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Amidst the changing political, social, cultural and demographic dynamics in the 
Middle East, the disintegration of several Middle Eastern countries, due to the 
collapse of different national states, and the wide proliferation of non-state actors, 
particularly extremist and violent organizations and movements, old complications 
have resurfaced, most importantly, the problem of the Middle East’s beleaguered 
minorities. This issue became a focus of attention in view of the seriousness of a 
rising new phenomenon, i.e. the crucial role played by sub-national forms of identity 
consciousness at the expense of national identity. In this context, prospects for the 
survival of Christianity in the Middle East are bleak, as the past decade has been 
catastrophic for them and other minorities. What is their status today, and what 
future awaits them in a region redefined by extremist, violent and intolerant 
ideologies? 
 
Maison du Future (MdF), in collaboration with Wilfried Martens Centre for European 
Studies and al- Quds Center for Political Studies, held a conference to discuss the future 
of Christians in the Middle East, attended by political activists, intellectuals and 
clergymen from Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Palestine and Lebanon. 

 

President Amine Gemayel inaugurated the conference stating that "in the recent 
years, Christians and Muslims have been in the same boat! The situation might have 
taken a heavier toll on Muslims, yet it has posed a greater threat on Christians 
because their existence is at stake”. He added that “Christians have never caused a 
hindrance to the aspirations and goals of the Arab Islam society, but have rather 
stood alongside it”, asserting that “Christians did not take part in the region’s 
conflicts nor did they promote sedition”. 
 
President Gemayel raised several questions: “Has the impact of the bitter experiences 
faced by the Arab world during the last century and the last decade of this century 
been positive or negative?” “Did the Muslims change and were the lessons learnt 
sufficient enough?” “Are Christians fulfilling their conscientious and spiritual role in 
their communities and how do they reflect their existence in these communities?” 
“What is the Muslims’ stance on this and do they consider Christianity as 
complementary or contradictory to Islam "?  

 

Addressing both Christians and Muslims of the region, he ended on the note that 
when the sentiment of citizeship is deeply rooted, the mottos are concretized, and the 
religious belonging and identity no longer supersede, supplement or compromise 
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national identity, the pretext of the minority and the majority based on sectarian 
identity falls apart paving the way to salvation. 

 
Afterwards, Thuraya Bachaalani, the Secretary General of the Middle East Council of 
Churches (MECC), took the floor. She stated that the title of the conference triggered 
her to bring another equation into question: "Does the Middle East have a future 
without its Christians?" For Bachaalani, the future of Christians is correlated with the 
fundamentals of their vocation and the essence of their mission and religion, which 
instill into them the sense of commitment to humanity and to the worries of the 
peoples of this region. She also stated that “the Middle East’s Christians contribute to 
human happiness just as much as they aspire to the second goal which is the 
partnership with God”. She emphasized the need to reflect on the human condition 
in the Middle East, especially in the Arab world, to restore "the desecrated human 
dignity" and to achieve stability and peace by influencing public policies. She also 
presented some principles that the MECC upholds and builds its strategic plan of 
action upon: 
 

- To abandon the majority and minority logic regarding the Middle East’s 
Christians, consider them at par with their peers in the region, and adhere to 
their active and fundamental role. 

- Christians should not seclude themselves from the other components of the 
nation because building bridges of love and dialogue and coexistence is 
inherent to their Christian faith. 

- Christians reject violence and extremism and endeavor to revive their 
theological heritage to combat these two evils. 

- Christians choose to live with their peers in one nation where the principles of 
democracy, justice and equality prevail under the umbrella of the rule of law. 

- Establishing a Palestinian State with Jerusalem as its capital and achieving 
justice for its people remains a matter of priority. 

 

In his opening remark, Vit Novotni from the Wilfried Martens Centre for European 
Studies’ highlighted the Center’s attempts to put a spotlight on the difficult situation 
of the Middle East's Christians. He stated that the European Union is facing today a 
great number of challenges, most importantly the rise of populism for several reasons 
among which the economic crisis, the uncontrolled immigration and the difficulty of 
integration of large numbers of refugees, something that arouses fear in Europe. 
 
Oraib al-Rantawi, Director General of Al-Quds Center for Political Studies affirmed 
that the region would not have been the same without its Christians, and emphasized 
the need to stop discrimination against Christians, starting off with constitutions, 
legislations and practices going along to "genocide and systematic displacement by 
violent extremist religious groups". He cited a series of conclusions drawn by the Al-
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Quds Center as a result of studies on the phenomenon of discrimination against 
religious, racial and ethnic groups in the Arab world, specifically the Christians. First, 
the failure of the Arab national states to build civil democratic pluralistic regimes 
based on the principle of "equal citizenship0F

1"; secondly, the disproportional 
recognition of the Christians’ rights and freedoms in constitutions and legislations in 
force in several Arab countries; thirdly, the attempts to apply to the Middle East’s 
Christians the label of “negative force” and sometimes that of “the backbone of 
corruption and tyranny”, as well as the attempts of some extremist groups to 
consider the region’s Christians as "minor minorities", "communities of exile", 
“pockets and remnants of colonialism and crusades, or “dhimmis”; fourthly, the 
attempts to promote the theory of "alliance of minorities”, which emanates from the 
heart, culture and scarecrows of tyranny and oppression"; and lastly the intolerance 
that has become a typical characteristic of the Arab societies - especially in the last 
three decades - as a consequence of the "dual oppression and extremism". 

 

On the other hand, al-Rantawi shed the light on the discrepancies within the 
Christian communities and the gap between the church and its congregations 
coupled with the rise of extremist and isolationist trends among them. He called on 
the political and spiritual leaders of these communities to avoid falling into the circle 
of action and reaction and combatting extremism with counter-extremism. 
 
He ended on the note that there is no Christian solution for the Christians’ problems; 
the solution, however, lies in promoting the values of democracy, pluralism and 
respect of human rights by our populations and communities and building a modern 
civil democratic nation which regards all its fellow-citizens with an equal eye. 
 
Sameh Makram Obeid, the moderator of Session 1 " Religion, Tribes and the Challenges 
Ahead of Arab Identity” introduced the panelists: Dr. Lamia Shehade, Former 
University Professor, Writer and Researcher, Father Bassem al-Rai, University 
Professor and Researcher, and George Sabra, President of the Near East School of 
Theology and Professor of Systematic Theology.   
 
For Obeid, many Egyptians believe that loyalty should be first to Egypt and not to 
religion. "We are the children of the January Revolution, which promoted the concept 
of “a nation for all”, where religious reverence is shown to God alone.  We are the 
children of a modern state, which treats all citizens alike and ensures that there is 
neither any bias nor partiality", he said. Emphasizing on the concept of “a nation for 
all”, Obeid stated that what displeases when we approach the subject of Christians in 
the Arab world is not the minority-majority concept because it reflects a quantitative 
equation, but rather the talks about the partnership in the nation. "We as Christians 
are more of a part of a nation than partners", he added. Answering the question 
                                                           
1 The terms "citizenship" and "nationalism" are used interchangeably in this document. 
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raised by the conference, Obeid said: "Yes Christians will play a role in the Middle 
East in the future exactly as they did in the past, yet the importance of such role lies 
in proclaiming citizenship, establishing modern national states and modernizing 
constitutions”. "The protection of minorities by oppressors is an ostensible pretext", 
he affirmed. 

  

Dr. Lamia Shehade then shared her view stating that since state or nation building in 
the world and the Arab world focuses on questions of social integration and identity, 
it should also aim at engulfing the principle of citizenship under which all groups 
with different religious and ethnic affiliations may melt together into one entity. 
“But, in reality, we see the increasing resurgence of “sub-national religious 
consciousness and identity at the expense of national affiliation”, she said. 
 
