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General Introduction 

Mons. Pierbattista Pizzaballa 
 

 

Introduction 

The Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Media Oriente (EMO) of H.H. Benedict XVI 
(9/14/2012), fruit of the Special Assembly for the Middle East of the Synod of Bishops (Rome, 10-
24/10/2010) entitled The Church in the Middle East: communion and witness, "Now the company of those 
who believed were of one heart and soul" (Acts 4:32), is still, after more than a decade, of extraordinary 
relevance. It constitutes a pressing appeal, addressed to all of us, to persevere in the implementation of its 
directions.  

Perhaps it is no coincidence that it is the last great magisterial document of Pope Benedict ± whom we 
cannot fail to remember and celebrate here! ± before his resignation as Pontiff, which he announced a few 
PRQWKV� DIWHU� WKH� GRFXPHQW¶V� UHOHDVH�� Ln February 2013. Today more than ever, it appears as a kind of 
³WHVWDPHQW´�GHOLYHUHG�WR�WKH�&KXUFKHV�RI�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��ZH�DUH�JDWKHUHG�KHUH�WR�UHUHDG�LW��LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�
the new challenges and signs of the times that God places before us.  

To this end, I will divide my introduction into three parts: first, I will summarize the main themes 
addressed in EMO; second, I will attempt to outline the major events that have characterized the ten years 
following the publication of the Exhortation, as well as the new ecclesial challenges that are emerging 
today; and third, in light of the first two parts, I will propose for your reflection some possible directions 
and paths to take in our immediate future, as Church in the Middle East. 

 

 

1. Main themes of Ecclesia in Medio Oriente  

 

I do not intend here to provide a summary of the document, but rather to recall its key themes and points. 
EMO is divided into three main parts, summarized in the incipit, which sets forth the firm conviction that 
animates the eQWLUH�([KRUWDWLRQ��³7KH�&KXUFK�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��ZKLFK�IURP�WKH�GDZQ�RI�&KULVWLDQ�IDLWK�
has made her pilgrim way in those holy lands, today courageously continues her witness, the fruit of a life 
of communion with God and neighbour. Communion and Witness�´� �(02� ���� ,Q� RWKHU� ZRUGV�� LQ� WKH�
complex social and ecclesial context that characterizes the Middle East (The Church in the Middle East, 
Part one), the Catholic Church is called to live interiorly the communion of all its members (Communion, 
Part two), from which flows her witness, in all its pluriformity, and her mission of evangelization and 
charity (Witness, Part three). 

 

1.1. First part of the Exhortation: the Church in the Middle East 

5LJKW� IURP� WKH� LQWURGXFWLRQ�� WKH� ³XQLW\� RI� WKH� IDLWK´� DPLG� WKH� ³GLYHUVLW\� RI� WKH� WUDGLWLRQV´� RI� WKH� VL[�
venerable Eastern Catholic Churches sui iuris, the Church of the Latin Rite and the various faithful from 
the Eastern and Latin Churches of Asia, Eastern Europe, Ethiopia and Eritrea are emphasized (EMO 2). 
The need to revive ad intra such communion, which has a universal reach ad extra, towards all, 
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especially Muslims and Jews, is also highlighted (EMO 3). It is the first community of Jerusalem (Acts 
2:24) that is designated as the privileged model of renewal, as it is XQLWHG� LQ�:RUG� �³WHDFKLQJ� RI� WKH�
DSRVWOHV´���/LWXUJ\��³EUHDNLQJ�RI�WKH�EUHDG´��DQG�&RPPXQLW\��³IUDWHUQDO�FRPPXQLRQ´��± all three being, 
with prayer, foundations of communion and witness (EMO 4-5). 

The first part of the document, after providing basic outlines about the Middle East context, focuses 
mainly on the following issues: 

Ecumenism��ZKRVH�FHQWHU�DQG�IUXLW� LV� IDLWK�� WKH�VLWXDWLRQ� LQ� WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW� LV�³D�SUHVVLQJ�VXPPRQV� WR�
KROLQHVV�RI�OLIH´�DQG�WR�WKH�VWUHQJWKHQLQJ�RI�FRPPXQLRQ��(02������WR�³VSLULWXDO�HFXPHQLVP´��(02���-
���� DQG� WR� ³HFXPHQLVP� RI� VHUYLFH´� LQ� ³WKH� ILHOGV� RI� FKDULW\� DQG� HGXFDWLRQ´� �(02� ����� $OWKRXJK�
HFXPHQLFDO�XQLW\�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�³XQLIRUPLW\�RI�WUDGLWLRQV�DQG�FHOHEUDWLRQV´��LW�FDOOV�IRU�WKH�LQWHQVLILFDWLRQ�
of communicatio in sacris, of DUUDQJHPHQWV�IRU�³MRLQW�HFXPHQLFDO�SDVWRUDO�HIIRUW´��HVSHFLDOO\�ZLWK�UHJDUG�
WR�PDUULDJHV�EHWZHHQ�&DWKROLFV�DQG�2UWKRGR[��DQG�D�FRPPRQ�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI�WKH�/RUG¶V�3UD\HU��ZKLFK�LQ�
Arabic is recited differently even among Catholic Churches! (EMO 16-18) 

Interreligious dialogue, which is required by the very nature of the Church and its universal vocation. In 
WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��VXFK�GLDORJXH��³EDVHG�RQ�WKH�VSLULWXDO�DQG�KLVWRULFDO�ERQGV�XQLWLQJ�&KULVWLDQV�WR�-HZV�DQG�
0XVOLPV´�� IDU� IURP�EHLQJ�PHUHO\�SUDJPDWLF�RU� VWUDWHJLF�� UHVWV� LQVWHDG�RQ�³WKHRORJLFDO�FRQFHUQV´� �(02�
19). Jews and Muslims, without, of course, excluding other religious minorities, are in the Middle East 
privileged interlocutors and thus the object of special attention and esteem in the document (EMO 20-23), 
although of course the special historical and social bonds with Muslims must not be forgotten (EMO 24), 
LQ�ZKRVH�FRXQWULHV�&KULVWLDQV�³VKRXOG�HQMR\� IXOO� FLWL]HQVKLS´�± all through a necessary shift from mere 
tolerance to true religious freedom, and the intensification of trilateral dialogue (EMO 26-28). 

The two opposing realities of extreme secularism and religious fundamentalism (EMO 29-30), which  are 
ERWK�WR�EH�UHMHFWHG��DOWKRXJK�LW�VKRXOG�EH�SRLQWHG�RXW�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�³KHDOWK\�VHFXODULW\´��ZKLFK consists of 
D� ³QHFHVVDU\� GLVWDQFH´� EHWZHHQ� UHOLJLRQ� DQG� SROLWLFV�� DQG� D� ³FOHDU� GLVWLQFWLRQ´� DQG� ³LQGLVSHQVDEOH�
FROODERUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�VSKHUHV´��(02����� 

The issue of migrants (EMO 31-36), which includes two increasingly dramatic phenomena, and 
incrHDVLQJO\� FDOO� IRU� D� UHQHZHG� ³SDVWRUDO� FDUH� IRU� HPLJUDQWV´�� ILUVW�� WKH� H[RGXV� RI� &KULVWLDQV� IURP� WKH�
Middle East, which demands that they maintain contact with their Churches and their faith and religious 
identity (EMO 31-�����VHFRQG�� WKH�DUULYDO�³RI�ZRUNHUs coming from Africa, the Far East and the Indian 
sub-FRQWLQHQW´��(02���-34). Both phenomena pose a new and urgent pastoral challenge (EMO 35-36). 

