, the area of Egypt and Palestine; and the Patriarch of Antioch, Syria, Asia 

Minor, Greece and the remainder of the Church in the East. These three patriarchates 

were recognized as having a supreme place among the bishops by the Council of Nicea 

in 325.  

With the rise of pilgrims to the Holy Land, the bishop of Jerusalem received greater 

honor. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 took the area of Palestine and Arabia from 

Antioch and formed the Patriarchate of Jerusalem.  

Since Constantine had made Constantinople the capital of the Roman Empire in the 

East and called it "New Rome," the Council of Chalcedon (451) eventually elevated it as 

a patriarchate with jurisdiction over the territories of Asia Minor and Thrace. The New 

Order of the Patriarchs then became in descending order Rome, Constantinople, 

Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. Keep in mind that the patriarchs are considered 

equal in rank even though they may have a precedence of honor. Moreover, just to 

underscore an important point, even though the bishop of Rome is a patriarch, as pope 

he has supreme authority and governance over the whole Church.  

Given this history, the differences in culture, language and liturgical practices, and the 

established hierarchy under patriarchs, the clear presence of defined "rites" arose. Rites 

basically refer to groups of the faithful who share the same manner of performing 

services for the worship of God and the sanctification of the faithful. The spiritual head 

of the rite was the patriarch, who in turn would be under the jurisdiction of the pope.  

During the fifth century, the barbarian invasions crippled the western Roman Empire. 

Rome itself declined in stature. Even though the pope was still the bishop of Rome, the 

great early Church councils were all convoked in cities of the east - Nicea, 
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Constantinople, Ephesus and Chalcedon. A rivalry over power, authority, and prestige 

developed between the pope, bishop of Rome, and the patriarch of Constantinople. In 

the mind of the patriarch, since Rome had declined in stature and since Constantinople 

was now the viable capital of the Roman Empire (or what was left of it), he thought he 

should be recognized as the head of the Church - in a sense, "New Rome" should be 

the home of the pope. From the pope's perspective, he was the successor of St. Peter, 

bishop of Rome, who held the keys of the Kingdom. Theological issues also became 

subject to debate, especially the adding of the filioque clause to the Creed, i.e. that the 

Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. To make a long story short, the 

mounting tensions finally exploded in 1054 when both the patriarch and the pope issued 

bulls of excommunication against each other.  

The Eastern Church was now in formal schism with the Western Church. Although they 

acknowledged the pope as the successor of St. Peter, they rejected his binding 

authority over the whole Church and considered him simply as "the first among equals." 

Spurning any affiliation with Rome, these Churches identified themselves as the 

Orthodox. The patriarch of Constantinople was recognized as the spiritual head of the 

Orthodox Churches, but he did not have any juridic authority over them, except those of 

his own patriarchate. (Please note that the Maronite Rite Catholic Church whose 

patriarch resides in Lebanon never severed its ties with Rome.) As time continued, the 

Roman Catholic Church was identified with the Latin Mass and allegiance to the Holy 

Father, and the Orthodox Churches with the Eastern Rites and particular ethnic 

communities, for example the Greek Orthodox Church and the Serbian Orthodox 

Church.  

Attempts were made to reunite these Orthodox Churches with the Roman Catholic 

Church. At the Council of Florence (1438-45) which both Emperor John VIII and 

Patriarch Joseph II of Constantinople attended, the theological questions were debated. 

The Eastern Orthodox Churches agreed to accept the teaching that the Holy Spirit 

proceeds from the Father and the Son, even though they were not required to add this 

phrase to the Creed. While the agreement was signed and the Churches officially 

reunited, a large segment of the regular clergy disdained this action. Moreover, when 

the Moslems conquered Constantinople in 1453, Sultan Mohammed II appointed 

Gennadios II as patriarch of Constantinople, who in turn repudiated the decrees of the 

Council of Florence. Once again, the two Churches were officially in schism. The 
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domination of Islam over the territory of the East made future reunification virtually 

impossible.  

In 1596, the first successful reunion occurred between the Ruthenian Orthodox and 

Roman Catholic Church in Poland with the Union of Brest. Other reunifications then 

followed. The most recent reunion involved the Church of Malankar, which traces its 

origins to St. Thomas the Apostle; in 1930, Bishop Ivanios, two other bishops, a priest, a 

deacon, and a laymen reunited with the Catholic Church and the Malankar Rite of the 

Catholic Church was born. These reunited Eastern Rites of the Catholic Church, except 

the Maronite Rite, all have counterparts remaining in the Orthodox Churches.  

