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FOREWORD
22 January 2016

On 22 April 2013, the Metropolitans of Aleppo, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim of the
Syriac Orthodox Church and Paul Yazigi of the Greek Orthodox Church, were abducted by
armed gunmen as they were travelling back to Aleppo from the Syrian/Turkish border, where
they had been negotiating the release of the two abducted priests, Michael Kayyal of the
Greek Orthodox Church and Maher Mahfouz of the Armenian Catholic Church.

The abduction of the two Metropolitans has become a symbolic icon of the threat to the very
existence of Christianity in its traditional homelands in the Middle East. It occurred at a time
of utmost need for Christian leadership as the crises in Syria and Iraq were unfolding. These
continue to have dramatic consequences for the Christian communities who have experienced
considerable persecution and who have borne the brunt of ethno-religious cleansing.

This book highlights the Metropolitans’ plight but, in particular, it is a testimony to Mor
Gregorios” key role as a Middle Eastern Christian leader, who has bridged the world of
ecumenism and inter-faith. His guiding maxim is the acceptance of others and the dialogue of
life; in this way he has created his own diverse yet unique world of like-minded thinkers who
strive for a harmonious and peaceful existence. The fruit of much labour, this book would not
have been possible except for the tremendous influence of Mor Gregorios and the respect that
he commands. The logistics to search for and invite as many members of his global family and
circle of friends have been considerable. This collection has been accomplished by sheer
dedication and perseverance as a gesture that befits his life, altruism and witness. Collectively,
this effort has netted an impressive tapestry of the global family that Mor Gregorios nurtured
and to which he belongs, narrating his ecclesiastical, ecumenical, inter-faith, spiritual,
intellectual, educational and humanitarian dimensions.

The Centre of World Christianity in the Department of Religions and Philosophies, SOAS,
University of London, is holding the official launch during a conference, on 22 April 2016,
marking the third anniversary of the abductions. It is hoped that this book, which will be
made widely available in both paper and electronic format, will spread awareness of the case
and cause of the abductions and and keep advocacy alive. We remain optimistic that the
Metropolitans, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim and Paul Yazigi, and the two priests,
Michael Kayyal and Maher Mahfouz, together with the abducted Italian Jesuit priest, Paolo
Dall'Oglio, will be released safely and re-united with their communities. We fervently wish
they would attend to enrich our conference by their presence and share with us lessons from
their three year plight.

L« C o> b A5
Erica C. D. Hunter
Head, Department of Religions and Philosophies







THE SYRIAC ORTHODOX CHURCH

SEBASTIAN BROCK
EMERITUS PROFESSOR IN SYRIAC STUDIES, THE UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD, UK

The Syriac Orthodox Church and its place among the other Christian Churches

Seen from a historical perspective, the Christian Church has reached us today through

three main strands of tradition, each of which subsequently became divided.

The first, and most familiar, strand is that of what is sometimes called "the Latin West",
which at the time of the Reformation split up between the Catholic and the various
Reformed Churches. The second tradition is that of the "Greek East", today consisting of
the various different Eastern Orthodox Churches. The third tradition, whose very
existence is all too often forgotten, is that of the Syriac Orthodox Church and the other
Oriental Orthodox Churches (Armenian, Coptic, Ethiopian, Malankara and Eritrean).

This third tradition has largely been forgotten in the consciousness of the other two

traditions for two main reasons:

Firstly, these Churches, being situated in the Middle East, were effectively cut off from
both the Latin West and the Greek East in the seventh century by the Arab invasions and

the advent of Islam.

The second reason lies in a difference of opinion over how best to describe the relationship
of the divinity and the humanity in the incarnate Christ. Whereas the Latin West and the
Greek East have both followed the doctrinal formula of the Council of Chalcedon (of
451), imposed on the Byzantine Empire by the Emperor Justinian in the sixth century,
this formula (stating that Christ was incarnate "in two natures") has always been
considered unsatisfactory by the Oriental Orthodox Churches, for whom the Council’s
draft formula, "one nature out of two natures”, would have been fully acceptable. Thus,
on doctrinal grounds the Latin West and the Greek East (together with the Church of the
East) hold a "dyophysite’ Christology” while the Oriental Orthodox adhere t a

"miaphysite" one.

Thus the relationship between these three main Christian traditions can be expressed

schematically as follows:
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Early developments

The head of the Syriac Orthodox Church has the title "Patriarch of Antioch and all the
East", and the present Patriarch, Moran Mor Ignatius Aphrem II, is heir to a long line of
Patriarchs of Antioch going back, traditionally, to St. Peter (though the title "Patriarch”
only came into use several centuries later). As the Acts of the Apostles records (Acts
11:26), it was at Antioch that the followers of Jesus Christ were first called "Christians”. In
the early centuries of the Christian Church the geographical area of the patriarchate of
Antioch was partly Greek-speaking (in the more westerly regions) and partly Syriac-
speaking (further east, especially east of the river Euphrates). Syriac was the local Aramaic

dialect of the town of Edessa (modern $anliurfa in Southeast Turkey), and early on it was
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adopted by Aramaic-speaking Christians as their literary and liturgical language. Edessa
was the home of a local king named Abgar, and according to a tradition already known to
the Church Historian Eusebius, writing at the beginning of the fourth century, this Abgar
"the Black" was said to have corresponded with Jesus, and copies of Jesus’ supposed reply

to him circulated all over the early Christian world.

While Greek-speaking Christianity spread westwards, its Syriac-speaking counterpart
spread eastwards, including into the Persian Empire where, in the mid fourth century
numerous Christians met their deaths as martyrs during a state-imposed persecution -
several decades after the last persecutions in the Roman Empire. As will be seen below,
Syriac Christianity was to play an important role outside the Roman (and later, Byzantine)
Empire, in what is today Iraq. Within the Roman Empire five different patriarchates had
developed by about the middle of the fifth century: Rome, Antioch, Alexandria,
Constantinople and Jerusalem. The same Council of Chalcedon (451) which raised the see
of Jerusalem to patriarchal status was also to prove to become, as a result of its doctrinal
definition of the faith, the cause of the three-way split in Eastern Christianity which
developed over the course of the following century: those who accepted it were to become
the Greek East and the Latin West, while those who disapproved of it developed
independently as the Church of the East outside the Roman Empire, and (largely within
it) the Syriac Orthodox and other Oriental Orthodox Churches; as a result the patriarchal
lines of Antioch and Alexandria each split into two. In the case of Antioch this was much
later to increase to five different lines: Chalcedonian, or Byzantine (Rum) Orthodox,
Syriac Orthodox, Maronite, Melkite and Syriac Catholic. At first both patriarchal lines of
Antioch continued to be bilingual, with Greek and Syriac in widespread use, and one of
the most famous theologians of the Syriac Orthodox tradition, Patriarch Severus of
Antioch (512-538) wrote in Greek, although his works survive today almost exclusively in
Syriac translations. It was only after the advent of Arab rule that Greek disappeared, and

that Syriac became the prime linguistic identity marker of the Syriac Orthodox Church.

Some cultural highlights

If one wanted to pin-point the most prominent strengths of the three strands of Christian
tradition, one might single out legal thinking as a characteristic of the Latin West,
philosophical thought as that of the Greek East, and poetry as that of the Syriac Orient.
Often regarded as the finest poet of the early Church, St. Ephrem of Nisibis (d. 373) is

exceptional in that he was also a profound theologian. Underpinning his lyrical poems
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(sung by women’s choirs) is an understanding of the relationship between the material and
spiritual worlds expressed in terms of symbols and paradoxes. Often developing Ephrem’s
thought, but in a very different style is another very fine poet, Jacob of Serugh, who died
in 521. Jacob is remarkable not only for his wonderfully imaginative verse homilies
recreating episodes in the Biblical text, but also for his eirenic approach despite living in
the heat of the controversy over the Council of Chalcedon. As witness to this is the fact
that he is regarded as a saint in both the Syriac Orthodox and in the Maronite
(Chalcedonian) Church.

The sixth century witnessed the beginnings of the large-scale translation of Greek medical
and philosophical texts into Syriac, which was to have immense consequences for later
intellectual history in the Middle East, for it prepared the way for the co-operation of
Syriac scholars in the massive programme, sponsored by the Abbasid Caliphs in the late
eighth and ninth centuries, of translations of Greek medical, philosophical and technical
literature into Arabic, at first especially by way of a Syriac intermediary. In the multi-faith
- Muslim, Jewish and Christian - intellectual ferment that characterised the ninth century,
Syriac Orthodox scholars, such as Yahya ibn ‘Adi writing in Arabic, played an important
part. Later on, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the fruits of this shared intellectual
heritage reached the Latin West by way of translations made in Spain from Arabic into
Latin of philosophical works by Aristotle, and commentaries on them by Muslim scholars
such as Ibn Sina (known as Avicenna in the West). The same common intellectual
heritage can be observed if one compares the great thirteenth-century theological

encyclopaedias of Bar ‘Ebroyo (Bar Hebraeus) in Syriac and Thomas Aquinas in Latin.

The late twelfth century witnessed the production of the most extensive of surviving
historical works in Syriac, the Chronicle of Patriarch Michael the Great (d. 1199). The
oldest surviving manuscript of this important work is preserved in the Church of St.
George in Aleppo, and it was thanks to Metropolitan Mar Gregorios Yohanna that it
became possible for the Gorgias Press in the USA to publish digitised images of the

complete manuscript in 2009.

A particularly notable feature of the sixteenth century was the appearance of the first
printed edition of the Syriac New Testament. This was due to the efforts of the priest
Mushe (Moses) of Mardin who travelled to Europe with instructions from the patriarch to
arrange for the printing of the Syriac (Peshitta) New Testament; his efforts were successful
and the edition was eventually published in Vienna in 1544. The Syriac translations of the

Bible go back to about the second century, when at least most of the Old Testament was
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translated directly from Hebrew into Syriac. The first translation of the New Testament
was probably a harmony of the Four Gospels, known as the Diatessaron, but all that
survives of this in Syriac are some quotations. The earliest surviving translation of the Four
Gospels from Greek, known as the "Old Syriac”, was probably made c.AD 200, but it was
a subsequent revision of this made around AD 400 which became the standard text of the
Syriac New Testament. A later revision, also covering the Old Testament (this time
translating from Greek) took place in the early seventh century; although this ever came
into widespread use, it occasionally turns up in Lectionary manuscripts. One further
feature from the sixteenth century is worth noting: among the group of scholars assembled
by Pope Gregory XIII to work on the reform of the Julian Calendar was the learned Syriac
Orthodox Patriarch Ignatius Ni‘matallah; their work eventually led to the introduction of

the new Gregorian calendar (1582) that is in standard use today.

The Syriac Orthodox presence today

The Syriac Orthodox Church is to be found all over the world today. This is in fact a
fairly recent development going back only to the end of the nineteenth century, although
the considerable indigenous Syriac Orthodox presence in SW India has its liturgical
origins some three centuries earlier. Emigration from the Middle East on a large scale first
took place during the First World War and its aftermath: 1915, known as "the year of the
sword (Sayfo)", witnessed large-scale massacres of the different Syriac communities as well
as the better known ones of the Armenians. Many of those who escaped death fled south,
often ending up in Palestine, only to find themselves fugitives once again in 1948. Others
managed to get to the Americas, where there are now large communities. The large-scale
emigration to Western Europe (mainly to Germany and Sweden) has been more recent,
and goes back to the 1960s. The present humanitarian disaster in the Middle East, which
by a bitter irony coincides with the centenary of the genocidal massacres of 1915, has
effected the Christian population disproportionately, and very large numbers of those who

had the means to do so have fled the violence.

To meet the spiritual needs of the emigré communities in Western Europe a new Syriac
Orthodox Diocese of Middle Europe was created in 1979, and the first Metropolitan
Bishop, Mor Julius Cigek (1942-2005) not only set up numerous parishes in several
different countries, but also established three monasteries, one each in Holland,
Switzerland and Germany, to serve as focal centres for the local Syriac Orthodox

communities.
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Position

Date of Birth
Place of Birth

Education

1985-1987

1976-1977

1973-1976

1967-1973
1962-1967

1957-1962

RESUME OF MOR GREGORIOS YOHANNA IBRAHIM

Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo
Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch and all the East

18 August 1948

Qamishli, Syria

Postgraduate Studies on Christian Arabs in Mesopotamia before Islam -
Birmingham University, UK.

Master in Church History - The Oriental Institute, Rome. Dissertation:
The City of Raqqa and its Renowned Monastery of Mor Zakka, Syria.
Bachelor in Oriental Canon Law - The Oriental Institute, Rome.
Dissertation: Election of Bishops according to Mar Severus of Antioch.
Internship at the Syriac Orthodox Seminary, Mosul.

Diploma in Theology and philosophy - St. Ephrem’s Theological
Seminary, Lebanon.

Syriac Renaissance Grammar School - Qamishli.

Ecclesiastical Career

1979-to date
1977-1979
1977-1977
1976-1977
1976

1973
1969-1973
1967-1969

Metropolitan of Aleppo.

Principal of St. Ephrem’s Theological Seminary, Lebanon.

Apokrisiarios of Patriarch Jacob III of Western-Europe.

Apokrisiarios of Patriarch Jacob III of Sweden.

Consecrated priest on 15 February.

Consecrated monk on 26 July.

Secretary of Mor Gregorios Saliba Shamoun, the Metropolitan of Mosul.
Secretary of Mor Severus Zakka, the Metropolitan of Mosul.

Selected Ecumenical, Interreligious and Intercultural Activities

2012

2011

2011
2010, 2012

Inauguration of The King Abdullah Bin AbdulAziz International Centre
for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID), Vienna.
Twenty-fifth anniversary of the World Day of Prayer for Peace in Assisi,
[taly.

The G8 Religious Leaders Summit, Bordeaux, France.

Doha Interfaith Conference, Doha, Qatar.
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2008

2008
2006-to date
2006

2006
1999-2003
1999-2003
1998-to date
1994-to date
1990-2006
1990, 2000
1987-to date
1986

1986
1985-1998

1985-to date
1983-to date
1983-1994

1980-to date

Madrid Interfaith Dialogue Conference, Madrid, Spain.

A Common Word and Future Christian-Muslim Dialogue, London.

The Forum Syriacum of the Foundation of Pro Oriente, Vienna.

The United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC), Doha, Qatar.
Aleppo Capital of Islamic Civilization, Syria

Executive Committee of the Middle East Council of Churches (MECC).
Moderator of Faith and Unity Committee of MECC.

Co-founders of Global Christian Forum (GCF).

Honorary President of Religions for Peace (ROF).

The Standing Commission of the Syriac Dialogue, Pro-Oriente, Vienna.
Syriac Orthodox Church delegate to the Lambeth Conference, UK.

An advisor for Uomini e Religioni (Sant'Egidio Community), Rome.
Member of the Board of Faith and Order Commission of WCC.

Pope John Paul IT’s first World Day of Prayer for Peace in Assisi.

Syrian Orthodox Representative of the Anglican Oriental Orthodox
Regional Forum.

Orthodox Joint Commission.

Orthodox-Orthodox International Dialogue Commission.

The Standing Committee of the Oriental-Catholic Dialogue, Pro-
Oriente, Vienna.

Official representative of the Syriac Orthodox Church at international,

regional and local conferences.

1980-1998 Central Committee of WCC (World Council of Churches).

Fields of Interests

o Church Music.

J Iconography and Syriac Manuscripts.

o Ecumenical Dialogue and inter Christian relations.

J Inter-religious Dialogue, especially Muslim-Christian.

. Founder of Dar Al-Raha-Mardin Publishing House in Aleppo.

. Author of many books and Articles in Arabic, Syriac, English and Italian, with

special emphasis on Books of History, Law, Theology, Biography and Heritage.

Languages

Fluent in Neo-Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, English, and Italian.

Working knowledge of French, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Russian.
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VISION OF MOR GREGORIOS YOHANNA IBRAHIM

The plurality of religions and faiths does not foment an inter-religious conflict due to the
fact that the common denominator of its teachings, heritages and ethics affirms the

oneness of God and the multiplicity and integrity of its people...

The dialogue of life is rather simple, spontaneous, natural, and current, a sort of co-
existence that operates on values of solidarity, humanity, impartiality and accepting the
other unconditionally. One may argue that our dialogue of life may be based on the tenets
of the Switzerland-based International Civil Defence organisation, and drawing on some
of the principles outlined in the Geneva Convention. To the contrary they may have been
drawn on our unwritten codes of "the Dialogue of Life". The answer is that our value had
predated all these relatively young humanitarian organisations. The dialogue of life is an
inbuilt intuition, its values have been well tried and tested throughout the moments of
delicate balance of our co-existence, in peace and war situations, with and without the
present of media and UN observers. There is no need for awareness classes, training
courses or fund raising campaigns. The dialogue of life starts with the first steps of a
toddler in the neighbourhood, and carries on at nursery and schools, so by adulthood
people would be well equipped with the basic skill to co-exist and keep their dialogue of

life alive and functional.

Plausibly, such values are not a commodity and certainly, may not have a sell by date.
However, they are not immune but in fact extremely sensitive to the fluctuations of
security and law and order in our milieu. Therefore, they cannot be taken for granted, but
need constant nurturing, maintenance and enhancements. Therefore, for the dialogue of
life, we are all the children of God, created on his image. We are all in the same boat, in
the same waves, facing the same reduced circumstances. We often find ourselves peddling

in sharks infested uncharted territories. ..

At this juncture in our history, when war becomes "daily life" for us, there has never been
greater need for the dialogue of life than now. It remains to be seen how watertight our
treasured dialogue of life is and to what extent the threshold of its effectiveness is in such
reduced and perilous circumstances. Especially when contingents of hopefuls flee, under
all sort of pretences, to our country with the intention of tampering with our way of life

and peaceful coexistence.

Excerpts from the renowed book of Mor Gregorios, Accepting the Other, Damascus, 2006
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INTRODUCTION

During these turbulent times in Syria, the innocent and ill-fated have lost their livelihoods
and homes. Their lives have been relegated to the inaccurate statistics of collateral damage.
The war is not limited to wide-scale destruction, but thousands of people have died or are
considered missing, millions have been forcibly displaced and become either internally
displaced persons or emigrants. The collateral damage of the war has even extended to
include a large number of abducted and detained victims, and this is largely attributed to
unidentified groups. Abduction has proven to be an effective weapon and the disappearance
of innocent victims is outwardly not accounted for in this war of attrition. An estimated
2,600 people have gone missing, with armed groups being known to have kidnapped

another 1,200. All these calamities seem to be an accepted consequence of the Syrian crisis.

The civil war, which began with local demonstrations on 15 March 2011, turned into a
fratricide along with the abduction of two innocent men of God. Monday 22 April 2013
marks the day when a dark shadow was cast on Syria and its long standing exemplary
tolerance. It was a turning point that sent a chill down the spines of Christians as well as
peace lovers and humanitarians in the Middle East and beyond. The Metropolitans of
Aleppo, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim of the Syriac Orthodox Church, and Paul Yazigi
of the Greek Orthodox Church, were abducted in the outskirts of their hometown,
Aleppo. This has today become a symbolic benchmark for all abductions. We mark their
third year in captivity.

On the eve of the abduction, the successful negotiator, Mor Gregorios, was encouraged by
news of a potential deal to release two abducted priests, Fr. Michel Kayal of the Armenian
Catholic Church, and Fr. Maher Mahfouz of the Greek Orthodox Church, who were
seized on Saturday, 9 February 2013, when they were travelling on a bus from Aleppo to
Beirut. On Monday 22 April, Mor Gregorios set out on his mission, together with his
driver and a third person, to collect his fellow Metropolitan, Paul Yazigi, from the Syrian-
Turkish border, Bab al-Hawa. The purpose of Mor Gregorios’ meeting Paul Yazigi at the
border was twofold: to return together to Aleppo safely, but also to negotiate the final
stages of the release of the two abducted priests, Fr. Michel and Fr. Maher.

Mor Gregorios met his fellow Metropolitan, Paul Yazigi, at the border. Together, they
headed on their humanitarian mission to release the abducted priests. At one of the many
checkpoints on the outskirts of Aleppo, they were stopped by unidentified armed men.
The driver was immediately ordered to leave the car, and unfortunately he was later found
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shot dead. The two Metropolitans were driven away in Mor Gregorios’ vehicle by their
abductors. The other layman was released unharmed and is until today the sole eyewitness

to the event.

Since the abductions, conflicting news, rumours, accusations and counter-accusations have
been rife. Various snippets of information about the abduction have sporadically been
released by different sources. Officials in one country have accused officials in other
countries, either directly or indirectly involved in the Syrian crisis, hinting at their
involvement in the abduction of the Metropolitans. Meanwhile, there has not been any
direct news, neither from the Metropolitans, nor from their abductors asking for a ransom

or making any other specific demands.

Amidst all the ensuing confusion and accusations, despite the efforts of many involved in
this case, there has been no resolution. They have all faced a deafening wall of silence.
Syria, the country of Pluralism, Dialogue, and Co-existence, has today become one of the
world’s most dangerous places. Good and encouraging signs and news sporadically emerge
sustaining optimism on the abduction of the Metropolitans. However, a lack of solid
evidence foments pessimism and infers negative scenarios. This case necessitates a

genuinely committed effort to secure the safe release of the Metropolitans of Aleppo.

The probing legitimate question is: whose responsibility is it to assure the right measures
are taken to end this tragic saga? Is it the local or international authorities, human rights
organisations, NGOs, or the patriarchates of the respective churches? Is it the
responsibility of the authorities embroiled in the Syrian crisis, especially Syria of which
both Metropolitans are citizens? Should we look to the United Nations which are the
guardians and imposers of the Charter of Human Rights? The UN deals actively with
cases of prisoners of wars (POWSs) and detainees, and yet so far has overlooked this

particular abduction case, which very conveniently falls outside all international laws.

Successive Geneva conferences have so far focused on the exchange of detainees as a
priority of any peace settlement. However, in spite of the involvement of the Secretary-
General’s special envoys for Syria, together with other officials, to reach a peace settlement,
the fate of the thousands of abducted Syrian citizens, including the case of the

Metropolitans of Aleppo, has so far been ignored.

Moreover, both Mor Gregorios and Paul Yazigi are senior Metropolitans in their respective

churches. Each has a strong unique link to the head of their respective churches: Mor
Gregorios led the Church in tandem for three decades with the late Patriarch Zakka I. He is
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also the guardian and mentor of the incumbent Syriac Orthodox Patriarch, who was elected
at the patriarchal transition in 2014, which happened in the absence of Mor Gregorios. Paul
Yazigi, on the other hand, is the blood-related brother of the incumbent Greek Orthodox
Patriarch. The responsibility for advocacy lies solely on the shoulders of their patriarchates to

maintain momentum and closely monitor the case until their safe return.

Recently the case and cause of Mor Gregorios and Paul Yazigi were encouragingly
remembered and enshrined in the joint declaration of Pope Frances and Patriarch Kirill of
Moscow and all Russia, signed in Havana, Cuba, on 12 February 2016. We quote, "We
call upon all those whose influence can be brought to bear upon the destiny of those
kidnapped, including the Metropolitans of Aleppo, Paul [Yazigi] and John Ibrahim, who
were taken in April 2013, to make every effort to ensure their prompt liberation.” The two
pontiffs went further with their affirmation of the importance of interreligious dialogue

and declarations that no crime can be committed in God’s name.

Nevertheless, fortunately, loyal friends of Mor Gregorios, in spite of their limited resources
have been very active and have so far maintained the strongest role in this case, not
allowing it to subside. They have reached out to influential people in instrumental
countries constantly highlighting the case of the abduction. They have kept the case alive
and vibrant by their countless reminders in open prayers, letters, lectures, conferences,
rallies, songs, poetry, banners, flyers, and social media etc. They seem undeterred and

determined not to allow anyone to forget that Mor Gregorios is still abducted.

We are all responsible for accelerating and enhancing the energy invested in the case of the

abducted Metropolitans of Aleppo, together with all other abductions.

However, it is an undisputed fact that this case of the abduction has been hotly and
bitterly debated and contested since its beginning and throughout its excruciating three
years. Amidst all the ensuing confusion and accusations, despite the efforts of many
involved in this case, we are still bewildered by the absence of any news of the two
abducted Metropolitans. Clearly, truth remains the main casualty as we pray for the safe

return of these prominent church figures.

This unsettling predicament has been well observed and discussed among humanitarians
who are dedicated to the case of the abduction. The idea of compiling this Festschrift,
marking the third anniversary of Mor Gregorios’ abduction emerged during the many
events held for the second anniversary of the abduction of the Metropolitans. The

discussions were around a strategic plan to keep the cause and case alive.
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The Festschrift developed as an appreciation of Mor Gregorios’ contribution to academia,
marking the lapse of three years since the abduction. It benefits from 100 selected friends
of Mor Gregorios as world-wide contributors, who have shared their memories of Mor
Gregorios with us. The book has been entided Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim:
Pluralism, Dialogue and Co-Existence. This reflects Mor Gregorios’ principles which he
shared with everyone in his world. The Festschrift provides insights into the wide range of
interests and relationships of Mor Gregorios. The contributors have produced a beautiful
tapestry to honour the work and impact of Mor Gregorios. Its aim is to help revive efforts
to bring about the long awaited release of a truly international shepherd. At this
tempestuous time, Mor Gregorios is much needed by his church and nation. It is hoped
that this book will enhance efforts to influence people who are in a position to mediate

and bring about a safe and peaceful ending to this saga.

Clearly, the abduction of Mor Gregorios and Paul Yazigi has had a tremendously
demoralising impact on Christians who have remained in Syria and Iraq. Their safe release

is of paramount importance for Christians in the Middle East.

Moreover, the Security Council has unanimously adopted Resolution 2268 (2016), which
endorses the cessation of hostilities in Syria. The Resolution demands that all parties to the
agreement fulfil its terms, and it urges all Member States of the UN to use their influence
to ensure that all parties to the conflict fulfil their commitments and create conditions for

a durable and lasting ceasefire.

We appeal to the Secretary-General of the UN and its Special Envoy for Syria, and to all
parties involved who can lobby on our behalf to help our case for the Metropolitans. Any
peace deals on the Syrian conflict, not inclusive of a satisfactory resolution to the
abductions of innocent people, would be an impaired peace. They are all innocent
casualties of circumstances and should therefore be dealt with under international law on

an equal footing to the exchange of detainees.

We are confident that the mercy of God, and the collective pacific and placatory appeal of
this book, will help to soften, heal, and bring about the desired change of hearts of those
who have held Mor Gregorios hostage for the last three years. We pray for all other victims

of this crisis and for peace to prevail in Syria, Iraq, and the Middle East.

22 April 2016, London
Mikael Oez and Aziz Abdul-Nour
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AN EARLY START IN MOSUL'S INTELLECTUAL MILIEU

AZ1Z ABDUL-NOUR
FOUNDER OF THE MOR GREGORIOS CULTURAL LEGACY FOUNDATION. LONDON, UK

As I write, two great civilising phenomena Mor Gregorios and my home city of Mosul-
Nineveh are at perilous crossroads. I very much hope that in both cases these shocking

events will be resolved with favourable and peaceful outcomes. Injustice never lasts!

Mor Gregorios is a giant amongst men and he has been a lifelong brother, friend and close
confidant. His resilient spirit pervades this Festschrift. I would like to reflect first on the
remarkable ancient city of Mosul where I first met Mor Gregorios. Then I will recount my
memories of Mor Gregorios in Mosul 1967-1973. Finally, my younger daughter

reminisces about Mor Gregorios in London.

Mosul is an ancient city which was known to historians as "the City of God," the "City of
Prophets" and "Mother of all Coexistence." Today’s Mosul-Nineveh, is a complex
megalopolis of two great ancient yet modern and idyllic Oriental Cities: Nineveh and
Mosul straddle the Blue Tigris along the romantic Silk Road. Due to the unique climate
of this cultivated oasis, Mosul became known as "the city of two springs." The two
Biblical rivers the Tigris and the Euphrates formed Ancient Mesopotamia which served as
a plinth for the Cradle of Civilisation. British officers of the India, War and Foreign
Office who charted that part of the pink map that was the British Empire pre and post the
First World War, for more reasons than one, used to call Mesopotamia affectionately
"Mespot!" Through its long history, Mosul, the Pearl of Mesopotamia, has been the
location for the musical chairs of successive empires that conquered the region. It emerged

victorious and unblemished, until it fell on 10 June 2014.

The Metropolitanate in Mosul was the uncontested flagship and the oldest of Syriac
Orthodox Archdioceses in the Middle East. It was relatively much less affected by the
calamities of the First World War in comparison with other Syriac Orthodox strongholds
along the Mesopotamian corridors. It enjoyed a well-established, cultured and affluent
community with a historical presence and exemplary co-existence. Throughout its long
history Mosul served as a safe refuge for a series of Christian exoduses from upper and
lower Mesopotamian cities. Mosul enjoyed mature inter-ethno-religious relations for
centuries before ecumenical relations evolved. The city afforded both its indigenous and
immigrant Christian communities safety and cultural tranquility for generations which

enabled them to excel intellectually. Throughout its history, Mosul was one huge
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scriptorium, and textile mill. It contributed to the world tomes of fine Syriac and Arabic
multidisciplinary manuscripts and its eponymous muslin, a fine cloth. Today the most
valuable Biblical and Quranic manuscripts in the British Library and the entire Mingana
collection in Birmingham (UK) and elsewhere are the products of Mosul’s scriptoriums.
In June 2014 an unimagined and unsettling geopolitical moment of reckoning rendered
the presence of Christians in Mosul, let alone their co-existence, untenable. They were
subjected to an unprecedented ruthless uprooting and pernicious campaign of ethno-
religious cleansing. The events deprived Mosul of its ancient and thriving oriental diversity
and rendered its indigenous inhabitants highly endangered in their homeland. Not a single
Christian, Yazidi, Mandaean, Shabaki or Kakai remains in the city of Mosul and its
environs. Not a single Church bell has tolled since. The entire exiled indigenous Christian
community became internally displaced persons (IDPs), the lowest status of human
existence under the UN Charter, in a politically disputed area of Iraq. Christians became
displaced in their own homeland. Alas their diminished demographic presence is now
represented with (0 = N) the first Arabic letter of "Nazarene", a symbol of witness and
pride that adorns the entrances of their houses to highlight the fact that their forcibly
deserted houses were Christian homes for generations. They are now annexed as booty,
confiscated memories and a lost heritage. Any prognosis and a prejudgment of the
outcome of the fate and future of Christianity in Mosul and Iraq is a premature

extrapolation. Meanwhile, Mosul remains a city deprived of its indigenous Christians.