 

1.2. Second part of the Exhortation: communion 

The second part of the document emphasizes the call to ecclesial koinonia as the first witness that should 
be given by all its members (EMO 37-38): Patriarchs (EMO 39-40), bishops (EMO 41-44), presbyters, 
deacons, and seminarians (EMO 45-50), religious (EMO 51-54), and laity (EMO 55-57). Special 
attention is given to families, pointing out the dangers to which they are exposed today and the identity 
crisis they are going through (EMO 58-60), as well as to the role of women (EMO 61), and to young 
people and children (EMO 62-65), highlighting the importance of their formation and how they must be 
transmitters of faith within their family and the Church. 

 

1.3. Third part of the Exhortation: witness 

The third part of the Exhortation provides the ideas central to a revival of evangelization in the Middle 
East. It highlights the centrality of Christian witness as the primary form of mission (EMO 66-67), since 
³EHIRUH�DOO�HOVH��WKH�&KULVWLDQ�LV�D�ZLWQHVV´��(02������&KULVWLDQ�ZLWQHVV�ILQGV�LWV�VRXO�DQG�LWV�VRXUFH�LQ�the 
Word of God (EMO 68-�����VLQFH�LW�ZLOO�EH�E\�³UHGLVFRYHULQJ�LWV�RULJLQDO�LQVSLUDWLRQ�DQG�IROORZLQJ�LQ�WKH�
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IRRWVWHSV�RI�WKRVH�ILUVW�GLVFLSOHV´�WKDW�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�SUHVHQFH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�³ZLOO�WDNH�RQ�QHZ�YLWDOLW\´�
(EMO 71). 

Communion and witness find ± and this applies to the whole Church, but, as it is well known, especially 
to the Oriental Christian ± an essential element in the liturgy and sacramental life of the Church (EMO 
75-�����/LWXUJLFDO�UHQHZDO��(02������³DQ�HFXPHQLFDO�DJUHHPHQW�RQ�WKH�PXWXDO�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�%DSWLVP´�
(EMO 78), perseverance on the path to full communion in the celebration of the Eucharist (EMO 79), and 
intensification of the practice of the sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation (EMO 81) are particularly 
desired. 

The efficacy of the mission also lies in personal and communal prayer (EMO 82) and pilgrimage, of 
ZKLFK� WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW� KDV� EHHQ� D� ³PDMRU� JRDO´� �(02����� VLQFH� WKH� HDUOLHVW� GD\V� RI� WKH�&KXUFK�� ,W� LV�
XUJHG�WR�UHFRYHU�LWV�HVVHQFH�DV�D�³SHQLWHQWLDO�MRXUQH\´��H[SUHVVLQJ�³DQ�DXWKHQWLF�WKLUVW�IRU�*RG´��DQG�³DQ�
authentic path of discipleship (sequela Christi�´��(02������$OWKRXJK�&KULVWLDQV¶�ZRUVKLS�LV�QRW�OLPLWHG�
WR� RQH� SODFH�� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH� RI� SLOJULPDJH� WR� GHHSHQ� RQH¶V� KLVWRU\� DQG� JHRJUDSK\� RI� VDOYDWLRQ� DQG� WR�
³UHWXUQ�WR�WKH VRXUFHV´�LV�HPSKDVL]HG��LW�LV�HQFRXUDJHG�QRW�RQO\�IRU�WKH�QRQ-Eastern faithful, so that they 
discover the treasures of the Eastern Churches, but also for the Eastern ones (EMO 84). 

This third part, and thus the entire document, culminates with the &KXUFK¶s mission: evangelization and 
charity. The Church in the Middle East is called, together with the whole Church ± by its missionary 
essence ± WR�D�³QHZ�VHOI-HYDQJHOL]DWLRQ´�DQG�WR�HYDQJHOL]H��(02���-86). In the first four paragraphs of 
that part (EMO 85-88)�� WKH� WHUP� ³QHZ� HYDQJHOL]DWLRQ´� LV� XVHG� IRXU� WLPHV� ± an expression that for the 
Middle East still sounds like a kind of novelty! Such work of new evangelization is helped by the 
³VXFFHVVIXO�LQWHJUDWLRQ´�RI�FKXUFK�PRYHPHQWV�DQG�QHZ�FRPPXQLWLHV��ZKLFK�DUH�D�³JLIW�RI�WKH�6SLULW´�WKDW�
PXVW�QRW�EH�H[WLQJXLVKHG��DV�LW�H[SUHVVHV�³FRPPXQLRQ�LQ�GLYHUVLW\´��(02������7KHUHIRUH��DQ�³DXWKHQWLF�
PLVVLRQDU\� VSLULW´� LV� KRSHG� IRU� �(02� ����� 7KH�&KXUFK¶V�PLVVLRQDU\�ZRUN� LV� DOVR� LPSOHPHQWHG� LQ� WKH�
network of the various educational, social and charitable institutions that have long been present in the 
Middle East and that, open to men and women of all religions and foreign to proselytism, give a 
commendable witness, not only from the religious but also from the social and human point of view, 
contributing greatly to peace (EMO 89-91). Finally, the importance of engaging in catechesis and 
Christian initiation and formation is affirmed (EMO 92-94). 

I will not summarize here the conclusion of the document (EMO 95-100), as it is an authentic jewel that 
should be reread in its entirety and which, for Christians in the Middle East ± FDOOHG� ³OLWWOH� IORFN´� E\�
&KULVW�� DQG� WROG� WR� ³IHDU� QRW´� �/N�� ������� ± LV� D� JUHDW� HQFRXUDJHPHQW� ³WR� FRXUDJHRXVO\� NHHS� DOLYH� WKH�
flame of divine love both in WKH�&KXUFK�DQG�LQ�DOO�WKRVH�SODFHV�ZKHUH�WKH\�OLYH�DQG�ZRUN´��(02����� 

 

 

2. Events of the last decade and new ecclesial challenges 

 

In one of his recent speeches, Pope Francis succinctly expressed the ups and downs of the last decade in 
the Middle (DVW��VD\LQJ�WKDW�³PDQ\�WKLQJV�KDYH�KDSSHQHG�LQ�WHQ�\HDUV��OHW�XV�WKLQN�RI�WKH�VDG�HYHQWV�WKDW�
involved Iraq and Syria, the turmoil in the Land of Cedars. There have also been some lights of hope such 
as the signing of the Document on Human Fraternity in AEX�'KDEL�´� �Address of His Holiness Pope 
Francis to the participants in the Reunion of Aid Agencies for the Oriental Churches (ROACO), 6/23/22). 
+H�WKHQ�XUJHG�³WR�YHULI\�WKH�IUXLWV�RI�WKH�6\QRG�IRU� WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�� LQ� WKH�ILHOG´�DQG�³WR� ILQG�XSGDWHG�
tools DQG�PHWKRGV�WKDW�DUH�VXLWDEOH�WR�H[SUHVVLQJ�FORVHQHVV�WR�WKH�&KXUFKHV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�´�KRSLQJ��DPRQJ�
RWKHU� WKLQJV��³WKDW� WKH�ZRUN�RI� WKH�FRRUGLQDWLRQ�FRPPLWWHH�RQ�6\ULD�DQG�,UDT��ZKLFK�EHJDQ�D�IHZ�\HDUV�
ago, may be resumed, including Lebanon in the shared rHIOHFWLRQ�´��Ibid.) 
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2.1. Recent highlights 

Within the framework of these words offered by the Holy Father, I now propose to outline the important 
events that have taken place in the years that followed the publication of the Exhortation, mentioning first 
of all, given the complexity of the subject ± it is never easy to summarize and give a historical 
interpretation of events that are close to us or still happening ± only the facts, and limiting myself to 
providing, from time to time, some very brief comments. 

