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       Damascus, 31 July 2006
Letter of His Beatitude Patriarch Gregorios III on the War in Lebanon
Destroying bridges and building walls is what is happening today in the Near East. Now, that is just the opposite of what should be happening. Building bridges, so that people can meet each other, and destroying walls of partition: therein lies the warranty of a life worthy of men on this earth, in our Arab world, instead of burning fire and death-dealing weapons causing weeping and wailing in Palestine, Iraq and Lebanon.


Underlying Cause 
All calamities, crises, wars and depredation in the Near East are the product of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Similar products of the conflict are fundamentalist movements, such as Hamas and Hezbollah, as well as disunity and discord in the Arab world, lack of development and prosperity, and resentment and despair of young people, who make up the majority of the population in Arab countries.

Concord, which alone can re-establish peace and justice in Palestine and the whole Middle East, presupposes a unified, firm, active, frank Arab position on the Palestinian question and solution, but also an equally sincere, firm and unified American and European position.

It is most important that we should be able, together, to win the fight for peace and war, the fight for justice, security and development. That is what the young Arab generations are expecting, Christians and Muslims, as well as all our political parties, all our communities and our whole people.
Unity of the Arab World


It is this Arab unity, which, by its very existence must impose on Israel, America, Europe and the United Nations, a peaceful solution to the conflict.


I think we are at an historic turning point: Arabs and Israelis must come together to draw true lessons from what is happening now in the Lebanon and from what has happened during all their wars.


Pressures on this or that Arab country, such as Syria, or, outside the Arab world, on  Iran, and the condemnations of Hamas, Hezbollah, and all types of Islamic fundamentalism and extremism are a step too far, because they amount to evading the real responsibility, that consists of doing everything to reach a true consensus about the will to re-establish peace and justice in Palestine, the Holy Land, which for more than half a century has been key to warfare and origin of all conflicts in the region and the wider world.

We, the Arab Church, Church of the Arabs and Islam, appeal to European and Arab countries and to the United States. We take the liberty of warning them, strongly against any postponement sine die of the solution of this conflict, a postponement which would be tantamount to prolonging it.

Christian Emigration

One of the most important consequences of this conflict is the emigration of the intelligentsia, of young people, moderate Muslims and especially Christians: all that weakens the future of liberty, democracy and openness in Arab society.

As far as Christian emigration is concerned, its consequences and fall-out are extremely serious.  This emigration of the faithful of all communities of our Arab countries, especially, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq, means emptying the Arab East of Christians.
That represents a great loss not only for the cause of pluralism and diversity in Arab society and the Arab world, but also for Islamic-Christian dialogue, which is both cultural and religious, a dialogue of civilizations.

The emigration of Christians from the Near East also means that Arab society is going to be completely and exclusively Muslim, confronting “Western” society, called “Christian” (even if many countries have become “secular”) of Europe and America.

Looked at in this way, we are heading for a conflict between the Arab and Islamic East and the “Christian” West, an Islamic-Christian conflict.


The Importance of Trust between East and West 

Today we feel that trust is virtually non-existent between East and West, between Arab countries with a Muslim majority and the Euro-American West.


The new Near East being discussed, is only possible, for us Christians in this Arab world, via the solution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. So I would like to say to Europeans: if you want to divide Arabs into two camps, the new Near East will not be possible. In fact, there can be no democracy for one country without the other. Creating pacts that divide Arabs can only mean destroying the region’s future. Strength can only lie in the unity of Arab countries, in their reciprocal trust, trust for the West and trust between Muslims and Christians. Therein precisely lies the role of Christians of the Arab world: to work to create an atmosphere of trust between Europe on the one hand and the Arab and Islamic world on the other. We are in fact an integral part of this world, we are Churches bound up with this world, as we have lived with Islam for nearly 1400 years.


We say to Europe, America and the West in general: give us your trust and we shall give you ours; have confidence in the Arab world and it will return your confidence. Do not divide Arab countries by separate treaties, but rather help them achieve unity and interdependent development. Do not create division and discord between Christian and Muslim Arabs, because we are all Arabs, Christians and Muslims together. And if unhappily you were to succeed – which, God forbid! – in fomenting this division, you would live ever after in fear of the Arab and Islamic world.   