Now I would like to turn to Mor Gregorios and his contributions to Mosul. The young
Yohanna was a diligent student and product of an era characterised by meritocracy and
enlightened renaissance. A meritocratic institution emerged from the ruins of the Syriac
Orthodox Church vineyard in the aftermath of the First World War. This was brought
about by the sheer efforts of three consecutive Patriarchs of the Mosul school: Aphrem 1
Barsaum (1933-1957), Jacob III (1957-1980), and Zakka I Iwas (1980-2014). Three of
the eight Patriarchs of Antioch originated from this Maslawi milieu between 1687 and
2014. They were firm believers that enhancing the presence of the church would only be
achieved through full and proper education and providing leadership training
opportunities for seminarians who would be chosen on the basis of merit. It was not too
difficult for visionary and astute leaders to spot talent and potential in the promising
seminarians who could implement their visions. Those were the days of a Golden era for
the Syriac Orthodox Church when merit was the yardstick for promotions and decisions

were made on the basis of collective consultations.

The Syriac Orthodox community in Mosul benefited from the choices of successive good

shepherds. The Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan of Mosul Mor Severus Zakka (1963-1969)
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was succeeded by Mor Gregorios Saliba Shamoun (1969-2011). They were young Bishops
in their thirties, well educated, well-travelled and well-heeled in inter-church and inter-faith
relations, who benefited from unprecedented ecumenical exposure as observers at Vatican
II. The above mentioned Patriarchs and Bishops were inspirational and instrumental in
training, mentoring, and crystallizing the early development of the young Yohanna in
Mosul. After linguistic, church music and asceticism internships in the ancient Monasteries
of Dayr al-Zafaran (the official seat of the Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate headquarters from
1160 untl 1932), and the Monastery of St. Gabriel (the patron Saint of Tur Abdin, the
Syriac homeland in Southeast Turkey), the bright seminarian Deacon Yohanna was offered

a practicum internship in the intellectual milieu of Mosul-Nineveh, Iraq.

My first encounter with the young Yohanna took place when I was paying a return visit to
Bishop Severus Zakka to thank him and obtain his autograph on a few of his books that he
presented me during the customary episcopal banquet held every Good Friday at our home
in Mosul city centre. On my arrival at St. Thomas’s Church complex, [ was welcomed by a
smart, pleasant and presentable young seminarian, the same gentleman who had kept a
quiet but alert observance when he had accompanied the Bishop’s entourage to our house
on Good Friday. He introduced himself politely with a welcoming and friendly smile. His
accent indicated that he was from Syria. I immediately assumed that he must be the
seminarian that the Bishop mentioned earlier. I was ushered along the sparkling Oriental
tiles through the long courtyard and staircase to the episcopal Majlis with its imposing
portraits of successive bishops of Mosul and a panoramic view of the ancient St. Thomas’
Church. Allegedly this was built on the Magi” house that St. Thomas the Apostle lived in
during his stay in Mosul. Bishop Zakka introduced me formally, he said: "Deacon Yohanna
is my new lieutenant who will be with us in Mosul for some time. I trust you will often
cross each other’s paths.” The Bishop invited us both to sit. He was present throughout my
somewhat lengthy audience with the Bishop. Deacon Yohanna contributed in an informed
and intellectual manner to the conversation as if he had been born and bred in Mosul and
had known me for years. He struck me as wise far beyond his years. That episcopal

audience planted the seed of my lifelong friendship with Mor Gregorios.

On this occasion, Bishop Zakka took us on a tour of the ancient episcopal library, one of
the greatest private libraries with a valuable collection of manuscripts, primary, secondary
sources and archives in Mosul. Both the Bishop and his young assistant were bibliophiles
and were embarking on a biblio feng shui, classifying, cataloguing and re-shelving the

. bl
library’s contents.
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At that time many of us used to spend joyful and healthy hours playing volleyball and
basketball in the Church courts. The diligent, selfless and energetic young man Yohanna
was busy with his research at the Episcopal library. He would joyfully emerge for fresh air
to share with us his discoveries of the delectable secrets of Mesopotamia, pieces of lost
history. They were the priceless rewards for his painstaking sieving through centuries of
crinkled, yellowing papers of archival documents and classifying manuscripts in dust-caked
stacks. Young Yohanna toiled away in faintly lit, deep and musty serdabs (cellars) that held
and hid centuries of archives of the true stories and history of Maslawi lay notables,
bishops, patriarchs, sultans, kings and caliphs who lived in Mosul on the East bank of the
River Tigris. This experience gave young Yohanna an encyclopaedic knowledge of the
socio-ecclesiastical history of the flourishing Christian communities and their co-existence
in Mosul. By examining ledgers of births, baptisms, marriages and deaths, Mor Gregorios
became a leading genealogical point of reference and expert on the social structure and
relationships in the Mosul Metropolitanate. I fear that following the recent turn of events,

such archives may no longer be accessible to any researchers.

At that time, Mosul was a university city brimming with inspiring youth. The young
seminarian found himself at home in diverse intellectual, ecumenical and inter-faith circles
in Mosul. These would provide optimal space for Yohanna’s thinking, learning, and
teaching. It was an intellectual platform and springboard. The young seminarian started
ahead of his age, generation and time. He showed charisma, charm, the ability to inspire,
persuasiveness, breadth of vision, a willingness to take risks, grandiose aspirations and bold

self-confidence - these qualities are often associated with successful leadership.

Young Yohanna wasted no time in immersing himself in the social mores of the city and
he embraced the zeitgeist in Mosul during the 1960s and 1970s during the socio-political
impasse of the era. He had a magnetic appeal to the youth. His realism, sense of humour,
and autonomy of thought together with his discourse attracted many followers of all
generations to his matinées and vespers which soon became multi-denominational services.
He always saw people as children of God, and accepted others with respect and deference
as brothers and sisters. At the young age of 18 Deacon Yohanna became known among the
Maslawi youth circles as Malfono. He was probably the youngest Malfono ever to earn

such an esteemed title in the annals of the Syriac Orthodox Church.

The mission of the young Yohanna was to encourage intellectual dialogue. He endeavoured
to integrate the young into Mosul’s diverse religious and ethnic tapestry. He was invited to
become the youngest member of the interchurch-interfaith editorial board of Ben Al-
Nahrin (Mesopotamia), a quarterly church journal established in 1973 by the Chaldean
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Church in Mosul. It deals with Iraqi civilisation and heritage. This journal became the
springboard for Mor Gregorios™ illustrious literary activities where he published his first
three articles, one on Patriarch Aphrem I whom Mor Gregorios considered as a giant
among Syriac Orthodox Patriarchs. This article was later expanded to become the first book
in a series of biographical books that Mor Gregorios published. The second article was on
Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagite, the most valuable manuscript of the collection of Mosul. His
work on the reorganisation of the Episcopal library culminated in collating a
comprehensive index of the manuscripts collection of the episcopal library in Mosul. This
was the first ever index of its kind for the prized collection of manuscripts and the only
recored of that collection. Luckily, it was published by the Iragi Academy. Since the fall of
Mosul in June 2014, the fate of these manuscript collections and others in Mosul is

unknown. This was one of the acclaimed literary projects of Mor Gregorios in Mosul.

After a fruitful period in Mosul, the time came for the young seminarian to embark on
further studies. Rabban Yohanna became the first Syriac Orthodox seminarian to study in
Rome. We met again as research students in England, and started to co-operate on a

multitude of projects until the day he was abducted.

As the years roll into decades, and decades into generations, the people of Mosul still
remember Malfono, who became Mor Gregorios the Metropolitan of Aleppo, a twin city of
Mosul. Mor Gregorios remains a part of their memories and nostalgia of that beautiful time.
Many of Mor Gregorios’s flock insisted that he was present and officiated at their happy
occasions. Mor Gregorios was always ready to go the extra mile to be with the faithful for
important milestones in their lives. Many years after his first visit, Mor Gregorios revisited
Mosul in very reduced circumstances. At the eleventh hour, Mor Gregorios lead the WCC’s
peace delegation to Iraq and met with Tariq Aziz in an attempt to avert the 1991 war. Later,
Mor Gregorios embraced and alleviated the hardship of Iraqi émigrés, who, after the fall of
Baghdad in 2003, had to leave their livelihoods and seek refuge in Aleppo. In solidarity with
the community in Mosul, Mor Gregorios insisted on presiding at the installation of their
new Metropolitan in 2011. Mor Gregorios confided in me at the time: "I had an eerie
feeling that I was installing the last Syrian Orthodox Bishop for Mosul." Indeed, the
Metropolitan of Mosul was the last to leave the city as it fell on 10 June 2014, and today

finds himself as a Metropolitan in exile, together with his entire community.

When the Patriarchate became vacant on 21 March 2014, all polls and social media
debates revealed that Mor Gregorios was undisputedly the Syriac community’s favoured
candidate for the patriarchal incumbency. Mor Gregorios was the Patriarch of the People

" S8y ohh by a very clear margin. It would have been a great and dignified gesture to
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fulfil the popular choice and elect Mor Gregorios as the Patriarch in absentia. This would
have set a novel precedent and timely challenge. The Church’s Synod, however, failed, at

their peril, to grasp this rare opportunity and make unprecedented history.

For the youth in the diaspora, the sentiments of my 17 years old daughter Arianna Mona,
speaks volume about the impact of Mor Gregorios. She records her memories: Although 1
do not remember my November baptism, 1 vividly recall Sayidna Yohanna’s visits to
London. He regularly stayed at our home and I was his unofficial tech support. I would set
up his multiple passwords on our PC and connect the wireless internet, check his phones,
iPad, and laptop. Sayidna Yohanna was constantly in demand for media and Skype
conferences. The BBC and other media used to send their radio cars to our road in

London for Sayidna to squeeze interviews into his busy schedule.

Sayidna was always so patient and kind, and often found time to help me with my
homework. He is very interested in music and enjoyed listening to me playing piano and
the cello. He told me and my sister about our grandparents, aunties and cousins and his
fond memories of Mosul. Sayidna worked non-stop but he always found time to take a
real interest in people. I recall the last time he stayed in London. He was wowed by the
cherry blossom which flourished in our garden and lined the street, with snow-like petals

floating in the wind.

After Sayidna Yohanna was kidnapped, we asked the vicar of our local church of St.
Mary’s to pray each Sunday for Sayidna’s release. We dreamt of Sayidna Yohanna
returning in the cherry blossom season to give a sermon in our beautiful church which is
over 900 years old. We would love to hear Sayidna’s confident resonant voice and see his
sweeping black red-lined ecclesiastical robes in London. Like the wind blowing the
blossom, we cannot see Sayidna (except in photographs of my parents’ wedding, baptising
me at St. Mary-le-Bow in the City of London, and on the web) but we can still feel his

presence and his drive. I have composed a short poem:

From the hand that first held me whilst the winter chill crept in,

Whispered in my ear the words that compelled me with his palms on my skin
To the baptism papers where he dotted his ink

Now, no words can console me when hope's running thin.

But I shan't forget now, the words that he said,

"Don't lose hope now, my dear” maintain that prayer, in my head.

In his tireless actions and his positive impact on people of all faiths, Mor Gregorios is a
remarkable and inspiring figure, who has made an indelible imprint on our lives. The

Church and the world would be a much poorer place without him.
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OUR FATHER YOHANNA

MOHAMMAD NEDAL AL-CHAAR
MINISTER OF ECONOMY AND TRADE & PROFESSOR OF ECONOMICS AT ALEPPO UNIVERSITY, SYRIA

I will begin my task in writing about His Eminence Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim by
stating that I am a Muslim buct still prefer to address His Eminence as Our father (Abuna
in Arabic).

In Islam we respect and believe in all other religions. Writing about our father Yohanna
has been one of the most difficult tasks I have undertaken in a long time. Not because
there are few things to say about this wonderful and courageous man. It is simply because
I cannot believe that he is no longer with us. I keep expecting to hear his mellifluous voice
and laughter, and to find him at the center of every group of his devoted friends and
colleagues. He is too spirited, too alive to be absent from those circles who admired and

held him in high reverence toward him.

To present the exceptional canvas of our father Yohanna’s life, I have to admit that it will
be very difficult to fulfill certain obligations towards such a great man with dignity and
honor. The enormity of my own shortcomings and pains, which are caused by the pain
that our father Yohanna was kidnapped, has caused me to present nothing more than a

light sketch on the life of this honorable and exceptional man.

I first met him almost 25 years ago when I was visiting Syria. He was a breath of fresh air.
He is open and honest, one of those rare people who has and lives by a strong moral
compass that guides his actions and interactions. I have long admired the way he has dealt
with his staff and followers, instilling in them his core values of integrity, honesty and

ethical behavior.

Our father Yohanna has a unique capability in translating his philosophical ideas and
deepest thoughts in various ways to different sorts of people according to each one’s
perceptions. The ability to disengage his social and educational profile, to disguise his high
status and to express empathy with everyone and be noted and respected. His mood was
always on an even-keel, a sweet natural and spontaneous happiness, a good-natured and
benign sarcasm; a story-teller both innocent and simple made his conversation pleasant
and full of joy. The great depth and meaning of his liveliness and willingness to engage in
everything that matters, sometimes got the best of him. He sparred easily, but his anger
passed as quickly as it appeared and he never kept a grudge against anyone. He was

righteous and his correctness and frankness were irreproachable.
15



16 MOHAMMAD NEDAL AL-CHAAR

Mor Gregorios was a well-determined enemy against all injustice. If he experienced or
witnessed some infraction committed somewhere, he had the courage and power to
censure and the strength to attack openly and in public irrespective of who it was. Recent
examples are still fresh and alive in everyone’s mind. He was never hesitant risking his life
to save others. During the Syrian crisis, he took on the responsibility of negotiating with
some kidnappers to save the lives of people he never knew. He was motivated by his noble
atticude toward his community and his country regardless of faith, religion or political
orientation. The story of him carrying in his own car the body of a dead young man who

was killed during combat is well known and it was the talk of the town.

Mor Gregorios was entirely influenced by his respect for others, his piety was clearly pure
and sincere and his devotion was full of honesty and fervor. He fulfilled with the greatest
detail all the duties of a Christian. He loved everyone. He maintained very strong
friendships and relations with people from all religions. He did that as a person in a
wholehearted way. It wasn’t phony or because his vocation required it. He knew what was
essential for the unity of his country. He had no doubts about the role each of us can and

should play to further that purpose.

For our father Yohanna, Syria ranked number one. Syria meant all Syrians from all sects
and creeds with no exceptions. This noble man is highly respected and admired by those
with whom he interacts, whether it is family, friends or work colleagues. He was incredibly
farsighted and saw possibilities in difficult situations and people where others saw
inhibitions, obstacles and hopelessness. He spread love, forgiveness and joy anywhere he

went and with all he met.

Odur father Yohanna is a loyal and generous friend. He lives each day to the fullest, has an
optimistic attitude and a wonderful sense of humor. He is a person of vision,
determination and rare courage and over the years I have observed how fast people he
meets are drawn to him. He tends to bring out the best in people simply by living a life by
his own standards, and by respecting and accepting those he encounters. He always had a
strong work ethic, and continually searches for ways to improve himself. Whatever he
undertakes, he does wholeheartedly, whether heading up a development campaign, or

starting an entrepreneurial venture.

Our father Yohanna inspires everyone around him to higher aspirations, to heal their
tormented souls and minds, and to raise the consciousness of mankind. He has become a
successful leader, creating an institution dedicated to helping the poor and the community
at large, and has steadfastly pursued his vision and accomplished amazing feats through his

perseverance, persistence and focus over the past years. He often says that we can’t choose
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which traits we like in others but rather we have to accept people with all their traits as a
whole package. His teachings encompassed treating one another as one wishes to be
treated, helping who’s in need, and loving one another; as God loves us and we are all

pieces of him.

One of father Yohanna’s traits is his ability and frank desire to participate in life events of
people of all faiths, especially Muslims, such as weddings, funerals, social events, etc. He
would always be the first to join and offer his greetings or condolences. He always had a
strong belief in the unity of all people of Syria, this was one of his many ways to stress
that. On many occasions, he would organize conferences and seminars and give lectures in
partnership with the Syrian Muslim religious figures. He did not differentiate on the basis

of religion, beliefs, or political orientation.

When I became the Minister of Economy and Trade in Syria it was conveyed to me
several times that whenever my name was mentioned in father Yohanna’s presence he

would always say, "He represents us, he is one of us, and he is our Minister.”

Although father Yohanna is only human after all, he represents an integral part of Syria.
Whoever kidnapped him has kidnapped a part of Syria and him coming back safe to us
would contribute to the unification process that Syria has to go through in order to instil

peace and prosperity.

In closing, I pray to God along with millions of Syrians for Father Yohanna’s safe return
together with Mgr. Paul Yazigi, who was also a marvelous man of great character and good
deeds. 1 could say so much about him too. The scope of this book is devoted to Father
Yohanna Ibrahim.
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MY RELATIONSHIP WITH THE METROPOLITAN

MOHAMMAD AL-SAMMAK
SECRETARY GENERAL OF LEBANON'S NATIONAL COMMITTEE FOR CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM DIALOGUE
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PARAGON OF COURAGE

ADNAN MASOUD ASFAR
AUTHOR AND SCULPTOR, BEIRUT, LEBANON

That day in April 2013, we were spending Easter holiday with our daughter and
grandchild in Geneva. "Isn’t that Sayidna?" my daughter said as she walked into the room.
"What's he doing on TV?" I looked at the screen, and, sure enough, there was a
photograph of a smiling Mor Gregorios next to another photograph of a Bishop, whom I
did not recognise. The few French words I managed to hear were ominous enough to send
a chill down my spine: enlevés; ravisseurs; inconnu. Along with the many thousands
among the millions who watched that piece of news, who know Mor Gregorios, |
mouthed the same question: "Why him?" and "Who did this?" No one knew, and we were

all glued to the TV, waiting for further news to untangle this mystery.

The relationship of my family with Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim goes back a long
time. He was a student and protégé of my uncle Malfono Shukri Charmokly in Qamishli -
Mor Gregorios™ birthplace - at the Syriac Orthodox School, and later, as the ordained
Metropolitan of Aleppo, where my father, Masoud, and my brother, Edward, served as the
head of the Church Council.

Since my return to the Middle East 10 years ago I made regular trips to Aleppo to visit my
brother, and to re-acquaint myself with the city of my childhood. On one occasion, I was
accompanied by my wife and daughter. Mor Gregorios graciously volunteered to take the
three of us on an educational expedition to the ruins of Tell Mardikh (Ebla), Aphamia, the
Church of St. Simeon Stylite, the Dead Cities, and he stated, "Your daughter ought to learn
about her heritage." "We must instil a sense of pride in our heritage among the newer
generations. I know it’s a struggle; but we must not give up." He was particularly proud to
point out the ruins of the ancient Syriac Monastery of Tell ‘Ada overlooking the Dead Cities,
which legend has it, St. Simeon frequently visited it to offer prayer. "One day I hope we can
resurrect the old monastery; we can use some of its ancient stones," Mor Gregorios said when
pointing at the collapsed pillars scattered across the hillock. Mor Gregorios is a respected

proponent of Syriac culture, heritage, and civilisation; and as a "patron” and friend.

While I was still residing in England, I dabbled in sculpture, and decided to replicate the
Old Masters’ work. I created a "tableau” depicting Christ after the crucifixion in the arms
of the Virgin Mary with Mary Magdalene gingerly touching his foot in a symbolic

reference to the perfume she had used to wash the Lord’s feet, and Joseph of Aramathea in
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the background holding a shroud, in reference to the Lord’s entombment in his (Joseph’s)
burial cave. I vowed that upon completing the work, I would donate it to my church in
Aleppo. Sayidna was overjoyed upon receiving it, and he refused to display it out in the
open in the church courtyard. Instead he insisted on having it claim the place of honour in
his own study. Sayidna wanted it to be near a rather large mural of Empress Theodora,

which my late sister, Widad, had eatlier dedicated to the church.

All who know Mor Gregorios will witness his readiness to help in any possible way. As I
was researching a book about my father I wished to avail myself of Sayidna's literary
expertise. | asked him if he would like to comment on my manuscript. He not only
amended many errors, but also insisted (it was more of an order, actually) that I translated
the book into Arabic language since he believed, "the book will be of interest to Arabic
readers.”" Initially I was reluctant but Sayidna would not accept my protestations. He
personally edited all 400 pages of my book. He not only edited my work, both the English
and Arabic versions, but he also suggested the sub-title: Faith Alone is not Enough: Four
Stations in a Syriac Odyssey. He propagated the book and capped it all with a laudatory
review, which appeared on the official Syriac Orthodox Church in Aleppo’s website.
Sayidna was right: most comments came from Arabic readers. I feel the absence of a
Church leader and a good personal friend, who asked for nothing for himself; a paradigm
of humanity who never tired from offering a helping hand; and a paragon of courage who
never demurred from speaking the truth. Suffice it to examine Sayidna Yohanna’s
accomplished significant projects for the Syriac poor, sick, and aged, and in particular he

ensured the Syriac Orthodox Church made its rightful place on the global map.

On my last visit, just before the turbulent events taking root in the city of Aleppo, Mor
Gregorios kindly took me on a tour in his vast and impressive library. The rows of books,
manuscripts, and tomes fought for space on the groaning shelves. Sayidna’s library was his
pride and joy. He was delighted to recount the stories behind the many acquisitions,
religiously organised and patently well-loved and cared for. Sayidna’s hope was that this
library would be a beacon of enlightenment and a source of knowledge for generations of
Syriac researchers benefiting from its contents. By the end of the tour, Sayidna graciously
invited me to access the library resources whenever I found myself in Aleppo. Alas, I heard
his cherished library recently sustained a direct hit and many of its rare resources may have

been lost for ever.

I add the name of my brother Mounir, that of my family, and my own to the many, who
know Sayidna Yohanna and pray for his release so that, once again, the light of our Lord’s

true love lifts the darkness, violence, and hate, which currently sweeps our region.
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RECOLLECTIONS OF MY TIME IN ALEPPO

ANTHONY BALL
RECTOR OF WORTH, CHURCH OF ENGLAND, WORTH, UK

Standing under the November sun in the Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery in
Aleppo was a group of men in the flowing robes of religious leaders. They were engaged in
the easy conversation of those who know each other. From afar it was difficult to
distinguish the denomination each represented, particularly to an untutored Western eye
that was only beginning to separate out the threads of the rich tapestry of religious life in
Syria. But the onion-dome hat, Qawugq, of the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan at the
centre of the gathering stood out. The occasion was the annual Remembrance Day service
(on or near 11/11). Following the minute’s silence, prayers were offered and the
loudspeaker enhanced voice of the muezzin broke in, unnerving the Anglican priest
leading the service who was not expecting it (What was the protocol? Do we pause out of
respect? Ignore it?). A quiet voice from the line of religious leaders says, in Arabic, words
to the effect "we join our prayers”. The moment was saved and the liturgy continued as

planned.

My memory sometimes plays tricks, but this is how I remember my first encounter with
His Eminence Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim. I never did discover whether it was him
or Shaikh Ahmad Hassoun (later to be appointed as Grand Mufti of Syria) who came to
my aid. It was 2003 and I had recently arrived in Syria to take up my post as Head of the
Political Section in the British Embassy in Damascus. As a recently ordained Anglican
priest and Chaplain to the Anglican Church in Syria, I had also been appointed as the
Archbishop of Canterbury’s Apokrisiarios in Syria and Lebanon. Mine was a slightly
unusual combination of roles causing, as I subsequently discovered, some confusion for
the Syrian authorities responsible for diplomatic security. But to Metropolitan Yohanna
the combination was natural. As one of the leading members of the Syriac Orthodox
hierarchy, he was a prominent ambassador for the Church on the national and
international stage, and a leading practitioner of inter-religious dialogue. These aspects of
his ministry were grounded in his role as the chief pastor of his flock in Aleppo, for whose

well-being and flourishing he had a deep concern.

It was in his role as a metropolitan that I came to know Metropolitan Yohanna best in the
two years that I lived in Syria. That was shown in his care for clergy and the community in

his charge - putting energy into consolidating a programme of reform of ecclesial
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administration and promoting various institutions (schools, clinics, hospital) within the
metropolitanate. As Mor Gregorios sought to raise the funds necessary to sustain these
initiatives, he spoke of the need for transparency and shared "ownership” (involving the
laity through church committees). Whilst that may seem natural to a Western audience, it
was in many ways trail-blazing in the local context. The commitment and enthusiasm
Metropolitan Yohanna showed to the development of the Metropolitanate belied the fact
that, even then, he had been leading and serving his flock for 25 years as their

metropolitan.

As befits a Christian leader, Metropolitan Yohanna showed an indiscriminate spirit of
generosity to all in need, and the Metropolitanate served the whole community. An
example: at the time of that Remembrance Day service the effects of another war, that in
Iraq, were beginning to be felt in Aleppo through the huge numbers of refugees flooding
into the city.

Rising to the challenge, Metropolitan Yohanna established an office, in collaboration with
the United Nations High Commission for Refugees, for supporting and integrating this
wave of migrants. Such practical and immediate support was matched by his taking up
their cause on the international stage. How it weighed on his heart to find, less than 10
years later, the battles and destruction in his own beloved city of Aleppo creating an even
worse refugee crisis and previously unimaginable misery for those whose cause he was now

called to advocate.

Burt advocate he did. Metropolitan Yohanna was as at home in an overcrowded room in a
refugee shelter as in the grandeur of Lambeth Palace. He used the reputation and contacts

he had built up over decades to press for a cessation of the violence and its root causes to

be addressed.

It was his international role that I saw several times after I left Syria in 2005 to work for
the Archbishop of Canterbury at Lambeth Palace. It came as no surprise to find that
Metropolitan Yohanna was already known there. In his unassuming way he pointed out
that the Christian communities of the Middle East had been involved in a "dialogue of
life" with their Muslim brothers and sisters long before inter-religious dialogue assumed

the prominence it did in the West after the events of 11 September 2001.

I recall Metropolitan Yohanna making that point in the "liminal” surroundings of The
Tent at St. Ethelburga’s in the City of London. It is that image that I hold on to as I think
of Metropolitan Yohanna now - sitting, cross-legged and shoe-less in a tent (a place of

hospitality) in easy conversation with a group from a range of religious traditions, with the
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focus of his conversation being the needs of others. The Tent in London is located in a
building that was destroyed in a sectarian-motivated attack and has been rebuilt as a centre
of reconciliation and dialogue - it was made in Saudi Arabia and carries the word "peace”
in seven languages, set in a garden containing an olive tree and a Lebanese fountain. I pray
that the day will soon come that Metropolitan Yohanna can invite his fellow religious
leaders in Aleppo to a restored Beth Hasda Complex. I know that, however painful the
past, Metropolitan Yohanna will be working for a brighter future and the flourishing of

the community to which he has devoted so much of his life.

I now serve as a parish priest in the Diocese of Chichester, a Diocese that maintains
contact with the Syriac Orthodox Church through our link with the Mardin monasteries.
It is a connection I value and one that meant I was to meet Metropolitan Yohanna again -
this time at the enthronement of the current Bishop of Chichester, Dr. Martin Warner, in
November 2012.

At the time the attack on the Beth Hasda complex in Aleppo (a charitable complex of the
metropolitanate with a brand new hospital, care home for the elderly, school and
kindergarten) was very recent. The pain of such wanton destruction was etched on
Metropolitan Yohanna’s face, but all he spoke of was the need to stop the bloodshed and
create the conditions for humanitarian relief and rebuilding community relationships.
Despite the obvious personal cost and danger involved, Metropolitan Yohanna was

committed to being at the centre of that project.

Metropolitan Yohanna had prepared an address to the assembled in Holy Trinity
Cathedral, Chichester (a copy of which I was privileged to be charged with conveying to
Bishop Martin), containing words that speak clearly of his own ministry: "A shepherd has
two responsibilities. One is to look after his diocese, being a good guide for the faithful.
The second responsibility is not to forget brothers and sisters in their hours of need,
wherever in the world they may be." Metropolitan Yohanna continued, perhaps
prophetically, "Nowadays we all depend on the prayers of our brothers and sisters.”" How

true.

May those prayers be answered, Sayidna.
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SECOND ANNIVERSARY OF THE ABDUCTION
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DIE PERLE DER SYRISCH ORTHODOXEN KIRCHE

DANIYEL BRAHM
MAGISTER IN THEOLOGY, SALZBURG, AUSTRIA

Ich hatte die Ehre seine Eminenz Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim bereits wihrend
meiner Studienzeit von 1999 bis 2002 im Theologischen Seminar Mor Ephrem in Maarat
Saydnaya bei Damaskus kennenzulernen. Schon damals galt diesem Kirchenmann, der
eine der herausragendsten Personlichkeiten der Syrisch Orthodoxen Kirche ist, meine
Bewunderung. Nicht zuletzt weil er u.a. als das Aushingeschild der Syrisch Orthodoxen
Kirche innerhalb der Okumene galt bzw. gilt.

Im Oktober des Jahres 2005, kurz nach dem Ableben des Metropoliten der Beneluxlinder
Mor Julius Yeshu Cicek, durfte ich Seine Eminenz aus Regensburg abholen, um ihn zur
Trauerfeier von Mor Julius ins Kloster St. Ephrem in den Niederlanden zu fahren.
Wihrend dieser mehrstiindigen Fahrt entwickelte sich ein intensiveres Gesprich zwischen
uns, bei dem ich dem Metropoliten von meinem Vorhaben erzihlee, dass ich ein Studium
der katholischen Theologie in Miinster anstrebe, wobei Mor Gregorios mir im selben
Moment die Empfehlung ans Herz legte, statt Miinster in Salzburg zu studieren. Dort, so
der Metropolit, gibe es ausgezeichnete Dozenten, wie z.B. Prof. Dietmar Winkler, die sich
intensiv mit der Lehre unserer Kirche auseinandersetzen und dementsprechend ein gutes
Angebot an Lehrveranstaltungen vorliegt. Seiner Meinung nach sei dieser Schritt eine
adiquate Fortsetzung nach meinem Studium der Syrisch Orthodoxen Theologie in
Damaskus. Dieses Gesprich sollte meine Zukunft, ja sogar mein Leben bestimmen. Nach
einiger Bedenkzeit, bin ich dem Rat seiner Eminenz gefolgt und kam im September 2006

nach Salzburg und habe mein Theologiestudium aufgenommen.