Since the Exhortation was issued, the past ten years in the Middle East have been marked by tragic 
KLVWRULFDO�HYHQWV� LQFOXGLQJ��ILUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW�� WKH�H[SORVLRQ�DQG�WKHQ�WKH�GHFOLQH�RI�WKH�³$UDE�6SULQJ´��
ZKLFK�ZDV�IROORZHG�E\�WKH�³$UDE�:LQWHU´�DQG�WKH resurgence of authoritarianism and Islamic extremism. 
7KH�³$UDE�6SULQJ´��ZKLFK�KDG�VHHPHG�WR�PDUN�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�D�UHQDLVVDQFH�RI�WKH�$UDE�ZRUOG��WXUQHG�
out to be the beginning of a tragedy affecting the entire Fertile Crescent, from North Africa, particularly 
Egypt, to Syria. The Islamic fundamentalism that mainly characterized these countries during this period 
was not only nurtured and developed in the political and social vacuum that followed the Arab Spring, but 
also fed on biased interests and influences within the international community. 

Notable events in recent years include: the Egyptian crisis and General Abdel Fattah el-6LVL¶V� FRXS�
(2013); the civil wars in Syria (2011 to present, also encroaching from 2012-2014 on Turkey), with the 
rapid rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), later halted by the intervention of various foreign 
nations; and the Iraqi (2014-2018), Libyan (second civil war, 2014 to present) and Yemeni (2015 to 
present) civil wars. The political and military instability caused by these wars and other local outbreaks 
has caused at least 250,000 deaths, including the massacres perpetrated by ISIS, and several million 
refugees, with predictable economic and social consequences and with no certain prospect of either 
duration or result, as well as the exacerbation of fundamentalism and the proliferation of Islam-based 
terrorist organizations. In terms of human lives and tragedies, Iraq, Yemen and Syria are the countries that 
have paid the highest price. 

Other events should also not be overlooked, such as the very serious political, social and economic crisis 
in Lebanon (2019), aggravated by the explosion of the port of Beirut (2020), or the continuation of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, with the tragic situation of Gaza and the recurring wars and episodes of 
violence experienced in the country, especially from 2014 until today. The current situation is made more 
dramatic by other circumstances, such as the recent pandemic (2019 to date) and the resulting economic 
crisis in YDULRXV�FRXQWULHV��WKH�³$EUDKDP�$FFRUGV´�EHWZHHQ�WKH�8$(��,VUDHO�DQG�WKH�8�6���ZKLFK��ZKLOH�
presented as a peace agreement ��in the region, could be a cause of political tension between various rival 
$UDE� FRXQWULHV�� DQG� LV� SHUFHLYHG� E\� 3DOHVWLQLDQV� DV� D� EHWUD\DO� E\�$UDE� FRXQWULHV��5XVVLD¶V� LQYDVLRQ� RI�
Ukraine, with the ensuing ongoing war (2022 to date), which has sharpened the contrast between the 
U.S.-Europe-Israel and Russia-Iran-China blocs, further polarizing tensions between Arab countries that, 
more or less openly, support one faction or another; the exacerbation of the clash, within the Islamic 
world, between Sunnis and Shiites, which is, again, also a power war between Saudi Arabia and Iran and 
their respective allies in the region; the recent earthquake in Turkey and Syria, which has worsened the 
already desperate situation in both countries, especially in Syria. Internationally, there are also interests 
UHODWHG�WR�HQHUJ\�LVVXHV�DQG�WKH�HYHU�SURILWDEOH�DUPV�WUDGH��7XUNH\¶V�UROH�KDV�EHHQ�DQG�UHPDLQV�GHFLVLYH��
both for the Kurdish question and for ties to the Sunni world, but not only. 

Based on the recent events, it is becoming increasingly clear ± in case it was not already ± how the fate of 
entire populations in the Middle East is subservient to the interests of a few, causing wars and violence 
that are functional to models of development created and supported largely by the West. Christian 
communities have paid a very high price in these tragedies. While it is true, on the one hand, that they 
have been neither the primary nor the sole target of sectarian persecution, there is no denying, on the 
other hand, the very heavy cost paid in terms of human lives and the general impoverishment of the life of 
the Churches. We all still have before our eyes ± something that will remain in the collective memory for 
many generations ± the tragedy in Nineveh plain during the summer of 2014, as well as the misfortunes of 
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the Syrian people, which involved not only the martyrdom of so many brothers and sisters, but also the 
uprooting of entire communities from some regions of Syria and Iraq. 

In the midst of such serious upheavals, there is yHW�QR�ODFN�RI�VLJQV�RI�KRSH��WUXH�³OLJKWV´�VKLQLQJ�LQ�WKH�
night: for example the witness of so many brothers and sisters who, in recent years, have crowned their 
lives with maryrdom, with their Christian blood ± the seed of a new life (Tertullian) ± or witK�³ZKLWH´�
martyrdom, that is, by having suffered the consequences of persecution or by having wished to remain ± 
like so many bishops, priests, religious and lay people ± in their lands, preserving their faith and seeking 
to forgive their enemies with the help of grace; the Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace and 
Living Together, also known as the Abu Dhabi declaration, signed by Pope Francis and the Grand Imam 
of al-Azhar, Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, on February 4th, 2019; the increasing openness of some of the civil 
and religious authorities of Middle Eastern and Gulf countries to dialogue with Christians and the 
Catholic Church (although there are obviously still many steps to be taken in this direction), as evidenced, 
among other things, by Pope FranFLV¶� KLVWRULF� WULSV�� ZLWK� UHODWHG� YLVLWV� WR� ,VODPLF� FLYLO� DQG� UHOLJLRXV�
authorities and/or various ecumenical meetings to the Holy Land (Jordan, Palestine, Israel, 2014), Greece 
and Armenia (2016), Turkey (2014), Egypt (2017), the United Arab Emirates (2019, the first visit of a 
pope in history), Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan (2021), Cyprus and Greece (2021), and lastly Bahrain (2022), 
ZKHUH�WKH�NLQJ�DOORZHG�DQG�JDYH�ODQG�IRU�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�D�FDWKHGUDO��QDPHG�³2XU�/DG\�RI�$UDELD´��
which us the first in the history of the Arabian Peninsula. 