Dr. Shehade then presented the definition of some Islamic Jurisprudence terms that 
denote the relationship between Christians and Muslims: 
 
1. The “House of Submission” (in arabic, dar al-islam, اسالم دار ), and the "House of 

War," (in arabic, dar al-harb, دار ا�حرب).  Islam views the world as divided into two: 
Dar al-Islam and Dar al-Harb with the borders of the first always guarded by 
Murabitoun ready to go to war against non-Muslims. Therefore, one is either a 
Muslim or an enemy. 

 
2. Al Ummah (in Arabic, امة) which refers to the totality of individuals, who are 

bound together by the tie of religion and not blood or tribal tie. All Muslims are 
brothers and, therefore, equal. The head of the Ummah is God and the Islamic 
Law Shari’ah (in Arabic, اشررعةة اسالمية) is its law. If the state is to exist at all, it has 
one purpose: to uphold, maintain and enforce the Shari’ah. Thus Islam, pretty 
much like Communism, transcends all national borders, and, loyalty is to the 
faith rather than the nation or state. 

 
3. “People of the Book” (Ahlul Kitab, in Arabic, هل اشكتابأ ), are the Christians, Jews, 

Hindus and Zoroastrians. Although they are allowed to live in the Islamic state 
and pursue their own religious teachings, they have no civil or political rights 
and no law to protect them. Instead, they are to pay the jizya (a special religious 
levy) so that their lives, women and wealth would be safe and protected. That is 
why they were referred to as Dhummiyyun (in Arabic, اشذمي�ن) derived from the 
Arabic word dhimmat meaning “covenant”, “trust”, “loyalty” and “security”. 
Since the jizya was labile, it often became too much to bear and many Christians 
throughout history converted to Islam. 

 
To answer the complex question of whether Christians have a future in the Middle 
East, Dr. Shehade relied on historical data and precedents of the modern Arab World. 
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She particularly spoke about the renaissance of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, during which Lebanon witnessed the emergence of secular 
parties whose most prominent leaders were Christians, mostly Greek Orthodox 
living in cities. The Maronites were not under the care of Muslims because they had 
taken refuge in northern Lebanon. They had always tried to establish an independent 
state and played a major role in the establishment of the State of Lebanon and in the 
spread of Christianity. Soon after the genesis of the Arab renaissance and 
modernization, the resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism took place: Hassan al-
Banna founded his Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in 1929, paving the way to more 
extreme ideologues who all preached to return to Pristine Islam. These groups 
resorted to violence, especially against followers of other religions. 
 
Dr. Shehade also stated that to this day, some Muslim countries do not allow 
Christians to have civil or political rights, or to be buried in their land since the 
Christian bodies would make the Muslim land sacrilegious. Christians, to this day, 
are not allowed to have their own places of worship or hold meetings to pray 
together, nor are they allowed bringing in their own personal copies of the Bible. 
Christian women are still forced to wear the veil, the niqab or the ‘aba. Christians are 
not allowed to eat, drink or smoke in public during Ramadan. “Where are the 
democracy and secularism?” she asked. 
 
“With the advancement of technology, the world's transformation into one big village 
and the widespread of knowledge and the Internet, Christians, today, witnessed by 
all to be persecuted and massacred, who seldom find work in their homeland, are the 
first to emigrate either for security and stability and those never return, or to find 
work, economic prosperity and affluence. Most of the latter would wait out the 
economic stagnation to return to their homeland and help in its economic 
prosperity”, she added. 
 
For Dr. Shehade, based on the preceding of the core tenets of Islam, such as the 
concepts of the Ummah, where loyalty is to the faith rather than the nation and 
transcending all national borders; the discrimination against and repression of 
Christians under the rubric of ahlul dhimmah; and the bipolar view of the world as 
Dar al-Islam and Dar al-Harb making all non-Muslims enemies, Christians have 
become victims of discrimination, “and if this reality lingers on, I do not see a future 
for Christians in the Middle East”, she said.  
 
Dr. Shehade concluded by quoting a Syrian Christian lawyer in 1996: "I spent an 
evening with some friends during the triple aggression, and one of them said that 
Christians will never be genuinely patriotic, and that the country is not theirs, so 
they’d better leave us. I told him that I was in this country before the Islam conquest; 
it is mine and I will not leave it even if there is not a single Christian left! My 
sentiment of patriotism defies yours and your grandparents'". 
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Father Bassem el-Rai then intervened expressing that the return of tribalism is the 
prevailing tendency in the world today. "What is going on in the World, especially in 
Europe, speaks for itself, from Brexit in Great Britain, to the continuous French talks 
about the security of the French borders, to the rise of popularism and the 
proliferation of the right-wing ideology in other countries, alongside the 
predominance of ethnicity. All this falls under the "return of tribalism", not in the Ibn 
Khaldun’s sense of fanaticism, but within the following new connotations: 

 
- A comprehensive return to local specificity and ethnic, racial and religious 

identities. 
- Enhancement of groups value because groups alone have an actual existence, 

and their members have entrenched rights. It is not useful to subject everyone 
to a neutral state with a single history; the ultimate solution is to permit 
separatism in such a manner as to grant the groups the right to be involved. 

- The correlation between the new tribal tendency and religion because of the 
demise of the national society. In the East, the return of tribalism comes with 
the decline of authoritarian regimes and the collapse of the national project, 
coupled with globalization. 

 

Father al-Rai added that multi-tribalism in the Middle East poses an obstacle to tribe 
merging attempts; therefore what is required is a political agreement that lays the 
foundations for co-existence, comparing the groups of believers to universal tribes 
because they can cross borders. 

He then confirmed that the tribalism is inevitable and will change the concept of the 
state, especially at the time of the eclipse of civil and liberal national states. For him, this 
means, that the return of tribalism is correlated with the return of religion, the shift in 
the concept of state and the decline of the national state. He also said that this doesn't 
mean that the state has lost the meaning of its existence, but necessitates the 
reconsideration of its role: the change of the concept of state borders, the change of the 
role of the state in terms of its social, economic and political intervention and the 
adoption of a participatory democracy, e.g. participation of all the constituents of the 
society on the grounds that the society is the foundation of the state and is not 
subjugated to it. 

He ended on the note that the world is entering a new stage accompanied with 
transformations in the concept of the state and its role, that do not seem unfamiliar to 
the East; in fact, its countries got to a point where they diverted from model to model, 
such as the adoption of federations and the recognition of pluralism and the ability of 
identities to establish constitutions that represent them in real. 
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Dr. George Sabra: "Religion has played a negative role in interhuman relations and has 
been used for bad purposes, but it remains a fundamental element, unlike the tribalism 
which was outstripped by humanity, therefore creating a link between the two would 
harm the religion. The saying that the religion gushed out or returned is a 
contemporary western saying that has a meaning associated with the latest 
developments which took place in Europe where atheist and secular waves collapsed, 
and religion resurged in many forms particularly in the yearning for spirituality. These 
scenarios are not applicable to the Middle East. And it is not correct to talk about the 
resurgence of religion, because it had never disappeared.  

A question-answer session followed: 

Sabra added: "The course of time has proved that national, secular and atheistic projects 
failed because they did not capture people's hearts or minds, and because they tried to 
supersede religion; religious identity is important in our region, and we cannot see the 
importance of religion to us through the same lens used in other parts of the world. The 
centralization of religion is stable in this region of the world and it is no coincidence 
that the “revealed religions” were born in it and has subsisted in it as well as in the 
whole world. Because our region is the cradle of religions, religion is not just a random 
occurrence in our existence but an essential pillar of it ". 

"We do not necessarily have to revert to the Ottoman “Millet System”, but we cannot 
secure the rights of constituents without acknowledging the centrality of religion; we 
cannot create a unifying identity for societies without taking religion into account. The 
promising future that we aspire to shape for us and our partners in our nation will not 
be created if we ignore the centrality of religion in our region. Whenever religion did 
not go with the flow in terms of political, social and cultural developments, the 
secularism found itself in trouble”, he added. 