Wihrend meiner Studienzeit in Salzburg fanden mehrere Veranstaltungen von u.a. Pro
Oriente statt, bei denen auch seine Eminenz Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim untern den
geladenen Gisten/Vortragenden war. Dass er unter allen Teilnehmern, nicht zuletzt wegen
seines tiefgriindigen theologischen Denkens, als auch seines breiten historischen
Wissensstandes, seitens der katholischen Kirche, aber auch von den anderen orientalischen
Kirchen grofles Ansehen genoss, blieb mir nicht verborgen. Er spielt eine wesentliche Rolle
als eine der Hauptfiguren der Okumene, seine Dialogbereitschaft zwischen den Kirchen
hat grofle Friichte getragen und dass die Okumene seit den letzten drei Jahrzehnten
zwischen der Syrisch Orthodoxen Kirche und der Romisch Katholischen Kirche grofle

Fortschritte verzeichnet hat, ist u.a. ihm zu verdanken. Es war stets ein grofles Anliegen
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des Metropoliten, dass diese beiden Kirchen mehr zueinander finden. So sagte er auch ein
Jahr vor seiner Entfithrung bei seinem Besuch in Salzburg, dass er hoffe und grofie
Zuversicht verspiire, dass diese beiden Kirchen schon bald das Auferstehungsfest

gemeinsam begehen werden, dafiir werde er sich einsetzen, so der Metropolit.

Bei den unzihligen Begegnungen mit Mor Gregorios fiel mir auch auf, dass er es verstand
den Menschen zuzuhéren und jeder noch so kleinen Angelegenheit seine Aufmerksamkeit
schenkte, gleichwohl es sich um Jugendliche, Geistliche oder Laien handelte, gab er

seinem Gegeniiber stets seinen Rat und hilfreiche Ideen.

Es sei an dieser Stelle noch ein weiterer Aspekt zu erwihnen, der mich an seine Eminenz
begeistert hat, sein organisatorisches Talent. Dieses durfte ich im Jahr 2005 beim
unerwarteten Ableben des Metropoliten der Beneluxlinder Mor Julius Yeshu Cicek
etleben. Dort iibernahm der Metropolit von Aleppo kurzerhand nahezu die gesamte
Organisation der Trauerfeier, vom Ablauf der Liturgie bis hin zur Gisteliste und dem
Klerus in der Kirche. Das Resultat war in dieser kurzen Zeit ein reibungsloser, nahezu

perfekter Ablauf der gesamten Zeremonie.

In diesen traurigen und erschiitternden Zeiten, die der Orient derzeit erlebt, war seine
Eminenz bis zur letzten Stunde vor seiner Gefangennahme getreu dem Bibelzitat: " Wie
ein Hirt sich um die Tiere seiner Herde kiimmert an dem Tag, an dem er mitten unter
den Schafen ist, die sich verirrt haben, so kiimmere ich mich um meine Schafe und hole
sie zuriick von all den Orten, wohin sie sich am dunklen, diisteren Tag zerstreut haben"
(Ezechiel 34:12) unermiidlich im Einsatz fiir seine Glaubensgenossen, jedoch stand er
ebenso Konfessions- und Religionsiibergreifend im Dienst. Daher gilt er in ganz Aleppo
und dariiber als einer der bekanntesten christlichen Geistlichen unter den Religionen
(christliche und muslimische). Nicht selten kam es vor, so wurde mir mitgeteilt, dass
Muslime den Metropoliten darum baten ihre bei Anschligen umgekommenen
Angehorigen vom Tatort abzuholen, da es ihnen zum Einen finanziell nicht méglich war
(Schutzgeld) und daneben die Gefahr die Zone der "anderen Seite” zu betreten sehr grof3
war. Es war nicht zuletzt diese Nichstenliebe des syrisch orthodoxen Metropoliten von
Aleppo, die ihm zum Verhingnis wurde. Denn am 22. April 2013 ist er seinem
Amtsbruder, dem griechisch orthodoxen Metropoliten Paul Yazigi, in eine der
gefahrlichsten Kriegsregionen in Syrien zur Hilfe geeilt und wurde hierbei entfiihre, seither
fehlt von ihm jegliches Lebzeichen und seit dem Tag, so verspiire ich es zumindest, ist die
Syrisch Orthodoxe Kirche um eine ihrer wertvollsten und kostbarsten Perlen drmer

geworden.
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Nur einige Tage vor seiner Entfithrung stand ich zusammen mit Dr. Mikael Oez aus
England mit dem Metropoliten in Kontake, da die Menschen in Aleppo in grofle Not
gerieten und der Metropolit um Unterstiitzung bat. Dr. Mikael Oez telefonierte fast
tiglich mit dem Metropolit, da er sich mit mir zusammen bemiihte, moglichst viele
Spenden und Hilfsgiiter der Ditzese von Aleppo zukommen zu lassen. Einen der letzten
Dankesbriefe die wir von Metropolit Mor Gregorios erhielten, war jener, den er an den
Benediktiner Erzabt des Stiftes von St. Peter in Salzburg, Erzabt Dr. Korbinian Birnbacher

richtete, um sich fiir die Unterstiitzung des Erzabtes zu bedanken.

Der Verbleib des Metropoliten ldste nicht nur in seiner Didzese grofles Entsetzen aus, die
Betroffenheit reicht vom gesamten Christentum in Syrien iiber die Grenzen hinaus bis hin
zum ganzen Orient und allen Himmelsrichtungen. Gleichzeitig erfiillte sich mit diesem
Entsetzen auch eine grofle Angst der Christen in Syrien, die sich von nun an allein in der
Feuerholle ohne ihren Hirten wiederfinden, der sie bis dahin tréstend beieinander hielt

und ihnen Mut und Hoffnung zusprach und stets der Retter und Helfer in Not war.

Als wiissten seine Entfithrer, welchen Schmerz sie mit ihrer Tat und dem Verbleib von
Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim der Syrisch Orthodoxen Kirche und der gesamten
Kirche des Orients zugefiigt haben.

Im Glauben und Hoffnung schreibe ich diese letzten Zeilen, verbunden mit grofier
Zuversicht, dass der Welt schon bald die erfreuliche Nachricht ereilen wird, dass die
beiden verehrten Bischofe, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim und Paul Yazigi unversehrt

freigelassen werden, dafiir bete ich jeden Tag,.



THE DRIVE BEHIND THE SYRIAC DIALOGUE

SEBASTIAN BROCK
EMERITUS PROFESSOR IN SYRIAC STUDIES, THE UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD, UK

The various occasions on which I had the pleasure of being with Mor Gregorios Yohanna
Ibrahim fall into three main categories: (i) our house in Oxford, (ii) the Pro Oriente
Foundation in Vienna, and (iii) his Metropolitan’s Residence in Aleppo, where I had

enjoyed his great hospitality on several visits.

Our first meeting goes back to the late 1970s, a time when Mor Gregorios was studying in
Rome, and he had come one summer to Oxford for an English Language course. One late
afternoon, after his classes, he joined us and some friends in our house and I well
remember him singing various pieces for us on that first of several other occasions.
Subsequently, whenever Mor Gregorios came to England and had the time, he would
come and visit us, together with various other friends, for a meal in our house. Normally
these were very joyful occasions, full of laughter and all sorts of possible plans for the
future. But the last time Mor Gregorios came, only a few months before he was
kidnapped, he was downcast as he showed us pictures of the destruction that was already

happening in Aleppo.

Mor Gregorios is an Honorary Member of the Pro Oriente Foundation in Vienna, and
had already taken part in the Oriental Orthodox-Catholic Non-Official dialogue of 1978.
He would also have taken part in that of 1988 had he not been prevented. In 1994, Pro
Oriente initiated a new series of dialogues, involving all the Churches of Syriac tradition.
Known as the "Syriac Dialogue”, these non-official meetings for the very first time
provided a forum for all the Syriac Churches to meet for discussion on an ecumenical
basis. This was especially significant as far as the Syriac Orthodox Church and the Church
of the East were concerned, since these represented the opposite ends of the Christological
spectrum. Having had the privilege of partaking in the first two of these meetings as an
academic adviser, | was able to appreciate at first hand the quite dramartic shift from the
suspicion and mistrust that had accumulated from centuries of misunderstanding on either
side, to an openness and trust that developed as various misconceptions were cleared away.
It also became clear to me that, on such occasions, the personalities of the leading figures
play an extremely important role, and it was to a great extent due to Mor Gregorios’
openness and clarity of purpose, with his ability to focus on the underlying essentials, that

led to the remarkable success of these meetings, above all at the third, held in the United
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States in 1997. It was only sad that certain subsequent events meant that it was not

possible to build on some of the proposals from that meeting.

It was no doubt at least partly as a result of his time as a student at the Pontifical Oriental
Institute in Rome that Mor Gregorios acquired a sense of the importance of the serious
academic study of the Syriac tradition. Indeed, it was while he was in Rome that he
published several valuable articles on a Vatican Syriac manuscript in the Institute’s well-
known journal, Orientalia Christiana Periodica, written in collaboration with one of the

most learned of the Institute’s professors, Fr. Vincenzo Poggi SJ.

Mor Gregorios’ concern for the academic study of the Syriac tradition manifested itself in
two main ways: in his encouragement and support for younger monks studying in Europe,

and in his organising academic conferences in Aleppo, at his residence in Sulaymaniyah.

I was able to attend the first of these (2008), devoted to the person and writings of Jacob
of Edessa, one of the greatest scholars of the Syriac Orthodox Church. One of the
highlights of the conference was a visit to a monastery where Jacob had lived and taught,
at Tell ‘Ada. It was always one of Mor Gregorios’ great wishes that this famous monastery
might one day be revived. The volume of the proceedings, together with Mor Gregorios’

opening paper, was subsequently published in 2010 by the Gorgias Press in New Jersey.

A couple of years later Mor Gregorios held a further conference in Aleppo, on another
great scholar, Bar Hebraeus. The conference of 2008 did not just result in the 2010 book,
but the occasion proved momentous in another way as well. Mor Gregorios had for some
time been hoping to arrange for a photographic publication of the famous manuscript of
the Chronicle of Patriarch Michael, belonging to the Edessan community of the parish of
St. George in Aleppo. Thanks to the initiative and the negotiating skills of Mor Gregorios,
which once again I was able to observe on the spot, an agreement was reached with the
Edessan community for the manuscript to be digitally photographed under the auspices of
the Hill Museum and Manuscript Library, St. John’s College, Collegeville, Minnesota,
and published by the Gorgias Press in 2009.

On one other, and very different, occasion I was able to appreciate yet another aspect of
Mor Gregorios’ abilities, his exceptional organisational skills. These were displayed at the
funeral of the late Metropolitan Mor Julius Cigek at the Monastery of St. Ephrem in the
Netherlands in 2005.



THE THEOLOGICAL DIALOGUE WITH THE EASTERN ORTHODOX CHURCHES

CHRISTINE CHAILLOT
GENERAL SECRETARY OF INTER-ORTHODOX DIALOGUE, PARIS, FRANCE

Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim was involved in several dialogues, not only with
Christians, but also with Muslims. Having myself a specific interest in the theological and
practical bilateral dialogue between the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox
Christians (Syriac Orthodox, Coptic, Armenian and Ethiopian Churches), studying their
life and spirituality and writing articles and books about these topics, I went several times

to visit Mor Gregorios in Aleppo.

My book on the Syriac Orthodox Church, The Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch, A
Brief Introduction to Its Life and Spirituality, was first published in English in 1998, and
later in French in 2011.

The Arabic version was translated and published in 2006 at Mardin Publishing House
founded by Metropolitan Yohanna. He organised a presentation of this book at his
cathedral inviting dignitaries of literary circles and inter-religious community of Aleppo,
including Sheikh Ahmad Badr Al-Din Hassoun, the Grand Mufti of Syria, and the
Consul of Turkey. The Syrian TV recorded the presentation and then interviewed me. All

this was organised by Mor Gregorios. Life was still enjoyable in Syria.

Once the Metropolitan took me near the archaeological site of St. Simeon Stylite where
Mor Gregorios had bought a piece of land by the place of Tell ‘Ada, which used to be an
ancient Syriac Orthodox monastery. He was planning to revive the splendour of the
ancient monastery by building a new one. Let us not forget that the land of Syria and Iraq
are rich in ancient monasteries of the Syriac rite, with now some being destroyed, very

unfortunately!

Metropolitan Yohanna used to take his guests to Syriac Orthodox families and weddings
and to meet all kinds of people who were visiting him in his office and church. He was a
man of dialogue with all. As for the bilateral theological dialogue between the Oriental
Orthodox and Eastern Orthodox, Mor Gregorios represented his Church in many of the
meetings. In the following lines, he made a call for the unity of the Oriental Orthodox and
Eastern Orthodox, in the preface he wrote for my book, The Syriac Orthodox Church of
Antioch. Life and Spirituality:

53



54 CHRISTINE CHAILLOT

"Concerning the Theological Dialogue between the Oriental Orthodox and the Eastern
Orthodox Churches... the theological discussions revealed that the separation was due to a
terminological misunderstanding in the use of the word physis, which could be
understood as "nature” or "Person”. For both Eastern and Oriental Orthodox families,
Christ is fully God and fully Man, in one Person, without confusion, without change,
without separation and without division. In consequence the two Orthodox families
signed an Agreement concerning the recognition of their common Christological faith in
St. Bishoy Monastery, Egypt, in June 1989... Now the anathemas between the two
families still have to be removed. Then the question of how and when full communion
between the two families can be re-established must be discussed. To concelebrate the
Eucharist together would mean that all the differences, theological and others, would no
longer be considered as such. As for the bi-lateral dialogue between the Oriental and
Eastern Orthodox of Antioch, it took a particular turn when the Synod of the Syriac
Orthodox Church of Antioch and of the Greek Orthodox Church of Antioch, both based
in Damascus, signed an Agreement in 1991 concerning a common approach to certain
pastoral matters. These documents emphasize that each family must keep its own liturgical
and other traditions. In the Middle East this Agreement seems to have been put into
practice. These two families of Churches have the same Syriac roots, even if today they
both speak Arabic in daily life and often in prayer life, at least in Arabic speaking
countries... Working for unity does not imply that we neglect our Syriac language, history
and heritage. On the contrary, we lay stress on that... Through the theological dialogue,
we are not going to be intermingled or changed. Everyone will maintain his own tradition.
We shall have to recognise pluralism in liturgical and other expressions. At the same time,
we shall do our best to have the maximum cooperation with the others... The mistakes of
past history should not be repeated. I believe that the two Eastern and Oriental Orthodox
Families were one in the past. If today all the factors of division disappeared, both Families
should return to their sources. If Christology, theology, ecclesiology were sometimes

misunderstood in the past, today they are no longer obstacles on the way to reunion.”

When the Christians of the Middle East are suffering more than ever, it is time for dialogue

among all people of good will. It is time also to find ways for reconciliation among Christians.

In Aleppo I was always very kindly received by Metropolitan Yohanna and his team with
whom I became friends. I have tried to call them several times since the captivity of their
shepherd, without success. We must remember their Metropolitan and we must not forget
them in our prayers and solidarity, as well as all the people suffering in Syria and in the

Middle East. Let us hope and pray for peace in Syria and the Middle East!



IN ALEPPO ONCE

WILLIAM DALRYMPLE
HISTORIAN AND AUTHOR OF BEST-SELLERS, LONDON, UK

I last saw Mor Gregorios in Aleppo shortly before the civil war broke out in 2009. The
city was then full of Iraqi Christian refugees, who had fled to Syria seeing it as a refuge in
the aftermath of Anglo-American adventures that had destabilised their homeland.

You saw them lounging in every park, and sitting in every teahouse: unshaven and tired-
looking men and women, driven from their homes by the sectarian mayhem in Baghdad
and Mosul. Wherever 1 went in Aleppo I kept running into them - bank managers and
engineers, pharmacists and scientists, garage owners and business people - all living with
their extended families in one room flats on what remained of their savings, and assisted

by the charity of the different churches.

Mor Gregorios had led the efforts to accommodate, feed and look after them. Who knew

then that the Christians of Aleppo would soon share the same or an even worse fate?

I first met Mor Gregorios in 1994 when I was researching a book on the Middle Eastern
Christians, later published as From the Holy Mountain: A Journey in the Shadow of
Byzantium. 1 had been sent to the Metropolitan by his brethren over the Turkish border
at the monastery of Mor Gabriel. They had produced a set of postcards of their most

beautiful illuminated manuscripts which I promised to deliver to him.

In those days, the PKK insurgency was at its height and Hafez el-Assad was still alive and
in control so it was Turkey which felt dangerous and Syria which felt safe. I arrived in
Aleppo relieved to be in such a peaceful and calm city and immediately went to find the

Metropolitan.

The Syriac Orthodox, it turned out, had cunningly secreted their cathedral behind a filling
station in the Sulaymaniyah district of the city. The Metropolitan's Palace was even more
successfully hidden: it lay tucked in behind the back of the cathedral. I was met at the
gates of the palace by a raven-robed flunkey and led up, past the long black cathedral
Cadillac (emblazoned on its back window with the Metropolitan's coat of arms) to a first
floor reception room. There I was shown to a gilt armchair beneath a huge photograph of
a beaming President Assad, and a fractionally smaller portrait of the Syriac Orthodox
Patriarch of Antioch.
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After a few minutes the door was flung open and the small, round figure of Gregorios
Yohanna Ibrahim walked in, backwards. In his hand he held a portable telephone into
which he was animatedly talking, while at the same time waving goodbye to a young
couple with his free hand. The figure turned a pirouette, and advanced towards me, his
free hand extended. As he did so he finished his telephone call, snapped shut the phone
with a flick of his thumb, and popped it into his cassock pocket.

"Mr. William?" he said. "I've been expecting you. 1 received a letter from Mor Gabriel

telling me you were coming. Come, let me show you something which will interest you."

The Metropolitan took me over to a trestle-table at the side of the room, pausing only to
sign a document that a bowing functionary had offered to him. On the trestle lay some

architect's plans.

"At the moment there are no functioning Syriac Orthodox monasteries in Syria," he said,
unrolling the blueprints. "But now I'm going to rebuild Tell ‘Ada. For many years this has
been my dream. It was the monastery that the young St. Simeon Stylite joined when he
first left home. According to the great fifth century bishop, Theodoret of Cyrrhus, - Do
you know his History of the Monks of Syria? I will lend you a copy - there were once 150
monks at Tell ‘Ada, but it has been a ruin for nearly thirteen hundred years. Lictle is left.
We bought the land from the farmer in 1987 and have just had our plans authorised by

the authorities in Damascus. Look..."
The Metropolitan pointed to a geometric shape at the centre of his blue prints:

"The church is to be based on St. Symeon's church at Qala'at Semaan: it will be an open

octagon and in the middle will be our Seylite's pillar.”

"As a symbol?"

"No, no. It will be the real thing. It will have a Stylite on top of it."
"Are you being serious?"

"Perfectly serious.”

"But how are you going to find a Stylite?"

"We have one already. Fr. Aphrem Karim has volunteered to be our first pillar-dweller. He
is in Ireland presently, at Maynooth, finishing his thesis. When he has his studies he

wishes to mount a pillar.”

"I don't believe it," 1 said.
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"But it is true.”
" thought Stylites had died out hundreds of years ago."

"No," said the Metropolitan, shaking his head. "According to my research there were still

Stylites in Georgia in the cighteenth century. It's a bit of a gap, but hardly unbridgeable."

"And your friend, Fr. Aphrem, is he really prepared to spend the rest of his life perched up

"

on...

"He is determined to become as like St. Simeon as he can," said Mor Gregorios. "But if
he does find it too difficult, I know several keen young novices who will be happy to take

it in turns to be Stylites with him."
"A kind of relay Seylitism?"

"If you like."

I frowned: "But..."

"It is good to imitate the saints," said the Metropolitan, anticipating my objections. "They

are an example to all of us."
"Isn't it a bit exhibitionist to stand on a pillar?”

"On the contrary," said Mor Gregorios. "For the Stylites of old the opinion of this world
was nothing. The saints became Stylites for their own good, for the salvation of their own
souls. For them the material world, their own bodies were of no account. The spirit was all
that mattered. To punish their bodies on columns gave emphasis to the world of the

spirit..."
"Do you think you will become a Stylite?" I asked.
"No," replied the Metropolitan, smiling. "I am too old."

I gave Mor Gregorios the box containing the postcards and as he opened the parcel he

quizzed me about the situation in Tur Abdin.

"It's very bad," he said when I described what I had seen. "Why do they do this? What

have we ever done to them?"

He shook his head: "My father was from Tur Abdin, my mother's family from Diyarbakir.
After the massacres they were the only surviving children from both their families. All

their brothers and sisters were killed. In 1921 my grandfather managed to get his children
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across the border to Qamishli; they crossed at night with a small group of friends. The
French were here and my parents thought they would protect them. In Turkey there was
still terrible insecurity - Tribesmen were circling the country killing and enslaving any
Christians they found. My mother's parents had crossed the year before, and she was born

here in Aleppo.
"So you are a refugee on both sides of your family?"

"I was born in Qamishli," replied the Metropolitan. "My father had been a landowner in
Tur Abdin, but of course after he came to Syria he had nothing; everything had to be left
behind. So he worked the land of a rich Syrian family. Eventually he became their
foreman. But despite this we have never thought of ourselves as refugees. Syria was where
the Suriyan had originally come from. The ruins and graves of our forefathers lie all

around. We have always thought of ourselves as citizens, not refugees.”
"And do you think the Christians are safe in Syria today?"

"Christians are better off in Syria than anywhere else in the Middle East," said Mor
Gregorios emphatically. "Other than Lebanon, this is the only country in the region where
a Christian can really feel the equal of a Muslim - and Lebanon, of course, has many other
problems. In Syria there is no enmity between Christian and Muslim. If Syria were not
here, we would be finished. Really. It is a place of sanctuary, a haven for all the Christians:
for the community of the Church of the East driven out of Iraq, the Syriac Orthodox and
the Armenians driven out of Turkey, even some Palestinian Christians driven out of the

Holy Land by the Israelis. Talk to people here: you will find what I say is true.”

Looking back at this exchange today fills one with sadness. For the last decade has been
beyond catastrophic for the Arab world’s beleaguered 12-million strong Christian

minority.

In Egypt, the succession of revolutions and counter-revolutions has been accompanied by
a series of anti-Coptic riots, killings and church burnings. In Gaza and on the West Bank,
the Palestinian Christians are emigrating en masse as they find themselves uncomfortably
caught between Netanyahu’s aggressively pro-Settler government and their increasingly

radicalised Sunni neighbours.

In Syria, most of the violence has been along the Sunni-Alawite fault-line, but there have
been a growing number of reports of rape and murder directed at the Christian minority,

who used to make up around 10% of the population. Many have already fled for camps in
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Lebanon, Turkey or Jordan. There are tragic reports of the wholesale emigration of the

ancient Armenian community of Aleppo to Yerevan.

The worst affected areas of Syria are, of course, those controlled by ISIS, who last year
issued a decree offering the dwindling Christian population of eastern Syria and the Mosul
province in Iraq three options: either convert to Islam, pay a special religious levy - jizya -
or be killed. If they did not comply, "there is nothing to give them but the sword." The
passing of 20" July deadline led to possibly the largest exodus of Middle Eastern
Christians since the Christian massacres during the First World War, as the entire
Christian community of Mosul headed off towards Duhok and Erbil and the relative

religious tolerance of the Kurdish zone of Iraq.

Even before this latest exodus, at least two-thirds of the Iraqi Christians had already fled
the country in the after the fall of Saddam in 2003. The Christians were concentrated in
Mosul, Basra and especially Baghdad, which before the US invasion had the largest
Christian population in the Middle East. Although the 750,000 Christians only made up
about 7% of the pre-war population, they were a prosperous indigenous community under
the Baathists, as symbolised by the high profile of Tariq Aziz, Saddam’s Christian Foreign
Minister, who used to disarm visiting foreign dignitaries by breaking into "Onwards

Christian Soldiers" in Aramaic, the language of Jesus.

According to tradition it was St. Thomas and St. Addai who brought Christianity here in
the 1% century. At the Council of Nicaea, where the Christian Creed was thrashed out in
325 AD, there were more Bishops from Mesopotamia than from Western Europe. The
region became a refuge for those persecuted by the Orthodox Byzantines: like the
Mandaeans, the last Gnostics, who follow what they believe to be the teachings of John
the Baptist. Then there was the Church of the East, who brought the philosophy of
Aristotle and Plato, as well as Greek science and medicine, to the Islamic world, and

hence, via Cordoba to the new universities of mediaeval Europe.

Now, almost everywhere the Arab Christians are leaving in the wake of the upheavals that
followed 2001’s ill-judged Anglo-American adventures intended to suppress terrorism -
adventures which actually had the reverse effect of radicalizing the entire region. In the last
decade maybe a quarter of all Arab Christians have left to make new lives for themselves in

Europe, Australia and America.

According to the historian, Professor Kamal Salibi, they are leaving because they are
simply exhausted: "There is a feeling of fin de race among Christians all over the Middle

East," he told me when I went to see him in Beirut a few years ago. "Now they just want
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to go somewhere else, make some money and relax. Each time a Christian goes, no other
Christian comes to fill their place and that is a very bad thing for the Arab world. It is the
Christian Arabs who keep the Arab world "Arab" rather than "Muslim". If Christian Arabs
continue to emigrate, Arabs will be in a2 much more difficult position to defend the Arab

world against Islamism."

Certainly since the 19" century, Christian Arabs have played a vital role in defining a
secular Arab cultural identity. It is no coincidence that most of the founders of secular
Arab nationalism were men like Michel Aflag, the Greek Orthodox Christian from
Damascus who founded the Ba'ath Party in the 1940’s, along with other Syrian students
freshly returned from the Sorbonne, or Faris al-Khury, Syria’s only Christian Prime
Minister. Then there were intellectuals like the Palestinian George Antonius, who in 1938
wrote in The Arab Awakening of the crucial role that Christians had played in reviving

Arab literature and the arts after their long slumber under Ottoman rule.

If the Islamic State manages to turn itself into a permanent, Christian-free Jihadistan, it
may well represent the death knell not just of Arab Christians but also of the secular Arab
nationalism the Arab Christians helped create. The century after 1918, which saw the
creation of the different Arab national states, may well prove to be an historical blip in
Middle Eastern history, as the old primary identifiers of Arab identity - religion and tribe -
resurface. It is as if, after a century of flirtcing with imported western ideas of the secular
nation state, the region is beginning to revert back to the old Ottoman Millet system
(from the Arabic millah 3daliterally "nation") which represented a view of the world that
made religion the ultimate marker of identity, and which classified Ottoman subjects by

their various sectarian religious "nations.”

Despite sizeable Christian populations remaining in Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt, there is
likely to be little place for Christian Arabs in a Middle East rebuilt on the intolerant
Islamist ideology of ISIS. Instead, their future is more likely to resemble that of the most
influential Christian Arab intellectual of our day, Edward Said. Born in Jerusalem at the
height of Arab nationalism in 1935, Said died far from the turmoil of the Middle East in
New York in 2003. His last collection of essays was appropriately entitled: Reflections on
Exile.

In this terrible situation, the wise leadership of Mor Gregorios is more needed than ever. It
is no surprise that this strong, wise man was targeted; but his abduction is one of the

biggest blows suffered by his unfortunate flock. We can only pray for his and their safety.
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MEETING MOR GREGORIOS YOHANNA IBRAHIM

SEBASTIEN DE COURTOIS
LAWYER, AUTHOR, AND HISTORIAN, PARIS, FRANCE

I met Sayidna Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim for the first time in 2001 during my stay
in Aleppo, the historical city of Northern Syria. Our mutual friend Georges Antaki, a
prominent member of the Greek Melkite community, brought us together in a way that
only the Orient can do; we were introduced over a cup of tea in the shadow of a wall
adorned by Byzantine mosaics. | was meeting a Syriac metropolitan for the first time and [
was very impressed. It was a rainy spring day, probably towards the end of April. He
received me very kindly in his large office at the Metropolitanate of the Syriac Orthodox
Church in Aleppo.

Immediately after our first meeting Mor Gregorios invited me to his library, and we were
browsing through its extensive shelves. I remember that there were a lot of books and
manuscripts. He told me that he had the ambition of collecting the greatest amount of
information published abroad of oriental sources. I think one of his goals was to create a
research centre about the churches in the Middle East by bringing scholars together from
Europe, the Americas and the East, including the south of India. This ambition was quite
new at the time, especially for Syria. Mor Gregorios was planning to open his archives and

promote young researchers from his own community as well.

At the time, | was coming from Paris where | was beginning my doctorate at the Ecole
Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Sorbonne. The subject of my thesis was the destiny of Syriac
Orthodox communities during the First World War within the boundaries of the vilayet
of Diyarbakir. Sayidna gave me a copy of the manuscript in Arabic written by Isaac
Armalet around 1919, who was a famous Syriac Catholic clergy living in Mardin. Armalet
witnessed the first deportation of Armenians and Syriacs during the Sayfo of 1915. My
doctoral thesis was published the following year in Paris, and Mor Gregorios immediately
asked a translator, Claude Zerez, to work on an Arabic version. Mor Gregorios later sent a
copy of the same work to Gorgias Press in New Jersey, in order to have an English version
as well. He was doing all the things himself, calling people directly and getting involved
personally in every step of the work. Since I was not a classical Syriac scholar, Mor

Gregorios checked my spelling and facts from time-to-time.

As a practicing lawyer in Paris I regularly travel by metro, and I used to receive phone calls

from Aleppo, with Mor Gregorios on the other end, informing me about recently
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published books or articles relevant to my studies on Syriac history. Commuters who were
cavesdropping were impressed by the way I was referring to him "Your Eminence”. We

became friends. I owe him so much.

On Mor Gregorios™ advice, I was blessed to visit Tur Abdin, in Southeast Turkey. He was
the one who opened the gates of Tur Abdin (Mountain of the Servants of God) for me, a

province very rich in history and culture of the Syriac Orthodox tradition.

With a group of very close friends we were expected the next weeks at the ancient
monastery of Mor Gabriel, the patron saint of Tur Abdin. I was glad not to miss this
chance, as this opened another chapter of my career as a journalist and a writer, since I was

dedicating my work to the promotion and knowledge of this part of Christian heritage.

By 2004, following several trips to Tur Abdin, with Mor Gregorios’ consent and spiritual
support, I published a coffee table book called: Les Derniers Araméens (The Last
Arameans) with the photographic works of Duchan Novakovig. The first page of the book

presents an official portrait of Mor Gregorios, which is always in my memory.

Mor Gregorios explained that his family was originally from this part of Southeastern
Turkey, and his mother was from Diyarbakir. I had the chance to meet Mor Gregorios’
mother, together with one of his brothers in Qamishli, a small dusty town located at the
Syrian-Turkish border. They told me that Mor Gregorios™ grandfather was an official
during the time of the French Mandate over Syria and Lebanon in the 1920’s. They still
remembered a few French words from the time when the city was famous for smuggling

tobacco across the railway of the Orient Express, which today demarks the Turkish-Syrian

border.