One fact emerges clearly here: Pope Francis cares about the Middle East, the Eastern Churches, 
ecumenical dialogue with the Orthodox, and interreligious dialogue, especially brotherhood and peace 
ZLWK�0XVOLPV��WKH�3RQWLII¶s name is prophetic in this sense!) and with Jews. 

 

2.2. New ecclesial challenges 

It is now necessary to focus on the influences these events had on our Churches, and the challenges they 
pose to us. We should ask ourselves what has changed in our Churches over the past decade. The world 
around us is transforming very rapidly, politically, economically and socially, and what is emerging ± we 
must admit this very clearly and sincerely ± is an increasingly secularized and de-Christianized world. 
We should therefore ask ourselves: how are our Churches preparing for the new times that are coming? 
What has changed in them in the last ten years? Epochal changes are taking place in the world, what 
about us? Have we remained where we were?  

 

A) Emigration 

In terms of Christian presence, some of our Churches ± I am thinking especially of Iraq and Syria, but 
also of our Palestine ± have been decimated in recent years. This has resulted in the need to reorganize 
our Churches, since most of their faithful are now far from their original territories. The arrival of many 
foreigners also makes us part of the phenomenon of globalization and multiethnicity ± to a lesser extent 
than other Churches in the West, but still not negligible. 

 

B) Crisis of Catholic institutions 

The political and economic crisis, together with an ever-increasing secularization, desacralization, de-
Christianization and crisis of faith among our faithful, especially our youth, has caused the crisis of 
many religious institutions, the most obvious case being that of Catholic schools. This crisis, 
exacerbated by the dark and difficult years of the pandemic, has been a catalyst that has shown the 
IUDJLOLW\� RI� RXU� V\VWHP� DQG� RI� VHYHUDO� RI� RXU� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� RXU� LQDELOLW\� WR� ³QHWZRUN´�� DQG� RXU� ODFN� RI�
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coordination ± not only in financial matters, but also and especially in the area of the formation of our 
Christians. 

 

C) Christian formation 

In our Churches, traditional religious formation is clearly and particularly in trouble: until recently, 
the village, clan, society, family, etc., protected and encouraged religious and traditional faith. Today this 
is no longer the case: the walls of our castle ± I say this in a positive sense, meaning everything that was a 
shield for our faith ± have broken through. 7KH�PHQWDOLW\�RI�WKH�QHZ�ZRUOG��³HPDQFLSDWHG´�IURP�WUDGLWLRQ�
DQG�IDLWK��WHFKQRORJLFDO��³IUHH´��DQG�highly critical of ± or perhaps indifferent to ± religious institutions, 
is growing more and more quickly and aggressively, while traditional faith ± more of a simple habit than 
true faith or, at least, not developing and maturing ± no longer has the strength to oppose it. We fail to 
undertake paths of initiation and formation of our Christians that are true itineraries of faith and not just 
individual initiatives or social or charitable activities. 

 

D) The formation of clergy 

The very formation of clergy is, in many cases, inadequate to these new challenges: based on 
³FRQYHUVDWLRQDO´�RU� traditional pastoral care, centered solely on the parish ± that is, primarily on the 
parish priest, religious men and women, and a small group of committed laity ± it is often reduced to 
sacramental pastoral care��VWLOO�IDU�IURP�EHLQJ�WKH�³&KXUFK�RQ�WKH�PRYH´�LQYRNHG�E\�3RSH�)UDQFLV��WKDW�
is, a Church of parrhesia, a Church that is not afraid to put herself on the line, capable of moving to a 
SDVWRUDO�PLQLVWU\�RI�HYDQJHOL]DWLRQ��ZKLFK�LPSOLHV�D�³QHZ�HYDQJHOL]DWLRQ´��DQG�HYHQ�D�UH-evangelization 
of our Christians who are far from the practice of the faith. 

Sometimes we try to self-convince ourselves that the lost sheep among our Christians are actually not 
lost, but still in the sheepfold, often pointing the finger only at political, social, economic circumstances, 
and consoling ourselves with the fact that in the West the situation is far more serious. We will never be 
able to go in search of our lost sheep, however, if we do not consider them lost; and we will never be able 
to truly move from a pastoral care of mere preservation to a pastoral care of evangelization of our 
faithfuO�LI�ZH�SHUVLVW�LQ�WKLQNLQJ�WKDW��DIWHU�DOO��WKH\�DUH�VWLOO�&KULVWLDQV��WKDW�WKH\�³GR�ZKDW�WKH\�FDQ´�LQ�WKH�
Middle Eastern context, and that it is already a miracle that they have not yet migrated elsewhere. 

In this regard, I would like to say ± first of all with regard to our diocese ± that we need, concerning the 
faithful in our parishes, new statistics, more up-to-GDWH�DQG�KRQHVW��7KHUH�LV�RIWHQ�D�WHQGHQF\�WR�³LQIODWH´�
WKH�QXPEHUV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�³JHW�E\´�DQG�QRW�WR�JHW�GLVFRXUDJHG��DV�ZH�GHOXGH�RXUVHOYHV�LQto believing that, 
after all, things are not so bad. To give just one example, our statistics are often reduced to the number of 
families present, without seriously assessing that today, even among our Christians, the low birth rate is 
an increasingly dramatic problem and that the number of family members is decreasing considerably. 

The ecclesial crisis exposed above emerges in all its clarity when we consider the decline in vocations to 
the priesthood and the impoverishment of religious presence, especially female. The fragility of the 
Christian presence and its diminution in the new Middle Eastern context are also manifested by the 
diminishing presence of Christians (and true Christians!) in political life or, as in Lebanon, by an 
internal division that causes scandal and takes the whole country hostage. 

To highlight this is not to fall back into pessimism. The phenomena briefly outlined above are widespread 
throughout the world, and far more dramatically in many places. It is just that here in our country they 
have surfaced clearly and peremptorily only in more recent years. To analyze the situation truthfully and 
calmly does not mean we will become prophets of doom. All is not lost. Jesus Christ is with us. The Holy 
Spirit, who still gives rise to saints and martyrs, as I said earlier, even and especially here in the Middle 
East, is working and animating our Churches, giving rise to gifts, charisms and responses. Only, in order 
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to receive them, we must be open to the reality and to the action of the Spirit who speaks to the 
Churches, we must listen to Him with docility and be ready to leave our islands, to be courageous, to 
welcome His new inspirations, which can help especially in forming our laity and our families: because if 
the Church saves the family, the family also saves the Church, as Christians, religious, priests, etc., 
come from it. It is a virtuous circle. 