“I have every confidence that there is no future for Christians in the Middle East and no 
future for the entire Middle East region without the participation of religion in the 
process of transition to societies in which everyone is equal; and the main liability in 
this transformation process is in the hand of the religious majority. Christians live 
under the rule of Muslims, they are in an Islamic world and Islam is not just a religion 
in the narrow sense but rather a comprehensive vision of life". Sabra concluded by this 
statement: "The fate of Islam determines the fate of Christians and wherever Muslims 
will go in the region, Christians will go as well. Yet, the crucial question to rise is: 
“What are the future orientations of Islam, Islamic ideology and Islamic religious 
institutions?" We cannot move forward, nor achieve neither a unifying national identity 
nor an ultimate equality in our communities without involving the religion. Our role, as 
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Christians, is to be a model of religion engagement in the transformation process and 
contribute to it hand in hand with our Muslim compatriots. The mission is difficult, and 
the path is long, but I do not see a common future for Muslims or Christians if the 
situation remains as is or regresses and Lebanon can play a vital role in this 
transformation process”. 

Wahid Abdl Majeed: “When we talk about ethnicity, we talk about all sub-affiliations 
inherent to a person such as religion, race and nation etc... The problem does not lie in 
the inconsistency among these affiliations but rather in their order of priority. The 
reason behind the imbalance witnessed by the Arab world in the prioritization of these 
affiliations - with religion coming before all others - is the failure to build national 
states. Attempts to build these states were made in several countries but failed, leading 
to the decline of national belonging - which should naturally be on the top of the pile - 
to the favor of religious belonging". 

Sheikh Ghassan al-Halabi adviser of the Druze Unitarian Community in Lebanon 
said: "While listening to the lexical interpretation of Dr. Shehadeh, many scenarios 
crossed my mind; the first is the conference held by Al-Azhar in partnership with 
leading Christian communities to correct misconceptions about Islam. The second 
scenario represents the prominent rencontre between Pope Francis and the Grand Imam 
of Egypt’s Al-Azhar Mosque, during which the two spiritual leaders delivered 
memorable speeches that made their way into history books. What I want to say is that 
there are new dynamics in this sphere all of which converge into a new vision aiming at 
resolving all outstanding problems between religions and taking us outside the classical 
box of religions, and of course the political and intellectual pragmatism stands against 
these dynamics”. "One of the most inspiring lines of President’s Gemayel address is the 
question about the conscious and spiritual role of Christians and Muslims in this region, 
and when this role is fulfilled, Christians will have a future in it”, he concluded. 

Dr. Antoine Tohme, former Dean of the Faculty of Education at the Lebanese 
University said: "Based on my experience in the education sphere, I say that we are 
facing a great challenge in our world, which is "citizenship", e.g. equality for all people. 
Have we got enough courage to stand for it? If only we could focus on establishing 
constitutions built on nationalism2

President Gemayel agreed with Dr. Sabra regarding the need to consider the centrality 
of religion in examining the future of Christians in the East. He fully supported the idea 
of reflecting on this and complemented it with another question “who is the dialogist 
that will drive the progress? He argued, however, that talking about the centrality of 

 and inculcate this idea in the future generations”. 

                                                           
2 The terms "nationalism" and "citizenship" are used interchangeably in this document. 
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religion is not enough.  “We hope that Al-Azhar would be the dialogist because today 
he projects a very moderate image of Islam. Does Al-Azhar represent all Sunnis? 
Wahhabism or Da'ishism? Even among the Shiite, there is a deep discord between 
Imamis and Wilayat al Faqih. Therefore, when we talk about Islamic-Christian 
dialogue, with whom are we dialoguing? Even among Christians multiple opinions and 
differences reign. Who are the dialogists then?” questioned president Gemayel. 

Professor Fadi Nasr of the Orthodox Youth Movement: “Long-standing relations 
between Islam and Christians cannot be narrowed down to specific events or some 
historical periods. It is true that history witnessed turbulences in this relationship, but 
there have also been periods of peace upon which we must build. Also, Christians must 
define the role they want to assume in this region”. 

Sam Menassa, Executive director of the Maison du Futur, directed a question to Sabra: 
“You talked about the role of democracy, freedoms and religious thought: Do religious 
institutions open the door to freedom and democracy for us to be able to assign this key 
role to religion?"  

A participant from Iraq commented on Dr. Sabra’s viewpoint: "I have quick questions 
about the centrality of religion: The weakness of inter-religious dialogue and the lack of 
respect for other religions, especially among minor constituents, are key factors of 
religious strife and conflicts that affect the society and weaken its unity. Secondly, there 
is still weakness in confronting atonement ideas such as Al-Azhar's position towards 
ISIS’ atonement. Thirdly, none of the participants talked about the role of religion in the 
state, and this is a fundamental aspect: Is it an intervention or a cultural and social role? 

Dr. Sabra: "To answer Mr. Menassa’s question, I would say that it depends on the 
position of each church. The Evangelical Church, for example, opens the door to 
freedom, and if other churches don’t, they must reconsider their positions. I agree with 
my brother from Iraq that the disesteem of other religions instigates riots. It is also 
wrong not to punish the murderers, this, in turn necessitates a critical review by all 
religions. I am secular, and I do not think that religion should play a role in building a 
nation but should rather assume a social and cultural role”. 

An answer session followed: 

Father el-Rai: “The relationship between the state and religion is blurred in our entire 
region. The question we must raise is: how can religion be constructive not 
destructive?" 

Dr. Shehade to Professor Fadi Nassr: "Christians and Muslims have lived side by side 
for 1300 years. What we reject is that the state embraces the Islam as religion and 
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considers Christians as “protected people” who do not enjoy their rights. I think that 
Sheikh el- Halabi misunderstood my point. I said that the definition of the dictionary of 
the word “Al-Ummah” means “Nation” in English, which is different from its meaning 
in Islam". 

During Session 2 “Arab Christians and Regional Conflicts”, its moderator Father Rifaat 
Badr, introduced the panelists: Tarek Mitri, Former Minister and Director of Issam 
Fares Center for Public Policy and International Affairs at the American University of 
Beirut, Dr. Saad Salloum, University Professor in Iraq; Dr. Otmar Oehring, 
Coordinator for International Religious Dialogue at the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, a 
European-International Cooperation. 

Tarek Mitri, spoke about the reasons behind the diminishment of the Christian 
presence in the region and the decline of their number from a quarter of the population 
of the region (Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan) to 10% today. "I think that one of 
the issues that are often overlooked is that the proportion of Christians has decreased 
due to their gradual loss of relative advantage in education, health and urban stability, 
in addition to the value changes affecting low fertility rates such as the preference of 
individual success over family solidarity," he said. 

Mitri emphasized that the emigration remains the main rationale for the downward 
trend of the Christians’ demographics; it commenced at the beginning of the last 
century and accelerated when the gap between the growth of the local economy and the 
new needs of people grew and became driven, first and foremost, by the economic 
development obsession. He added: "In recent years, the emigration concomitated with 
the increasing talks about the decline of the Christian role alongside a sense of 
estrangement and detachment from public life. He also argued that the Christians in the 
region had suffered, like others, from the failure to build a state that prioritizes 
egalitarianism. They felt more and more marginalized and less able to participate in the 
making of their future and the future of their nations. It is worth mentioning that the 
“aloof minority versus the dominant majority dichotomy” did not retain them, because 
the issues of Christians were and remain a reflection of the problems of all Arab 
societies, whether they relate to equality and political participation or to development 
and cultural advancement”. “The increasing concern prevailing among Christian 
groups "made them more prone to intimidation" prompting some of them to support or 
feel nostalgic to tyrannical regimes, while sweeping under the rug the acts of terrorism 
and marginalization these regimes perpetrated against their own citizens and the 
suspicions they caused to them. Additionally, the violence witnessed in recent years has 
acted as an emigration accelerator”, he added. 
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Mitri spoke of several illusions about the atrophy of the Christian presence in the East: 

First: a universal plan to empty the East of its Christians. There is no doubt that radical 
Islamists and Israel come together in the hope of Christians’ demise; many however, do 
not want to eliminate the Christian presence, though they do not do much to prevent it. 
He considers that Western countries are facilitating the take-in of Christians because 
they believe in the success of their integration not because they want to uproot them 
from their land. 