The last episode I would like to shed some light on is the few hours I spent with Mor
Gregorios in Rome. He visited this city, where he spent his student life, frequently for
ecumenical and inter-religious dialogue with the Catholic Church. This is when the geo-
political complications began to ferment in the Middle East - right after the American
intervention in Iraq - and he was preoccupied by the destiny of religious communities. I
arranged an appointment in front of the church Santa-Maria-in-Trastevere as Mor
Gregorios wanted to show me the mosaics of the choir himself... they were astonishing.
We then had coffee together and people around us were staring at us, as he was dressed
with his long robe and qawugq. This is the occasion when I offered Mor Gregorios a copy

of my book and he kindly assured that he would present it, in person, to Pope John-Paul II.



THE WARM AND INCLUSIVE MAN [ KNOW

KHALID SAID DINNO
VICE-PRESIDENT OF THE CANADIAN SOCIETY FOR SYRIAC STUDIES, TORONTO, CANADA

I first met Mor Gregorios when he gave an informal talk at a church in Toronto in 1997.
His demeanour reflected a comfortable command of the subject material and a friendly
disposition. I had heard a great deal about Mor Gregorios™ reputation as a proponent of
ecumenism and of dialogue with others; I had also read many of his published works. He
was an active representative of the Syriac Orthodox Church at the Pro Oriente
Foundation in Vienna, and in particular in the "Syriac Dialogue" that sprang from it in
1994. 1 was also well acquainted with his publishing houses: Dar Mardin and Dar al-
Ruha, which he had established in Aleppo in the 1980s. Through these facilities Mor
Gregorios offered much needed encouragement to upcoming authors. As part of this
encouragement, he often prefaced the work of these authors with extensive introductions
that enriched the subject matter and helped tie it to a broader knowledge base. This reflected
the breadth of knowledge Mor Gregorios possessed covering a wide spectrum of literary

fields: theological, social, and historical.

Many years after that brief initial encounter I had the pleasure to get to know Mor Gregorios
much better at two international symposia which he hosted in Aleppo in 2008 and 2010,
when I presented papers. The first symposium was to commemorate the work of Jacob of
Edessa, a renowned scholar of the Syriac Orthodox Church on the occasion of 1300 years of
his death, and the latter to celebrate the work of the luminous Gregorios Bar Hebraeus.
These two occasions offered the opportunity to get to know Mor Gregorios more closely: his
amicable nature, his broadminded vision, his ecumenical outlook and his readiness to accept
the "other". Besides the symposium proceedings, two events stood out at the 2008 meeting.
One was a visit to Tell ‘Ada, near Aleppo, the site of the ruins of an old monastery where
Jacob of Edessa was buried. Mor Gregorios showed us the extensive land he had purchased
around the old monastery in order to fulfill his aspiration of renewing the glory of the

ancient facility.

The other was a very rare opportunity to view the oldest existing manuscript of the
Chronicle of Patriarch Michael the Syrian, 1166-1199. This Chronicle has a remarkable
survival history as it was brought to Aleppo by the last caravan of emigrants from Edessa in
1924 and remained in the custody of one of the immigrating families until it was later

placed in safekeeping in the Church of St. George in Aleppo. Two keys are needed to unlock
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the safe: one that is with Mor Gregorios and the other with the descendants of the family
who were the original custodians of the manuscript. I was one of those who had the unique
pleasure of witnessing the opening of the safe and viewing the manuscript. I also recall, with
some sense of pride, that I was one of several people who helped Mor Gregorios impress on
the community the importance of digitally photographing this unique manuscript - an effort

that proved fruitful and led to its publication by Gorgias Press in 2009.

The 2010 symposium provided an opportunity to participate in a visit to Qal‘at Najm, an
ancient castle on the Euphrates that was originally constructed by the Romans but that
later saw some reconstruction by Nur-al-din Zangi in the 12* century and invasion by the
Mongols in the 13™ century. Mor Gregorios told us about the events surrounding the
Mongol invasion when Hulagu, having invaded and devastated Baghdad in 1258, headed
out to do the same in Aleppo. Bar Hebraeus, who was the Metropolitan of Aleppo at the
time, travelled to Qal‘at Najm where Hulagu was stationed to plead with him to treat
Aleppo and its inhabitants with mercy. However, Hulagu was not impressed by Bar
Hebraeus’ appeal and imprisoned Bar Hebraeus at Qal‘at Najm before he set out to invade
Aleppo, which he did in 1260. However, Bar Hebraeus survived the ordeal and was in fact

subsequently ordained Maphrian in Eastern Mesopotamia, present day Iraq.

Though less dangerous than the Bar Hebracus encounter at Qal’ac Najm, the next
adventure after the symposium of 2010 had distinct elements of risk in an expedition that
I had the pleasure to participate in with Mor Gregorios. This was the search for the 13
century ruins of one of the famous monasteries of the day: that of Mor Barsaumo on a
mountain in Melitene in Eastern Anatolia. It was in the late afternoon on the last day of
the 2010 symposium when I went to bid Mor Gregorios farewell in his office. He inquired
where we were heading next. We told him that we were travelling to Turkey on a mission
to look for, and to digitally photograph, archival material at Deir al Za‘faran and in the
Forty Martyrs Church in Mardin, a mission for which I had specific approval from the late
Patriarch of blessed memory, Mor Ignatius Zakka Iwas. This was part of the data
collection for my study of the history of the Syriac Orthodox Church during the late
Ottoman and early post Ottoman period. Mor Gregorios inquired as to the route we were
planning to take. When we told him that we planned to go to Nisibin via Qamishli, he
proposed a more challenging route through Adiyaman (Hisn Mansur) and said he was
willing to join us. We wholeheartedly welcomed his suggestion for we immediately
realised how much richer the trip would be in his company. He immediately set out to
organise the route and main stops. He telephoned three Metropolitans in Southern
Turkey: Mor Timotheos Samuel Aktas of Mor Gabriel Monastery, Mor Philexinos Saliba
Ozmen of Deir al-Za‘faran and Mor Gregorios Melki Urek of Adiyaman, informing them
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of our plan. We left Aleppo at 3am the following morning heading north, crossing into
Turkey and making our first stop in Gaziantep where Mor Gregorios Melki Urek joined

our party and was its guide in that desolate region of Anatolia.
p g g

The most adventurous part of this journey was an excursion that Mor Gregorios proposed
to the ruins of Mor Barsaumo’s Monastery near Melitene. In its heyday this monastery
used to be the seat of the Syriac Orthodox patriarchate from the 11" to the 13" century,
when the seat was transferred in 1293 to Deir al-Za‘faran. This monastery derived much
of its fame from being the abode of Chronicler and Patriarch Michael the Syrian, but was
later turned into ruins, with almost no further mention in the annals of history. Mor
Gregorios had brought with him a couple of maps of the area where he suspected the old
monastery ruins may be located. We stopped for a much needed rest at a village restaurant
at a neighbouring stream rich with fish, which formed our tasty lunch. At the stream, Mor
Gregorios and [ reviewed the maps he had. We stopped at several locations where we
asked local inhabitants about the location of the ruins and then proceeded on despite the
often diverse answers. We eventually stopped at a location which Mor Gregorios thought
was at the bottom of the mountain in question. Assisted by a monk, Mor Gregorios
started on an arduous three-hour climb, after almost 15 hours from the start of our
journey. 1 was too tired to climb so I stayed at the foot of the mountain. The party
climbed to the top and, when they came down Mor Gregorios brought down a small brick
from the monastery ruins for me as a souvenir, which I have kept as a reminder of the

historical source as well as of the rich spirit of the man who brought it down for me.

Before closing I would like to add a recollection from my 2008 summer visit to Aleppo.
Mor Gregorios and I were walking down a street not far from his Sulaymaniyah
Metropolitan office. During the brief span of our short walk I noticed that he stopped to
exchange friendly greetings and conversations with three families and their children. My
curiosity got the better of me and caused me to enquire as to which of our Syriac
Orthodox churches these families belonged. He said: "From neither; the first is Armenian,
the second Syriac Catholic, and the third Rum Orthodox." On a different occasion he told
me that Ramadan was a busy month for evening engagements, as he was invited to so many

fast-breaking meals (iftar).

This was the Mor Gregorios whom I remember so clearly: always positive and helpful, a
sincere proponent of pluralism and a seeker of common understanding with the "other",
endowed with a spirit of renewal and discovery. May his return to be united with his

people, friends, and admirers be imminent!



THE LAST EPISCOPAL DUTIES

SARA DOGHRAMJI
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SAFWAT EL-BAYADI
PRESIDENT OF THE EVANGELICAL COMMUNITY, CAIRO, EGYPT
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THE MESSAGE OF THE FOCOLARE MOVEMENT

THE FOCOLARE MOVEMENT
VIA DI FRASCATI, ROCCA DI PAPA, ROME, ITALY

He was a pioneer in the ecumenical field and spent his life for the unity of the Churches.
For many years he was a member of the World Council of Churches in Geneva and
travelled widely as a representative of the Syriac Orthodox Patriarch. He is universally
respected as a person of wisdom and integrity, always standing firm for what he believes
whatever the cost, but willing to listen to and learn from those from whom he may differ.
He worked to reach an agreement with the Catholic Church so that now Catholics and

Siro-Orthodox can receive the sacraments in these two Sister Churches in times of need.

He was among the very first Orthodox bishops to take part in the Focolare ecumenical
meetings organised by Rt. Revd. Klaus Hemmerle, Bishop of Aachen in Germany. Indeed
Mor Gregorios attended the last meeting held by Bishop Klaus in December 1993.

He had ecumenism at heart, until he was captured while doing an act of charity for a

brother bishop, to help free two priests who had been kidnapped.

We are praying regularly for him and for his colleague in captivity Metropolitan Paul
Yazigi, Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo. We are confident that they will remain
steadfast throughout the ongoing ordeal; and we pray that Almighty God will move the
hearts of their captors to release them soon so that they may resume their leadership

within the Universal Church.

Roman Catholic Archbishop of Bangkok

Hon. Ass. Bishop Most Revd. Armando Bortolaso
The Anglican Diocese of St. Albans Apostolic Vicar Emeritus of Aleppo

74



PRINCE OF THE CHURCH

ELIZABETH KEY FOWDEN
FACULTY OF ASIAN AND MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE, UK

"You will have to forgive us for such humble hospitality. Today is a fast day." Mor
Gregorios had a glint in his eye as he gestured towards the long table laid out with dozens
of Lenten dishes. No meat, dairy or wine. It was midday Good Friday, 1989, when the
metropolitan’s driver picked us up from the Baron Hotel in central Aleppo to take us to
meet Mor Gregorios in his private rooms. I cannot recall why we were imposing ourselves
on such an inconvenient day, two late antique historians with a letter of introduction from
a leading Syriacist. But we were swept up in the rhythm of Good Friday, accompanying
the metropolitan’s entourage to the neighbourhood of Hayy al-Suiryan where Mor
Gregorios, very much a commanding Prince of the Church, led the solemn burial
procession of Christ that evening. We lived in Greece and were Orthodox, so we knew
roughly what to expect, could follow the gestural language and be carried into the ritual
pathos, even if the ceremony was in Syriac and the chant unfamiliar to our Byzantine ears.
The paschal experience is both cyclical and open-ended, outwardly coloured by local
traditions, inwardly universal. But the unique and unrepeatable moment on that Good
Friday was when, after the service, Mor Gregorios persuaded the community elders to
open the vault at the back of the church and bring out the unique manuscript of Michael

the Syrian.

The learned and diplomatic Michael had occupied the Syriac Orthodox patriarchal throne
of Antioch from 1166 to 1199, maintaining cordial relations with various Muslim
dynasties, crusader lords and Latin patriarchs of Jerusalem. His relations with the Greeks
were cautious and his actions against internal rebellion firm. He also found time to write a
universal chronicle, from Creation to 1195. It was the unique copy of this chronicle that
Mor Gregorios proudly showed us that Good Friday. (He would later produce a facsimile
edition). The Syriac Orthodox community of Urfa/Edessa had brought the manuscript
with them in 1924 when they fled persecution and re-settled on Aleppo’s outskirts, in the
neighbourhood known today as Hayy al-Suriyan. Like Michael, Mor Gregorios had grown
up in that wide frontier zone between fluctuating empires and principalities - depending
on your perspective, either marginal or at the world’s centre - today’s southern Turkey and
northern Syria. Mor Gregorios’ flock was a microcosm of the region’s population that had
been drawn to Aleppo from Tur Abdin, Urfa, Homs, and further northeast from the

Qamishli area. Like Michael, Mor Gregorios also spent a lifetime negotiating on an
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everyday basis, and in times of crisis, across more invisible community boundaries - not
just between rough-cut identities such as Christian and Muslim, but also the much finer-
grained distinctions shaped by forces of geographical, cultural and theological difference.
Mor Gregorios responded intuitively to these differences with a mix of local knowledge
and instinctive judgment - like the farmer who knows from the scent of the olive oil which
field the olive trees grew in, or the shepherd who from the taste of his sheeps’ milk knows
in which pasture they have been grazing. My husband and I had another occasion to be
caught up in the seeming ease with which Mor Gregorios exercised his various roles as

community head when we returned to live in Aleppo as his guests, for seven months, in
pp g

1996.

Again like Michael, Mor Gregorios was not only a man of action, but also a scholar and
theologian. We shared an interest in Arab Christian culture and the imaginative social
adjustments that have been vital to Christian survival and communal strength. Mor
Gregorios had written but not yet finished a dissertation on the topic for the University of
Birmingham. I had the privilege of more time - but vastly less knowledge - so I finished
my dissertation and book on the frontier-crossing Saint Sergius of Rusafa, much beloved
by Arab Christians and Muslims. Mor Gregorios indulged us with long conversations
about Arab Christianity, even putting aside precious early morning hours to read with me
Syriac hymns by Ephrem of Nisibis. He opened the doors for us to meet not just his flock,
but local historians, antiquarians, monks, diplomats, businessmen, Armenian Orthodox,
Armenian Protestant, Maronite, Greek Catholic, Church of the Fast, Sunni, Alawite - as if
the range of introductions was an implicit demonstration of the inadequacies of sectarian
labels. Aleppo is a city of long memories and deep cross-sections. History and imagination
animate the present - memories of King Abgar of Edessa and the Maccabean martyrs are
kept alive on church walls, the leading schools of Aleppo bear the name of the Banu
Taghlib, the proud Arab tribe that remained stalwartly Christian long after the majority of
Arabs had converted to Islam. The name Ghassan still resonates too - they were the
brightest stars in the Arab Christian constellation. I still remember Mor Gregorios’ delight
when I once served him "Ghassanid pie" - my own attempt at a Shepherd’s pie re-

formulated in response to local conditions.

"We Orthodox, our church life revolves around eating”, a Greek friend from Istanbul once
said. After that first encounter around a Lenten table, food became a more powerful way
into Mor Gregorios’ world than abstract concepts like identity. The senses secemed a
sounder guide to the everyday reality of the multiple, shifting identities that historians and
sociologists, journalists and political commentators, now talk about on a regular basis.

There seemed to be an opaque barrier between the scholar’s "imagined community” and
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the sinuous pathways of the active imagination at work animating Mor Gregorios’ many-
faceted community. There was something very real, very distinct, yet perhaps surprisingly
non-judgmental about this world we’d been invited into, with its ancient storehouse of
rituals, martyr stories and shared meals. To my shame, a brief flash of judgment had shot
through my mind when I saw that first groaning board on Good Friday. "But Good
Friday is supposed to be a total fast”, whispered the Pharisee in my ear. In 1989, my own
knowledge of Orthodoxy was of a rather precious variety, grown from a mix of academic
learning and a narrow, monastery-based Orthodox culture of Greece twenty-five years ago,
when Byzantine chant and spiritual fathers were topics of earnest discussion. Perhaps
survival as a minority community with far-reaching geographical roots and traditions gives
a healthy inoculation against easy declarations of commanding right and forbidding

wrong,

It is a timeworn tactic to deprive an unwanted community of leaders and of martyrs. The
emperor Julian the Apostate fastidiously avoided giving the Christians martyrs to rally
around; Byzantine emperors and bishops in their desire to impose razor-sharp doctrine
preferred threatening words to martyr-making deeds. But nonetheless a dizzying variety of
Christian communities grew and flourished in many soils. Today these communities are
fortified by a panoply of saints, martyrs, rituals. Their leaders, like Mor Gregorios and like
Michael before him, are both heroic individuals who belong to a particular time and place,

and flesh and blood archetypes, Christ enthroned at the head of his Church.

Our last meeting with Mor Gregorios was over lunch at a restaurant in Aleppo. I
remember the conversation ranged from the Muslim parents who bring their sick children
to be baptized as a cure, to the Christians who threatened apostasy to Islam if they were
not granted a divorce. These were no different from Michael’s concerns as he too had
faced universal dilemmas and found local solutions worked out through compassion, and
hospitality. After lunch, our conversation turned to Jerusalem and pilgrimage and he
showed us the small pilgrim’s cross tattooed above his wrist. That cross, the pilgrim’s
cross, the martyr’s cross, he bore "on the skin" in full knowledge that it was his
compassion and imagination that would keep carrying him across the perilous frontier

between time and eternity.
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A MODEL OF DIALOGUE AND A SYMBOL OF MODERATION

ABBAS HALABI
PRESIDENT OF THE ARAB WORKING GROUP FOR MUSLIM CHRISTIAN DIALOGUE, BEIRUT, LEBANON

Over three years have passed since His Eminence Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, the
Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo, was kidnapped along with his companion, His
Eminence Paul Yazigi, the Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of the same region. No one

knows where they are detained, nor the conditions of the kidnappers.

This operation is confusing indeed. Kidnappers usually disappear then send some
indication from time-to-time that they are holding the hostages, or at least what we call a
"sign of life." Yet the mysterious character of this operation has made it a unique
kidnapping case. We have witnessed many stages of the Lebanese war during which armed
men had recourse to kidnappings based on sectarian, political or partisan grounds and,
currently, on financial grounds, the assumption being that the family of the kidnapped

would pay a ransom for his/her release.

The two metropolitans’ case, however, has been shrouded in mystery ever since their
kidnapping. There is conflicting information about them being kidnapped by a Chechen
group that accused them of co-operating with the Syrian regime or sought to scare off the

Christian community by kidnapping two of their pastors and princes of their Churches.

Therefore, the kidnappings are by no means strange. Regardless of the underlying causes
and of the metropolitans’ mysterious fate, the fact remains that all of us who have known
Metropolitan Yohanna Ibrahim miss him in the dialogue and culture forums where we
have met over the years. The last of these meetings was held only a few days before the
kidnapping and a few days prior to another scheduled meeting that was set to be held

upon the invitation of the Community of Sant'Egidio.

I have known Metropolitan Yohanna Ibrahim quite well, and right from the start of our
acquaintance, he impressed me as a man of courage, generosity, sound opinion, and bold
stands. He is a man whom God has endowed with distinct qualities which always makes
him the primary centre of attention wherever he goes. Metropolitan Yohanna makes no
difference between Christians and Muslims or between Catholics, Druze, Syriacs and
Shiites. Everyone deals with him and is comfortable with his presence as he is extremely
active in leading activities within his Aleppo diocese, in addition to his establishing many

institutions benefiting all residents, regardless of their religion or class. This goes without
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mentioning his constant scholarly and cultural activities by publishing books, manuscripts
or writings, all of which tackle faith and dialogue based on a modern vision and an

unwavering openness towards the different "other".

Metropolitan Yohanna is an energetic and determined man. He is always travelling to take
part in religious or cultural conferences, or to attend dialogue forums all over the world.
Busy though he was, his sole concern was co-existence, to get acquainted with cultures and

religions, and open them to mutual respect.

Metropolitan Yohanna's patient drive to attend these conferences impressed everyone, as
he invariably, tirelessly and efficiently took part in debates. And whenever someone would

disturb the atmosphere, he would intervene to set things right and achieve understanding.

Fast-moving and quick-witted, he is ever present thanks to his sharp intellect, broad
culture and the many languages at which he excelled. As such, he is more than just an

average person.

Metropolitan Yohanna has taken part in many dialogue forums, which he has established
or to which he has contributed in the Arab Levant and around the world, thus exposing
him to dangers. In so doing, he has taken a global dimension thanks to his participation as

an eminent guest in several US and European international forums.

We can go on endlessly about our experience with him. Yet, in my opinion, the
kidnapping of Metropolitan Yohanna and the silencing of his likes in Syria and the Arab

world is a clear indication as to the turn of events.

Since 2011, the war in Syria has so far claimed over 220,000 lives, injured over 1 million
and the situation in Syria continues to deteriorate. Currently, there are over 7.6 million
IDPs throughout Syria. As the situation in Syria intensifies, religious and ethnic divisions
are becoming increasingly pronounced. Due to the intertwined nature of religious, ethnic,
and political identity in Syria, few civilians have been able to escape the ongoing conflict,
and many are found "guilty by association.” Religious, ethnic, and political minorities are

increasingly vulnerable in the current Syrian context.

Ever since Metropolitan Yohanna’s kidnapping, Syria has witnessed a drastic escalation of
violence. Yet, no one is innocent in this war, neither the armed opposition nor the regime,
all are to be blamed for the mass destruction of the infrastructure and the thousands of
lives that have been lost. Syria has been the scene of further disintegration of its social
fabric based on sectarian affiliation. The country had been a model of good management

of diversity based on the freedom of creed and worship. This had allowed loyalty to the
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nation to prevail over religious fidelity within the framework of Arabism, which unified all

the people of the Middle East.

The turn of events in Syria is truly deplorable with no solution in sight. The displacement
of Syria’s Christians is a major loss, much like that of Iraq’s Christians. These people have
populated this region since before the emergence of Islam. They are the original
inhabitants of this land and they made significant contributions to the emergence of the

Arabo-Islamic civilisation and culture and to the construction of nation states.

Metropolitan Yohanna’s kidnapping was a bad omen for what was in store for Syria and
for the current tragedies, destruction, and ruin. Most importandy, it portended the
destruction of human beings in Syria and the disintegration of the Syrian people’s unity,
thus affecting their cultural and sectarian diversity. Iraq’s Yazidis, Assyrians and Shabak

people, and Syria’s Sunnis, Christians, Druze and Alawis share the same suffering.

Metropolitan Yohanna could have helped to restore cohesion among the people, to seek
reconciliation and act as a unifying force. He could have helped to open communication
channels thanks to his extensive experience in bridging gaps, dialogue and conflict

resolution. He could have helped to achieve peace, for he was a peace herald.

Over key stages of his work, Metropolitan Yohanna has emerged as an essential partner in
the Arab Group for Muslim-Christian Dialogue, wherein our joint concern was to clarify
and rectify Muslim-Christian relations in the Arab Levant and promote understanding
among the various components of our Arab society. Our purpose was to achieve true
partnership between Muslims and Christians in order to build these societies based on the

principle of acknowledging the right to difference and to mutual respect.

We implore God to bring the Metropolitans, Yohanna Ibrahim and Paul Yazigi, and all
kidnappees back to their parents and homes, to alleviate the suffering of our peoples in
Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya, to protect Lebanon against extremists and aggressors, to
allow the voices of reason and moderation to prevail over those of extremism and

exclusion, and to allow reason and wisdom to prevail over subversion and annihilation.



MY POLITICAL ADVOCACY

ROBERT HALEF
MEMBER OF THE SWEDISH PARLIAMENT, STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN

The abduction of the Metropolitans of Aleppo, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim of the
Syriac Orthodox Church, and Metropolitan Paul Yazigi of the Greek Orthodox Church,
has had a wider impact and severe implications for the very existence of Christian
indigenous communities in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Turkey, and the potential
demographic change in the region of the Middle East. It is of utmost importance that the
cause and effects of the abduction of the Metropolitans are incorporated in the agenda of
any forthcoming peace conference on Syria. Otherwise, the existence and co-existence of
Christians will be dealt with as demographic surplus and relegated forever to the blind

spot of the "New Syria".

The whereabouts of the Metropolitans is the most well kept secret since the beginning of
the entire Syrian crisis, which was instigated on 15 March 2011, as part of the so called
Arab Spring. This well managed and maintained "Conspiracy of Silence" has become the
order of the day, and all endeavours to establish contact with the abductors have so far
lead into oblivion. There has been no successful contact with the vanished Metropolitans,
and no assurance of their wellbeing, their whereabouts, nor any public demands made by
the unidentified abductors, who are still holding the Metropolitans against their will; nor

do we know for certain the group or force behind the abduction.

I have initiated and executed a few activities to highlight the cause of the abducted

Metropolitans which are as follows:

I have brought this case to the attention of many VIPs in my political advocacy for Mor
Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim. These include: the US President Barack Obama, the former
Turkish President Abdullah Giil, the current Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
the Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu, The Turkish Foreign Minister Mevliit
Cavusoglu, the UN Special Envoy to Syria Lakhdar Brahimi, and his successor, Staffan De
Mistura, the Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim Bin Hamad Al-Thani, Pope Francis 11, the
General of Security in Lebanon Abbas Ibrahim, the Kurdish leader in northern Syria Salih
Muslim, the former High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy Catherine Ashton, the former High Representative of the European Union
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federika Mogerini, the UK Foreign and
Commonwealth Office, and the Swedish Foreign Minister Carl Bildt.
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I have also personally met the Russian, Greek, Turkish, and Lebanese Ambassadors in
Sweden, to discuss the case of the abducted Metropolitans of Aleppo.

Additionally, I have actively presented the case of the abducted Metropolitans in

numerous conferences, seminars, and TV debates.

I have also addressed the Swedish Parliament, and arranged a whole day’s seminar in the
Swedish Parliament: Save the Church in Syria: The Situation of Christians in the Middle
East, where speakers from different Christian denominations in Syria were invited to speak

about the situation and the impact of the abductions on Christians in the Middle East.

Furthermore, I am a member of the Patriarchal Syriac Orthodox Committee on the
abducted Metropolitans, which is actively searching to secure the safe release of the
Metropolitans of Aleppo. This has prompted several media speeches and articles, and

meetings with other Oriental Churches.

The return of the Metropolitans of Aleppo, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim and Paul
Yazigi, would encourage Christians, especially the Syriac Orthodox and the Greek
Orthodox, to remain in their homelands, which would ensure the continuation of
Christianity in its very birth-place. Needless to mention, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim
would be an important asset and a stabilizing factor for the creation of the "New Syria", as

he is influential in ecclesiastical levels as well as affiliated in a political milieu.

My humble request to the holders of the Metropolitans, and to those in power, who can
mediate the release of these two dignitaries, is to act speedily, since three years in captivity
is not without its indelible impact on the communities. Mor Gregorios is a very active
man with great respect, integrity and importance for the community and his church. It
would be very difficult for him keeping him idle for such a long time. I can only hope that
he is now fully re-charged as many duties await him to be accomplished. His family is
waiting for him. His friends are waiting for him. His diocese is waiting for him. His
church is waiting for him. His people are waiting for him. The question is, how much

longer do we need to wait for Mor Gregorios?

Your collective advocacy could make all the difference!
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COME HOME (MAR GREGORIOQS)

GARTH HEWITT
ANGLICAN CANON, COMPOSER, AND TROUBADOUR, LONDON, UK
Come home Mar Gregorios —
we wait for you each day
Come home Mar Gregorios —
come and show us all the way
You’re our Shepherd - you're our prophet
You're our peacemaker too
Come home Mar Gregorios —
we’re waiting for you
Chorus:
Mar Gregorios, Mar Gregorios
Mar Gregorios, Lord hear our cry
Mar Gregorios, Mar Gregorios
Mar Gregorios, Lord hear our cry

There’s a stone wall of silence
since you've been away
A stone wall of silence —
let’s roll that stone away
We need you - so we’re waiting
for your resurrection day
Come home Mar Gregorios —

let’s roll that stone away
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Chorus:

Mar Gregorios, Mar Gregorios
Mar Gregorios, Lord hear our cry
Mar Gregorios, Mar Gregorios
Mar Gregorios, Lord hear our cry

Come home Malfono —
to this deeply wounded place
Come home Malfono —
bring your music and your grace
Bring Archbishop Paul Yazigi
and the other captives too
Come home Mar Gregorios —
bring them all with you
Chorus:
Mar Gregorios, Mar Gregorios
Mar Gregorios, Lord hear our cry
Mar Gregorios, Mar Gregorios
Mar Gregorios, Lord hear our cry

To download this song for free go to www.gd-media.org/garthhewitt

Words & music by Garth Hewitt
® & © 2014 GingerDog Records
GingerDog Records Limited, 3 The Chase, Brandon, Suffolk IP27 ORT

www.gingerdog-records.com

Vocals, Guitar and Harmonice: Garth Hewitt

Backing vocals: The Beach Choir

Nashville High Strung Guitar and Bass: Mike Newbon

Recorded at Icy-Sea Studio, Georgeham, North Devon, with Mike Newbon


http://www.gd-media.org/garthhewitt
http://www.gingerdog-records.com/

WITNESS TO UNITY, SOLIDARITY AND PEACE

JOHN HIND
ANGLICAN BISHOP OF GIBRALTAR-IN-EUROPE 1993-2001 AND CHICHESTER 2001-2012, UK

I feel honoured to have been asked to contribute to this monograph, which enables me to

pay tribute to a great servant of Christ and His Church, one for whose safety I pray daily.

I first got to know the Syriac Orthodox Church through its students at Chichester
Theological College, and I was therefore delighted when later, following a conversation at
a meeting of the Faith and Order Commission, Mor Gregorios wrote me a letter of
introduction to the communities of Tur Abdin as I was preparing to take a diocesan group
to the historical Christian lands of what is now Southeast Turkey. A particularly
memorable visit included a number of junior clergy, some of whom will, I hope, not only
have had their eyes opened to the situation of fellow Christians facing centuries-long
challenges, but also be more aware of the need for constant vigilance in societies where the

pressures on the Church are more subtle.

Just a couple of years before he was seized along with Metropolitan Paul Yazigi, I had been
a member of another group of UK visitors to Aleppo, where His Eminence welcomed us
warmly and also arranged for us to be received by His Holiness, the late Patriarch Ignatius
Zakka 1, at his residence near Damascus. Recalling these audiences and our visits to
Saydnaya and Maaloula reminds us every day of the fragility of peace and of how easily

political tensions can lead to the fracturing of social relations and to interreligious conflict.

When the civil war began I had been on the point of taking a group of pilgrims from the
Diocese of Chichester to Syria, where Mor Gregorios had been expecting to welcome us to
Aleppo. It had been a huge disappointment to us and to our prospective hosts when, in
the light of the political and military situation, the British Foreign and Commonwealth
Office advised against all travel to Syria, with inevitable consequences for the insurance
cover of all participants. Although the cancellation of our trip and many others was quite
understandable, it also contributed to the growing sense of isolation and abandonment

experienced by Christians in Syria.

