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Will the pope’s US visit prove transformational for Syria?

Washington

“T 

he most popular man 
in the world,” as US 
Vice-President Joe 
Biden called Pope 
Francis, took a mes-

sage to Washington that some 
might consider alien to the city of 
cut-throat politics and immense 
power, real and imagined.

The pope arrived from Cuba, 
where he told people in Havana’s 
Great Cathedral to “embrace pov-
erty and mercy”. He was received 
by US President Barack Obama, 
whom the pope had persuaded to 
open relations with Cuba in 2014. 
On welcoming Francis to the White 
House, Obama thanked him for his 
“valuable support of our new be-
ginning with the Cuban people”.

At the White House ceremony, 
which was attended by 15,000 peo-
ple, Francis spoke about immigra-
tion as a “son of immigrants”, of 
freedom being one of “America’s 
most precious possessions” and 
the urgency of addressing climate 
change, which, he said, “can no 
longer be left to a future genera-
tion”. The pope also spoke of the 
poor and the marginalised and the 
importance of mercy.

These concerns occupied the 
leaders when they met one-on-one 
in the Oval Office. Some in Wash-
ington hoped that Francis might 
convince Obama to take more his-
toric steps, as the two are not far 
apart when it comes to issues of 
war and peace.

Indeed, the pope and Obama 
have very similar world views. 
They both see themselves, and are 
seen by others, as transformational 

figures. Obama shares with Fran-
cis a sense of justice and concern 
about inequality, poverty and cli-
mate change.

However, they differ on other is-
sues, from same-sex marriage to 
abortion. An unnamed Vatican of-
ficial raised objections when the 
White House invited to the wel-
coming ceremony a transgender 
activist, the first gay Episcopal 
bishop and a nun who criticises 
church policy on abortion and eu-

thanasia. Although later an official, 
also unnamed, said it would be the 
White House — not the pope — that 
would be embarrassed if the visit 
was politicised.

By focusing on issues that touch 
the lives of people around the 
world, Francis has become ex-
tremely popular. A poll published 
ahead of his visit indicated that US 
Catholics overwhelmingly approve 
the direction in which the pope is 
leading the church. A huge major-

ity of respondents, 84%, said they 
appreciate his concern for the poor; 
68% stated approval of his position 
on the environment; and 60% sup-
ported his position on immigration 
issues.

But it was on the issue of war 
that the Nobel Peace Prize-winner 
Obama and the pope had the most 
interesting conversation. The pres-
ident gave it away in his remarks 
when he thanked Francis for his 
“passionate voice against the dead-
ly conflicts that ravage the lives of 
so many men, women and children 
and our call for nations to resist 
the sirens of war and resolve dis-
putes through diplomacy”. Obama 
seemed in sync with the pope on 
immigration when he spoke of 
“welcoming the stranger with em-
pathy and a true open heart”.

Pope Francis carried his mes-
sage to Congress, where he made 
a plea for unity and cooperation 
and invoked the “Golden Rule” — 
“Do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you.” In his address 
before the United Nations on Sep-
tember 26th, the pope focused on 
poverty, political inclusion and 
peace but most prominently on 
protecting the environment.

The most moving event of the 
pope’s New York visit was at the 
site of the 9/11 terrorist attack, 
where he met with families of the 
victims and prayed with repre-
sentatives of different religions, in-
cluding a Muslim imam and Jewish 

rabbi.
Francis who, as the New York 

Times quipped, “has no army or 
to update a cliché no carrier-bust-
ing missiles and relatively few US 
Treasury bonds in his portfolio”, 
has shown toughness people ex-
pected from the leader of the free 
world on issues such as Syria and 
Iraq.

In 2014, he made a historic de-
cision for the Vatican by calling 
for Western military intervention 
against the Islamic State (ISIS). The 
pope considered the use of force 
“legitimate to stop an unjust ag-
gressor”. 

He emphasised that force should 
be used only through the United 
Nations. The Vatican’s representa-
tive in Geneva, Archbishop Silvano 
Tomasi, went further, saying “we 
have to stop this kind of genocide”.

The Vatican understandably is 
especially concerned about the fate 
of Christians in Syria and Iraq. Pope 
Francis has declared 2015 “the Year 
of Mercy”.

Francis may, in fact, be Syria’s 
best hope, if it is revealed one day 
that he convinced Obama to take 
action and stop the carnage. The is-
sue is greater than simply the fate 
of the Christians in the Middle East. 

It is now an immigration and se-
curity crisis for Europe. The pope 
has called on Europe’s Catholic 
churches to shelter refugees and 
to set an example of mercy. He also 
voiced concern over the danger of 
ISIS terrorists infiltrating Europe 
through the refugee influx.