Secondly: resorting to tyrannical regimes as alternative to terrorism on the lesser of two 
evils principle while denying the cycle of violence between repression and terrorism. 
“The truth is that these regimes marginalized Christians for many years, subjugated 
them in return for their protection, stripped them of their freedoms and isolated them”. 

Thirdly: the expectation of and recourse to external protection, as there is no external 
force that provides any significant support to Christians. Fourthly, Christians have an 
interest in the alliance of minority in the face of the majority, which contradicts any 
aspiration to bypass the majority-minority dichotomy and contributes to the 
fragmentation of societies in more than one country. 

Mitri ended on the note that it won’t be beneficial to anyone to show an absolute 
contradiction between the so-called concerns of the minority and the worries of the 
majority. The integrity of Christians requires the avoidance of double standards when 
taking moral positions, whether in condemning people, individuals or groups or 
defending their rights. “The discrimination against Christians is not a justifiable reason 
for counter-discrimination”, he said. 

Dr.  Saad Salloum then took the floor and expressed that he would like to discuss the 
internal division among the Christians in Iraq, which conveys conflicting messages to 
the international community, and how it is exploited by the internal giants (Shiites, 
Sunnis, Kurds) and external players. 

Dr. Salloum emphasized that Christians in Iraq are not detached from their social 
reality and the Iraqi law recognizes 18 religions comprising 14 Christian communities, 
Sunnis, Shiites, Jews and Yezidi. What is the position of Christians in this sectarian 
map?? Christians in Iraq are 14 sects, and it is difficult for them to reach one opinion 
regarding the issues that concern their future. They lack clarity about the relationship 
between religion and state, the return of displaced people and political participation... 

In the Nineveh Plains, for example, there is no unified Christian vision regarding 
Christian's future. While some call for international protection, others call for the 
establishment of an independent province with an autonomous budget, and still there is 
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a controversy over whether this province will be governed by the Government of 
Kurdistan or the Government of Baghdad. 

On the other hand, Dr. Salloum spoke about the low representation of Christians in the 
political arena, explaining that in Kurdistan there are six Christian deputies out of 100 
deputies. In Baghdad, there are five seats reserved for Christians out of 328 seats, which 
is a minimal and symbolic representation that keeps the Christians under the 
domination of the three other groups. “15 seats: that’s all Christians ask for… as if this 
would change the course of history!” questioned Dr. Salloum. 

He added that the Christians in Iraq need to establish an inter-Christian dialogue before 
setting up a dialogue with other communities, emphasizing that to exit from this 
vicious circle there are several ways, most importantly the existence of a unified 
Christian authority in Iraq (referring to Patriarch Sako) for them to establish an active 
presence; the call to unify all Christian communities under the umbrella of one 
consolidated church; the focus on the soft power sources of the Iraq’s Christians; the 
importance of considering the Christian religious heritage as an heritage shared with 
other Iraqis in addition to the strengthening of the role of Christian schools and the 
strong investment in a bottom-up change approach, pointing out that when the 
Christians were prevented from celebrating Christmas, the Muslims did celebrate it. 

Dr. Otmar Oehring: It was a pleasure for me to listen to the previous interventions and 
wished the West’s leaders could listen to them to change their position about what is 
happening to this region and its Christians. It would seem a bit boastful to come from 
the West and talk about the Christians of the East, but I have been heavily involved in 
Christian relief organizations. In 2009, I took part in the reception of the first Iraqi 
refugees in Germany. It is very important to describe the situation in the Middle East 
and to provide a full picture in order to help the West in understanding the situation. 
Unfortunately, the clergymen use with us a different language than the one they use 
with politicians in the West, and express views and ideas about the region that confirm 
these politicians’ perspectives concerning the region. I am talking about 200,000 Iraqi 
Christians based on what I have learned from some bishops in recent years, but it seems 
that the figure is lower based on what was previously shared today. 

The determinants of Christians' future in Iraq are complex and vague, and there are 
many reasons that "lead us to believe that the Christian presence in Iraq will be 
difficult." Under Saddam Hussein, the Sunni regime was imposed on Iraqis. 
Nevertheless, he cooperated with Christians because he needed them. This gave 
backing to Christians. After the fall of Saddam and the Shiites rule, there was no longer 
a need for Christians, which negatively affected them, especially considering the 
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escalation of violent extremism and the successive setbacks that hit them. In this regard, 
Iran and Turkey did not play a positive role, which raised concerns among Iraqi 
Christians and pushed them to recourse to the Peshmerga’s protection, and it was only 
logical for the to head off to Erbil, hoping that it will be the springboard to emigration. 
Christians are the victims of these crises, I meant to focus on this; it is not enough to talk 
about discrimination in laws and constitutions, but it is important to picture the reality 
on the ground which makes the survival of Christians in the region impossible. We 
must be prepared to face the challenges encountered by Iraq’s Christians and entire 
population. 

Daoud el-Sayegh: The motives for the mass departure of Syrian Christians are the 
emergence of ISIS and the facilitation of the visa granting process by some Western 
countries. I think it is not right to look at the Christians of the region comprehensively, 
because each country has its own specificity, all the more the Christians in Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Palestine have some dissimilarities. The Christian’s 
mass departure began in these countries during the second half of the last century with 
the emergence of authoritarian regimes and nationalization and repression trends, and 
their presence shrunk with the shrinkage of public freedoms. Christians in these 
countries were a minority and minorities get worried if their freedom is restricted. The 
Christian's presence depends on free systems not on foreign protection. Lebanon is the 
country of public freedoms where the freedom of belief is absolute, and the state 
respects all religions and sects. Lebanon was a pioneer in the East in this sphere; 
therefore the Lebanese case should be approached differently. 

A question-answer session followed: 

Father Peter Madrous: We should examine what the Quran really teaches about 
Christianity, because this will define the position that all Muslims should adopt 
regarding Christianity and the Christians. 

A participant from Iraq addressed some remarks to Mitri: There is a growing sense 
among the Christians of Iraq and Syria that Iraq is no longer their homeland and that 
Syria is no longer their homeland and that they have no future there. This is a 
dangerous feeling and difficult to contain considering what they are exposed to. How 
do we stop the mass departure under the persistent threat? As for the illusion of relying 
on external support, we are aware that the international community is unable to 
provide enough support to protect Christians, but Christians seek protection from 
abroad because of the absence of all other means. 

 El-Sayegh directed a question to Salloum: You spoke about the need to establish a 
unified religious authority in Iraq and you alluded to Patriarch Sako. Don’t you think it 
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is dangerous to replace politicians with clerics? Wouldn’t this disestablish the national 
state? " 

Oraib el-Rantawi: I think that the most dangerous approach to the relationship 
between Christians and Muslims is to read it through the page of the present and 
through ISIS’s lenses specifically. By way of appreciation to our history, we must admit 
that there are bright pages in it; the image hasn’t always been so black, and we 
witnessed an era where the Islamic discourse was more modern and open. Our duty is 
to revise constitutions and laws and build national states. As for the interfaith 
argumentation, it may take a long time, vainly. The right beginning for sound relations 
between the two parties is to build modern, just and national states, which bring us all 
together" . 