The last time | saw Mor Gregorios was when, quite unexpected (by me at least!), he was
present at my farewell mass from the Diocese of Chichester in April 2012, in the company

of Mor Polycarpus, another long-standing friend.
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At the end of the Eucharist, Mor Gregorios took the opportunity to speak very movingly
of the current anguish of Syria and the need for the solidarity of Christians everywhere in
the face of the very real threat of the annihilation of the faith in its ancestral homelands.
He also spoke of the historic desire of Syrians of different faiths and confessions to live
harmoniously together and of the long periods when this had happened. No one in the
congregation at the Church of the Holy Cross, Uckfield, on that occasion will ever forget
his words and his testimony. A few months later His Eminence also assisted at the

installation of my successor in Chichester Cathedral.

Mor Gregorios™ participation in these events was very special, partly of course because of a
friendship stretching back over a decade, but also because of a growing relationship
between the Diocese of Chichester and the Syriac Orthodox Church. I had first met him
in the late 1990s when we were both members of the Faith and Order Commission (a
constituent part of the World Council of Churches). The Commission exists to address
the theological (especially ecclesiological and doctrinal) issues that stand in the way of the
unity of Christians. One of His Eminence’s latest contributions to the work of Faith and
Order was an essay on the sources of authority as understood in the Oriental Orthodox
churches for a collection published in 2014. Mor Gregorios had also been a member of the
dialogue commission between the Oriental Orthodox churches and the Anglican
Communion which was making encouraging progress towards an agreement on
Christology, so sadly postponed as a consequence of events in the Anglican Communion

in 2003. By the time the dialogue was tentatively resumed, His Grace was in captivity.

This feels sickenly ironic as Mor Gregorios has been a lifelong supporter of the need for
solidarity, both inside and outside the region, both among Christians, and between

Christians and Muslims.

His commitment to Faith and Order is testimony to his recognition of the necessity for
Christian unity. Mor Gregorios has also always had a keen sense of the contribution that
the international fellowship of Christians can make to interreligious harmony. He said
that "the World Council of Churches and others should encourage anything that brings

Christians and Muslims together, not only in theological dialogue but also in the dialogue

of life and work."

For Christians of course, his captivity is also an ongoing reminder that, so far from being
abnormal, hostility to the gospel is a permanent and inevitable feature of life in this world.

As a confessor for the faith, Mor Gregorios is an inspiration to us all.











































































MY DEAR MALFONO
Pk bye
BEHNAM IGZEER
CALLIGRAPHER AND FORMER MASTER OF THE SYRIAC CATHOLIC SCHOOL IN MOSUL, LONDON, UK
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THE HEAD OF THE FAMILY

THE IBRAHIM FAMILY
TAMPA, FLORIDA, USA

Remembering without ceasing your work of faith, and labour of love, and patience of

hope in our Lord Jesus Christ, in the sight of God and our Father, 1 Thessalonians 1:3.

Many grow up without having a father, uncle, brother, mentor or a particular person to
look to for guidance or counsel on matters of importance to the family. But Mor
Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim’s extended family is blessed and fortunate to be a kin of His
Eminence, where Mor Gregorios plays all these roles: son, brother, father, uncle, and
mentor. In the Ibrahim family, Mor Gregorios is not only a leading figure of one of the

world’s oldest churches, the Syriac Orthodox Church, but he is also the family patriarch.

Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim’s selfless and humble personality inspires us all. His
main priority, however, is God and the Church and he encourages everyone to adopt the
same views. He stresses love for his homeland, as well as patriotism. He encourages

peaceful co-existence amongst citizens. These are the pillars of Mor Gregorios’ mission.

As a young man, Yohanna left the comfort of his family in 1962 to join the Syriac
Orthodox theological seminary in Zahleh, Lebanon. This was a very unusual and heart-
breaking move to be taken by the eldest son of a traditional Christian Syriac family. His
carly decision to embark on a lifelong ecclesiastical journey did not leave a void for
another brother to step into but, instead, earned him the respect and support of his
parents and siblings, despite their sadness at seeing him go. In the following years, family
members rarely saw their beloved son as he travelled from Lebanon to Iraq to Italy and to
several other countries in Europe in order to further his studies, to establish and serve
churches in the newly emerging diaspora in Europe. Finally, his ordination as a
metropolitan in 1979 to the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitanate of Aleppo was a reverent
and emotional occasion and for his immediate family a very happy and memorable first

family reunion since young Yohanna left home.

Mor Gregorios’ pastoral and spiritual responsibilities within the Syriac Orthodox Church
have increased over time. Since he has become the Metropolitan of Aleppo, he has insisted
on keeping an unfailing tradition to carve days for quality time with his extended family in
Qamishli during the Christmas festive season, where they traditionally spend New Year’s

eve together. Mor Gregorios presides over the holy ceremonies of his siblings, nephews,
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and nieces. The dates and locations of family weddings and baptisms must be
synchronized well ahead to avoid clashes in his busy schedule. As our family grows, his
siblings seek his advice on matters such as new babies’ names, their education, and careers.
Mor Gregorios always finds the time to be supportive of all of his nephews’ and nieces’
interests as they are growing, and he actively encourages them to strive, study, and most of
all to be respectable citizens. As a result, nieces and nephews are inspired to prove

themselves and to live up to the expectations of their beloved uncle, Mor Gregorios.

Mor Gregorios constantly travels around the world to participate in ecumenical and
interfaith dialogues, attends and addresses conferences and world assemblies as a
representative of the Syriac Orthodox Church. This has left the family in a state of
anticipation, waiting for the quarterly church publications, news articles and social media
to update them on his global activities. Due to the tolerance that Syria was proud of,
ecclesiastical celebrations during Christmas and Easter were usually broadcast on Syrian
TV. Such event provided the family and friends of Mor Gregorios all over the world the
opportunity to gather around the TV to enjoy Christmas and Easter mass presided over
and celebrated by Mor Gregorios at the Cathedral of St. Ephrem in Aleppo.

The gatherings of the extended family were no long possible as members of the family
have began to migrate to different parts of the world. However, due to advances in
telecommunications, regular contact with Mor Gregorios was possible and substituted the

regular gatherings.

This situation began to change with the development of the Syrian crisis in 2011. Inidally,
Aleppo was a peaceful city spared from the creeping violence in Syria. It was then possible
for Mor Gregorios to continue his travels outside the country to pursue his passion for
peace by advocating a peaceful and political solution. Slowly the fighting reached Aleppo,
which eventually made it harder for Mor Gregorios to leave the Metropolitanate and his
flock. No matter how much his family pleaded with him to flee the city to a safer place he
refused and maintained his response: "I cannot leave the church or the people; it’s my duty

to serve my flock, especially during hardships."

As kidnapping and abductions turned from being blackmail and extortions to an effective
tool of war in the Syrian Crisis, Mor Gregorios became involved in delicate negotiations in
order to obtain the safe release of over 200 abducted citizens. Such goodwill endeavours to
save the life of innocent citizens, a "work of faith, and labour of love" were very spiritually
rewarding for him. These were not without risks and dangers, especially considering the
fact his negotiations usually took place under heavy fighting in uncharted territories, after

he had crossed several checkpoints often manned by unidentified militants.
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Such delicate negotiations would not have been possible and successful, if not for the
respect and esteem that Mor Gregorios commanded amongst both sides of the Syrian
fratricidal and by keeping an equal distance from and mutual trust and respect for his

belligerent brothers.

Many members of the family pleaded with Mor Gregorios to be careful and not to
overstretch his altruism and expose himself to danger. Mor Gregorios reassured us that he
only had one more case of two abducted priests from Aleppo, which would hopefully be
brought to a happy ending during the upcoming week. Unfortunately this case proved to
be his latest humanitarian mission as it culminated in his own abduction along with that
of his spiritual brother, Metropolitan Paul Yazigi. Since then, no one has heard a word of

the two Metropolitans of Aleppo, nor the two abducted priests they went to release!

The family is overwhelmed by the magnitude of Mor Gregorios™ absence, especially due to
speculations and misinformation provided by the media. Being trapped in this dynamic
stalemate, the family has rethought this tragic incident and started gaining hope by
remembering the life lessons learned from the beloved uncle, with the faith in God which

has strengthened us during these difficult times.

Mor Gregorios was abducted three years ago, on 22 April 2013. The family has not lost
hope for his safe return, and has spared no efforts in its quest, along with well-intended
people, to secure his release. The Ibrahim family cannot wait for that day to embrace their
beloved, for Mor Gregorios has been the ultimate definition of a family patriarch and he is

fondly missed.

The extended Ibrahim family would like to take this opportunity to register our gratitude
and appreciation to the staff of the Department of Religions and Philosophies, SOAS,
University of London, for taking this initiative to promote and highlight the case, cause,

and advocacy of Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim in the academic arena.
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NOURI ISKANDAR
DIRECTOR OF THE ARAB INSTITUTE OF MUSIC IN ALEPPO, SYRIA
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DIRECTOR OF THE MUSLIM WOMEN FORUM, DAMASCUS, SYRIA
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MOCKOBCKHIA IATPHAPXAT MOSCOW PATRIARCHATE

CBSALLEHHBIA CHHQ,H RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH
PYCCKOM MPABOCIIABHOM LIEPKBH HOLY SYNOD
OTJAEJ BHEIIHHX DEPARTMENT FOR EXTERNAL
LEPKOBHBIX CBSI3EA CHURCH RELATIONS
115191 Mockea, [launosckuii san,22 Danilov Monastery
JHaunnos Monactsips, OBLIC 22, Danilovsky Val, Moscow 115191
Tenedou: (495) 954-04-54 FPhone: (495) 954-04-54
Tenedakc:(495) 633-72-81 Fax: (495)633-72-81

On behalf of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Russia, I thank you for
your letter, in which you write about your endeavours to publish a special monograph
dedicated to the Metropolitan of Aleppo, Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, who was
kidnapped together with Metropolitan Paul (Yazigi) in Syria on 22 April 2013.

There is no doubt that the abduction was a result of criminal actions committed by
extremists in Syria. Their aim is to disturb the centuries-old balance of interfaith
relations. To achieve it, they dare to commit such atrocities as abductions of innocent
clergymen. As His Holiness Patriarch Kirill noted in his message to the head of the
Syrian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Ignatius Zakka I Iwas, “We have once again
become witnesses of a brutal and cynical act committed by those whom some mass
media try to present as champions of liberty and democracy. This terrible act clearly
exposes the real goals of those who have unleashed bloody confrontation in Syria.”

Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim was the head of the Archdiocese of Aleppo for
many years. The fact that Metropolitan Paul and Archbishop Mar Gregorios stayed
with their flock shows their commitment to their ministry, for they were well aware
of the danger they were exposed to. Untill the very moment of abduction, the
archpastors were giving their lives for the sheep (Cf. Jn 10:11).

As 1 happened to translate the Syriac Christian literature, I have known Archbishop
Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim as an expert in this field for over 20 years'. Both I and
staff members of the Moscow Patriarchate’s Department for External Church
Relations had a chance to know His Eminence personally while working together
with him at various international forums. For many years, he was involved in the
work of the interfaith and interconfessional organizations. We knew well about

! Ignatius Ephrem | Barsaum (Afram | Barsawma), History of the Syriac Sources and Literature/Ed. By G. Yohanna
Ibrahim. Aleppo, 1987.
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Archbishop Gregorios’s work at the Middle East Council of Churches under the
auspices of the World Conference of Religions for Peace. He is a member of the
World Council of this organization. On 22-23 February 2012, the archpastor took part
in a meeting of the Middle East Council of the World Conference of Religions for
Peace in Cyprus. In his address, he emphasized the necessity to uphold the principle
of equal rights for all citizens of Syria regardless of their beliefs.

Actively promoting peace in the Middle East, he took part in many international
forums and dialogues. I remember him as a true pastor who showed an example of
genuinely Christian striving for peace with all people.

Since the first news about the abduction of the metropolitans came, the Russian
Orthodox Church and His Holiness Patriarch Kirill personally have been doing all
they can to secure their release. On 23 April 2013, the DECR Communication
Service made a statement which read in particular, “We call Christians to unite in
prayer for the kidnapped hierarchs and call all sides of the civil confrontation in Syria
and representatives of the world community to exert every effort for immediate
release of the hierarchs, for putting an end to the Syrian people’s sufferings as soon
as possible and for re-establishing peace in the Syrian land.”

His Holiness Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Russia sent letters to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations and the President of Turkey, asking for their assistance
in releasing the metropolitans. On 24 September 2013, Patriarch Kirill received a
representative of the Syrian Orthodox Church, archpriest Samuel Giimiis, and a
relative of Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, Mr. Jakob Dakin. During the meeting,
His Holiness informed them that he had asked the Russian President Vladimir Putin
to exert every effort to secure the release of the abducted hierarchs. On 10 September
2013, the Primate of the Russian Orthodox Church sent a letter to the US President
Barack Obama, drawing his attention to the fate of the Metropolitans of Aleppo.

The Moscow Patriarchate’s Department for External Church Relations has repeatedly
voiced its concern over the fate of the metropolitans during the dialogues with
representatives of different states and religious communities. Qur Church expressed
her support to an appeal concerning the necessity to secure the release of the
hierarchs, made by the World Conference of Religions for Peace during its 9"
Assembly on 22 November 2013.

The Moscow Patriarchate speaks unceasingly about the fate of the abducted
metropolitans within the framework of various international organizations and
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forums. The largest conference of the kind was held in Athens, Greece, on 19-
20 October 2015, and focused on Religious and Cultural Pluralism and Peaceful Co-
existence in the Middle East. It is our wish that political and religious leaders and
people of good will might make their contribution to the release of the archpastors.

Through the mass media, our Church does not cease to remind the world community
about the fate of the abducted Metropolitans of Aleppo. We do not want people to
forget about this dreadful atrocity aimed at stirring up enmity between the believers.
We share the grief of the Orthodox Church of Antioch and the Syrian Orthodox
Church and support their efforts aimed at securing the release of the archpastors.

It is our hope that Metropolitan Paul and Archbishop Mar Gregorios Yohanna
Ibrahim will at last return from captivity and continue their ministry.

Yours faithfully,

/+Hilarion/
Metropolitan of Volokolamsk
Chairman
Department for External Church Relations
Moscow Patriarchate




FACTOREM ECCLESIASTIS

DANIEL KOURIEH
SYRIAC ORTHODOX METROPOLITAN, BEIRUT, LEBANON

Mor Gregorios is one of God’s good and virtuous men, one of the loyal and faithful ones.
He relentlessly works to serve his people, parish, church and country. Despite the
obstacles, he triumphantly fights and overcomes challenges facing him in his life and

vocation.

He is an audacious and gallant Metropolitan, who is adamant about following the path of
the righteous. He is a Metropolitan who is known for his honesty, integrity, and gentle

approach.

He is kind and humble, but most importantly, he is mindful about his parish’s worries
and qualms, and devotedly shepherds their interests. This was recently evident during the
painful and tragic crisis that has befallen our beloved Syria, as he refused to flee and
abandon his flock, saying: "I would rather die as a martyr in Aleppo than become a

vagrant.”

Besides being an important figure in the church, Metropolitan Yohanna Ibrahim is a
captivating speaker and patriotic campaigner for co-existence, dialogue, and peace. His
Eminence is a magnificent and prolific writer, and an important contributor to the literary
heritage of the world, specifically the Arab world. He is a living example of the ethos of
"Accepting and respecting others”, which inspired his renowned book Accepting Others.
He is a role model for co-existence and patriotic unity across all religions, sects, doctrines

and civilizations, locally, regionally, and internationally.

In Matthew 7:13-14 we read of Jesus saying: "Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the
gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction and there are many who go in by it.
Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life and there are few
who find it." This is not a stringent concept to such a spiritual person who follows the
example of Our Lord Jesus, who carried his cross and tolerated the pain for our salvation.
His Eminence has chosen from the beginning of his ecclesiastical life to walk through the
narrow gate, and here he is carrying the heaviest of crosses: being kidnapped and kept as a
hostage against his will at a time when people are in extreme need of his bold, gallant, and
audacious stances. Monday 22 April 2013 was a dark and tragic day in the contemporary
history of our Church as it was the day that Mor Gregorios was kidnapped, along with the
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Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo and Iskenderun, His Eminence Paul Yazigi, by
unknown armed militants during the chaos that is plaguing our beloved Syria. However, 1
am faithfully certain that Mor Gregorios continues to carry his cross patiently with joy and
bravery, holding on to the teachings of our Church that promise us joy after each sorrow

and glory after each pain.

I have some fond memories of Metropolitan Yohanna Ibrahim that reside in my
childhood. My earliest memories are the words of my father, who was the Mayor of
Qamishli, describing his Eminence’s Christian qualities and dedication to his Church. A
portrait of him adorned a wall of our humble Christian home in the city of Qamishli. This
beautiful, safe and peaceful city was established a century ago by our ancestors who were

fleeing the tragic Syriac and Armenian genocide during the First World War in 1915.

This year, we are commemorating the 100" anniversary of the ethno-religious cleansing
campaign that ruthlessly up-rooted our Syriac race from our ancestral home in Tur Abdin,
Southeast Turkey. Qamishli was the safe haven for our ancestors who survived the
catastrophic mass forced displacement (Sayfo). It protected them from the swords of the
perpetrators and provided them with a safe place where they could, and still do, practise

their faith, culture, and traditions freely.

After being inhabited by the Syriac people, Qamishli became known as "The Bride of the
Syrian Jazeera." It has become an important connecting point between Europe and the
oriental world through which passes the famous Orient Express Railway Train. That
historical train was known for luxury travel between the capitals and the cities starting
from Europe to Egypt and Jerusalem, and reaching Aleppo, Qamishli, Mosul, Baghdad,

and even to Basra.

It is worth noting at this point that following the Sykes-Picot Treaty, this railway divided
the area to high Jazeera located in current Turkey and low Jazeera in current Syria, and
Qamishli was the nearest refuge point to the railway in the Syrian part that provided a safe

haven for the displaced Christians of the region fleeing the Ottoman massacres.

This great city is not only the birthplace of both Metropolitan Yohanna and myself, but
also the birthplace and spiritual playground of the majority of the clergy in our Syriac
Orthodox Church, and I pray that it will continue to be the source for good and virtuous

men of God forever.

Metropolitan Yohanna is a well known figure in our Qamishlian community, a
community that he loved and visited regularly. My father was privileged to have known

him personally, not only as a young deacon, a young priest and later a Metropolitan, but
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also as a friend. I have vivid memories from a very young age of accompanying my father
visiting him. As a young child, and for years, I looked forward to these visits and
encounters, and being in the presence of this gentle and humble church figure. I believe
that he played an important and influential role in my upbringing and is instrumental and

inspirational in bringing me closer to the church.

Despite having a Christian upbringing and an active involvement in my local church, as
all adolescents, I was, at times, drifting away from the church. It was our Metropolitan
Yohanna who, with his love and experience in dealing with youth, who had spotted this
transformation. During one of his visits to our home in Qamishli, Metropolitan Yohanna
took me to one side and had a heart-warming chat with me, a chat that transformed my
life and resulted in me being ordained as a deacon in Aleppo in 1986. From that point
onward my path was clear and Metropolitan Yohanna was my inspiring spiritual mentor
for years during my undergraduate studies as an electrical engineer at the University of

Aleppo.

Metropolitan Yohanna’s kindness was overwhelming as he mentored me and attended to
my welfare and accommodation needs throughout my university studies. His Eminence
was a renowned writer who established a publishing house that specialised in spreading the
Syriac language and culture. He encouraged me to read and expand the horizon of my
knowledge by sending me a copy of every new publication that he released. Reflecting now
on these memories, I can see how his intervention has had such a positive impact and
bearing on my upbringing, and how his kindness and wisdom have had a profound life-
altering effect on me. His eminence has had a lead role in my spiritual life and in the
creation of the church man that I have become. It is worth highlighting this point as His
Eminence Metropolitan Yohanna has had a lead role in the creation of many clergy, who

have been and still are faithful and successfully serve the church of our Lord.

It was by Divine Providence’s will that this virtuous man and I would one day be
colleagues, friends and brother metropolitans, closely co-operating as members of the Holy
Synod in formulating the policies, strategies and decision-making of our Church, to

uphold the faith of our Lord, the creed, dogma, and tradition of our church.

At an early age during his study in Rome, Metropolitan Yohanna became one of the first
clergy who served in a plethora of Syriac Orthodox Church communities in the Diaspora
to overlook the spiritual welfare, providing the much needed pastoral services, and
establishing churches and parishes to contain the exodus of the uprooted and ethno-
religiously cleansed Syriac Orthodox communities from the land of our ancestors in Tur

Abdin in Southeast Turkey, Syria, Iraq and other parts of the Middle East, as they started
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to re-settle in Europe. Metropolitan Yohanna also established the first ever Syriac
Orthodox Church in Europe, the Church of St. John the Baptist in the city of Hengelo,
the Netherlands.

The Late Lamented Patriarch, His Holiness Moran Mor Ignatius Zakka I Iwas (1980-
2014), appointed both of us, together with Metropolitan Mattias Nayis as a special
Synodal committee, tasked with certain affairs of the Orthodox Syriac Church. As a resul,
we worked and travelled together for more than two years, especially on the case of the
unity of the Diocese of Germany. During this time, I had the opportunity to learn so
much from Metropolitan Yohanna and greatly benefited from his style of leadership,
vision, wisdom and vast experience in life and management in the spiritual and

ecclesiastical affairs of our church.

It is very hard to capture in words a character such as Metropolitan Yohanna as no words
can describe his dedication to his people, church and country. However, I have provided a
brief panoramic account to shed some light on some of the events that have personally

affected me, and are always close to my heart.

It is with great sorrow to have to write fond memories to mark the three years of the
kidnapping of our beloved Metropolitan Yohanna. I wish that circumstances were
different, and that this article would reflect a celebratory occasion. Despite the grief caused
by this tragic event, I write this with optimism and great faith that our Lord and shepherd

is watching over Metropolitan Yohanna, and I pray for his quick and safe return.

I would also like to thank the staff of the Department of Religions and Philosophies,
SOAS, University of London, for their keen interest and great efforts to bring together
eminent people to reflect on their own impressions and encounters with Metropolitan
Yohanna as a Church leader and a great Oriental and international personality who has
given so much to his church, country, and to the world. These gestures are greatly

appreciated.
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PERSONAL RECOLLECTIONS OF LIFE IN ALEPPO AS ONE OF SAYIDNA'S FLOCK

EMMA LOOSLEY
PROFESSOR IN THEOLOGY AND RELIGION, THE UNIVERSITY OF EXETER, UK

My expectation of Mor Gregorios was of a terrifying figure who ruled his diocese with a
rod of iron. But I couldn’t have been more wrong! He welcomed me to Aleppo in
February 1997 as a young PhD student and swiftly found me accommodation, a Syriac
tutor and arranged my residence papers. I soon realised that when people ran to do the
bidding of Sayidna Yohanna it was more because they loved and respected him than

simply because he was their Metropolitan.

Over those first six months in Aleppo I got used to being summoned to breakfast or lunch
at short notice, where I would be questioned as to my progress in Syriac and asked to
recite the latest prayer or hymn that Fr. Antoun had made me memorise. It became a
common thread that I always seemed to be invited on Wednesdays and Fridays, when
Sayidna Yohanna was fasting and I would receive a courteous apology for the lack of good
food (meat) to which I replied each time that, as a vegetarian, the meal was excellent as far
as | was concerned. The ritual was repeated on every occasion and I was never really sure if
he genuinely forgot I was vegetarian or not - one thing was certain and that was that the
Wednesday and Friday invitations continued on a regular basis whenever Sayidna was

resident in the Metropolitanate.

Mor Gregorios took his role as my guardian extremely seriously - when I wished to move
into a different apartment I was invited to another lunch for him to gently question the
credentials of the letting agent and the landlord. When informed that they were regular
members of Metropolitan Yazigi’s congregation and that the agent’s wife was a leading
light on the ladies’ fundraising committee Mor Gregorios duly noted their phone numbers
and gave me permission to move. Not only did he view himself as in loco parentis, he also
took a keen interest in my studies and generously gave me the run of his private library.
We cemented our friendship when he discovered that my younger brother had studied like
him at the University of Birmingham. When my family visited Aleppo, Mor Gregorios
generously cleared most of an afternoon from his busy schedule to host us for afternoon
tea. There Sayidna reminisced with my brother Andrew about the student haunts of
Edgbaston and Selly Oak and Andrew filled him in on what had changed in the years

since he had completed his studies.
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We all still talk of that afternoon, with my father’s abiding memory being a discussion
about the Chronicle of Michael the Great.

Sayidna explained the importance of the book and the fact that the oldest, most complete
version of the manuscript still in existence was in the Church of Mor Gewargis, Hay al-

Suriyan in Aleppo.

As my PhD progressed and neared its end I wanted to spend more time in Syria, but as
much as [ loved Aleppo and in particular the Urfali, who had welcomed me into their lives
in Hayy al-Suriyan, | felt drawn to Deir Mar Musa al-Habashi in an-Nabk.

When I asked the Superior of the monastery, Fr. Paolo Dall'Oglio, if I could stay with
them for a while he was welcoming but placed a condition on my acceptance. He
explained that he and Sayidna both moved in the same circles working on interfaith and
ecumenical dialogue and both had connections in Rome. In Sayidna’s case this meant a
personal friendship with Pope John Paul II himself and Fr. Paolo was not prepared to have
me at Deir Mar Musa without first gaining permission from Sayidna. It seemed that I may
have been born and raised an Anglican, but in Syria I was regarded as Syriac Orthodox

through and through.

I took the bus all the way back to Aleppo, a journey of five hours, and lodged with my
friend Farida in Hayy al-Suriyan. Farida was the same age as Sayidna and had acted as his
part-time secretary, emissary and confidante for years. Sayidna was out of the country
when [ arrived, but Farida’s long-term friendship meant that she was one of the first
people he was prepared to see on his return. We met in his private quarters, plain, modest
and far simpler than the homes of all but the very poorest of his flock - it underlined the
fact that the elaborate office with faux Louis Quinze chairs and tables and lacquered
cabinets was very much to uphold the dignity of the office, rather than the personal taste

of the man.
"Farida said you wanted to ask me something?"
"Yes Sayidna. I would like to spend some time living at Deir Mar Musa al-Habashi."

"Why are you here? What do you want from me?"

"Well...Fr. Paolo has said that I am Syriac Orthodox and therefore I should get the

permission of my Bishop before he will allow me to stay with the Community."
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There was a pause and a slow nod before the grave reply. "Fr. Paolo is right. You are Syriac
Orthodox and you do need my permission. But it is alright. I grant you permission to stay

there and Fr. Paolo has done the right thing in seeking my permission in this way."

We stayed in touch via Farida and by letter and Christmas cards as I proceeded to spend
the next three years living and working in Deir Mar Musa. My thesis was published as a
book and I sent Mor Gregorios a copy inscribed with my thanks.

Several years later Sayidna was passing through an-Nabk and was to give a lecture in the

local town hall.

Paolo arrived in the monastery and said "Right, you have 10 minutes to change into
something smart. Mor Gregorios is giving a lecture in town and you are attending. We
haven’t been getting on so well and I think it will help if you come along as he will want

to see you!"

After the lecture there was a reception in a salon. The usual dignitaries sat perched
uncomfortably on the usual faux Louis Quinze chairs drinking tiny cups of coffee and
nibbling pastries and fruit. As Paolo wandered in with me at his side there was a cry of

"Em-mah!"

Sayidna summoned me to sit beside him on a sofa at the head of the room and turned

sideways on to ask eagerly, "tell me your news!"

As I explained my progress excavating the Monastery of Mar Elian in Qaryatayn - a Syriac
Orthodox foundation that had become Catholic in the nineteenth century - Mor
Gregorios asked lots of detailed questions that demonstrated his encyclopaedic knowledge
of the history of the Syriac Orthodox Church. As we finished our conversation he leapt

up, warmly took his leave of me and then after briefly nodding to the assembled leaders of

Nabk, he left.

The group looked stunned - not least because our conversation had been entirely in
English - a language that only Paolo understood. Paolo spoke to the group in Arabic and

the puzzled looks turned to smiles and everyone relaxed.

Paolo explained to me "Mor Gregorios is a very important man, not just in Syria but
internationally. I thought that he probably gets bored being polite to local politicians at
events like this and would like to see a friend. I was right - he was really pleased to see you
and enjoyed having a chat. I just pointed out to people here that it means he will have a

good impression of Nabk because he had a nice time this afternoon..."
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It took me a year or so to cotton on to their purpose, but Sayidna and Paolo could
communicate with the greatest of ease whilst I lived in Mar Musa as I was a willing
intermediary who could carry messages whilst they were officially in disagreement over a

political or theological issue.

It was a terrible blow to hear that Sayidna had been abducted. I was horrified as somebody
who knew him, but I was also aware that Syria needs him as the country tries to negotiate

a new future.

I was present in Aleppo as he hosted talks to discuss synchronising the Eastern and
Western Church calendars. I detected his hand in the preparation leading up to the
announcement that the Oriental Orthodox had reached a doctrinal agreement with the
Church of England.

I also still look for him in the front row when observers are shown at UN debates. I came
to realise some time ago that many of the good things that occurred in Middle Eastern

interfaith and ecumenical relations had Mor Gregorios in the background.