The Syrian conflict and the refu-
gee problem were no doubt central 
to the private conversation be-
tween Francis and Obama. Hope-
fully, “Year of Mercy” for Syria and 
the Middle East will be more than 
a slogan.
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fate of Christians in 
Syria and Iraq

Pope Francis in the middle of an imam and a rabbi during a
multi-religious service at the September 11 Memorial Museum in 
New York, on September 25th.
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Mideast Christians 
ask US Congress 
to designate ISIS 
‘agent of genocide’

Washington

E 

motions ran high at a 
Washington event over an 
appeal to protect Chris-
tians in the Middle East, 
as campaign organisers 

pushed for a US congressional reso-
lution to designate the Islamic State 
(ISIS) “an agent of genocide” and 
called on the United States to take 
immediate steps to create a safe ha-
ven in Iraq.

Organised by the newly formed 
group In Defense of Christianity 
(IDC), which includes Orthodox, 
Catholic and Protestant Christian 
churches from the East and the 
West, the three-day convention in 
early September attracted dozens 
of US congressmen, who spoke in 
support of the proposal.

The resolution calls on Congress 
to designate the actions of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) as genocide and 
crimes against humanity and sub-
sequently pursue and prosecute 
those responsible.

The move comes on the heels of 
Pope Francis calling for churches to 
take in displaced people fleeing war 
in Syria and elsewhere

Among the attendees at the 

Washington conference were resi-
dents from the Iraqi province of 
Nineveh who pushed for immedi-
ate help for devastated communi-
ties in Iraq.

“For the first time in history, the 
communities of Nineveh no longer 
live there. They’ve been pushed 
out. I speak of the Christians and 
Yazidis,” said Anwar Hadaya, a 
council member of Nineveh gov-
ernorate. He flew from Iraq to at-
tend the event and spoke in Arabic 
through an interpreter.

Hadaya joined his compatriots in 
blaming the United States and its 
allies for what he called a precipi-
tous withdrawal from Iraq that left 
minorities unprotected under an 
increasingly corrupt and sectarian 
Iraqi government.

“Starting in 2003, the genocide 
began. Who is responsible for this? 
Definitely the Iraqi government 
for failing to support the people of 
Iraq, especially minorities,” he said. 
“Sure, the US wanted to end the 
occupation but the responsibility 
remains with the US and its allies… 
and frankly, if we only depend on 
the government of Iraq, we have no 
reason for optimism.”

Nahren Anweya, an Assyrian-
American activist who supports 
the formation of an internationally 
protected safe haven in Nineveh, 
concurred. She said the popula-
tion in Mosul, Nineveh’s capital, 
had dwindled from 4 million to 
200,000 due to ISIS violence and 
occupation.

“Where’s the British government, 
which was also involved in Iraq? We 
need to encourage the US to come 
back to Iraq to be there for a long 

time. Both the Democrats and Re-
publicans have guilt. This is a bipar-
tisan cause,” she said.

Anweya echoed a sentiment 
common among attendees that the 
United States should return to Iraq 
and conduct military operations to 
expel ISIS from Nineveh and create 
a safe haven for the region’s indig-
enous population to return.

“It’s possible to liberate Nineveh, 
and once that’s done the area can 
host more than a million people,” 
said Hadaya.

Christians in the Middle East 
have seen their numbers dwindle 
substantially in the past few dec-
ades. According to IDC, in 1914 
about 20% of people in the Middle 
East were Christians. By 2014, their 
numbers had fallen to 5%. Two-
thirds of the 1.5 million Christians 
then living in Iraq fled following the 
2003 fall of Saddam Hussein.

The civil war in Syria combined 
with the spread of ISIS has devas-
tated communities of all sects, in-

cluding Sunni Muslims, but minori-
ties especially have borne the brunt 
of displacement and persecution.

At an event sponsored by the 
French Embassy in Washington, 
IDC screened a documentary by Los 
Angeles-based Syrian filmmaker 
Sargon Saadi featuring Yazidis and 
Christians driven out of Nineveh by 
ISIS, which killed hundreds of the 
men and abducted women and chil-
dren.  Many of the abducted were 
seen in slave auctions featured by 
ISIS in footage posted online and in 
the group’s propaganda magazine.

“Have we become the laughing 
stock of the world? They [ISIS] were 
making fun of the Yazidi girls they 
kidnapped. Are we a big joke now? 
No one cares about us,” a distraught 
woman tells the camera.

Some US lawmakers expressed 
surprise that it had taken this long 
for Christians of the Middle East to 
organise and present a unified front 
to US President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration.

“I’ve served in Congress for two 
decades and this is the first time I 
see a group specifically for Chris-
tians,” said John Mica, a Republican 
from Florida.

But there was no shortage of ur-
gency among the organisers, as 
some attendees cried and others 
lamented the friends and family 
members they have lost.

“I promise you, when they’re 
done with us there, they will come 
for the rest of the world,” said Anw-
eya referring to ISIS.

The atmosphere of unity was 
marred when keynote speaker Sen-
ator Ted Cruz, R-Texas and a can-
didate for president, praised Israel 
as a defender of Christian commu-
nities in the Middle East. Many in 
audience, which included Palestin-
ian Christians, booed and heckled 
Cruz.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Attendance at the In Defense of Christianity (IDC) conference.