Alfred Riachy: The Christians of Egypt, Iraq, and Syria have accepted political 
allegiance, and they lost hope in staying in the region. The Christians of Lebanon might 
follow their step, and the solution lies in adopting a federal system.  

UAn answer session followed: 

Mitri: I heard generalist fruitless views, and we all tend to say, “We should, and we 
must”, which turn our aspirations into inefficient programs and plans. We must get out 
of this framework and be more specific. During the Renaissance, hopes were high 
among Christians and Muslims but they dimmed and the promises gestated by the 
Renaissance failed, and the feeling of disappointment was greater among the less 
numerous groups. 

Salloum: Christians need a unified Christian authority that has a clear vision and a 
good relationship with everyone, that’s what Patriarch Sako is known for. At the same 
time, I emphasize that clergymen complement politicians and do not replace them. 

After lunch, the main panelist of the conference Lebanese MP Neemat Frem 
emphasized the importance of understanding the world history to be able to deep dive 
into the challenges faced by Christians in the Middle East. "If the future seems bleak, 
unpredictable, and sometimes scary due to the geopolitical changes, I affirm that the 
Middle East’s Christians have always been peace propagandists and have always 
disseminated knowledge and fought for freedom and human dignity in the region”, he 
said. 

MP Frem then talked about the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the German Empire 
and Tsarist Russia as cracks that had a major impact on the Oriental Christians.  He also 
asserted that if the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire did not coincide with the 
Bolshevik revolution, the Czars of Russia would have restored Istanbul as the capital of 
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Orthodoxy in the world, and this would have positively impacted the Levant’s 
Christians. 

He added that the reality of the Christians in the region changed with Russia's radical 
transformation towards communism and the dissolution of the Catholic empire, and 
then they failed to face the dangers of liquidation, immigration and intimidation. “What 
the terrorist organization has been doing in recent years is somehow a repetition of this 
painful historical period”, he commented. 

He then asked: "What lessons have we learned as Oriental Christians? And how should 
we understand what the future holds in store for us based on history?" Will the Syrian 
crisis result in the return of Russia to this Orient in this era outside the context of the 
historical course that I mentioned? Is Russia going in the direction of redefining a 
renewed course for the white cesarean army in the Middle East, and at first glance we 
Christians seem like we are its natural allies? This controversy deserves deep reflection, 
and there are many caveats. " 

On the other hand, Frem sees the rise of the right-wing parties in Europe as an attempt 
to restore a Christian identity to Europe and a semi-reconfiguration of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, asserting that the logic leads us to expect a European program for 
the protection of Christians similar to the times of Metzarpia. He asked whether - 
amidst the new Turkish economic invasion of the East, the major IT breakthroughs, the 
failure of the Arab Spring, the rise of ISIS, the flabbiness of the Levant countries and the 
stalled progress on the Palestinian Cause - we are faced with a geographical-
demographic reconfiguration of the region, whether these crises will revitalize the 
unified countries and whether we are heading towards fragmentation and 
disintegration? Will the Christians have a say in shaping the region in such a manner as 
to protect their active and free presence in it or they will become minorities awaiting 
emigration to the West? 

 He added that the Christians need to be aware of what is going on around them and to 
be prepared for major developments. "We in Lebanon are not prepared due to the 
political, economic and social deterioration we are witnessing," he said. 

"If we want Lebanon to remain our country, and the Christians to remain key players in 
the East, we must transform from a semi-failed state into a productive state capable of 
advancing the lives of its citizens. Christians in this country and this East must regain 
their role and mission. They should serve as role models for knowledge and decency, 
and as an example of a noble and creative management of pluralism and citizen and 
state affairs... or else our presence and role will demise!”, he concluded. 
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President Gemayel addressed a question to Frem about the Christian expatriates 
around the World: "We are communicating with the Christian communities around the 
world for them to regain their Lebanese nationality because we consider that Lebanon 
and the region would never be the same, if they are abandoned by the Christians," he 
said. 

"If we do not take any action today, our numbers will decline. And if Lebanon loses an 
essential constituent, it will lose its identity. We are proud of our expatriates, but 
unfortunately, our expatriates are not proud of us. For them, the trash crisis is just as 
ugly and disappointing as the Civil War. We cannot disregard the fusion of Christians 
in Lebanon because the relationship between the religions is so deep that there is a deep 
consensus between them on the core of the conflict. They protect themselves and 
protect each other to the point of complementing each other. But we must make this 
fusion a productive factor to build the state we aspire to, otherwise the relationship 
between us will remain sterile! ". 

Fadi el-Ahmar: “Based on the historical background provided, I seize the opportunity 
to raise three questions: What responsibility rests with the West's to re-expose the issue 
of minorities? What responsibility rests with the Muslims and the Islamic discourse 
regarding the current status of Christians, and what responsibility rests with the 
Christians who have taken refuge in the West and kept their distance from the Arab 
issues, which raised doubt about their Arab identity? 

Nadim Boustani: what is your vision about the salvation of Lebanon’s Christians? 

Frem: The establishment of a productive state is the only salvation for all the Lebanese 
people. Emigration is very dangerous for both Christians and Muslims. In Lebanon, we 
have over focused on the power sharing formula to a point we totally neglected the 
concept of productivity.  

During Session 3: “Protection of Minorities: A Critical Approach”, its mediator Oraib el-
Rantawi introduced the panelists: Samir Morcos, former Egyptian Minister and 
Lifetime Honorary Member of the Norwegian Academy of Literature and Freedom of 
Expression; Hanna Issa, Palestinian Researcher, Legal Expert and Professor; and Ziad 
al-Sayegh, Policy and Refugee Policy Expert. 

Samir Morcos started by questioning the reality of the existence of a Christian Alliance 
in the region. For him, this issue is linked to the societal context. “Those who follow the 
Egyptian situation, for example, know that the Copts' movement in the Egyptian society 
has always been associated with the social momentum that took place in 1952 when 
segments of the Copts, responded to Nasserism and civil, political, social and economic 
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nationalism", he said. He pointed out that the Coptic social body in Egypt did not have 
one united color and a Coptic bloc never existed. The turning point took place in 1970 
with the emergence of the Islamic political tide, which created tensions in the relations 
between Christians and Muslims, leading to the outbreak of religious violence and 
religious rifts in a phenomenon never witnessed before in Egypt’s modern history. This 
congestion turned into a societal issue and every friction among citizens became a 
religious friction if its parties were Muslim and Christian. The Copts joined the January 
25 revolution driven by the sense of nationalism and not because they were a minority, 
and the Coptic youth turned away from the religious institutions that did not support 
this movement.  

However, experience has shown the existence of an oppositional societal stance to 
religious pluralism; in fact, there is a law in Egypt that authorizes the construction of 
churches, but the society is opposed to it, and this attitude became more entrenched 
with the rise of radicalism. This culture is the greatest danger facing Copts in Egypt 
today. These oppositional values embrace the ideas of exclusion and one-sided vision 
and constitute an intellectual and cultural ecosystem that obstructs the establishment of 
a modern state built on citizenship, civism and modernity. I believe that the main battle 
in Egypt in the next stage will be the confrontation of this oppositional culture. We can 
issue laws that proclaim all rights, but it will clash with a factuality characterized 
mainly by cultural oppositional values that find an echo among some conservative 
forces generally and among many popular segments. We need to promote the idea of 
citizenship integration whether between Christians themselves or between Christians 
and other citizens". 