,Q�VKRUW��ZH�ILQG�RXUVHOYHV�DW� WKH�FURVVURDGV�RI�DQ�³HSRFKDO�FKDQJH´ ± as Pope Francis calld it ± which 
will continue for a long time to cause tragedies and difficulties of all kinds for everyone, including our 
communities. Today, therefore, we must reread all these events in the light of faith, with discernment, 
with a present and future vision of our identity and mission, as well as of our pastoral priorities. 
Undoubtedly, at the time of the publication of the EMO, there was a more positive vision of growth, 
SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�FKDQJH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��RQH�RQO\�KDV�WR�WKLQN�RI�WKH�³$UDE�6SULQJ´� 

Today we are understandably more disillusioned, although there is no shortage, as mentioned, of signs of 
light and hope. Talking about interreligious dialogue in Syria and Iraq, with its ups and downs, after ISIS 
and Abu Dhabi, forces us to make a true and concrete synthesis of what we have experienced, something 
that has not yet been done thoroughly and is our task. One of the objectives of this Symposium is to 
reread the Exhortation in relation to what has happened in the meantime at the political, social and 
ecclesial levels; a dramatic path, which nevertheless calls us to conversion and trust in God. 

 

3. Possible future directions for the Church in the Middle East 

Having outlined the context of the events of the last decade and the new emerging ecclesial challenges, it 
is now necessary to try to indicate some orientations and paths for the future. I will try to do so in this 
last part of my introduction, in as concrete a manner as possible, without claiming to be exhaustive or to 
SURYLGH�³PDJLF´�VROXWLRQV��EXW�RQO\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�VWLPXODWH�\RXU�LQVSLUDWLRQ�DQG�UHIOHFWLRQ��DQG�DV�D�VHUYLFH�,�
have been asked to render. I hope that the presentations of the next few days, shown on the program you 
have in your hands, will help us to deepen and develop certain central themes in the life of our Churches. 
I imagine that some of the proposals will be the object of consensus, others less so, while still others will 
perhaps be contested. But the intention is precisely to stimulate and provoke as much reflection as 
possible, in order to help us and define some guidelines for our pastoral work in the Middle East in the 
years to come. I will develop these directions by grouping them into three main underlying themes: 
formation, communion, and mission. 

 

3.1. Directions regarding formation 

%\�³IRUPDWLRQ´�� ,�PHDQ�KHUH�QRW�RQO\�catechesis, which is certainly necessary and to be rethought and 
renewed, but also, more generally speaking, the recovery of an authentic Christian identity that is not 
only social and cultural in nature. In an increasingly secularized world, the contribution that the Churches 
in the Middle East can make is precisely a rebirth from the heart of faith. We are historically the heart 
and cradle of the Gospel, and it is from here that the call to the beauty of the Gospel and, why not, to a 
³UHGHPSWLRQ´�IRU�WKH�HQWLUH�8QLYHUVDO�&KXUFK��LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�WKH�GLIILFXOW�FULVHV�DQG�VFDQGDOV�VKH�LV�JRLQJ�
through, can still be born. 

,Q� VXFK� WRUQ� FRQWH[WV� DV� WKH�0LGGOH� (DVW¶V��PDUNHG� E\� ORFDO� WUDJHGLHV� DQG� JOREDO� XSKHDYDOV�� ZH�PXVW�
always be accompanied by hope, the child of faith. Faith is, among other things, a way being in life, of 
reading it, a way of being sentinels in the night, standing firm on our watchtower, waiting for dawn and 
reading the signs of our times. 

The first crucial challenge to be accepted is therefore to recover our central relationship with faith, so 
that it becomes a new way of being inside a Middle East that has changed a great deal in ten years. Being 
Church in the Middle East is certainly for us a peculiar grace, but it also constitutes an invitation to 
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accept, to welcome the reality in which we are, with its particularities, its difficulties, its conflicts. 
Being Church in the Middle East by avoiding or fleeing conflicts or by trying to resolve them with non-
evangelical logics might preserve our structures, but it will not nourish the faith and hope of our 
Christians. If we look at the great ecclesial institutions in the Middle East, we see, as in other parts of the 
world, elements of crisis. However, if we turn our gaze to the territory, the field, to the ecclesial realities 
that are less numerous here in this region than before, we observe much commitment and passion (which 
often also becomes incomprehension towards institutions), and a true desire to get involved. It is the 
SDVWRUV¶�GXW\�WR�RULHQW�VXFK�SUHVHQFH� 

The synodal journey undertaken by the Church of the Middle East, together with the whole Church, is 
KLJKOLJKWLQJ�DPRQJ�KHU�IDLWKIXO�D�GHVLUH�IRU�D�QHZ�³EUHDWK�RI�WKH�6SLULW´��:H�DUH�FDOOHG�PRUH�WKDQ�HYHU�WR�
return to, as EMO invited us, and to be inspired by the very first apostolic model, which, from the East, 
illuminated the West like a sun and peacefully conquered the whole world. This means, first of all, 
ZRUNLQJ�WKRURXJKO\�RQ�WKH�LQLWLDWLRQ�DQG�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�RXU�&KULVWLDQV��VHDUFKLQJ�³ZKHUH�WKH�6SLULW�EORZV´��
and opening ourselves with enthusiasm to a new evangelization, as St. John Paul II already suggested to 
the bishops of a Europe that was becoming de-Christianized, not without a certain bewilderment on their 
SDUW��³7R�FDUU\�RXW�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�ZRUN�RI�HYDQJHOL]DWLRQ��ZH�PXVW�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�LQVSLUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�YHU\�first 
apostolic model (...). We must therefore begin evangelization by invoking the Spirit and searching where 
WKH� 6SLULW� EORZV� �FI�� -Q� ����´�� �Address to the participants in the VI Symposium of the Council of 
European Episcopal Conferences, 11/10/1985, #18, trans. ours). 

As a first concrete orientation for the future, I think it is important to encourage paths toward a 
Christian formation for all, a formation that cannot be reduced only to the celebration of the 
Sacraments and the Divine Liturgy, but that must focus on the kèrygma, on catechesis, and that must 
be adapted to our times. It is not only a matter of developing new formation texts, but also new 
methodologies, new dynamics of religious education, both in schools (where Christian formation is 
often lacking, to say the least) and in other ecclesial contexts. A catechesis that is centered on the Word 
of God and the Fathers, but also existential and current, corresponding to our times. 

All of this implies renewing and pursuing, with renewed effort, a serious catechesis for children and 
adults, and finding new catechumenal paths for families, as called for recently by Pope Francis and shown 
by the Dicastery for Laity, Family and Life in the recent document Catechumenal Itineraries for Married 
Life (2022). 

As mentioned above, we also need to be well aware and honest with ourselves in admitting that our 
Christians, when confronted with the new globalized and secularized world, are experiencing a major 
identity crisis. Their Christianity, in many cases, as far as initiation and formation are concerned, no 
longer has deep roots. It is often a Christianity of identity, of tradition, or based on a natural religiosity 
or a faith that still has to mature. We can no longer be satisfied with the Sunday presence of our 
faithful. It no longer has the strength to counter the tsunami of globalized secularism, which enters, 
through the Internet or other forms, even in the Bedouin tents or in the most remote villages most faithful 
to Christian practice. On the one hand, our faithful have, when compared to Europe, where Christian 
identity is much more fragile and in crisis, a strong sense of belonging. On the other hand, we can no 
ORQJHU� UHVW� RQ� WKLV� IDFW� DQG� MXVW� VD\�� ³:HOO� DW� OHDVW� LW¶V� QRW� OLNH� (XURSH�´� 7KH� DOEHLW� VWURQJ� &KULVWLDQ�
identity and belonging of our faithful must be further formed and in some cases re-evangelized. Faith can 
no longer be taken for granted, and we must admit this without shame, because, if we are truly honest 
with ourselves, we know very well that this is also true for some of us and for various members of our 
FOHUJ\� �VFDQGDOV� DUH� QRW� DQ� ³DFFLGHQW´� WKDW� KDSSHQV� RQO\� WR� RWKHUV�� EXW� D� ZDUQLQJ� IRU� HYHU\RQH����:H�
should always be aware that we are all experiencing constant conversion, growth and ongoing faith 
formation. 