Three months afterwards Paolo disappeared as well. I often wonder if they are being held
together now and, if so, which one of them is winning the argument on the best way to
engage in dialogue with Islam? And are they arguing in Arabic or Italian? I hope that one

day soon I will be able to ask them that question over coffee and pastries.
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EASTER MESSAGE: WE ARE STILL WAITING
ales I mat e

BOUTROS MARAYATI
ARMENIAN CATHOLIC ARCHBISHOP OF ALEPPO AND ITS ENVIRONS, ALEPPO, SYRIA

ol oLy palyl tog o)l sludly 2L :59\.4 Do o el i e ST g2 a3
 Jo JBY) gy W 30 by el g Al bz WSD, el i gujmd 5 e

Wy <2y 3y JE Jotie (eafl) potle e Jal o ) ) gty Lops Joas L,

(oot ¥ gy Y Al il (o )l ally gt ) b UL U OgT e s

(10-8:5 ©al) " Jgidl dey o oll) ooy c 20l g Jo il i sl

23y 3a dy (3ly Jlans dslad) el L WML»ML;FAJL:U;QJM\MA,\A
Moy dy e ainge 3 gl pudsr oL 32

ZA Y by 2013 ol 22 3 o) sl Gollazs G Gpdl ST (2 Loy (s pBY)

e ol LS il 43 sle e 3 L dedls Lesse el B ), s odly %y

deo ol bne WLl 1o Al (35 228 il 3 207 L (ol i) Ole Lo o2 03y

gl SV Wity S0l Lt o

mu\osu\;)f.\ﬂ\‘@\»ua&au&k{u’\uﬁj QLL:»‘Q ,b-j\oo- ij,h\:j\jc

S v s, ey oo s el 3 ol T g gl ) lasgiy ey oo £

o )

S o gl (B &l 1L 21 ol A G W ey Y 3l o LT sVl oda KL

P pas oy el Poey B s &, !rK;ﬁ\

g;‘”f’j s f‘{J r“’ﬂ’ﬁ pds%y A JW ‘@Lﬂi’ Ly anlzry WL{

u}\u@\mﬂwwﬁdxjﬁ uﬂ\ﬁ.\a ‘5.\3 Cj}\vhl 2l sa doeal) Q&JAM
Sally & 20 S ol o elayly celly Jally

130



MOR GREGORIOS YOHANNA [IBRAHIM 131

fagkas Lokl lpaW oo FB pmed) S )l iy (sl 3en Dl ey 1A (21 (2 &5
iKzﬁu\ iy 2] )gw A oy Al o B Vi 1AL T2y Vs i
ol Sy aadly Sl S Z‘_)Jj ol o sl oy My Jpall ey e oy e

WDgh) ] gy Soge SO 2 16l sl Billy o Sy

Al 3 ks s JIpY 0 &g oSGl aldlly sl 3 B ol K, 1uls (a4
\nb)ﬁnbjy'rby .b)n.bj G\J@-_J -U)AJJJY &baujmu ubjm)rﬂug W\L
oo Tagge a1 A0 e e ¥ 1ol JEbWY bl o Tugge ay¥ Lopsldl, B3 e
Lot Toge gy Yty Calad) e Tagge sy Y Topandly 0l e Tigge sy Yy Tomgally (Bsal)
Aelally My j3ladly Jlaaiyly &y )Lt %00 & 5

by s Jioly oo palimte pdlane by lan i 0 | lpog el andl ol
Ws 53, Jae aotds  Jle Y e sSrall oS0 Ly &) »jx sl Loy o mmwmw
098 o pddly Ablally malidlly gl sty £ e ﬁ’Jﬁ ly aay Doty 155, oy
5555 1ol gaboy WLT 3, by e s, .\oﬁ w3y Ll 12 o ptony ks (ao
9 bl ay by awy aleal) djpe e s o1 0,00 2 b by Wl Jis oo

e Lolzige Lgay lieylte

Sz gl Sl il OV slead) e i W) 2l ST 5875 pol Lo ey
usb o e 22 b &y IS Gl 3 sty sl ol olesY1 8
paley (s <dgladt] f\hﬂ“ oSl G S8 ey B aas JLY G 5l

oelers eley el A 1papm & ) ) Al By LT i oy iy (5

s S My S coall Ve iy (Bd¥ il (S o 2 Jpll 871 1) 288 5500 a2
BIERETCND SRS f“‘AJ Apluidl 4l Ch; sl Juady Ll 5 (J‘L’
e a0l 25k sy el Lo oLl byt Al bl sy L ALl lsd
23 L W A Ll 5y ol e WLM codshd) flay ez sely JIS Sl

gmally ol sl 2Ty pllalis e pall Sl Loy gl 5 8Ty

!rts‘iz} (o @.A\



INTERVIEW WITH [SHTAR TV
M\.ga.oj " a\.d C ‘\M‘u

SHAMOUN MATTI
CHIEF BROADCASTER AND INTERVIEWER, ISHTAR TV, IRAQ_
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A FIGHTER FOR AND A FRIEND OF FREEDOM

HEINRICH MUSSINGHOFF
BISHOP OF AACHEN, GERMANY

Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, Metropolitan of the Syriac Orthodox Church of
Antioch, and Paul Yazigi, Metropolitan of the Greek Orthodox Church, were kidnapped
on 22 April 2013 during a humanitarian mission. Their driver, a deacon, was shot dead.
Since that time there is no reliable trace as to the Metropolitans' fate. The fact that Mor

Gregorios is suffering from severe diabetes is alarming,

Mor Gregorios visited me in Aachen only a few weeks before he was kidnapped. In his
passion for freedom in Syria and Iraq he asked me to help him to arrange a meeting with
German politicians. Sudden incidents in his home country provoked his immediate return
to Syria, where he was kidnapped only a few weeks later. The only thing we could do in
the past and still do now is to pray constantly and give the proposal to make appeals for
the release of the kidnapped persons, such as Pope Francis already did with his appeal he
addressed to the kidnappers on 23April 2013.

1. Who is Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim?

Mor Gregorios was born on 18 April 1948 in Qamishli, a village in Northern Syria. In
1967 he graduated in philosophy and theology at St. Ephrem's Theological Seminary in
Lebanon, where he specialised in oriental ecclesiastical sciences. He gained his Master's
degree in history at the Oriental Institute in Rome and in 1976 his Bachelor of Oriental

Canon Law, also in Rome.

From 1967 to 1977 Mor Gregorios was the first Syriac Orthodox priest in the
Netherlands and Belgium, responsible for the pastoral care of two parishes. From 1976 to
1977 he was also Patriarchal Vicar in Sweden and from 1977 to 1979 head of the

theological seminary in Lebanon.

On 4 March 1979 Mor Gregorios was inaugurated by Mor Ignatius Jacob III as
Metropolitan of Aleppo and since then was named Mor Gregorios. He has been actively
involved in various ecumenical organisations. From 1980 to 1998 Mor Gregorios was a
member of the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches and he was a
consultant for Uomini e Religioni in Rome. It was also in Rome, where his friendship
with the Community of Sant'Egidio began, a foundation of Andrea Riccardi dedicated to

religious and social work in the underprivileged suburbs of Rome, to peace-building
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activities of the Community and the continuation of the Prayer for Peace, that was called
in by Pope John Paul II in Assisi and then transferred by him to the Community of
Sant'Egidio.

2. Friendship and inspiration

My friendship with Mor Gregorios started in about 1996 on the occasion of the
International Meetings of Prayer for Peace, which annually took place in different cities of
Europe and where we frequently met. We were fascinated by the Community of
Sant'Egidio. Here, young students recognised that the Second Vatican Council was of
importance for them as well. They wanted to take up the suggestions of the Council and,
in particular, of the Pastoral Constitution. They started their social work and prayer with
faithfulness and patience in 1968 in the suburbs and poor districts of Rome. What made
this work so valuable was the friendship with the poor and impoverished people, the
strangers and the disenfranchised and socially excluded people. They took care of
neglected children and young people, of suffering elderly people and sick persons not
receiving any social welfare benefit, of Sinti and Romanies and of those living at the edge
of society. Their activities were not aiming at spending time, offering work input or
material goods, but their idea was to establish personal relationships, an exchange of views
and friendship. The common evening prayer which had been held first of all in the litte
Chapel of Sant'Egidio’s monastery and later on in Santa Maria in Trastevere, was the
fundamental basis of their activities. This prayer became known worldwide. They
developed a kind of prayer that included elements of Eastern chant. These prayers were

always focused on the Holy Scripture and were thus giving an impulse to life.

Lunch tables for the poor and domiciles with medical care for homeless elderly and sick
people were offered. The Christmas lunch with the poor in Santa Maria of Trastevere,
where the poor were guests and were served, became a famous tradition. For many years
Sant'Egidio have mediated between the Mozambican civil war parties, the Frelimo and the
Renamo, who were enemies for 20 years, until a peace agreement was signed in Rome on
October 4, 1992, which is valid until today. Sant'Egidio were neutrally engaged in peace
initiatives in many centres of conflict and war zones, such as Guatemala, the Balkan States,
Macedonia, the Ivory Coast. Ecumenical, interreligious and intercultural dialogues were

indispensable.

All these things raised an echo in the heart of Mor Gregorios. "The joys and the hopes, the
grief and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way
afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the grief and anxieties of the followers of Christ.

Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts" (Gaudium et spes 1).
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Mor Gregorios was inspired by this message; his life as a shepherd of his church was
characterised by an ecumenical mind, in solidarity with all Christians, in dialogue with all
religions and philosophies of life, secking for peace and justice. A monthly meeting and
exchange of ideas was held by the bishops of the five Christian communities of Aleppo. The
Metropolitan also had good relations with the Imam of Damascus and wide connections in
the Arabic world. Mor Gregorios was an expert on the mentality and emotions of Arabic
people. The conversations were held in a respectful and tactful way. Mor Gregorios delivered
many speeches in many Islamic countries and he was worried about the increasing number

of conflicts and fights becoming more radicalised.
3. Mor Gregorios' messages on the occasion of the Prayers for Peace

On the occasion of many International Meetings of Prayer for Peace held by the
Community of Sant'Egidio on behalf of Pope John Paul II, Mor Gregorios transmitted
emotional messages. On 5 September 2012 he sent the appeal to the Community of
Sant'Egidio: "Do something for Syria, invent something to stop this disaster. I hope that
the Community of Sant'Egidio can succeed where the international community has thus
far failed: achieve direct talks between the opposition and the government in order to end
the destruction.” The Community started relief actions and conversations, however,
violence was escalating and many countries and groups were interfering with the result
that there was the completely inhomogeneous situation of a fight of many different parties
representing their own interests in a bloody fight. Suddenly the "Islamic State of Iraq and

Syria" appeared with terrible violence.

The Metropolitan of Aleppo has revived the "Spirit of Assisi" with appropriate messages
and initiatives. Thousands of people left their home country and fled to the neighbouring
countries and to Europe. It would have been already dreamlike to be able to leave Syria
without any risk. Not only are peaceful co-existence and human dignity at risk, but also
the solidarity of the whole country. Sant'Egidio answered: "The Community of
Sant'Egidio feels the pain of the Syria’s wounds as its own." Together with Franciscans
and Jesuits they organised relief projects for the victims and refugees in the country.

However, violence including even public and published executions, was escalating.

On 23 October 2007, Mor Gregorios gave a speech in Naples regarding culture and co-
existence, where the Metropolitan outlined the history of co-existence of Muslims and
Christians in the Middle East. The Second Vatican Council with its pioneering decisions
and its invitation addressed to non-Catholic observers brought an opening and ecumenical

and interreligious dialogue.
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A Middle East Council of Churches was soon founded, which moderated the doctrinal
contrasts and traditional differences. The 1600" anniversary of the repose of St.
Chrysostomos was a celebration of common pilgrimages and church attendance in
different languages, the exhibition of pictures and icons and the choirs of different
traditions. The ecumenical community between Christians also had a positive effect on

fraternal dialogue with the Muslims.

We became mutually acquainted with the Koran and Shari'a, with the Bible and Christian
church service; the common prayer became a symbol of ecumenism; mutual and regular
visits, common statements, interreligious marriages, ecumenical education led to a culture
of co-existence. The Festival of Fast-Breaking and Christmas brought us together. There
existed the slogan: "Religion is for God and the homeland for all." The Metropolitan of
Aleppo said: "It was a happy, encouraging, promising and an opportunity to celebrate the

incarnation of a peaceful co-existence of a diverse tapestry of culture in our City."

Mor Gregorios reported about Martyrdom and Resistance to Evil on the occasion of a
meeting in Krakow on 7 September 2009. In former times the martyrs lived and died in
the hope of entering the Kingdom of God; they were oriented towards Christ, who bore
the cross and died for the salvation of all. A change took place in the 20" century. In
former times the martyrs died because of their religious faith and dogma and nowadays
because of their Resistance to Evil. The number of martyrs in our Church, who are

martyrs in Resistance to Evil, has become incredibly high.

On the occasion of a meeting in Munich on 12 September 2011 Mor Gregorios referred to
the theological and political challenges in the Middle East. He said: "We, the children of the
Middle East, laud the glories of our civilisations and hold dear the teachings of our
religions." He pointed out that the civilisations of Mesopotamia, the Levant, the Nile Valley
and other civilisations have given significant contributions to humanity. As for the
monotheistic religions - Judaism, Christianity and Islam, there would be a conviction that all
their teaching come from one source, the God whom they all worship. "He is their God,
who distributes gifts and talents to all. Out of this perspective, we always support
constructive dialogue between the children of the monotheistic religions. We work for the
continuation of fraternity, understanding, love and the spread of justice and peace among
the various nations of the region." The religions of the region understand themselves as
families, who despite their different views, are holding to the basic ideas of all religions. The
Metropolitan is grateful for the ecumenical and interreligious movement and he is worried
that Christians and other ethnic groups are expelled, forced to emigrate, kidnapped or

murdered as a consequence of the civil war. He is very concerned about the fact that the so-
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called Arab Spring resulted in a disastrous handling of human rights. These statements make
obvious how much Mor Gregorios is afflicted by this civil war. He has constantly urged
"international religious and humanitarian communities to check the truth, and witness that
any demographic or geographic changes in Syria would affect the whole region.” He asks to
pray and act for the sake of peace and stability in the whole world, and in the Middle East in

particular.

On the occasion of the 25" Anniversary of the Prayer for Peace, that was called in by Pope
John Paul II 1986 in Assisi and then transferred by him to the Community of
Sant'Egidio, and that took place on 12 September 2011 in Munich, Mor Gregorios
revived once again the "Spirit of Assisi”, in which we believe and pray that peace is
possible and that the dialogue for a peaceful co-existence is a peace-making instrument.
We are also thankful for our Pope Francis, who is urging us to help the poor and
impoverished people of this world, to actively help the refugees, to show mercy, to give
encouragement to live and pray for peace. We believe that the Angels of the Shepherds'
Fields in Bethlehem sang: "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth, peace to men of
good will." Peace and justice are possible. That was exactly what Mor Gregorios believed.
Whatever has happened to him and will still happen to him; if we think of him, our
memory will carry the light and peace into our hearts. Let us pray the ancient prayer with

the Franciscan Spirit of Assisi:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace;

Where there is hatred, let me sow love;

Where there is injury, pardon;

Where there is error, truth;

Where there is doubrt, faith;

Where there is despair, hope;

Where there is darkness, light;

And where there is sadness, joy.
O Divine Master;
Grant that I may not so much seek;
To be consoled, as to console;
To be understood, as to understand;
To be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive;

It is in pardoning that we are pardoned;

And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.



A FATHER OF THE CHURCH: MOR GREGORIOS AND ECUMENISM

ANTHONY O'MAHONY
READER, HEYTHROP COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF LONDON AND CONSULTOR, PRO ORIENTE

Mor Gregorios, the Metropolitan of the Syriac Orthodox Church in Aleppo, made a
distinct contribution to establishing relations between the Syriac Orthodox Church and
the wider Christian world, especially with the Catholic Church and the Syriac Christian
family of churches. In his work during these ecumenical dialogues he conveyed his
profound knowledge and understanding of Syriac Christian tradition and the history of
the Syriac Orthodox Church. His deep appreciation and awareness of the scholarly,
ecclesial and theological tradition of the Catholic Church allowed for a continuous

exchange of ideas contributing to understanding our common foundations.

Mor Gregorios had studied at the Jesuit run Pontifical Oriental Institute founded in Rome
in 1917, publishing many fine articles in its academic journal Orientala Christiana
Periodica. Mor Gregorios was always conscious of the importance of the Antiochene
identity of his own church but also to the Christian tradition as a whole. Antioch is central
to point in the origins of Christianity and its mission to the world. It is to Ignatius of
Antioch, that early "Father of the Church", we owe the first understanding of the
catholicity of the local Church: "Wherever the bishop is, there is the assembly, just as
wherever Christ Jesus is, there is the Catholic Church." (André de Halleux, "L'Eglise
catholique" dans la lettre ignacienne aux Smyrniotes”, ETL, 58, 1982, p. 5-24).

In his engagement with Western Christianity, Mor Gregorios, to my mind, closely echoed
the reflection made by Fr. Fadel Sidarouss S.J. that, "the roots of Christianity are
decidedly Eastern. Consequently, when the West adopted Christianity, it in fact adopted
an "other", something different; this Eastern alterity became constitutive of its Western
identity, which enabled it to be more easily open to difference throughout its long
history." The complex history and ecclesial culture of Middle Eastern Christianity have
generally not been appreciated in the modern bilateral encounter between the Western

and Eastern Orthodox Byzantine theological traditions.

In its engagement with Western Christianity, Middle Eastern Christianity has struggled to
retain its specificity. That said, the Christian tradition has been encouraged especially since
the Second Vatican Council, to "breathe fully with two lungs, the Western and the
Eastern" an expression used by John Paul II. However, Sebastian Brock building upon this

idea emphasizes that the Syriac Christian tradition adds and develops our understanding
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of this scheme: "The Importance that Pope John Paul II has consistently given to the
Eastern Orthodox tradition is indeed greatly welcomed ... however, I should like to
suggest that - unlike human beings! - the Church is endowed, not just with two lungs, but
with a third lung as well, from which she also needs to learn to breathe once again. The
concept of Christianity as coming to us in the twenty-first century through two main
streams of tradition, which once can label for convenience as "the Latin West" and "the
Greek East", is a widespread one. This binary model for the Christian tradition, however,
is unsatisfactory and inadequate, since it effectively leaves out of consideration a further
important Christian tradition represented by the indigenous Churches of the Middle East.
This third main tradition can, for convenience, be termed "the Syriac Orient"." ("The

Syriac Orient: a third "lung" for the church?" OCP, 71/1 (2005), pp. 5-20, at p. 5).

Mor Gregorios worked very closely with the Pro Oriente foundation of Vienna; especially
in creating its successful Syriac Dialogues between the various churches of that tradition.
The Syriac Orthodox Church was the first of the Oriental Orthodox family to re-establish
ecclesial contacts with the Church of the East in modern times. Mor Gregorios was a
central figure in this truly historical encounter. Fr. André de Halleux OFM, who also
worked on Pro Oriente dialogues between the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox churches
reflected that many of those who support the ecumenical movement in its search for a
common profession of the apostolic faith call for a new "reception” of the creed of Nicaea
and Constantinople; an encouragement to re-examine the process leading to the early
reception of the ecumenical creed which took place, for the most part, between the council
of Nicaea in 325, and that of Chalcedon in 451. For De Halleux, the patristic principle of
the sufficiency of the Nicaean faith does not bind the churches to the letter of a formula,
written once for all; but on the contrary, the manner in which the Fathers understood this
principle and in which they applied it to the changing circumstances encourage Christians
to respond to the demands of witness to the Gospel in today's world. (Pour une profession
commune de la foi selon 'esprit des Péres’, RTL, 15, 1984, p. 275-296).

Ecumenical dialogue is often between two churches or between two ecclesial families some
of those who creatively engage in this theological and ecclesiological exchange are
"Ecumenical Church Fathers". Mor Gregorios might be considered as one of these. Fr.
Frans Bouwen, another colleague of Mor Gregorios at Pro Oriente, and a Catholic member
of the Official Dialogue Commission between the Oriental Orthodox and Catholic Church
has stated: "One of the most significant events in the history of the present-day ecumenical
movement and one of the richest promises for the future is, beyond any doubt, the
Christological consensus that has emerged, in the course of the last decades, between the

churches that recognised the Council of Chalcedon and those that did not, since it was held
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in the year 451." Indeed, the official theological dialogue between the Catholic Church and
the Oriental Orthodox Churches was preceded by several Christological agreements signed
jointly by the Pope and the Patriarchs, often on the occasion of a meeting in Rome - with
the Syriac Orthodox Patriarch Ignatius Jacob III in October 1971 and his successor
Ignatius Zakka I Iwas in June 1984. The 1984 declaration is considered by many as one of
the most developed and important ecclesial documents in the modern history of the

Church especially for its breadth in theological and pastoral matters.

I met Mor Gregorios for the first time in a Benedictine monastery. He was reading a book
by the French Orthodox theologian Olivier Clément's "You are Peter: An Orthodox
Theologian's Reflection on the Exercise of Papal of Primacy." Clément’s work is a response
to John Paul II’s encyclical Ut unum sint (That they may be one) of May 25, 1995, which
among other things is about the exercise of the Petrine office for the Christian Church.
(Stefanie Hugh-Donovan "An Orthodox View of the Papacy: Olivier Clément’s Response to
Ut Unum Sint", in: Orientalia et Occidentalia: Instituti Studiis Spiritualitatis Orientalium
Occidentaliumque Provehendis Nomine P.Michaelis Lacko Appellati, ed. by Simon
Marin¢dk and A. O’Mahony, 13 (2013), 103-116). I knew the book so we engaged in
conversation. Mor Gregorios with great generosity and playful spirit stated that his church
had never been asked to respond from its own ecclesial patrimony with regard to the source
of primacy and the authority of the Petrine office. He recognised the great importance of the
Petrine office for a unifying Christian voice and presence in the world. I recall clearly Mor
Gregorios reflecting on Syriac Orthodox perspectives on primacy in the church. He
considered that Clément’s work should not stand alone; that a fraternal response should be
made by his own ecclesial community. The Official theological dialogue between the
Catholic Church and all the Oriental Orthodox Churches started in 2004. After five
sessions, the Commission issued its first common document: "The Nature, Constitution and
Mission of the Church" - building on an ecclesiology of communion, a broad consensus on
the mystery of the Church; apostolic succession; on councils, on the principles of collegiality
and its inseparable link with primacy. The second phase of this dialogue seeks to discover
and articulate how the churches maintained and nourished communion among themselves
during the first five Christian centuries: for example mutual participation in ordinations; in
synods; in exchange of letters and visits; enrichment through shared liturgical inheritance
and patrimony, monasticism, martyrdom and the veneration of saints. I met with Mor
Gregorios for the last time in late 2012 in Vienna and Oxford during our conversation his
mind turned to the need for a common calendar of martyrs. Mor Gregorios was taken away
from his work; his community; and his wider Christian family on 22 April 2013, but may he

soon return to resume his seminal leadership that manifested itself in so many different ways.



THE GOOD SHEPHERD

MIKAEL OEZ
SENIOR TEACHING FELLOW, SOAS, UNIVERSITY OF LONDON, UK

One late Sunday evening in April 2013, I received a call from His Eminence Mor
Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo, informing me
about two young men from his diocese, who had been abducted, and that a ransom was

being demanded for their release.
I asked him curiously, "how much?"

After a long pause of silence, with shelling in the background, he replied, "the family

cannot afford to pay this ransom."

Without informing His Eminence of my intentions, I asked him to spare me a few hours
and I would return to him. I immediately began calling friends in my circle and explained
the horrendous scenario, and began fundraising for the ransom demanded for the two

abducted youths.

A few hours later, I returned my call to Mor Gregorios, and informed him that I had
fundraised a decent amount of money for the release of the abducted youths, and
explained that two friends of mine were going to travel to Lebanon to entrust him with

the remittance in person.

Mor Gregorios met my friends at the airport in Beirut on 20 April 2013, and accordingly

accepted the entrusted remittance we had collected.

According to my friends who went to Beirut to meet Mor Gregorios, he received the
expected call from the abductors on 21 April 2013 to meet him to negotiate the release of

the two youths, and this is when he separated from my friends.

I repeatedly called Mor Gregorios to obtain the good news of the release of the two young
men on the morning of 22 April 2013, but did not manage to speak with him. Early
afternoon on the same day, I received a call from Mor Gregorios, literally a couple of

hours before he was abducted.

I immediately asked him, "Were you successful in releasing the two young men from

Aleppo?”
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He replied with an exhausted voice, "Yes, everything went fine! The two young men are
released. After exhausting negotiations, a deal was reached, and the two youths have safely

returned home to Aleppo.”
[ asked him "Where are you?"

He replied, "I can’t speak for long, 'm with the Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo

(Paul Yazigi), and we're trying to release two kidnapped priests.”
I could not resist asking, "Who are they? Are they in your diocese?”
He replied, "No, one is Armenian Catholic, and the other Greek Orthodox."

With a slightly annoyed voice, I asked him, "Why are you endangering your life? You're
needed in your diocese! God forbid, one day, you'll also be kidnapped!"

He replied, "Our hope is in God, and as a shepherd of his people, 'm only doing my
duty! Anyway," he added, "T’ll call you when I’'m back in Aleppo!"

I was over the moon, relieved for the sake of the two released youths, and I immediately
thought that Mor Gregorios was truly a hero and a good shepherd. This was probably one
of the best days of my life.

I was exhausted from the long phone conversations I had had with people during those

few days so I thought it was time for me to switch off my phone for a rest.

Later, in the evening of 22 April 2013, I turned my phone on and there was a stream of
beeps as several text messages came through from friends informing me that the
Metropolitans of Aleppo, Mor Gregorios and Paul Yazigi, had been abducted. For me this
was surreal. Although the devastating news was loud and clear from my friends, I could

just not believe it, as I had spoken to Mor Gregorios a few hours earlier.

In a dilemma about whether to believe the news or not, I tried calling Mor Gregorios. The
phone was ringing, but nobody at the other end answered. I turned on my television, and
set it to the news channel. A long text scrolled at the bottom of the screen: "Two
Metropolitans of Aleppo have been abducted...” One of the best days in my life all of a

sudden became the worst.

The innocent and ill-fated have lost their livelihoods and houses, and their lives have been
relegated to inaccurate statistics of collateral damage becoming mere numbers. All this
seems to be an accepted unjust consequence of the Syrian crisis, which took root on 15

March 2011, as part of the Arab Spring.
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What is outwardly not accounted for, in this war of attriion, is the kidnapping,
abduction, detention, and disappearance of innocent civilians. A most poignant case is
that of the abducted Metropolitans of Aleppo, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim and Paul
Yazigi. They were abducted on 22 April 2013, and to date we have faced a wall of silence.
We have heard nothing, neither from the Metropolitans, nor from their abductors asking
for a ransom or other demands. Their abduction has proven to be the worst kept secret of
the entire Syrian crisis. The only reliable source of information, witnessed by all sides and
parties, is from the Qatari authorities, who are adamant that the Metropolitans are still
being kept alive today. The Qataris are closely monitoring and keenly attempting to

mediate to bring this saga to a peaceful end.

Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim came to Oxford on 29 October 2010 to present a paper
on the situation in Syria at the Oxford Union, in the University of Oxford. He stayed in
the Randolph Hotel, where 1 was blessed to be invited to spend the morning, discussing
several issues over breakfast. Since Mor Gregorios is a native of Turoyo, I took the
opportunity to ask him whether he would be happy to read my book, and to provide me
with constructive criticism. He accepted my request, and read through the entire book in a
couple of days, with invaluable reviews. For this reason, I decided to dedicate my book on

learning the Turoyo language to the imminent release of Mor Gregorios Yohanna
Ibrahim.

With the conversation I had with Mor Gregorios during the days before the abduction, I
attest the following saying in the Gospel of John 10:11-12 to be appropriately claimed by

him:

"I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. He who is a
hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and

leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them."

I remain confident that the mercy of God, the Almighty, will soften and heal the hearts of
the abductors, so they may reconsider the resolve of their convictions. I pray and seek a
positive resolution for the release of the Metropolitans, completely and unconditionally

from this inhumane captivity.
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METROPOLITAN YOHANNA IBRAHIM AND THE TELL ‘ADA PROJECT

MARTIN PALMER
SECRETARY GENERAL OF THE ALLIANCE OF RELIGIONS AND CONSERVATION (ARC), BATH, UK

I first met beloved Metropolitan Yohanna in 1995 at the suggestion of a dear friend,
Razek Syriani, with whom I had become friends when he was studying as a mature student
at Manchester University, and we found much in common as well as much that was

exciting to learn from each other about how our Christian faith manifested itself.

One day I took Razek with my family to visit the ruins of a monastery near where we
lived. This fine ancient site was a victim of our Reformation when between 1536 and
1539 every single monastery and nunnery in England and Wales was forcibly closed. Over
three thousand such places simply were wiped off the map, or turned into private homes

and the monks and nuns sent out into the world to live.

Wandering around that historic site, Razek and I started to talk about lost monasteries and
the destruction of such holy places. He told me about a site much beloved by his own
metropolitan. This very ancient site he told me had been the very birthplace of Syriac
Orthodox monasticism. Here the great Fathers and Patriarchs of the Church had studied,
taught, and been buried. The monastery had been destroyed on numerous occasions by
invaders, Persian, Byzantine, Muslims and Crusaders and then Muslims again. Each time

it has risen again and now this Metropolitan wanted to make it happen once more.

He described the ruins standing on top of a small tell - a hill which had arisen as the site
was rebuilt each time on top of the ruins of the previous buildings. The site he said was

called Tell ‘Ada. He told me that here St. Simeon Stylite had begun his life as a monk.
That was in 1993. Razek went home shortly after that.

It was two years later that I wrote to Razek and asked if I could come to see him and his

famous metropolitan.

I realised that I had met Metropolitan Yohanna at a meeting at the World Council of
Churches in the mid 1980’s when I headed a WCC project on Christian schools and
multi-faith education. I had been struck by his sheer energy! He seemed almost to burst
out of his traditional Syriac Orthodox clothes which I found wonderfully evocative of the

great and ancient Church from which he came.
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The reason I now wanted to be in touch with Razek and his metropolitan was because of
something Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh, and I had done. Back in 1985 Prince Philip
as the International President of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) had asked me to bring
together the heads of five faiths with the key environmentalists at a unique and historic
meeting in Assisi, Italy, the birthplace of the Catholic saint of ecology, St. Francis. This arose
because I had written at WWEF’s request, the first every book for RE (religious education) in
schools on how different religions understood Creation and therefore understood our place to

pr Otect nature.

In 1995 Prince Philip decided that we should found a new organisation to work making
links between the major religions and the major conservation organisations. So it was at
Windsor Castle in 1995 that Mor Gregorios and I, along with religious leaders such as the
Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, the then Archbishop of Canterbury, Hindu
swamis, Daoists Masters from China and many other religious leaders, launched the
Alliance of Religions and Conservation (ARC).

I remembered the conversation with Razek and through the kind services of Father
Aphrem Karim in London suggested that if the Tell ‘Ada project had an environmental
angle we might be able to offer funding.

So it was that I found myself in Aleppo a few months later in the autumn of 1995 as the
guest of Metropolitan Yohanna. What a wonderful man to sit and talk with - about just
about anything! We discussed theology, royalty - he was very keen to know all about the
British Royal Family - about history and faith and about singing. That evening we were
guests in a family home of one of the key supporters of the Church in Aleppo. After
dinner, over delicious drinks we discovered we knew the same old hymn and sang side by
side in - so our kind hostess informed us - in perfect pitch! It was an evening of laughter,
wonderful food, marvellous and fascinating conversations and happiness. Often when I
pray every night for the Christians of Syria, I go back in my mind to that evening and

mourn how much ordinary wonder has been lost.
The next day we drove to Tell ‘Ada.

We climbed up the small hill - the tell - to the ruins. I found it deeply moving: fallen
columns, wonderfully carved capitals of great antiquity, hidden crypts and buried altars.
Metropolitan Yohanna told me of the great men who had lived here and were still buried

under the rubble, men like St. Ephrem the Syrian, the hymn writer who lived here briefly.