Hana Issa: "In Palestine there are no minorities. We are one people called the 
Palestinian Arab people. There are 45,000 Christians in the Holy Land and only 114,500 
Christians live in the region of Palestine while 2 million live in a global diaspora, yet we 
do not claim that we are a minority and there is an absolute cooperation among 
Christians and Muslims”. Issa spoke of a decline in the number of Christians because of 
emigration, as is the case with the Muslims in Palestine and in other Arab countries. 
“When Israel occupied Arab Jerusalem, it confiscated 50% of Christians’ property. In 
Jerusalem today, only 62 Christian families are under Jordanian guardianship. Our 
status is stable in terms of Palestinian presence. We have 13 Christian communities and 
we do not have one unified Palestinian church. The Church of the Resurrection is 
subject to the Ottoman Status Quo and is supervised by the Roman, Armenian 
Orthodox and Franciscans. 
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Ziad el- Sayegh: outlined four challenges that should be overcome at this historic 
moment characterized by an upsurge of national fanaticism, namely, the illusion of 
minorityism, the majority bulge, the ineffectual moderate liberal movement, and the 
fragile strategy aimed at building a socio-economic justice as a social cohesion factor. 

Regarding the illusion of minorityism, el-Sayegh emphasized on the importance of 
dismantling this thinking structure, considering that minorityism is a state of mind that 
strengthens extremism, imposes internal or external protections, and provokes fear and 
intimidation. The majority bulge is a situation in which a religious or ethnic group 
regards itself as a majority, enters the vicious circle of asserting its right to exercise 
supreme authority, imposes its traditions, and monopolizes the legislation sources, 
which is contradictory to true democracy. 

Concerning the ineffectual moderate liberal movement, el-Sayegh considers that there is 
a need to awaken the Christian, Islamic and civil libertarian intelligentsia and restore its 
role in formulating options for an open identity. The fragile strategy aimed at building a 
socio-economic justice ruptures the unity of communities’ identities and pushes 
towards extremism and instability. 

Commenting on the status of the Oriental Christians amidst the unusual Arab 
transformations, el-Sayegh pointed out to the necessity to liberate them from the 
Minorityism complex, calling on spiritual and temporal leaders to overcome the 
minority and majority complexes and to channel their efforts towards the mobilization 
of a broad liberal Arab movement alongside the moderate liberal Muslims to end the 
intimidation and violation of human dignity. 

These complexes drive some groups to request external and internal protection of the 
Orient’s Christians, whether through trans-continental alliances made on religious 
grounds, or through internal alliances with other minorities, and to adhere to 
"tyrannical regimes” that pretend to have the supreme power to preserve their religious 
and civil rights. These internal and external protections are a suicidal illusion, and the 
recognition and protection of rights are only achievable in free democratic countries 
protected by law and institutions. The federalism in its isolationist sense does not exist 
in any Eastern or Western Christian theology”, said el-Sayegh. 

15/11/2018 

During Session 4, “Arab Christians and ecclesiastical texts related to public issues”, its 
moderator Dr. Wahid Abdl Majeed, Director of Al - Ahram Center for Political and 
Strategic Studies, Egypt introduced the panelists: Archbishop Habib Hermez, 
Archbishop of the Chaldean community in Basra, Father Peter Madrous, a specialist in 
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Christian-Muslim relations, and Father Gabi Hashem, a specialist in Ecumenical Issues 
and a University Professor 

Abdl Majeed said that the session sheds the light on one of the most important topics 
that require a long debate. It is based on the assumption that an Arab political theology 
exists and can be mobilized to play a role in bringing the Arab world out of the dark 
tunnel that it slipped into, and which is mainly marked by the failure to build a modern 
state and the predominance of sub-nations over national belonging. 

For Abdl Majeed, the topic triggers two questions that should be considered: First: Is 
there really a modern Arab political theology that has a content that can be useful at the 
current stage and contribute to the building of the national state and the promotion of 
national culture and a sentiment of equality and democracy? Secondly: How can an 
Arab political theology be stimulated without slipping into involving politics in religion 
and religion in politics?? "We want theology to support politics and we are not looking 
for a political theology in exchange for political Islam or Salafi Islam”, he said. 

Father Habib Hermez expressed his view: “The oriental theology in general is a biblical 
theology based on the Bible; it is a practical, moral, procedural and social theology, 
created by the Apostolic Fathers. Experience has shown that they used to focus on 
prayer; Christians are allergic to politics because of their attachment to ethics and their 
fear of doing something that contradict religion”. 

"There is no political theology in Mesopotamia, though there are attempts, and we 
suffer from many problems, most importantly the crisis of mind and consciousness, the 
problems of sectarianism, the weakness of civil governments, the shallow democracy, 
the fragile economic situation, the wars and conflictual relations between Christians 
themselves and between Christians and Muslims, in addition to the downside of 
material civilization and the geographical dispersion of Christians in Iraq. The 
ecumenical work in Iraq is pastoral, there is no theological dialogue, and we are left to 
ponder on the analysis of reality. If we want Christianity to have a future in our region, 
we must keep the hope of dialogue, modernize the religious discourse, educate the 
community, separate religion from politics, criminalize hate speech, learn from our 
lessons, disseminate our heritage and entrench the culture of loyalty to the nation, and 
lastly strengthen the cultural and media Christian presence" he said. 

Father Peter Madrous took the floor and began his speech by saying: 

“Give what is Caesar’s to Caesar and what is God’s to God. This is the Christian 
Theology. Christ rejected the Talmud theocracy and the principle of power and 
despotism. He said “My Kingdom is not of this world”. Therefore, Christians can live in 
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any state or under any regime because they do not seek any rule. He added: “It is very 
easy for Christian person to be loyal to his country, because the concept of homeland 
exists in Christianity, even if God’s kingdom is better. The Lord Jesus Christ’ command 
for His disciples to be “the salt of the earth and the light of the world” (Matthew 5: 13) 
was meant to teach them abstinence not arrogance, as it is also mentioned in the Quran 
“because they are not arrogant” (Al Mai’dah 83). Chritians must pray for all people 
with no exception, especially to their authorities, and to “be subordinate to legal 
authorities”, being “in the world”, not “of the world”, and practicing unrestricted 
charity. 

Madrous’ statement on ecclesial texts that refer to the public affairs was confined to the 
countries of Palestine and Jordan. He explained that since 1999, Mr. Rifaat Qassis of 
Ramallah launched the idea of a Christian document for the Palestinian Cause that 
would concentrate on the Occupied Region of the 1967 events. This document was 
published in several languages under the title “Kairos Palestine- A Moment of Truth”.   
Recently, together with the Catholic Church, the Church in Palestine and Jordan has 
condemned President Trump’s decree to acknowledge Jerusalem as Israel’s Capital. 
This November 2nd, the Churches called the government of Netanyahu to cancel its 
decree concerning the “Jewish Sate”, given that it is racist and unfair, for it fails to 
consider the citizenship of people who were there before the Zionist community. 
Madrous also talked about the social services offered by the Church in token of its 
activism in the public affairs.   

Lastly, he stated that the Churches are seeking the good and benefit of all, “as they try 
to bring closer different religious perspectives and to promote interfaith dialogue”, 
considering that extremism, and religious discrimination – or rather pseudo-religious-, 
are dangerous factors that lead to Christian emigration and perturb national unity. 

The next panelist, Father Gaby Hachem, said that Christianity is not a religious system 
based on dogma, worship, and ethics; it is rather a way of life clearly and firmly 
dedicated to fulfill on earth the Kingdom to which Christ called.  