Vatican Council II recognized in its "Decree on the Catholic Eastern Churches," "The 

holy Catholic Church, which is the Mystical Body of Christ, is made up of the faithful 

who are organically united in the Holy Spirit by the same faith, the same sacraments 

and the same government. They combine into different groups, which are held together 

by their hierarchy, and so form particular churches or rites. Between those churches 

there is such a wonderful bond of union that this variety in the Universal Church, so far 

from diminishing its unity, rather serves to emphasize it. For the Catholic Church wishes 

the traditions of each particular Church or Rite to remain whole and entire, and it 

likewise wishes to adapt its own way of life to the needs of different times and places" 

(No. 2). Although these Eastern Rites differ from the Western or Latin Rite in "rite" and 

liturgy, ecclesiastical discipline and Canon Law and spiritual traditions, they are fully 

part of the Roman Catholic Church under the leadership and pastoral care of the pope, 

the successor of St. Peter.  

Today, the various Eastern Rites are organized under the four eastern patriarchates. 

(The following information was gleaned from the Catholic Almanac.)  

The Alexandrian Rite is officially called the Liturgy of St. Mark. (St. Mark is traditionally 

considered the first bishop of Alexandria.) Their present liturgy contains elements of the 

Byzantine Rite of St. Basil and the liturgies of Sts. Mark, Cyril, and Gregory Nazianzen. 

This parent rite includes the Coptic Rite and the Ge'ez Rite. The Coptic Rite, which is 

situated primarily in Egypt, reunited with Rome in 1741 and uses the Coptic and Arabic 

languages in its liturgies. The Ge'ez Rite, based primarily in Ethiopia, Jerusalem, and 

Somalia, reunited with Rome in 1846 and uses the Ge'ez language in their liturgies.  



 68 

The Antiochene Rite is the Liturgy of St. James of Jerusalem. This parent rite includes 

the following rites: The Malankar Rite is located in India, reunited with Rome in 1930, 

and uses the Syriac and Malayalam languages in its liturgies.  

The Maronite Rite, located primarily in Lebanon, Cyrpus, Egypt, and Syria but with large 

populations of the faithful also in the United States, Argentina, Brazil, Australia, and 

Canada, has remained united with Rome since the time of its founder St. Maron, and 

uses the Syriac and Arabic languages in its liturgies.  

The Syrian Rite is located primarily in Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt and Syria, with healthy 

communities in Asia, Africa, Australia, and North and South America, reunited with 

Rome in 1781, and uses the Syriac and Arabic languages in its liturgies.  

The Armenian Rite, technically a distinct rite, derived from the Antiochene Rite and is 

an older form of the Byzantine Rite. Although it uses a different language, this rite is 

technically called the Greek Liturgy of St. Basil. This rite has jurisdictions primarily in 

Lebanon, Iran, Iraq, Egypt, Syria, Turkey, Ukraine, France, Greece, Romania, Armenia, 

Argentina and the United States. The Armenians reunited with Rome during the 

Crusades, and the ritual liturgical language is Classical Armenian.  

The Chaldean Rite, also technically a distinct rite, also originated from the Antiochene 

Rite. This rite is also divided into two rites: The Chaldean Rite, located primarily in Iraq, 

Iran, Lebanon, Egypt, Syria, Turkey and the United States, reunited with Rome in 1692, 

and uses the Syriac and Arabic languages in the liturgy. The Syro-Malabar Rite, located 

in India, claims to have originated with St. Thomas the Apostle, and uses the Syriac and 

Malayalam languages in the liturgy. Although the Syro-Malabar Rite was never in formal 

schism, for centuries no communication occurred between them and Rome until the 

time of the missionaries in the 1500s.  