According to Metropolitan Yohanna, the monastery was founded around 340 AD and

survived until the 16th century. At one time there were 150 monks here.
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The Church had bought back the site from a local farmer in 1987 and in 1995 there were
plans for the church to be built along the same lines as the famous church of St. Simeon

Stylite.

Metropolitan Yohanna strode around the site, heaving up blocks of carved stone to show
me, pointing out where the tombs were and extending his hand he indicated the land

surrounding the site.

This was why I was there. His plan, sadly never realised, was to create a training centre for
farmers, Muslim as well as Christian. This would train them in organic and sustainable
farming. It was this that ARC was interested in sponsoring. The plan was to create
accommodation, a study centre and to use the fields around the site as models of organic
and sustainable farming. Here ordinary farmers could see how this could work and make a
real difference. Here the central role of faith in God as Creator, as the First Farmer, a

belief common to Christians and Muslims, would be at the core of the training.

It was a wonderful idea, interfaith in a meaningful way and full of visions of

transformation and celebration.

But even then Mor Gregorios also spoke of the fear, anxiety and suspicion that had arisen
when the Church bought the land. About how carefully he had to walk the tight rope of
politics and religion in Syria. But as always he was full of optimism and glowed with a

sense of a Divine mission.
It was infectious and I loved every minute of it.

So we made the grant, the very first grant ARC ever gave and we asked for updates when

appropriate.

Two years later I returned to see the site and the Metropolitan. That was when in typical
dramatic style we visited the site again to see the initial work being undertaken and the
Metropolitan told me something which rather surprised me. He told me that Father
Aphrem in London was going to run the centre. But he was going to do this from the top
of a re-erected pillar! Father Aphrem, according to the Metropolitan was going to live on

top of the pillar just like St. Simeon Stylite 1500 years ago!

I expressed surprise which was nothing in comparison to the surprise on Father Aphrem’s
face when back in London I told him of this! He rolled his eyes and kindly said that the

Metropolitan often had rather odd ideas!
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I kept in touch with Metropolitan Yohanna although the Tell ‘Ada project never quite

achieved the dramatic vision he outlined as we stood on that tell in 1995.

In 2009 I returned with a producer from the BBC to record a special Sunday Morning
Worship for BBC Radio 4 to be broadcast on a Sunday morning across the country and
then on the BBC World Service.

I had suggested some months before that we should honour the Syriac Orthodox Church
and the extraordinary multi-faith world of Syria in a reflective service. The BBC agreed

and so we set off.

Our first port of call was Aleppo and Metropolitan Yohanna. We had agreed that he
would give us an interview, arrange for a church choir to sing for us and that he would
preach the sermon based upon the Aramaic text of the Lord’s Prayer. He was wonderful,
powerful, thoughtful and so full of wisdom. He also arranged for us to have an interview
with the Grand Mufti of Syria. In perhaps a foretaste of what was to come, when the
producer and I arrived at the Mufti’s home, it was to be greeted by gun carrying guards,
bearded young men who never smiled. The Mufti in contrast was a man of great wisdom

himself and gentility. Once again I was asked many questions about the Royal Family!
The service went out in late 2009 and was warmly greeted.

In 2014 the BBC asked me to revisit the service and to record a new service to go out on
the BBC. It was with such a heavy heart that I had to report that every single person in the
original 2009 broadcast was either dead, in exile, kidnapped or we had not heard from
them and had no idea what had happened. We edited the original sermon by
Metropolitan Yohanna and broadcast it again as the sermon. HRH The Prince of Wales
kindly contributed his own thoughts and reflections to the service. As many will know,
unlike our politicians and frankly unlike many of our Christian leaders in the UK, The
Prince of Wales has taken a stand and spoken powerfully and movingly about his concerns

for the Christians of the Middle Fast.

Ever since | heard the terrible news of the murder of the deacon driver and the capture of
the two Metropolitans I have prayed every night for them. My heart breaks when I think
of the destruction of ordinary lives, of beautiful churches, of good people whose lives have
been shattered. For me this sadness focuses upon the wonderful, bouncy figure of
Metropolitan Yohanna and that evening when he and I sang surrounded by a family of

young people and their parents. We were so full of hope. God willing, we will be again.
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MY MEMORIES OF MOR GREGORIOS

RICHARD PRICE
PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AND CHRISTIANITY, HEYTHROP COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF LONDON, UK

I first met Metropolitan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim in 2006 in Minster Abbey,
Kent, England, where the Benedictine sisters held a conference on the Council of
Chalcedon AD 451, and its relevance for ecumenical relations between the Catholic
Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches. I had myself produced a translation and
commentary of the Acts of Chalcedon (Liverpool University Press, 2005) and could

contribute to the conference in two ways, quite apart from my historical knowledge.

On the one hand, I could, as a Catholic priest, uphold the soundness of the Chalcedonian
Definition, as properly interpreted; but on the other hand I was, and am, painfully aware
of the inadequacies in the Definition and of the need for Chalcedonian Christians,
whether in the western or Byzantine traditions, to treat with respect the criticisms made of
the Definition by the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the way they can supplement it

from the riches of their own traditions.

The conference was well attended, with representatives of many different churches; and
with my own particular expertise | was inevitably at the centre of things. But beyond
doubt the meetings were dominated by the presence of Mor Gregorios. This was not
merely because of his standing as a Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan, but also because of his
singular personal gifts. He did not mount a case or press his points like an advocate or
disputant, but he simply bore witness to the faith of his own Church, with clarity and

openness and a readiness to attend to other points of view.

What came across most strongly was his real goodwill towards all he addressed or who
spoke to him - and not only goodwill but a real respect for them, as Christian brothers and
sisters in whom the presence and grace of Christ is to be recognised and revered. There is
often a rather forced bonhomie at ecumenical meetings, with representatives of the various
churches giving the impression that they are showing most admirable forbearance in
treating members of other churches as their brothers and sisters in Christ, despite the gulf
dividing them. But with Mor Gregorios there was no sense of a gulf to be crossed. He
exuded a natural warmth, an instinctive trust in those he met, a sense that to him, as a

leader in the Church of Christ the universal King, no one was a mere stranger.
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There were to be other meetings at Minster Abbey, but my other chief memory of Mor
Gregorios relates to the symposium on Jacob of Edessa that he organised and chaired in
Aleppo in 2008 - appropriately enough, since Jacob was born near Aleppo in around 640
and died in 708. It was a distinguished academic conference, at which I (as the only
participant who at that date knew no Syriac) was the least distinguished person present. It
was my first visit to Aleppo, and the wonder of the Christian quarter there will remain one

of my most cherished memories.

My chief area of research has been the ancient churches of Eastern Europe and the Near
East, and to find in one district in one city churches of so many ancient denominations,
each with its distinctive liturgy, was to behold the history of the Church in its living

continuity.

In Western Europe ecumenism is often too easy and not really needed: the good relations
between communities with different faiths and traditions have more to do with liberal and
democratic values than with anything in the specifically Christian tradition. I have never
visited a country that equals Syria in the genuineness and importance of the good relations
between the Churches - a real sharing in Christ that makes an indispensable contribution
to cooperation and mutual assistance and secures a real voice for the Christian

communities within a society where Christians are a small minority.

Whatever the future may hold, the recent past is something the Christians of Syria have
every reason to be proud of - no less than of the glories of their more distant past, in the

centuries of St. John Chrysostom, St. Severus of Antioch, and St. Jacob of Edessa.

To visit Mor Gregorios in his own diocese was a revealing and moving experience. The
Syriac Orthodox community in Aleppo is made up of two elements, one originating in
Southeast Anatolia, around Mardin, and the other in Mesopotamia, round Edessa. They
have preserved their distinctive traditions, as was illustrated for us at the conference by an

evening of singing from both traditions.

The great joy was to see Mor Gregorios surrounded by his flock, the father by his children.
This phrase might suggest a rather condescending paternalism, but the most striking
feature of their relationship was its ease and naturalness, of the leadership role exercised by
Mor Gregorios not through self-assertion or the exercise of his authority, but through his
manifest goodness and the complete trust he enjoyed from all in his own Church and

indeed from those outside it.

No one knows what has happened to Mor Gregorios since his kidnapping three years ago.

But it is obvious to everyone that the cause to which he dedicated his life - the flourishing
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of the Syriac Orthodox and indeed all the Christian communities in Syria, and co-
operative and peaceful relations with the other religious communities in the country - has

received a stunning setback.

Christians in the West tend to think in terms of things getting better and better, but the
present tragedy in the Near East reminds us that the origin and centre of our religion lies
in something that appeared to be the worst thing that could possibly happen in the
universe - the coming of Christ our God to earth, only to be rejected by most of his own
people and subjected to a painful and humiliating death. But if that apparent defeat is
revealed to us in faith to be, paradoxically, the defeat of evil and the salvation of the world,
we should look at the Near East today with the same faith. The hope of Christians must
be centred not on the accidents of history but on the divine promise of the return of
Christ in glory. At that time it shall be revealed how those who have suffered with Christ
and for Christ share his glory; they will be in the front rank of the saints.

At the present time we are all praying for Mor Gregorios, but I would suggest that we can
also pray to him, that, with the saints, he may intercede for us. He is uniquely close to
Christ in that he is suffering for Christ, and, therefore, we can have confidence in the
special power of his intercession. We pray for him, and we can be confident that he is

praying for all of us.



SHEPHERD, PROPHET, AND PEACEMAKER

NIKOLA PROKSCH
MOTHER PRIORESS OF THE BENEDICTINE NUNS OF ST. MILDRED'S PRIORY, MINSTER ABBEY, UK

Recently a meeting was convened here at Minster Abbey to plan support for the Christians
of Syria and Iraq. Among the participants was the Bishop of Dover who told us that when
he asked a group of local Christians to pray for this gathering the response was one of

surprise: "Are there still Christians in Syria?"

In part, this ignorance reflects the bias of media reporting - even after many years of
persecution of Christians in Iraq and more recently in Egypt and Syria. However, it also
reveals a "blind spot” among the churches in the West regarding the continuous existence
of the ancient Christian churches of the East in the lands of their origin throughout the

centuries to the present day.

Twenty years ago our Benedictine Community had very little knowledge of these
Christian traditions and had no personal contact with them. Following the apostolic
letters Ut unum sint (That they may all be One - 1995) and Orientale Lumen (Light from
the East - 1995) of Pope John Paul II, the sisters wished to respond to the Holy Father’s
desire that monasteries be places of encounter and dialogue between Christians from the

East and the West since we share the great gift of monasticism, the very soul of the Eastern

Churches (OL 9).

Since 1996 our community has been hosting regular East - West Monastic Meetings.
From the beginning these included not only participants of the Greek and Russian
Orthodox Churches but also of the Coptic Church. Early in 2000 the providential
encounter with a Greek Orthodox monk from Syria first introduced us to the rich and
varied Christian landscape of Syria. Fr. Paul Yazigi, Dean of the Theological Faculty at
Balamand in Lebanon, was to become Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo later the
same year. The visit of Pope John Paul II to Damascus in 2001 highlighted the strong
Christian presence in Syria. In 2002, through the kind offices of Deacon Aziz Abdul-Nour
of the Council of the Oriental Churches of Britain, we met His Eminence Mor Gregorios
Yohanna Ibrahim, Metropolitan of the Syriac Orthodox Church in Aleppo and a close
friend of Metropolitan Paul Yazigi.

For our community here at Minster these contacts were in the nature of history coming

full circle in a providential manner, since at the time of its first foundation in 670 AD, our
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monastery had a close connection with Saint Theodore of Tarsus, the Syriac monk who

became Archbishop of Canterbury (668-690 AD).

Over the following decade, Mor Gregorios repeatedly visited Minster and contributed to
the conferences hosted at the Abbey. In 2002 he gave a paper on ecumenical relations in
Syria with particular focus on the churches in Aleppo. At our 2004 conference Mor
Gregorios spoke on the subject of "Healing and Reconciliation," particularly in the
context of the progress of Roman Catholic-Syriac Orthodox Dialogue. As a council
member of "Pro Oriente” he explained the new stage the Oriental Orthodox-Roman
Catholic dialogue had entered that year. He also highlighted the importance of Pope John
Paul's invitation to reflect on the role of Peter's Primacy for Christian Unity - which
became the theme of an East-West Meeting in 2009. A contribution by Mor Gregorios on
the conference theme of 2006 "Does Chalcedon still divide?" proved rather challenging.
However, Mor Gregorios was genuinely delighted to be presented with a new introduction
to and translation of the Acts of Chalcedon, produced and annotated by Richard Price and
Michael Gaddis; Dr. Richard Price also spoke at our meeting! The 2007 conference
included a visit to St. John's, our Diocesan Seminary at Owners. Mor Gregorios
contributed a paper and - during a panel discussion - passionately made the case for
peaceful dialogue between faiths and cultures, even at a time of on-going persecution of
Christians in Iraq. Later in the day he was present at the celebration of Vespers in honour
of the Korean martyrs. With hindsight, these events - and his words - take on far greater
significance. It was at this meeting that Mor Gregorios invited us to visit him in Syria. We

can only deeply regret that we felt unable at the time to follow up his invitation.

Over the years our community had begun to expand our monastic meetings to include
"open days" in order to make the contributions especially of our foreign speakers available

to a wider Christian audience.

Our own knowledge of the Syriac tradition had deepened through studying its history and
spiritual riches (e.g. Isaac of Nineveh) with Dr. Sebastian Brock, and our love for our
brothers and sisters of the Oriental Orthodox churches had deepened through various
encounters. We hosted two "Syriac Pilgrimages”, welcoming Christians from Iraq and

Syria living in Britain and shared together with clergy and parishes in celebration and

prayer.

Our community met Mor Gregorios "only" four times, yet the particular setting of our
dialogue conferences meant that each time there was a true encounter and deepening
friendship. Mor Gregorios was present with us not just for the talks, but for prayer, meals

and informal exchange. He shared with us his hopes and concerns for his Church, for
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ecumenical and interfaith dialogue, for his nation. He asked for our prayers. He stayed in
touch and sent greetings in person or via friends. We came to know him as a man of
prayer and of great integrity, faithful to his own venerable tradition and respectful towards
all others. A man not of quick compromises but seeking deeper understanding, committed
to dialogue towards true unity; someone of great learning with a high international profile,
yet a real monk, simple in his needs, always approachable, genuinely interested and open.
We were deeply touched to realise that despite his numerous important commitments and
contacts he clearly valued his connection with our small community, relying on our

prayers and appreciating our concern.

We cherish memories of many special moments during Mor Gregorios™ visits: the joyful
welcome he received from the local Coptic Orthodox parish; his intent listening and
discussions with Sister Benedict; his rueful mediation between "Chalcedonians” and "non-
Chalcedonians"; his availability despite being exhausted from his travels; his sense of
humour! For most of the community our final memory of Mor Gregorios is of seeing him
off at the deserted local station, boarding the train to London in his monastic garb and

carrying his little suitcase.

Mor Gregorios’ style was at all times irenic; he was a mediator, a great advocate for
education, especially in interfaith dialogue, and had great confidence in the inherent
goodness of each human person. Even when abroad he was constantly in touch with his
people in Aleppo, carrying at least two mobile phones. As the "Arab Spring" showed signs
of descending into chaos, Mor Gregorios spoke ever more insistently of the need for

prayer, listening and understanding,

In 2012 our Sister Aelred wrote, "I was blessed to be part of a gathering with Mor
Gregorios at Heythrop College, University of London, during what was to be his last visit
to the UK before his kidnapping. Metropolitan Yohanna spoke passionately of the
deteriorating situation in Syria and outlined steps which could be taken to bring about a
peaceful and just solution to the escalating violence in that country. He said, "my country
which is known for its rich culture, deep spiritualicy and exemplary co-existence is
experiencing today unprecedented chaos. As men and women of faith, we must try to do
something to alleviate this terrible suffering." His ardent words still echo in my heart. "I
will stay with my people. Even if I must die, I will go out into the streets for my beloved
Syria." These beautiful words express the deep faith and love of this extraordinary man

whose spirit continues to inspire so many.
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Mor Gregorios was kidnapped, together with Metropolitan Paul Yazigi, on 22 April 2013
as they were on their way to negotiate the release of two priests. They are both constantly

in our prayers.

We do not know whether Mor Gregorios and Metropolitan Paul are still alive. We know
that - while fully aware of the dangers - they decided to remain in Aleppo to "strengthen
their brothers and sisters." We have heard from some of their people how their daily

visible presence became indeed the source of courage and consolation to many.

They risked their lives again and again to work for the release of members of different
churches who had been taken hostage. They lived the daily ecumenism of working for
Christian unity in prayer and action, and they share in the ecumenism of suffering and

witness - true martyrdom for the sake of Christ and his people.

As we continue to pray fervently for Mor Gregorios and Metropolitan Paul, we trust that
they will also intercede for us. The example of these true shepherds calls us to steadfastness

in faith, holiness of life and work for reconciliation.

For them - as for so many of our Christian brothers and sisters across the Middle East -
the promise of Saint John in the Apocalypse 22:3-5 shines brightly: "They will see the
Lord face to face, and his name will be written on their foreheads. It will never be night
again and they will not need lamplight or sunlight, because the Lord God will be shining

on them. They will reign for ever and ever."
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DO NOT FORGET ALEPPO AND ITS METROPOLITANS!

ANDREA RICCARDI
FOUNDER OF SANT'EGIDIO & FORMER MINISTER FOR INTERNATIONAL CO-OPERATION, ROME, ITALY

Three years have passed since 22 April 2013 when the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan Mor
Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim was kidnapped, in the territory between Aleppo and Turkey,
along with the Greek Orthodox Metropolitan Paul Yazigi. I still remember his words, I
feel his presence and his friendship. Since 23 April 2013, in Rome and wherever in the
world the Communities of Sant'Egidio live, every night we pray to the Lord for their

release and their salvation.

The day after the abduction we issued this statement: "The Community of Sant'Egidio
learned with sorrow of the kidnapping of the Metropolitan of Aleppo of the Syriac
Orthodox Church, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, together with Msgr. Paul Yazigi of
the Greek Orthodox Church. Since the beginning of the conflict, Mor Gregorios Yohanna
Ibrahim and Paul Yazigi always worked since the beginning of the conflict, for the relief of
the population and for peaceful co-existence between all in Syria. Several times they
launched an appeal to the international community not to leave Syria alone and to seek a
political solution to stop the military escalation. It is an appeal that the Community of
Sant'Egidio has taken seriously, seeking ways to be concretely close to the civilian
population in Syria and in neighboring countries, and asking for a political solution to the

1

conflict... "

In the meditation of Pentecost in 2013, little less than a month after Mor Gregorios’
abduction, Sant'Egidio firmly reaffirmed its solidarity: "For several days our communities
have now been praying for the liberation of the metropolitans of Aleppo, Mor Gregorios
and Paul Yazigi, who are prisoners of dark powers. We want to remember their suffering
in captivity, but we also want to express our profound solidarity to them, who are friends
of the Community and to whom we feel particularly close. Their story is further proof of
the absurdity and senselessness of war: this sad event calls us to open our hearts even more,

it demands that our work for peace and reconciliation grows."

Yes, in these three years we have not forgotten Metropolitan Mor Gregorios. To forget
him would mean to betray long years of intense friendship. It would make us accomplices
with those who kidnapped him. We expect Mor Gregorios to come back. We pray for this
every day.
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I know Mor Gregorios very well, and I admire his Christian audacity. To remember him
means to remember the unresolved and shameful situation of Syria, as well as all the
victims of the demons of civil and international war, who are evil and merciless. Mor
Gregorios is a man who cares, a Christian of great vitality, a man of passion and great
courage, he is not afraid to face difficult tasks. He did not leave Syria. He did come out

several times, but he always returned to his country, for the sake of his flock.

Mor Gregorios is a great personal friend of mine. I have known him since 1986, when we
met at the inter-religious prayer of Assisi, desired by John Paul II. Since then he has been
one of the closest companions of the path promoted by the Sant'Egidio Community in
the spirit of Assisi. He has been with us, year after year, as a pilgrim of peace and as a

witness of hope.

He is a man of dialogue who cherishes the vision of a world where people are able to live
together. In Lisbon in 2000 Mor Gregorios said: "Christians and Muslims are called to
obey God by serving humanity, to work together for justice and peace in society.” He is
proud to be a "Christian of the East” and he is aware of the wounds that the difficult and
dramatic times inflict on all the Church. That is why, in Barcelona, in 2001 he said, just a
week before the tragedy of the Twin Towers: "In the second half of the century, we
Christians of the East have lived a rich experience of ecumenism ... then everything
changed and Christianity became a minority in historical cities such as Antioch, Jerusalem,
Tur Abdin, Caesarea and others... The question I ask myself then is: "Where are all the
Christians today?" The Middle East still loses many Christians these days due to
emigration. All this weakens us ... if migration continues at this rate, removing Christians
from their places of origin, we will soon no longer have a significant Christian presence in

the Middle East, there will be no more chance to give a message, a witness."

Mor Gregorios has always emphasized the spiritual dimension as the foundation of
dialogue. He always engaged himself intensely in human encounters with others, with the
intelligence of friendship, which benefited from the fact that he speaks several languages.
He often insisted on the centrality of prayer: "There is a crucial point for me: prayer. Both
Christians and Muslims give great importance to this aspect of prayer and say that the
encounter with God in prayer is the necessary food of the soul, because the heart is

weakened without prayer and the will cannot work for good but only for evil."

The other concern he repeatedly expressed at international meetings was that of Christian
unity. In Palermo in 2002 he said: "... We, for example, in the Middle East, see that the
unification of Easter is a crucial step toward our unity of faith ... Faced with the challenges

of the third millennium, including globalization, Christians stand before an even greater
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challenge: the ongoing separation of the one body of the Church ... I thank the
Community of Sant'Egidio for its perseverance and for the continuation of its ecumenical

action aimed at the realization of the desire of our Lord: ... that we all may be one." (John

17,22).

Mor Gregorios participated in almost all the annual meetings in the spirit of Assisi, up to
that of Monaco in 2011. There he spoke of the event in Assisi in 1986. He repeated the
need for dialogue to build peace: "This journey that started from Assisi has proved
successful. It has realised the dream of Pope John Paul II that nations can live in peace and
harmony under one roof of humanity... "And he concluded:" ... it was and sill is vital to
spread the culture of peace in the world. The light of peace that was ignited in Assisi in
1986 is still glowing in the hearts and minds of all ... May God bless all the efforts of those

who have worked and are working to consolidate peace in the world."

The following year it became very difficult for Mor Gregorios to leave his country. After
several public demonstrations that started in March 2011, there was growing unrest and
violence in Syria since November that year. It turned into civil war at the beginning of
2012.

Mor Gregorios addressed his ardent appeal to us: "Do something for Syria, invent
something to stop this disaster. Where the international community has so far failed, 1
hope Sant'Egidio can make direct talks between the opposition and the government

possible, to stop this destruction.”

Mor Gregorios, as all Syrian and Lebanese bishops, consider the Assad government a
guarantee for Christians, without it there would be a leap in the dark. Mor Gregorios
knows what it means to suffer. His grandparents fled Tur Abdin (Southeast Turkey), the
ancestral land of his Church, after the anti-Christian massacres of 1915. They had taken
refuge in French Syria. It was the same for the Syriac Church, with a history of little power
and many persecutions. Mor Gregorios was the international contact for the Syrians. The
current Syriac Orthodox Patriarch, elected after the kidnapping of Mor Gregorios, had

been his deacon.

It was just over three years ago when, so it seems, Mor Gregorios departed from Aleppo to
negotiate the release of two priests who had disappeared in February the same year, Michel
Kayyal (Armenian Catholic) and Maher Mahfouz (Greek Orthodox). Neither belonged to
his Church, but Mor Gregorios was a generous man. He risked his life in the search for
peace, believing in dialogue. And who would dare touch the Syriac Metropolitan of

Aleppo, and so close to the city? Yet the region of Aleppo, where Mor Gregorios was
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moving with so much passion, was evil to him this time. I had accompanied him years
before throughout his country: he loved it and he believed in the presence of Christians
alongside Muslims. Some others say that Mor Gregorios had gone to pick up the Greek
Orthodox Metropolitan, Paul Yazigi, a humble and spiritual man, who was struggling to

return to Aleppo.
Why were the two metropolitans, travelling together, kidnapped?

There has been a heavy silence for three years. They are two Syrians who believe in Syria as
a land of co-existence between Christians and Muslims. Their world ended in the
barbarity of a merciless war. They could not accept it. These two friends could have played
a valuable role in Syria in the last, very hard years. So much has changed, for the worse:
there is no longer the regime, but neither the revolution; there are militias, the Islamic
State; and in the meantime different and conflicting international strategies playing
ruthless and heartless games in spite of the pain and suffering of an entire people. Three

years of capitivity is too long.

The years of war are far too many for the Syrians. They are even more than those of World
War 1. We need to seek, to pray and to work for peace to return. We need to cry out as
loud as we can in order to drive the international community out of its powerlessness in

front of this appalling dance of death.



NEW CHRISTIAN EDUCATION IN OUR MIDDLE EAST

MICHEL SABBAH
PATRIARCH EMERITUS OF THE LATIN CHURCH IN JERUSALEM

I have known H.E. Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim in the Middle East Council of
Churches since the 1990. We met in the various General Assemblies and Executive
Committees, and other international conferences. I was invited to Aleppo in 2010 by the
Catholic churches for some lectures before the upcoming Synod for the Middle East to be
held in Rome in October 2010. Mor Gregorios invited me in his archbishopric for a talk
on the situation in the Holy Land. That allowed me to know many personalities of Aleppo
that he had invited, Christians and Muslims, lay people and religious leaders. But, for me
the main impression and feeling was his fraternal behaviour and love with which he

welcomed me.

This is the general impression 1 keep of Mor Gregorios since we met. He is a very
ecumenical friend in the assemblies, and good intervener in discussions to give the right
advice, fraternal, ecumenical, and spiritual. Mor Gregorios is a spiritual man. With his
opening to all the member Churches, Mor Gregorios is full of the spirituality of the Syriac
Church and its ancient Fathers. Jesus’ commandments, love and teach, are
commandments of Mor Gregorios. He loves first and then teaches and discusses in a very
open spirit full of ecumenical love. As for myself, I did not feel any spiritual separation
between us, each born in his own liturgy, culture, but in the same teachings of Our Lord
Jesus Christ. I admire his permanent welcoming smile, even before we got to know each

other.

I felt very sorry when the news reached us here in Palestine, in the Holy Land, of Mor
Gregorios’ kidnapping with his brother Metropolitan Paul Yazigi. I would have liked to be
able to give him a word of comfort. I would have liked to be able to see him and tell him:
as he was a brother for so many, he has also many brothers and sisters feeling in solidarity
with him, praying, standing before God and asking: Lord God, where is he now? Lord
God where are you now, in the midst of all the sufferings of Syria, Iraq and all the Middle
East? We are all your sons and daughters. You are our father. We believe in your goodness
and might. We believe that your goodness will prevail one day on the evil of kidnapping,
killing and all kinds of evil. But when will your time come? Our father, thy will be done.

Metropolitan Mor Gregorios, and his brother Metropolitan Yazigi, both of them
surrounded by the crowds of martyrs of Syria and Iraq and all the Middle East, are icons
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of our present human and Christian situation, bathed in the deep light of the mystery of

God.

When we think about Mor Gregorios and his brother Yazigi, we turn to God, and to the
mystery of His will and patience on this earth, and especially in the making of our modern
history. Jesus said: "my Father is still acting and I am acting with him" (John 5:18). Today
Jesus calls us to make our history with Him, to enter the depth of His mystery, and
patience, patient with our own sins, patient with the peoples' sins, patient with the tyrants
and dictators, with the oppressors and the killers... In the depth of all this mystery we are

called to enter and meditate.

We meditate also the words of Jesus: "For they will deliver you up to councils, and in their
synagogues they will scourge you; yea and before governors and kings shall ye be brought
for my sake, for a testimony to them and to the Gentiles” (Matthew 10:17-18). We reflect
on the Church between history and theology. The History of our Churches is a

continuing living of the Gospel that told us: you will be persecuted.

The first Christians were persecuted and killed by their own people, then by the Roman
Empire. They too fled from their cities to other cities. But the difference in our old
ancestors is the following: they fled and remained preachers of the Gospel wherever they
went. They were killed for the name, they fled their countries and preached the Gospel in
all the Roman world known in that time. Will our refugees today become again preachers

of the Gospel to the West, who is still today in need of their faith and Gospel?

Centuries went along in the same sense and way: in the three first centuries, Christians, we
were killed and persecuted, by our own people and by the Roman Empire. It was Emperor
so and so who ordered the persecutions. Today "Empire" is still working and persecuting
Christians in the Middle East. We are killed by our own people, but also by the foreign
Empire, by American policy. It is clear that what is happening in the Middle East is not all
genuinely Middle Eastern Islam or extremist Islam. It is Muslim extremism but used by
Western Empire. For the American Empire, all dictators must fall, to be replaced by
nothing, by anarchy and confusion. This planning has been reached. All the consequences
coming out of this policy are not perhaps wanted. So for the Christians of the Middle
East. For the foreign Empire, we do not exist. The aim is anarchy and confusion. If, in this
planning, in this anarchy, we die or survive, it is the same. The Empire has used Islam to
destroy Arab Muslim countries. It found Muslim extremism and it used it to kill, to
kidnap, to demolish and create anarchy. And we Christians we were trampled under the

feet. Those who are killing us today are not only extremist Islam, it is also American policy

in the Middle East.
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In our catechesis today to our people in all our churches and countries, the following

points should be the basis to educate new generations of Christians.

a. Faithful to Jesus Christ. Be aware of what he told us: you will be persecuted. Educate to
prepare a spirit of martyrdom, when it comes. Prepare generations of strong believers,

ready to live in all difficult situations.

b. A Christian is always in a situation of fight: first with one's self, to detach from one's

self and become more and more Jesus Christ.

c. Second, fight with one's own society. Here two remarks: Islam is not the enemy but the
one to learn how to live with him. Despite all the massacres since the 18 century, the
Muslim is the permanent reality with whom we have to live. Either we remain missionary
to him, or we leave our mission and we go away. Islam is the permanent component of

our own identity in all our Arab countries. Some recognises us, others less.

d. The second important remark: the political West does not care for us Christians. People
in the West and churches do care for us. But political force (empire) uses us for its own

interest if it finds in us any profit; if we are of no use, it does not care.

In this remembrance of the kidnapped metropolitans, Mor Gregorios and Mor Yazigi, it is
an occasion to re-meditate all the political relations between West and Middle East.
Something inhuman is there in all the planning for all the region, and especially for

Christians.

Christians have to re-meditate their own catechesis in order to prepare new Christian

generations, for the present and the future.