There is one sole question that concerns the Christians in this region: how to justify their 
persistent presence in the Middle East? What can they offer that others cannot?” He 
added: “To say the truth, apparently, there is nothing so special to Christians whom 
others cannot do. However, since they have existed on this part of the world, they 
believe in fellowship and endeavor to build it together with all the different 
components of their societies, with all religious, racial, gender, origins and influential 
identities”.  
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As for the Christian theological speech concerning public affairs, Fr Hachem said that 
the Church has been using theological and spiritual terminology in statements or public 
matters for thirty years now. Nonetheless, it has entered a new stage now called 
“contextual theology”. Fr Hachem mentioned important Church documents on public 
affairs and the ecumenical work, such as: Encyclicals of the Council of Catholic 
Patriarchs of the East; Apostolic Exhortation of Jean Paul II under the title: “A New 
Hope for Lebanon” (1997); The declaration on the political work in the light of the 
Church teaching and the particularity of Lebanon (2009); Kairos Palestine. A Moment of 
Truth (2009); Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Benedictus XVI: The Church in the Middle 
East (2012). He mentioned a Doctorate thesis by Lebanese student Antoine Fleifel on the 
following question: “Is there a Contextual Theology in the Church of Lebanon?”  Fleifel 
deduced out of the writings of five theologians (Michel Hayek, George Khodr, Wakim 
Moubarak, Mouchir Aoun, Gregory Haddad), five main subjects for this theology: 
renewal in the Churches, Christian or Ecumenical Unity, Arabism, Christian-Muslim 
relationships, the Palestinian Cause. Concerning renewal in the Churches, Fr Hachem 
explained that the Church must make greater efforts for the service of the human 
person, stressing that the political activism of faithful Church members and if the 
Church authorities as well as in public affairs aims at enhancing a noble spirit in and 
protecting the human being, and preserving his dignity. 

Concerning the Christian or Ecumenical unity, he said that the Churches in the East 
cannot bear their true witness if they do not seek to unite in full communion, the 
communion in faith, in sacraments (worship), in laws, and in service, despite diversity. 
“The Arabism of the Churches lies in the fact that they belong to the Antiochian region 
and culture, to the Antiochian history and tradition. It is about the Gospel related to the 
indigenous person of this region, to his concerns, hopes, and dreams. It is the 
commitment of Christians to their homeland, and all its matters”. 

About the Christian-Muslim relationships, he said: “Islam is a necessity for Oriental 
Christianity. They complement each other”. He added: “No one in the world today 
knows Islam better than us, because we have been cohabitating, for better or for worse, 
for more than fifteen centuries…The Churches must offer the synthesis of this history 
and of its experience as lessons imparted to the future generations of this region and of 
the world. We might give the good example if we commit to loyalty, faithfulness, 
brotherhood, and solidarity that include all nations, societies, and religions… 
Otherwise, we are only a terrible example of failure.”  In the perspective of Christian 
theology, the Palestinian Cause is the main Cause, for there is no peace without justice”.  
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He concluded: “In these times of dismantlement, dispersion, violence, and injustice 
which beset the Middle East, it is evident that the Middle East Council of Churches is 
today’s golden opportunity to help the Churches say “a Word of Truth” and stand for a 
“moment of Truth”. He said: “Christians are staying in the Middle East because their 
future consists neither in seizing civil rights and privileges nor in showing arrogance. It 
rather lies in fulfilling their mission of Antiochian Arabism to be attached to their land 
and their fellow man… The Arab nations and regimes have disappointed the Christians 
and all their peoples because they did not ensure their basic rights; neither did they 
defend them in times of distress. However, it is a shameful deed for the Christian to run 
away from and avoid authorities”. 

Sameh Makram Obeid spoke about the state's laity, asserting that “for our countries to 
develop, it is necessary to separate religion and state. It is a mistake to let the Church 
meddle in politics. Sometimes the Church spoils politics by making some decisions, 
such as the decision to forbid Coptic visits to Jerusalem. This contributed openly to 
judaize the city.    

Interventions during the discussion panel: 

Saad Salem: From the experience of the Christian in Bosra, as per the Christian-Muslim 
cohabitation, I insist on the necessity to stand against hatred speeches. One must learn 
from the other, from diversity. I say this because there is a stereotype for legalizing 
violence that should be eliminated.  

Samir Morcos: “First allow me to commend this session for recalling Christian texts 
related to public affairs. Allow me also to make a recommendation: there should be 
some work for a knowledge map for all the documents that were published at some 
time”. 

A participant: “I would like to recall a lecture by Fr Michel Hayek under the title: “what 
does it mean to be Christians here?’ Where he says that we are mediators for the biggest 
conflict in the world: the conflict between the Christians of the West and the Muslims of 
the East. This is the meaning of our existence, our mission, and our witness in the East.” 
In another lecture he says: “The solution for Jerusalem consists in a special consensus 
because it is larger than being confined to a territory.”    

Fr Roni Gemayel: The five axes mentioned by Fr Hachem highlighted some extremely 
important elements. I would like to remind you here of an Apostolic Exhortation that 
did not receive the right attention because it holds a daring advanced vision. It spoke 
about a positive lay system to manage the lay state. After the events of Syria and Iraq, 
we must consider seriously the violence issue, in which religious institutions are 
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somehow involved. There is also an important issue to be discussed theologically: self-
defense versus sacrificing oneself for others: how can a Christian person defend himself 
without denying the Gospel?” 

Fr Madrous: “Concerning the citizenship document published by the Azhar, I frankly 
see it as a very courageous step, because the idea of citizenship does not exist in the 
Quran. Unfortunately, however, what is taking place in reality contradicts this 
document, whether regarding the Azhar's cursus or the violence against the Copts. I do 
not exaggerate by saying that there is an ocean between the speeches and real life”.    

An answer session followed: 

Fr Hachem: I commend the papers on the Christian Muslim dialogue. We must come 
out with a map for documentation. Violence is a very important question. It is 
indispensable to separate religion and government. Nonetheless, in reality, it is proven 
that the French lay model has failed, especially in education, because it eliminated the 
religious identity, which cannot be isolated from the human life. I did not accept the 
concept of lay state, even though we dream of having a government of justice that 
would be at the service of the human being, who, in Christianity, is the love of God, 
with nothing more important. This notion is considered as the cream of the Christian 
theology.   

Session 5 followed and was the last under the title “Islamic Initiatives for a Culture of 
Equality”, with panelists Sheikh Malek al Shaar, Mufti of Tripoli and North Lebanon, 
Mr.  Radwan al-Sayed, a scholar and expert in Islamic affairs from Lebanon, and 
moderator: Michel Sabeh, Lebanese University Professor in Social Psychology. 

Sabeh said: “We have been taught in the schools and universities of Lebanon that there 
is a Christian Muslim Pact. This discourse has brought about a lot of calamities. This 
pact concerned two main schemes: an Arabist scheme with an Islamic background 
represented by Riad El Solh, and a scheme with Christian background to make Lebanon 
the Switzerland of the East represented by Bechara Al Khoury. This plan withstood all 
the difficulties that Lebanon has encountered; it still stands. Today, the problem is that 
there is a dogmatic religious political scheme by Hezbollah that is heading towards a 
new pact based on the struggle between a Jewish theocracy and a Shi’ite resisting 
theocracy. But this problem will never end.” 

He added: Hezbollah wants to have a place in the new pact. The 1943 pact was 
established by Christians and Muslims, mainly the Sunnite, while today a trifold pact is 
being considered, with the Shi’ite party included. Christians and Muslims have a strong 
Arab belonging. Hezbollah is trying to decrease the Sunnite power by pressuring them 
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to restrict their roles and by labeling the Arab Sunnite systems as corrupted. The current 
pressure in Lebanon is the Shi’ite pressure on the Sunnis and the Christians. I seriously 
believe that the next conference should bear the title: “What is the Future of the Sunnis 
in Lebanon?”   

Sheikh Malek al Shaar took the floor “At the first glance, this valuable conference 
seems to tackle a pure Christian cause, i.e. the Christian concerns about their future. 
However, I think that it truly revolves around a core Islamic cause, because the 
existence and presence of the Islamic civilization, or to speak more correctly, the 
Civilization of Islam depend on the degree to which the Islam shows openness towards 
the other religions. All the more so, when these others are the nearest, as God said: “and 
you will find the nearest of them in affection to the believers those who say, "We are 
Christians." That is because among them are priests and monks and because they are 
not arrogant”. He added that Muslims build with Christians a relationship based on 
mutual respect and goodwill, defining what they have in common, while not violating 
the Christians rights not only as human beings but also as fellow citizens.  