The Byzantine Rite, the largest Eastern Rite, is based on the Rite of St. James of 

Jerusalem with the later reforms of St. Basil and St. John Chrysostom. These rites 

employ the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. This parent rite comprises many rites, which 

are themselves highly ethnic oriented. The Albanian Rite, centered in Albania, reunited 

with Rome in 1628 and uses Albanian as its liturgical language. The Belarussian 

(formerly titled Byelorussian) Rite, centered in Belarussia with large populations in 

Europe, North and South America, and Australia, reunited with Rome in the 1600s and 

uses Old Slavonic as their liturgical language. The Bulgarian Rite, centered in Bulgaria, 
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reunited with Rome in 1861 and uses the Old Slavonic language in the liturgy. The 

Croatian Rite, based primarily in Croatia with a significant population in the United 

States, reunited with Rome in 1611 and employs Old Slavonic as a liturgical language. 

The Greek Rite, which is centered in Greece and Turkey with congregations also in Asia 

Minor and Europe, reunited with Rome in 1829 and uses the Greek language in the 

liturgy. The Hungarian Rite, situated in Hungary with significant populations throughout 

Europe and North and South America, reunited with Rome in 1646 and uses Greek, 

Hungarian, and English in their liturgies. The Italo-Albanian Rite, mainly in Italy with 

congregations in North and South America, never separated from Rome and uses the 

Greek and Italo-Albanian languages in the liturgy. The Romanian Rite, centered in 

Romania with a significant population in the United States, reunited with Rome in 1697 

and use Modern Romanian in their liturgy; in 1948, they were forced to join the 

Romanian Orthodox Church in Romania, but since the fall of communism, the Catholic 

Romanian Rite has regained independence. The Russian Rite, located mainly in Russia 

and China with congregations in Europe, Australia, and North and South America, 

reunited with Rome in 1905 and use Old Slavonic as a liturgical language. The 

Georgian Rite, based in the former Soviet Republic of Georgia, reunited with Rome in 

1329, severed ties in 1507, then in 1917 broke with the Russian Orthodox Church and 

again reunited with Rome as the Georgian Byzantine Rite, and has struggled for 

survival ever since, especially during Communist oppression; the Georgian language is 

used in their liturgy. The Slovak Rite is based in Slovakia, the Czech Republic and 

Canada, and uses Old Slavonic in its liturgy.  

The three largest of the Byzantine Rites are the Melkite, Ruthenian and Ukrainian. The 

Melkite Rite has strong congregations in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, United States, 

Brazil, Venezuela, Canada, Australia, and Mexico. The Melkites reunited with Rome 

during the Crusades but due to impediments caused by the Moslem occupations more 

officially reunited in the early 1700s and use Greek, Arabic, English, Portuguese, and 

Spanish in the liturgy.  

The Ruthenian or Carpatho-Russian Rite is based in the Ukraine and the United States 

with strong congregations in Ukraine, United States, Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech 

Republic, Australia, and North and South America. The Ruthenians reunited with Rome 

in the Union of Brest-Litovsk in 1596 and the Union of Uzhorod in 1646. They employ 

Old Slavonic and English in the liturgy.  
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Finally, the Ukrainian Rite has large populations in the Ukraine, Poland, the United 

States, Canada, England, Australia, Germany, France, Brazil and Argentina. The 

Ukrainians reunited with Rome about 1595. However, Stalin forced the Ukrainian Rite 

Catholics to enter the Russian Orthodox Church in 1943, but since the independence of 

the Ukraine, they have reunited with Rome. This rite uses Old Slavonic and Ukrainian.  

In the Diocese of Arlington, we have three Eastern Rite Catholic Churches: Epiphany of 
our Lord Byzantine-Ruthenian Rite in Annandale under the jurisdiction of the Eparchy of 
Passaic, N.J.; Holy Transfiguration Melkite Rite in McLean of the Melkite Eparchy of 
Newton, Mass.; and Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Byzantine Ukrainian Rite 
in Manassas of the Ukrainian Catholic Archeparchy of Philadelphia, Pa. Also, at the 
Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington, the 
Byzantine Rite communities in the United States funded a chapel which is adorned with 
beautiful icons. All Roman Catholics are welcome to attend the Divine Liturgy at these 
Eastern Rite Churches (which does indeed fulfill the Sunday obligation) and may 
receive Holy Communion. Particulars of Canon Law, however, do regulate marriages 
between a Latin Rite and an Eastern Rite Catholic. In all, these rites remind us of the 
universality of our Roman Catholic Church and the rich liturgical traditions we share as 
Catholics.  
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