Action of the Holy See


We would like, especially we, Eastern Catholics in general and Melkite Greek Catholics in particular, to appeal to our elder Sister, the Church of Rome, the Apostolic Roman See, and to the individual Catholic Churches in Europe and America, for their efforts to be co-ordinated with those of their respective governments and with Arab Christian Churches.

We heartily thank the Catholic Episcopal Conferences who have sent us messages of sympathy.

We would also like to express our gratitude here to all the Popes who were concerned, so sensitively and responsibly, with the Palestinian cause from the beginning, in the time of Pius XII, up to John-Paul II especially and His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI.
Since the beginning of the tragic events of the War in Lebanon, Pope Benedict XVI has ceaselessly repeated prayers and appeals for peace in the Holy Land and Lebanon, insisting on the fact that every one has partial responsibility in the effort for building peace. 

Words from the Gospel


In the spirit of the Gospel’s words, we say to the Western world: love the Arab world, love Muslims, because they are, like you – and all of us – created “in the image and likeness of God.”

Remember that the Gospel says: “God so loved the world that He gave his only-begotten Son (…) so that the world might be saved by Him” (John 3:16-17). We think that this is the remedy that will save the world: love.

These words, which are addressed to you by an Arab Christian, Bishop and Patriarch of an Arab Church, come from the substance of the Gospel, which contains in its pages the word of God, which surpasses all human wisdom.
We confide to you our deep-seated conviction, founded on our faith. Our faith – that of Christians, but also of Jews, Muslims and other believers – is the true weapon for today’s world. Without recourse to faith, we shall remain in a tragic, bloody vicious circle of war, killings, violence, terrorism and fundamentalism.

 We say to world governments: let us work so that on our planet, especially in the Arab East, there may be realised the hymn of the angels at the Nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ: “Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth to mankind whom He loves!”
I think that we have here a unique opportunity, for Arabs and Israelis to acquire an understanding of history. We call upon all to lay down their weapons and, according to Isaiah’s saying, forge from our weapons scythes for harvesting. 

We call upon all to make our entire region a zone free of weapons, wars, enmity, hatred and aggression, so that it may really become a land made holy by God and where the faithful of the three great monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – whose cradle it is, may live together in peace and harmony, making it fruitful and renewing its face.

Rather than letting this fifty-year long succession of tragic disputes be a sign of the end of the world, let it rather be the sign of the beginning of a new world, a new earth and a new heaven, where, as Psalm 84 (85) says, “righteousness and peace have kissed each other.” 

Reconciliation according to Saint Paul     

To all those who will read this letter, I give an assurance that I have not written it with the logic of war, nor with that of victor and vanquished, vengeance and hatred. Taking as my starting point the logic of my Christian faith, I cannot harbour hatred against anyone, for each person is a creature of God, so that, as Saint Paul reminds us, there are no longer any differences between Jews and Gentiles (foreigners), slaves and freemen, men and women.

There is, in the Epistle of Saint Paul to the Ephesians (2:13-22), if we read it with new eyes, something of a prophecy for this tragic time that we are experiencing, a call for reconciliation of nations with each other:   “But now in Christ Jesus, ye who were sometimes far off are made nigh by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath broken down the middle wall of partition – hatred − between us; having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law of commandments contained in ordinances; for to make in himself of twain one new man, so making peace; and that he might reconcile both unto God in one body by the cross, having slain the enmity thereby. And came and preached peace to you which were afar off, and to them that were nigh. For through him we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father. Now, therefore, ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens with the saints, and of the household of God; And are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself the chief corner stone; In whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord: In whom ye are also builded together for an habitation of God through the Spirit.”


Today, more than ever, we have need of this vision which goes beyond current circumstances, the crises through which the earth has been going, wars between Israelis and Arabs, the struggle today against fundamentalists, Hezbollah, Hamas and Jihad, which goes beyond the pressures on Syria and Iran, and the tragedy of Lebanon, for all that has its origin in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

If the world succeeds, succeeds in giving a solution to this conflict, then there will be a new Near East, a new heaven and a new earth in this Arab world.

Finally, we call upon our brothers and sisters of the West asking them to do everything in their power to help us, to help the world realise this vision.
We beg them to help Lebanon catch its breath and to help in its reconstruction, so that it remains a country capable of fulfilling its mission, for it is a mission in itself, as the Servant of God, John-Paul II said, that great Pope and friend of the East and of Lebanon.

                                                         + Gregorios III
                                     Patriarch of Antioch all the East,
         of Alexandria and of Jerusalem
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