In particular, as advocated by EMO, a pastoral care that focuses more on the Word of God, studied, 
meditated upon and proclaimed, seems indispensable. The difficulties, and even the prohibitions, that the 
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explicit proclamation of the Gospel encounters in our lands should not lead us only to preserve what 
already exists, to remain in the status quo, but require of us, as individuals and as communities, to be 
creative, capable of eloquent and incisive witness. 

Apart from rare cases such as, for example, in Lebanon, the Church in the Middle East has always been a 
minority. Being a minority is part of our identity and we must accept that. This condition reminds us that 
we are not and do not exist for ourselves, but to enter into relationship with those who encounter us. It 
forces us to be proactive, as has been the case in the past. Being a minority, however, should not prevent 
us from giving vibrant witness of faith and belonging, from elaborating attentive and strong cultural 
proposals, the only possible space for confrontation in our Land. In conclusion, it should not close us off, 
but open us to new forms of creativity, which are not only allowed, but sometimes even expected by our 
brothers and sisters of other faiths. 

All this implies another crucial mission for the future, which is the formation of clergy and religious. 
We have a duty to improve such a formation. People need to find authoritative references in the clergy, 
both spiritually and culturally. They must know that taking their car and driving hours to go to Mass is 
worth it, because they will find nourishment in the liturgy and in the proclamation of a serious and well-
researched Word. 

 

3.2. Directions regarding communion and synodal journey. 

Choosing Christ brings us together as a community. We need to form communities ± not communities 
made for themselves or self-referential, but communities for the Kingdom. Communities that know how 
to live in the light of the Lamb (Rev 21-22), in the Paschal light, obedient to the logic of the Lamb, which 
LV� WKDW�RI�JLYLQJ�RQH¶V� OLIH�RXW�RI� ORYH� �*Q������$JDLQ� UHIHUULQJ�EDFN� WR�5HY���-22, the Jerusalem that 
descends from heaven ± an image and prefiguration of the Church ± has beautiful walls and doors that are 
always wide open to the four cardinal points, always open to all. It has walls, yet not to defend, but to 
define. One can choose two positions in this Jerusalem: the one inside the walls, in the light of the Lamb 
and obedient to His voice, and the one outside. The Christian community, the Church, in the Middle East, 
must be the voice of those who have decided to stand within the walls of the Holy City, within the 
Church, and to live in the light of the Lamb, to be a reflection of this Paschal light. 

A unique chance for communion, in this sense, is the synodal journey we have undertaken, both as local 
and Middle Eastern Churches and as a universal Church. Although we should not necessarily expect 
HSRFKDO�FKDQJHV�IURP�LW��WKLV�V\QRGDO�MRXUQH\�LV�D�NLQG�RI�³sowing´�DQG�³ploughing the soil´��:H�KDYH�
lived through dramatic years, during which everything came to a standstill, at least for some of our 
countries, as in the time of the pandemic or the wars. This synodal journey is an opportunity to 
strengthen communion among us��QRW�WR�OLYH�DV�LVODQGV�LQ�WKH�PDQ\�³LVODQGV´�RI�Whe Middle East, but, 
on the contrary, to sentire cum Ecclesia and with all the Churches of the Middle East, sharing sufferings, 
but also inspirations of the Spirit. I believe strengthening communion and cooperation among the 
Churches must become a priority. And even if the borders are closed, technology and political changes 
DUH�VWLOO�PDNLQJ�FROODERUDWLQ�PXFK�HDVLHU��3RSH�)UDQFLV�KDV�UHSHDWHGO\�UHPLQGHG�XV�WKDW�³1R�RQH�LV�VDYHG�
DORQH´��7KLV� LV� WUXH� IRU�RXU�&KXUFKHV�DV�ZHOO��&ROODERUDWLRQ�PXVW�EH� WKH� UHVXOW�not only of a necessary 
strategy imposed by circumstances, but because it is a witness expected by our faithful and the 
foundation of our ecclesial vocation, based on the Gospel. 

7KH�V\QRGDO�MRXUQH\�PXVW�EH�D�WLPH�WR�WDNH�QRWH�RI�ZKDW�LV�³VLPPHULQJ�LQ�WKH�SRW´�RI�WKH�QHZ�JHQHUDWLRQV��
but also a time to look in all directions, to see who we can work with, to know the issues and to know 
³ZKHUH�ZH�DUH´�� ,Q� WKLV� MRXUQH\��ZH�VKRXOG�EH�FRPIRUWHG��DV�PHQWLRQHG�DERYH��E\� WKH�SULGH�RI� IDLWK�RI�
Christians in the Middle East. Yes, our Churches have recently been decimated in terms of numbers and 
KDYH� UHPDLQHG�� LQ� VRPH� FDVHV�� ³D� OLWWOH� IORFN´�� <HW� DV� WKH\� JUDGXDOO\� EHFRPH� &KXUFKHV� QR� ORQJHU�
concerned with occupying or defending spaces of power, they can rediscover the essentials of faith and 
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Christian witness, and can grow in communion with one another. These are communities that, even in 
the face of significant difficulties and even persecutions, have remained faithful to Christ. 

A concrete and vast field for the exercise of communion can be the Gulf, where our Churches are all 
present and some in great numbers, through the numerous faithful who live there. Such a multiform 
presence must not become a cause of confusion, division or friction in matters of jurisdiction, thus 
falling within the logic of power or even economics, but must instead become an occasion for 
communion among us and for mutual acquaintance among our faithful, finding, beyond canonical 
solutions, new forms of collaboration among the bishops and among the priests who work there. 

7KLV�FRPPXQLRQ�PXVW�EH�RXU�ILUVW�³DHVWKHWLF´�EHIRUH�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�ILQG�RXUVHOYHV��2QO\�D�QHZ�
aesthetic will save the world and the Middle East, the one of Christ, the communion of our communities, 
which attract those who DUH� IDU� DZD\�� ³6HH� KRZ� WKH\� ORYH� RQH� DQRWKHU�´� �7HUWXOOLDQ�� Apolog. 39), 
exclaimed the nations before Christians. This is our first aesthetic, which attracts everyone, even if we 
cannot always explicitly proclaim the Gospel to them. 

A renewal of faith and communion among us, without losing ourselves in quarrels and factions ± we can 
no longer afford this luxury when we are in a boat increasingly smaller on the turbulent sea of the world ± 
could be the most powerful and eloquent announcement. 