Shaar asked if the title of the Conference was meant to ask whether Christians have a 
future with the Muslims. “I will not answer back spontaneously “of course”, but based 
on my religious, intellectual, and cultural background, I would like to declare the 
following: Christians are not incomers to our Arabic Levant, for they are autochthones 
who were here before us. They bear a heavenly message in the Gospel and Prophet of 
which we believe as Muslims. Not believing in it takes one away from Islam. The 
Christian presence cannot be measured in numbers, but rather in their human presence 
and their national identity. Hence, protecting their existence, together with other 
communities, is part of the Islamic civilization which is humanist. The message if Islam 
is about understanding others on an intellectual basis upon which our doctors 
convened: they have their things and we have ours. In addition to this, God said to His 
Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him: “And We have not sent you, 
except as a mercy to the worlds”. Now the worlds are not only Muslims, not even 
together with the People of the Book, but all humankind. Islam guarantees religious 
freedom in practice and worship as well as freedom of expression, for God said “there 
is no compulsion in religion”. Islam is justice and equity, as it is shown in the Holy 
Quran: “O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and made you 
peoples and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the most noble of you in the 
sight of Allah is the most righteous of you”. 

“It is important to discern a fundamental rule in the existence of Christians in our East 
and our world: monotheistic religions are complementary not contradictory. There are 
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important aspects of kinship between faith traditions, apart from some differences that 
vary in time and place. They have similar foundations and similar values. The teachings 
of Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, were not intended to nullify 
the teachings of his predecessors. Additionally, his teachings were not meant to repeat 
the previous provisions, but to complement the mission and religion of God which he 
revealed to all the prophets and messengers”, he added. 

“Islam recognizes the other religions and our God showed us the importance of 
Christians or the people of the Gospel or the Nazari when he said that they are the 
closest people to those who had faith. He added that all of the above shows the position 
of Islam towards the others by its humanity and universality and its intrinsic values of 
freedom and equality, regardless of belief, sex, color or environment; people despite 
their differences related to the same origin, and the others are absolutely honored by 
God in life and in death: We have honored the sons of Adam. "The sons of Adam are 
not only Muslims, but all people, and Islam, which has honored man and safeguarded 
his blood, money and integrity, has protected his freedom of religion, belief and 
practice, and none of us has the right to deny other religions or doctrines. 

"My intervention is merely a quick statement of the values of principles of the Islamic 
civilization; a civilization that embraces all people, because it is first and foremost 
centered on human needs, interests, and protection and a human being who is 
venerated in life and in death. It has comprehended humanity over the centuries of 
Islamic history, and until God inherits the land and its inhabitants, the differences will 
dissipate, and the justice and the state of man prevail. Lastly, I must briefly say that the 
quick solution of our debated issue lies in the fact that Muslims should get to know 
their religion and Christians should get to know their religion, because this entails a 
dual-reassurance, knowing that both religions were revealed by God." 

Dr. Radwan al-Sayyed exposed Lebanon's modern history, starting with the 
establishment of the Greater Lebanon State, the French mandate, the independence, the 
emergence of Israel on its borders in 1948, the skyrocketing popularity of Gamal Abdel 
Nasser and the admiration his Muslim supporters had for him, the attempts of 
president Fouad Chehab to protect the country through an alliance with Nasser,  the 
establishment of the institution-based state, going along to the activity of the Palestinian 
resistance on its land and borders, the rebellion of Christians against it and the outbreak 
of civil war in 1975.  

Dr. al-Sayyed then explained that the reason behind the background information he 
presented lies in the fact that a great majority of Muslims, even those who were 
engaged in public issues, have believed since the establishment of Lebanon that their 
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citizenship is compromised, that the statehood was established against their will and 
that they were unwillingly driven to join it, that the state identity is Christian French, 
and that the discriminatory treatment has a constitutional basis. This feeling was 
somewhat diminished by the emergence of the principles and policies of the National 
Charter and the external and internal policies of President Fouad Chehab which acted 
as a spur to the Muslims. However, the game changed with "the emergence of the 
Palestinian problem, the death of Abdel Nasser, the aggrandizement of Christians, and 
the exchange of accusations between the conflicting parties regarding national loyalty 
right on the brink of the civil war in 1975." 

He added that after the Israeli invasion of 1982, a sweeping feeling of defeat reigned 
among all Muslims. He also spoke about the proclamation of the ten principles set by 
the Mufti Khalid, President Saeb Salam, President Hussain al-Husseini and Sheikh 
Muhammad Mahdi Shams al-Din, which were impregnated with expressions of 
freedom, citizenship and equality, and brought forth the famous motto "Lebanon is a 
final homeland for all its citizens", without any discrimination or bias and everyone 
should end the internal conflict at all costs. 

“After the Taif Agreement ended the civil war in Lebanon, another factuality was 
unfortunately established: the Lebanese state - because of the deep division between its 
Christians and Muslims – will only be likely to continue to exist if led by an external 
power that will dominate to ensure stability but that will also be keen on fomenting 
discord and division to maintain its power. The most important feature of the Taif 
Agreement was that it used coexistence as a pillar; it was regarded by Muslims as a 
victory, while many Christians considered it a defeat. This Agreement however, 
followed the Constitution only with regard to the arrangement of the number of 
deputies, ministers, and first category government servants. The aspects regarded by 
the Muslims as reforms towards citizenship were not implemented due to the Syrian 
presence and the Christians’ reservations”, he noted.  

For al-Sayyed the nationalism awareness embodied in the Cedar Revolution in the 
aftermath of the assassination of Prime Minister Rafik Hariri was rapidly shaken up 
(2005-2010) as a consequence of the continued killing and assassinations, the 2006 war, 
the occupation of Beirut in 2008, and the change in international policies, altogether 
with the coalition of two political forces against the Independence Movement; the first 
political force gains powers through the means of arms and claims that those who freed 
the homeland from Israel have the right to rule over - and the second believes that there 
is no life and no future for Christians except within the "minority alliance" in this 
frightening East. "Today we are in a state of non-state where neighboring sects, each 
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with an independent political administration, are governed by the arrogance and 
glamor of weapons”, he noted. 

He ended on the note that his intervention revolved around recognizing the 
contributions of Lebanese Muslims to nationalism. He then raised a question and 
answered it:” Did I succeed? I do not think I did, nor did the Muslims, because 
nationalism whether advocated by Muslims, Christians or Buddhists is practiced by the 
people of a state. The Lebanese tried to establish it three times and failed three times”. 
Commenting on the title of the conference, al-Sayyed said “Christians are leading 
groups in this Arab East, or at least in what was previously known as the former Arab 
East, and their leadership is attributed to the renaissance and modernism and to the 
dissemination of insightful ideas and practices of progress among their communities 
and their Arab communities. If we look at them through this lens, we see that the future 
remains dependent on their creativity and resourcefulness, and no one can deprive 
them from these outstanding characteristics, but if we look at their future in this region 
from the perspective of establishment of nations and crisis management, the equation 
would change."  

Lastly, a participant noted that in Bavaria, Germany, there are plenty of crosses that do 
not denote religion but rather a culture, a civilization and a set of values. In the Arab 
world, we must unlock this aspect's underlying symbolism, because apart from 
religious belonging and belief, we have many common values that unite us whether in 
the Holy Books, in the Arab values or in the insightful literatures. “It is a challenging 
task, but not impossible”, he concluded. 

 

At the end of the Conference, President Amine Gemayel provided closing remarks: “I 
believe the two days of the conference were intense for everyone. We thank all those 
who participated. Some interventions were essential, some were constructive, and some 
were harsh. It is necessary to move forward by drawing lessons from the 
recommendations of this conference and using them for further research”.  

 

 

 