Our Christian East has always been distinguished in the beauty of liturgical forms and icons, 
expressions of the beauty of Christ and the Holy Trinity, the Church, the communion and the faith that 
unites us. Rooted in the tradition and each one in their own liturgical identity, it is necessary to find 
and propose a new aesthetic, a Christianity that is truly attractive to the world around us, a world in which 
churches have less and less interest, except for tourism or to take some selfies to share with friends. 

EMO called for liturgical renewal, as we mentioned at the beginning (EMO 75). Each Church will 
certainly have made her own considerations in this regard. I know that some Churches have had major 
reforms. Whatever response each Church gives, it is necessary that our liturgies still know how to 
speak, especially to the younger generation. 

We may not be able to sit at international tables beside the powerful, we may not be able to change their 
decisions. We can, however, intervene where our communities are, to build in our small contexts of life 
different, alternative ways of peace, development and growth. If current models of development 
subjugate mankind to consumption and violence, we will continue to build communities and relationships 
that place human beings at the heart of all the contexts of what is our work: in parishes, in schools, in 
hospitals, and in the countless peace and solidarity initiatives that, if they do not change the world, 
nonetheless contribute to creating contexts of peace and respect and are a witness to our Christian way of 
being within these difficult realities. No matter how small and fatigued, our communities will not give up 
taking charge of the fate of the many last and poor ones in their territory. 

On this issue the Catholic Church can rightly be proud. A large part of the world of care in our 
territories is entrusted to the many institutions of the Catholic Church: hospitals, schools, homes for the 
disabled, support for various poverties. I am thinking of Caritas, but not only. There are countless ways 
through which the Church, the Christian and especially the Catholic community have always manifested 
their way of being, their way to be Church in the Middle East. A Church that is not closed in on herself 
but, even with all her limitations, is and remains an extroverted presence. 

However, many of these institutions today are in crisis, for various reasons. I believe this offers us an 
opportunity; we should think not only of how to save them, but also of how to restore ± where necessary ± 
their original motivation. We must ask ourselves if these institutions are still serving the Church and 
the poor according to their original vocation, or if they have become such that they must be served 
themselves, by the few religious who run them, or by the few resources that remain. But the ROACO 
speaker will tell us about it.  
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3.3. Directions regarding our mission 

As we have said, our institutions, although in crisis, are also our mission and have become our visible 
witness. We cannot only rethink our works from an economic, structural or other point of view. Rather, 
they must make visible what our way of being in this society is today. Rethinking the structures, 
therefore, not only to maintain their current status (which is probably not possible), but to align them 
with our desire to proclaim in our societies. 

Without denying the difficulties of explicitly evangelizing people of other religious confessions present 
on our territory and the renunciation of proselytism, if our Churches do not soon recover their missionary 
dimension, both ad intra (in the Middle East) and ad extra (throughout the world, where Arabic is now 
one of the most widely spoken languages!), they will implode. The health of a Church is measured by its 
missionary impulse, since mission is her essence: the Church is either missionary or, simply, does not 
exist. Such renewed missionary zeal and influx will enable us to avoid falling back into victimhood and 
³IHHOLQJ�VRUU\�IRU�RXUVHOYHV´�� LW�ZLOO�UHVWRUH� the true meaning of our sufferings and our being in the 
Middle East and the world. We have many sores, yes. But such sores, transfigured in Christ who 
showed His glorious wounds as the most eloquent sign of His resurrection, can be a witness that cries out 
WR�WKH�ZRUOG��WKDW�DQQRXQFHV�SHDFH�WR�DOO��WR�WKRVH�QHDU�DQG�IDU��³3HDFH�EH�ZLWK�\RX�´ 

Besides evangelization, dialogue is the other fundamental form of expression in our ecclesial life. It is 
constitutive of the life of the Church and intrinsic to her very nature. More than dialogue, we should 
VSHDN� RI� ³FRQYLYLDOLW\´�� VLQFH�� LQ� IDFW�� ZH� OLYH� WRJHWKHU�� 7KURXJK� HFXPHQLFDO� GLDORJXH� RU� FRQYLYLDOLW\�
among the Churches, we should not only permanently organize common prayers for peace, but also set 
up, where they do not exist, interreligious committees, especially with Muslim believers, in order to 
come together to carry out works of solidarity and sharing, to make fraternity and human solidarity grow 
and be experienced. 

In the ecumenical field, EMO recommended the intensification of communicatio in sacris, arrangements 
IRU� ³HFXPHQLFDO� SDVWRUDO� FDUH� DV� D� ZKROH´�� DQG� D� FRPPRQ� WUDQVODWLRQ� RI� WKH� /RUG¶V� 3UD\HU�� ZKich is 
UHFLWHG�GLIIHUHQWO\� LQ�$UDELF�HYHQ�DPRQJ�&DWKROLF�&KXUFKHV�� ,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�LI�ZH�ZLOO�EH�DEOH� WR�KDYH�D�
VLQJOH�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI�WKH�/RUG¶V�3UD\HU�DPRQJ�DOO�&KULVWLDQ�&KXUFKHV��But will we at least be able to get 
a commitment from the Catholic Churches to a single version of the Lord's Prayer? 

7DNLQJ�RQ�DQG�PDNLQJ�RQH¶V�RZQ�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SRRU�DQG�WKH�OLWWOH�RQHV�DOVR�HQWDLOV�parrhesia: that 
is, to frankly denounce the evil, the sin, the injustices that cause poverty and create injustice. Sent to be 
ZLWQHVVHV�RI� ³DQRWKHU´�ZD\�DQG�ZRUOG��ZH�KDYH� WKH�GXW\� WR�SURFODLP��ZLWK�RXU� OLYHV�EXW� DOVR�ZLWK�RXU�
words, the Gospel of justice and peace that was delivered to us on the day of our consecration. For this 
reason, we often find ourselves at a crossroads, called to choose between the necessary denunciation of 
violence and abuse, always perpetrated to the detriment of the weakest, and the risk of reducing the 
Church WR�D�³SROLWLFDO�DJHQW´�RU�HYHQ�WR�D�SDUW\�RU�IDFWLRQ��IRUJHWWLQJ�KHU�WUXH�QDWXUH�DQG�H[SRVLQJ her to 
easy and superficial instrumentalization. Being Church in the Middle East will increasingly be, for us and 
IRU�DOO��PDUW\UGRP�DQG�SURSKHF\��³%HKROG��,�DP�VHQGLQJ�\RX�RXW�OLNH�VKHHS�DPRQJ�ZROYHV´��0W���������
We cannot and must not turn into wolves, nor imitate them or even ally ourselves with them, but 
persevere in the Gospel way of the Incarnation and Easter. Our commitment to the lives and peace of the 
men and women of our lands lives in the knowledge that not as the world gives it does Christ give peace 
to us (cf. Jn. 14:27). This does not mean, as we have said, remaining silent in the face of injustice or 
inviting Christians to quietness and disengagement. 

In this context, I think it is important to point out an ever-present temptation in our Middle East: that 
of allying ourselves with or becoming the instrument of the political power of this or that time and 
place. It is and will be increasingly difficult to preserve, as Churches, a prophetic role in our communities 
and in society more generally, as long as populations, Christian and non-Christian, see us as allied with 
the powerful of the moment, both in terms of politics and economics. To be prophets, we must be free 
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of all conditioning. The alliance between throne and altar has never been good for either the throne or 
the altar. On this point, I think a reflection is necessary. 

We cannot, moreover, conceive of our being in the Middle East merely and simply as a right, as it would 
fatally make us a fragile part of a conflict and war. To be and to remain in the territory of our Churches, 
torn by violence and conflict, will increasingly be for us a vocation and a choice, like the free and loving 
choice of Christ, who came to dwell among us and to give His life for all. In short, our reflection must 
start not so much from the situation of our Churches and communities, which can sometimes be worrying, 
but from the vocation our Churches have in this difficult context. We will increasingly have to move 
away from the preoccupation of occupying land, or physical and institutional structures, and instead focus 
more on the beautiful and good dynamics of life that, as believers, we can initiate. More faith and fewer 
structures (which, while necessary, are now more fragile) seems to be the way forward. 

The many sufferings of these last years, with the consequent economic crisis we are experiencing, can 
DFWXDOO\�EH�D�JUHDW�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�XV��RXU�FOHUJ\�DQG�RXU�IDLWKIXO��VR�WKDW�ZH�EHFRPH�D�³SRRU�&KXUFK�IRU�
WKH�SRRU´, as Pope Francis advocates. This means ± above all for us and our clergy ± to free ourselves 
from the idolization of money, from the search for privileges at different levels of civil and ecclesial 
life, from the status of leaders, from the continual search for aid, from paternalism and clericalism; it 
means being capable of transparency in our ecclesial relations, with everyone and in our institutions. It 
means correcting the forms of corruption that are ± OHW¶V�IDFH�LW�± rampant among us. To be credible, we 
must address this issue with courage! Too many accusations are made at various levels by our people.  

This means, in a word, getting out of WKH� ZRUOG¶V� ORJLF� RI� SRZHU, into which religious authorities 
belonging to faiths other than our own fall much more easily. We know well how in the Middle East 
SROLWLFV�HQYHORSV�RUGLQDU\�OLIH�LQ�DOO�LWV�DVSHFWV��3RSH�)UDQFLV�UHFHQWO\�UHPLQGHG�XV�WKDW�³WKH�&KXUFK¶V�WDVN�
is not to change governments, but to bring the logic of the Gospel into the thinking and actions of UXOHUV´�
(https://www.lastampa.it/vatican-insider/en/2018/05/24/news/the-terrorism-islam-equation-a-foolish-lie-
1.34019283/). 

Always opting for the poor and the weak does not make the Church a political party. Taking a stand, 
as we are often asked to do, cannot mean engaging in confrontation, but rather must always translate into 
words and actions in favor of those who suffer and weep, and not into invective and condemnation of 
anyone. The Church, like Christ, always condemns the sin, never the sinner. It may be easy and 
convenient at times to join the chorus of criticism and recrimination, and perhaps even to gain applause 
and approval by doing so, but the temptation can be worldly, even diabolical, to assert the Kingdom in 
such a violent and worldly way. For Christians, the only possible position is that of Christ, at the service 
of the lives of all. A mute lamb before the butchers, He did not renounce affirming the truth before 
those who condemned Him, but He refused to condemn and judge. The Church loves and serves the 
polis and shares with the civil authorities the concern and action for the common good, in the general 
interest of all and especially of the poor, always raising her voice to defend the rights of God and man, 
but does not enter into the logic of competition and division. 

 

  

https://www.lastampa.it/vatican-insider/en/2018/05/24/news/the-terrorism-islam-equation-a-foolish-lie-1.34019283/
https://www.lastampa.it/vatican-insider/en/2018/05/24/news/the-terrorism-islam-equation-a-foolish-lie-1.34019283/
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Conclusion 

 

We need to be able to look beyond our small worlds and even beyond the Middle East. Globalization can 
be a positive phenomenon. We should not fear it, but prepare ourselves and our faithful to meet its 
challenges. Indeed, it can be problematic when it places the global interest or, worse, the interest of a few 
elites, instead of the human person, at the center of its attention, or when it wants to impose a global 
order, which implies ideas and practices foreign to Christian faith and morals. Today, faith touches new 
frontiers and sees new positive opportunities opening up, but it must also confront external attacks and 
ever more numerous and complex problems, such as those concerning the progress of science and 
technology, the economy, the defense of the family, the sanctity of human life and its dignity, the 
affirmation of justice, peace, freedom, the protection of human rights, and the safeguarding of creation ± 
issues which have ethical implications of great complexity. 

In an increasingly globalized and rapidly changing world, it is time not for restoration, but to start anew, 
from the ground up��DV�3RSH�6W��3DXO�9,�WROG�WKH�ZKROH�&KXUFK��³$OO�WKH�ZRUN�GRQH�LQ�WKH�FHQWXULHV�WKDW�
have gone before us does not exempt us from collaborating with the divine builder; on the contrary, He 
calls us, not only to a faithful task of conservation, nor even to a passive traditionalism or a hostile 
rejection of the perennial innovation of human life; He calls us to begin again, mindful, yes, and jealous 
guardians of what the authentic history of the Church has accumulated for this and future generations, but 
aware also that the edifice, until the last day of time, requires new work, demands a laborious, fresh, 
ingenious construction, as if the Church, the divine edifice, was beginning today her adventurous 
FKDOOHQJH� WRZDUG� WKH� KHLJKWV� RI� KHDYHQ´� �General Audience, 7/7/1976, italics added, trans. ours). We 
must, in the East as in the West, find again the path between traditionalism, which invites us to ghettoize 
ourselves for fear of modernity, and liberalism, which sic et simpliciter ³HVSRXVHV´� LW� ZLWKRXW�
discernment, abandoning Tradition and the deposit of faith. 

It is not about rebuilding walls that separate, recreating a distance between us and the world; it is 
about being salt, light, and leaven to this world. The Church is a sacrament of salvation for the world and 
thus for the Middle East. The mission of being salt, light and leaven implies that it does not matter how 
great the darkness is outside, how tasteless the world around us is, how little ferment there is in the 
nihilism that surrounds us. The really important thing is not this, but that the light, however small, is truly 
light and enlightens, that the salt does not lose its taste ± since it only takes a few pinches of real salt to 
give flavor ± and that the leaven, however small, contains the ferment of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

6XFK�LV�RXU�PLVVLRQ��DQG�ZH�DORQH�FDQ�IXOILOO�LW��-HVXV�&KULVW�VD\V��³<RX�DUH�WKH�VDOW�RI�WKH�HDUWK��������<RX�
DUH�WKH�OLJKW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG´��0t. 5:13-�����+H�GRHV�QRW�VD\�³EH�´�EXW�³\RX�DUH´��DV�LI�WR�VD\�WKDW��XQOHVV�ZH�
are the ones to enlighten and salt the Middle East with Christ, Salt of the earth and Light of the world, it 
will remain dark and tasteless.  

It is not and will not be so. We know. We know that, in spite of everything, we will leave here with a 
renewed commitment to enlighten and give flavor to the entire Middle East, where our roots lie and 
where we will not cease to remain to give our beautiful witness of faith. 
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