+ Michel Sabbah, Patriarch Emeritus

Jerusalem, 29 September 2015



THE LAST DAYS

ELIAS SAMO
PROFESSOR OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS AND HEAD OF CHURCH COUNCIL, ALEPPO, SYRIA

Metropolitan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim is a symbol and a representative of Eastern
Christianity. He is a man of all seasons, unique, humble, open, receptive, giving and
helpful. He is a speaker as well as a listener. He is the humblest religious leader I have
encounterd amongst political and military élites in the Arab world during decades of my
academic work. Quite often when he had a conference in which he would speak, he would
call me to share his thoughts before finalising his presentation. These occasions were never
ending because his trips were never ending. He is very committed to the survival of

Eastern Christianity and Christian-Christian and Muslim-Christian dialogues.

It was early afternoon on Monday, 22 April 2013. 1 was sitting in the living room of the
apartment | had rented in a small town called Mashta Al-Helu, a summer resort town,
around 40 kilometers from the Syrian Mediterranean coast. I had moved there in late
2012 from Aleppo, where I had lived for three decades. At the time Aleppo had become

too violent and unsafe to inhabit.

Mor Gregorios, who was in Aleppo was always on my mind. The week before he was
kidnapped, he was with us in Mashta Al-Helu. We had discussed many issues all centred
around the future of Syria and Eastern Christianity, and three issues in particular: (i)
exchange of prisoners, (ii) an international day of prayers for Syria, and (iii) the future of

Eastern Christianity.
i - Exchange of prisoners:

Mor Gregorios had a good relationship with both the government and many of the
opposition leaders, most of whom were Syrians at the time. He had received a list of some
40 names of Syrian officers held by the opposition and another list of a similar number of
the opposition held by the Syrian government. Mor Gregorios was entrusted with this

humanatiarn task to bring about an exchange of prisoners.
ii - An International Day of Prayers for Syria:

I had received phone calls from Syrian expatriates living in the Gulf States. The purpose of
these calls was to arrange an international event for Syria. The consensus was to hold a full
day prayer for Syria to which international figures would be invited. It was agreed that the

safest and most conveninent place for the prayer would be Cyprus. Mor Gregorios and 1
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agreed that upon his return from Aleppo, we would fly out to Dubai to meet with the
concerned Syrians, and we would then continue our trip to Cyprus to finalise the

arrangements.
iii - The future of Eastern Christianity:

The status, fate, and future of Eastern Christianity was a mutual concern of ours, since we

are both the grandchildren of survivors of the first Genocide of 1915, known as the year of
the sword (Sayfo).

Prior to the beginning of what inapporpiately became known as "Arab Spring”, Syria used
to be as a model of religious tolerance, co-existence with mutual respect, and friendly and
peaceful interactions among its religious, sectarian, cultural, and ethnic components.
However, by April 2013, we were both aware of the fact that the "Arab Spring" was
hijacked and turned into an "Arab Fall and Christian Winter."

Before the uprising in Syria in 2011, Syrian Christian religious leaders were encouraging
Syrian Christians in the diaspora to return to Syria, their original homeland. Their main
argument was that Syria was a safe and secure country with great potential. But by April
2013, the task of the Christian religious leaders had turned upside down; instead of
encouraging the return of the diaspora they now found themselves desperately pleading

with the local community not to emigrate.

Eastern Christians were well aware of the fact that Eastern Christianity had suffered five
massacres in 100 years: (i) the Ottoman Genocide in 1915, (ii) the Christian Massacre in
Iraq in the 1930, (iii) the Christian killings in Lebanon during the Lebanese Civil War,
(iv) the Christian massacres during the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 and now (v) the
massacre of the Christians with the rise of the "Arab Spring". Five massacres in one
hundred years, 1915-2015, that is one massacre every 20 years. During the last 100 years
every Eastern Christian has either become a martyr, or a potential martyr, or a witness to

Christian massacres.

Christians feel that it is the duty and responsibility of the Muslim élites, religious leaders,
intellectuals, politicians and others to remind their fellow Muslims of the tragic
consequences of Christian exodus. Mor Gregorios constantly highlighted that Muslim
élites should advocate the following factors: (i) the three monotheistic religions worship
the same God, (ii) Christians are indigenous to the land, (iii) Christians are present in the
Koran and in the Hadith, and present and participate in Islamic civilisation, and (iv)

Christians are a positive link between the Muslim East and the Christian West.
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Anyhow, on Saturday morning, 20 April 2013, having just finished our discussion on the
three issues, listed above, in the preceding two days, friends of Mor Gregorios in Mashta
Al-Helu had gathered to wish the Metropolitan a safe trip to Aleppo. We were all fully
aware that in those days, as is the case today, there were no safe trips in Syria. Mor

Gregorios arrived safely in Aleppo.

Two days later, on that infamous day, the dark Monday of 22 April 2013, Mor Gregorios
made his way to the Syrian-Turkish border to meet the Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of
Aleppo, Paul Yazigi, who was returning from Antioch, Turkey, having visited his
parishioners. The purpose of this trip was to return Metropolitan Paul to Aleppo safely,
and to release the two abducted priests, based on Mor Gregorios’ relations with both sides

of the Syrian war.

At exactly 2:13pm local time, Monday 22 April 2013, while sitting in the living room of
my rented apartment, I picked up the telephone and called Mor Gregorios’ mobile phone.
The mobile was answered, and after the usual warm greetings were exchanged, I asked
Mor Gregorios about his whereabouts. He explained that he was with Metropolitan Paul
on their way to Aleppo by car. He then added, "We are going to stop somewhere on our
way to release the abducted priests.” All of sudden, I could hear Mor Gregorios speaking
to someone else. I asked him, "who are you speaking with?", and he replied, "a guard at
the checkpoint.” There were, and still are, many checkpoints all over Syria, whose loyalty
is unclear. I asked him, "Sayidna, is there a problem?”, and he answered reassuringly,
"everything is fine, I must go now, we can speak later." Our conversation lasted about a
minute and we hung up at 2:14pm. Immediately, following our conversation I received a
text message on my mobile phone. A message from Mor Gregorios was reading in Arabic
".4l", which means "cancellation". This was highly unusual and suspicious. All my past
communication with Mor Gregorios was in English, and never in Arabic. However, this

time I received a message conaining only one word, and in Arabic.

Shortly thereafter, I received the terrifying news stating that the Metropolitans of Aleppo,
Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim and Paul Yazigi, had been abducted! The Metropolitan’s
driver has been killed, according to a fourth man in the car providing limited information.
Of course, at this point, I realised that the message sent from Mor Gregorios’ mobile, was

not sent by him, but by his captors!

I have since received various snippets of information about the abuction and alleged
wellbeing of the Metropolitans sporadically from different sources. All I make of this is

that: those who know are not talking, and those who are talking do not know!
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CONTRIBUTIONS TO SYRIAN SOCIETY

NORIKO SATO
PROFESSOR IN SYRIAC ANTHROPOLOGY AT PUKYONG NATIONAL UNIVERSITY, SOUTH KOREA

Many Syriac Orthodox Christians in Syria, including those in Aleppo, whose diocesan
metropolitan is Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, have immigrant origins. Mor Gregorios
mentions that: "Between 1914 and 1918 my church lost almost 100,000 faithful through
fighting, and nearly the same number were uprooted from their homeland... The
continuing memories of suffering from wounds that have not healed will keep historians
busy throughout the third millennium" (Ibrahim, Mor Gregorios Yohanna, 2001,
"Foreword," in D. Thomas (ed.), Syrian Christians under Islam: The First Thousand
Years. Leiden: Brill, p.8). At the time of the First World War, the Christians in Ottoman
Anatolia were regarded as "collaborators" of the allied forces, who as infidels should be
persecuted and massacred. The Metropolitan of Aleppo suggests how the Suriyan in Syria
have maintained such memories of political repression and their displacement. Such
memories encouraged both the Metropolitan and lay persons in the Suriyan community to
establish secure positions in their new homeland, Syria. Thus, the Metropolitan made
enormous efforts to integrate his community into Syrian society and to articulate their full
belonging to the host community, which were essential for peaceful co-existence with the

other religious, tribal, and ethnic groups in Syria.

The "Assad regime, which is under the control of the Alawi minority, has been forced to
widen its support base by acknowledging the rights of the different religious groups in
Syria" (Pierret, Thomas, 2009, "Sunni Clergy Politics in the Cities of Syria,” in Fred
Lawson (ed.), Demystifying Syria, London: Saqi Books: p. 70-75). In order to unify the
state, the regime denotes Syria as an Arab state, and maintains its political order as a multi-
religious state, in which the communal histories of the existing confessional groups within
Syria constitute the national culture and history. Syrian multiculturalism acknowledges the
existence of plural religious groups, but does not accept the plurality of cultures based on
ethnicity. The regime needs to gain support of the religious élite from the different Islamic
and Christian sects, who maintain strong connections with their supporters. Such
connections have political implications and can be used to exert significant pressure on the

administration.

Mor Gregorios seems to understand the political situation of Syria and so takes every

opportunity for his community to be acknowledged as one of the indigenous Christian
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groups in Syria. He has contributed to efforts being made to provide the Suriyan in Syria
with an alternative interpretation of their communal history, in which their religious icons
and symbols represent not only their religious identity, but also become the embodiment
of their Syrian national identity. In this process, the displaced community is able to
develop their feeling of the Syrians which embodies pluralism and diversity of Syrian
society, and which these Christians use to stress the distinctiveness of their community.
This example suggests that a Suriyan individual holds a dual identity: a Suriyan as a Syrian
citizen, and also a member of their religious community (cf. Sindic, Denis, 2008,
"National identities: are they declining?,” Beyond Current Horizons, December 2008).
The following three cases, which the author witnessed, present how Mor Gregorios
attempted to illustrate the co-existence of the Suriyan with other groups in Syria and
reinterpret their communal history within the discourse of religious multi-culturalism

promoted by the political centre.

The first is the procession of the eleven Oriental and Orthodox Christian denominations,
who were demonstrating against the Israeli aggression against Palestinians, in Aleppo on
26™ April in 2002 (Sato, Noriko, 2003, "On the Horns of the Terrorist Dilemma: Syrian
Christians’ Response to Israeli "Terrorism", History and Anthropology, 14 (2): p. 146-7).
A Sunni Muslim leader, the Grant Mufti of Syria, Ahmad Badr Al-Din Hassoun, sided
with the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan of Aleppo and joined the procession. In his
speech, the Grand Mufti emphasized the shared genealogical origin between the Oriental
Christians and Muslims who were both descendants of Abraham. Both religions
acknowledge the pedigree of Abraham as their ancestor. The Mufti Hassoun knew that the
Suriyan claimed that their ancestors were descendants of Aram, who was a son of Shem
(Genesis 10:22), who was the biblically defined ancestor of the Arabs. As both Suriyan and
Arabs are the descendants of Shem, they have a common genealogical origin. Thus, the
Suriyan are able to justify their ethnic origin, as being common to other Syrian Arabs.
Hassoun also supported the argument of the President and stressed that Syria is the place
from which Christianity spread throughout the world, and which is tolerant of existing
different religions (Zahra, Ahmad F., 2006, "Syria’s Grand Mufti: Syria Country of
Religious Tolerance, Place from which Christianity Spread,” SANA September 05, 2006).

Mor Gregorios invited his community members to the event and let them witness that
Muslim leaders, such as Hassoun, supported the popular political rhetoric of the Suriyan
as well as that of the government. This shows that they recognize that both Christianity
and Islam are the religions of Syria, and the Christians and Muslims in Syria have a
common genealogical origin. Both of them form the indigenous population of Syria.

Therefore, they co-operate together as Syrian citizens and demonstrate against Israelis,
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who are neither Arabs nor Syrians. Drawing on such criteria of belonging to a national
community is the process of in-group/out-group comparison (Lamont, Michele,
Pendergrass, Sabrina, and Pachucki, Mark C., 2015, "Symbolic Boundaries,” in James
Wright (ed.), International Encyclopedia of Social and Behavioural Sciences, p. 7). For the
Suriyan, this internal identification process of merging them into Syrian society should be
recognised by other Syrians, such as its Muslim population, in order to objectify their
collective identity. Mor Gregorios provided his community members and other Syrians

with such an opportunity for mutual recognition of their shared identity.

The Suriyan identify themselves as members of one of the Miaphysite Churches of Syria.
In this regards, they are descendants of Byzantine Christians of Syria. Ancient Syria
encompassed the entire northern Levant, including the ancient Syrian capital of Antioch
(which is now on the Turkish side), and Western Mesopotamia. From this perspective, the
places, such as Urfa, Tur Abdin, and Azakh (present Idil), where the Suriyan used to live
before their immigration to Syria, can be included into the category of "Syria." These
Christians claim that they have maintained one of the ancient languages of Syria, which is
their liturgical language, Syriac/Syriac-Aramaic. It is important for this displaced group to
trace the origin of their language tradition as a living tradition, which is a source for
remembering the community’s place of origin, even though a living tradition might
provide only imaginative representations of one’s historical identity (Hutton, Patrick H.,
1993, History as an Art of Memory. Hanover, NH: University of Vermont, University
Press of New England, p. 20-21). Mor Gregorios encouraged them to remember that their
ancestors spoke Syriac-Aramaic and the need to find such remnants of this language in

contemporary Syria.

The second example of Mor Gregorios’ contribution is concerned with confirming their
identity as one of the indigenous groups of Syria, in order to form a thread between their

language tradition and an early Christian site in Syria.

Mor Gregorios rediscovered the remains of Tell ‘Ada monastery, which is located within
the historical site of early Christianity in the north of Aleppo, and is taken to be a
commemoration site for the prominent Syriac Orthodox Saint, St. Jacob of Edessa (d.
708). The Metropolitan discovered that St. Jacob had worked in the monastery of Tell
‘Ada, where the Saint clarified the differences between Greek and Syriac translations of the
Old Testament. This contributed to developing the Syriac-Aramaic language (Aphram,
Mor Ignatius I, 2007, The Scattered Pearls: A History of Syriac Literature and Sciences.
New Jersey: Gorgias Press, p. 337). Once the Metropolitan introduced the remains of Tell

‘Ada monastery to his community members, they started to organise an adult education
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programme in which many community members visited the site, although it required
tremendous effort to access this ancient site. It became a place for affirming the presence
of their prominent ancient fathers in Syria, who had developed their language,
Syriac/Syriac-Aramaic at this site. Consequently, this became a symbolic place for proving
that their language has been that of Syria since ancient times. This place affirms the
continuing presence of Syriac Orthodox Christians in Syria, and identifies them as original
inhabitants of Syria. By maintaining the persistence of their community in Syria, these

Christians are able to claim Syria as their "homeland.”

The third case comprises a project which Mor Gregorios started to organise in 1999. He
reinterpreted the legend of the Mandylion of Christ, or the Holy Face of Edessa, and led
the delegation to Genoa and the Vatican with the aim of getting the Roman Catholic
Church to acknowledge Syriac Orthodox community as original owner of the Mandylion.
The reconstructed account of the legend is a self-conscious negation of the Suriyan’s
diasporic origin, and stress is put on the Mandylion which Jesus gave to the Syriac
Community in Edessa (present Urfa in Turkey). This Mandylion is similar to the Veil of
Veronica, which also has an imprint of the face of Jesus. The Syriac Community
maintained the genuine article until 944, when it was transferred to the Byzantine capital,
Constantinople, and then to Genoa. The contemporary Syriac Orthodox delegation to
Italy received a replica from the present owner of the Mandylion, which was later blessed
by the Pope. This series of acts meant for the Suriyan that the Catholic authorities
acknowledge them as the descendants of the original possessors of this image. Such
authentication would have created a political potential for these Christians to be able to
present to the Syrian government that even the Vatican acknowledges that present-day
Suriyan in Syria have apostolic origins and that their community has endured in Syria

since ancient times.

Mor Gregorios has attempted to revive religious accounts and symbols, and has tried to
instil a sense of homeland into his community (cf. Panteli¢, Bratislav, 2011, "Memories of
a time forgotten: the myth of the perennial nation," Nations and Nationalism 17 (2): p.
443-4, 461). He played a prominent role in seeking to retrieve, for the Suriyan, their
Syrian origin and confirm their endurance in Syria. This provides Syriac Orthodox
Christians with an opportunity to incorporate their religious historiography into the
national one and develop a Syrian identity without losing distinctive characteristics of
their community. Mor Gregorios made huge efforts for different religious groups in Syria

to co-exist.



PERSONAL IMPRESSIONS

ASSAD SAUMA
PROFESSOR IN SYRIAC STUDIES, STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN

Three years have passed and the whereabouts of our friend Metropolitan Mor Gregorios
are still unknown. With his friend of service, Metropolitan Paul Yazigi, Metropolitan Mor
Gregorios was kidnapped by gunmen and they have not been heard of since. These three
years have passed both quickly and slowly: quickly because of the major events and
changes that constantly hit the region and have succeeded one another very rapidly and
uprooted Syriac Christian areas; and slowly because every night is very long in its injustice
and suffering. Our captured Metropolitan disdains the darkness of the long night of his
imprisonment, and complains about the length of the dark and heavy night but nobody
hears his shouts. Suddenly all of us have turned deaf.

Mor Gregorios was born in Qamishli, Syria in 1948 and studied in its Syriac school; he
then joined St. Ephrem Theological College in Zahleh, Lebanon. In 1973 he studied at
the Oriental Institute at the University of Rome, and gained a Bachelor degree in Canon
Law and his Master’s degree in History in 1976. Mor Gregorios was the first Syriac
Orthodox priest who studied in the Catholic Institute in Rome. It was said of him by
friends jokingly that he was the ambassador of the Syriac Orthodox Church in the Vatican

and the Vatican representative in the Syriac Orthodox Church.

Mor Gregorios was engaged since his youth in church life. As a young monk-priest he
served in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Europe, and gained many useful experiences. He

became acquainted with most of the Syriacs in these dioceses and was a friend of many.

The late Patriarch Jacob III (1912-1980) discovered in monk Yuhanon the qualities of a
potential church leader; he hoped that this young monk-priest would be good for the
church in the future and nominated him for the diocese of Aleppo. After the approval of
the diocese, the Patriarch ordained him as Metropolitan for Aleppo in 1979, as a successor
to its Metropolitan Georges Behnam (1912-1992), following his retirement. The
ceremony of Mor Gregorios’ ordination was a very beautiful and joyful day. In recognition
of the role of the diocese of Aleppo, Patriarch Jacob himself went to Aleppo and ordained
him, designating him with the episcopal name Mor Gregorios. This was inspired by the

name of the great scholar Gregorios Bar Hebraeus, who was Metropolitan of the same city,

Aleppo, in 1246.
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At his ordination Mor Gregorios delivered a speech in three languages among them

Italian, the language of his study in Rome, which was addressed to the Vatican delegates.

Mor Gregorios developed in his experience and knowledge. During the last 10 years of his
life, he became one of the most important clergy in the Syriac Orthodox Church, and
perhaps the most important Christian bishop in Syria, as well as one of the most
important religious leaders of all religions in Syria. He had constructive relationships with
most of the Christian clergy in the Middle East, and with many Muslim clerics and
statesmen. He developed friendships with many Syriac scholars and all lovers of Syriac
language and culture in the world. All this enriched him in his ecclesiastical and

ecumenical affairs.

Because of his love for the Syriac language and heritage, Mor Gregorios established the
Edessa-Mardin book press and published dozens of books on Syriac culture, and
participated in many conferences on this heritage and church affairs. I remember when I
invited him to a conference we organised in Stockholm 2007 to celebrate the 50 years’
memory of Patriarch Aphrem Barsaum. Following my request, Mor Gregorios took with
him Patriarch Barsaum’s manuscript of his History of the Syriac Orthodox Dioceses and

we discussed a possible edition.

Mor Gregorios was highly successful in leading his diocese. The Syriac Aramean
organisations, together with the majority of the Syriac Orthodox people, appreciated his
engagement and potential, they considered him their candidate for the Patriarchate. At the
demise of the late Patriarch Zakka I in 2014, Mor Gregorios was still abducted, and his

former trainee-student Aphrem was elected as Patriarch Ignatius Aphrem II

In the dirty war in Syria, we find Mor Gregorios on good terms with all parties of the
conflict. He moved between their areas leading humanitarian services to the poor and the
needy, the sick, and detainees. When humanitarian work called him he mocked the
difficulties and dangers; he used his network of good relationships to serve all those in
need, both Christians and Muslims. Many times this brave Metropolitan broke through
battle fronts in search of kidnapped people to convince the kidnappers to release them, or
for the transfer of somebody who was killed in the combat lines to be handed over to his

family for burial.

All parties of the conflict in Syria knew Mor Gregorios and appreciated his humanitarian
role. His success several times in the search for abducted individuals to convince their

kidnappers to free them, doubled his fame and the people’s love of him.
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The Syriac Orthodox Church in Aleppo and some ecclesiastical institutions were bombed
several times. One of the attacks was only four days before Mor Gregorios was abducted.
In March 2012, a massive terrorist explosion took place in one of the Christian quarters
near the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitanate in Aleppo. Mor Gregorios was at the same
moment driving his car near the scene of the blast, but the Lord took care of him and he

was unharmed.

Personally, I thought if there were anybody in Syria who would not be affected by any
harm from all sides of the conflict that would be Mor Gregorios. It is unbearable when an
active peace-maker and an ambassador of humanitarian work becomes a victim because of

his humanitarian work and becomes a hostage.

This contradiction in life reminds me of the Aramean philosopher Mara Bar Serapion
(second century AD). When he was in bonds in his Roman prison, a friend asked him

when he saw him laughing in prison:

"Nay, by thy life, Mara: Tell me what cause of ™ wpull lasagyy bo & ol I ifiso giess
laughter thou hast seen, that thou laughest." ANl SVSQ)

"I am laughing" said Mara, "at Time: inasmuch = kaup I 1oy Loy NSa bl guag e oD 10l
as, although he has not borrowed any evil from e Wi JAas wo o

me, he is paying me back."
(The Aramean Philosopher Mara Bar Serapion) (@2 > fixo lujos [oamarie)

Since I heard the news of the kidnapping of Mor Gregorios, I have hoped to read or hear
the joyous news of his release. I swear that I have remembered Mor Gregorios every day

since his abduction

What has happened to Mor Gregorios has a high symbolic value, as it affects the whole
Christian presence in Syria and the Middle East and undermines the future of Christians

in the area. The kidnapping of such a Christian leader is a clear message to the Christians.

Mor Gregorios is a monk who dedicated his life to love and worship God, and to serve
citizens of all religions and denominations. Monks cut themselves off from the joys of life
and the pleasures of the world; they have no own family or children, but all of humanity is
their family and all the children of the church are their spiritual sons and daughters; they
pray for the good of all mankind to enjoy peace and security.

Dear esteemed priest! You are always in our minds and hearts; we cannot forget you and

forget what happened to you. "Blessed are you because you were a peacemaker." "Blessed
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are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against...

Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven..." (Matthew, 5:11-12).

I conclude by citing a poem entitled "A Lament on Mor Gregorios of Aleppo," which I
composed on Mor Gregorios. The poem was chanted by Seman Zekaria on 29 November

2015 at the centenary of Sayfo in the city of Stockholm, Sweden.
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DER FRIEDENSBOTSCHAFTER

CHRISTOPH SCHONBORN
CARDINAL OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH, VIENNA, AUSTRIA

Es ist, als sei es gestern gewesen. Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim bei Tisch im Wiener
Erzbischoflichen Palais: Ein Bischof, wie man ihn sich wiinscht, voller Begeisterung fiir
das Evangelium, ein aufmerksamer Beobachter des Zeitgeschehens, ein politischer Kopf,
der mitten im Chaos des syrischen Biirgerkriegs nur ein Ziel kannte, die
Wiederherstellung des Friedens. Er war damals, wenige Wochen vor seiner Entfithrung zu

einem Treffen der "old friends of Pro Oriente” nach Wien gekommen.

"Pro Oriente" ist eine Stiftung meines Vorvorgingers, Kardinal Franz Kénig, die sich auf
einer inoffiziellen Ebene fiir den theologischen Dialog zwischen der katholischen Kirche

und den orthodoxen bzw. orientalisch-orthodoxen Kirchen einsetzt.

Der Stiftung ist es auch gelungen, alle Kirchen der syrischen Tradition an einem Tisch zu
versammeln, man kann sagen, zum ersten Mal in der Geschichte. Der Metropolit von
Aleppo, der die grofie Tradition des Patriarchats von Antiochien in die Gegenwart gefiihrt
hat, war wesentlich daran beteiligt. Seit 1980 arbeitete er eng mit "Pro Oriente"

zusammen, ein wahrhafter "old friend".

Damals im Februar 2013 analysierte Mor Gregorios niichtern die Parteiungen des
syrischen Krieges, er zihlte die auslindischen Michte auf, die auf syrischer Erde und mit
syrischem Blut ihre Stellvertreterkriege ausfechten. Er nannte sie alle beim Namen, denn

er wusste viel; fiir manche Akteure wusste er vielleicht zu viel.

Er beurteilte die Gefahren niichtern, aber seine Gelassenheit beruhte auf der Uberzeugung:
"Wir sind in Gottes Hand." Schon einmal war er entfithrt worden. Dann kam ein
Telefonat aus einer bedeutenden arabischen Hauptstadt bei den Entfithrern an:

Zzhneknirschend mussten sie den Metropoliten gehen lassen.

Den Biirgerkrieg erlebte der Metropolit von Anfang an hautnah mit. Im Mirz 2012
erreichte uns ein "Hilferuf" aus Aleppo. Darin schrieb Mor Gregorios: "Gegen 13 Uhr
waren die Gottesdienstbesucher am Sonntag nach der Messe in der Kathedrale gerade auf
dem Heimweg. Da ereignete sich - nur 300 Meter von der Kathedrale entfernt - eine
gewaltige Explosion: Die Ruhe der Stadt verwandelte sich in Chaos und in ein Blutbad,
die Hoffnung in Verzweiflung. Gott sei Dank kam ich mit dem Leben davon: Ich war in

meinem Auto vielleicht 100 Meter vom Ort der ohrenbetiubenden Explosion entfernt.
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Einen Moment war ich ohnmichtig, spiirte aber, wie der Wagen vom Boden abhob und
aufler Kontrolle geriet. Ich sah verzweifelte Menschen in alle Richtungen rennen und
hérte schreckerstarrte Rufe: O Gott, rette uns.” Drei Menschen wurden bei dem Anschlag
getotet, rund 30 Menschen - zumeist Bewohner des christlichen Bezirks - trugen teils

schwere Verletzungen davon und mussten ins Krankenhaus gebracht werden.

In seinem damaligen "Hilferuf'stellte Mor Gregorios fest, dass die Christen im Nahen
Osten heute mit zwei bitteren und ernsten Problemen konfrontiert sind. Einerseits sei die
Emigration, die frither gut aufgestellte Gemeinschaften dezimiert habe, ein harter Schlag
fiir die Zuriickbleibenden. Andererseits hitten die Christen mit der Welle des radikalen
Islamismus zu kimpfen, der den Stimmen der Fundamentalisten und Extremisten Raum
gebe. Salafisten und Wahabiten stellten eine Gefahr fiir die Koexistenz von Christen und
Muslimen im Nahen Osten dar. Die Propaganda dieser Gruppen behindere die
Entwicklung einer Kultur der Toleranz, der friedlichen Koexistenz, der Religionsfreiheit,
des Pluralismus, der Demokratie und der tberfilligen Reformen. In den letzten drei
Jahren hat sich diese Situation noch verschirft. Das Uberleben des Christentums in seiner

Urheimat ist aufs hochste gefahrdet.

Als die Kriegssituation in Syrien immer dramatischer wurde, entwarf Mor Gregorios eine
"road map" zur Uberwindung der Auseinandersetzungen: Verhandlungen unter
Einbeziehung aller Konfliktparteien, um ein rasches Ende des Leidens des Volkes und der
Blutvergieflens zu bewirken und die Logik der Gewalt zuriickzuweisen, humanitire
GrofSaktion zur Behebung der schlimmsten Wunden des Krieges, Sicherung der
Souveridnitit und Einheit des Staates, Sicherstellung der Moglichkeit der Riickkehr fiir die
aus ihrer Heimat Vertriebenen oder Gefliichteten, Aufbau einer politischen Ordnung, die
volle Respektierung der Menschenrechte garantiert, volle Religions- und Meinungsfreiheit,
volle Biirgerrechte und Gleichheit fiir alle Bewohner des Landes. Das wird nicht allen
"Kriegsherren" im In- und Ausland gefallen haben.

Der Metropolit von Aleppo setzte sich seit jeher - und mit dem Ausbruch des Biirgerkriegs
verstirke - fiir die friedliche Koexistenz aller religivsen und ethnischen Gruppen, fiir
Versdhnung, Dialog, Bewahrung der "einmaligen pluralistischen Struktur der syrischen
Gesellschaft" ein. Er tat das mit seinem umfassenden theologischen, philosophischen,
historischen Wissen, mit seinem politischen Feingefithl und mit seiner so
selbstverstindlich gelebten Haltung der christlichen Nichstenliebe. Diese Haltung der
Nichstenliebe war kennzeichnend fiir sein pastorales und soziales Wirken in Aleppo, das

allen Menschen in Not ohne Unterschied galt.
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Seine Gegner wussten, was sie taten, als sie Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim - gemeinsam
mit seinem griechisch-orthodoxen Amutskollegen Paul Yazigi - entfihrten. Diese
Entfithrung bedeutete fiir die Christen in Syrien einen Schock; ihr totales Ausgeliefertsein
wurde ihnen drastisch vor Augen gefithrt. Man wollte "den Hirten schlagen, damit die

Schafe sich zerstreuen.” Diese Rechnung ist nicht aufgegangen.

Aber bei den Christen in Syrien - und bei allen, die den Metropoliten kennen und
schitzen, auch hier bei uns in Europa - herrscht tiefe Trauer und Sorge dariiber, dass
dieser geistliche Vater, dieser grof§e Reprisentant der syrisch-orthodoxen Tradition in der
Hand von "Unbekannten” ist. Doch unser Gebet um Befreiung der beiden Metropoliten

hére niche auf.
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MOR GREGORIOS: OUR NAMESAKE

MELKI UREK
SYRIAC ORTHODOX METROPOLITAN OF ADIYAMAN AND ITS ENVIRONS, TURKEY

Bu yazimin konusu, biz Siiryaniler icin oldugu kadar hem bolge hem de diinya barist i¢in

cok 6nemli bir sahsiyet olan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim ile ilgilidir:

Aslen Tur Abdin’li Yohanna Ibrahim, 1948 yilinda Kamisl’da dogmustur. Ben cocuk
yasta iken, gecim sikinusi yiiziinden ailemle birlikte Kamisli'da birkag¢ ay kalmis oldugum
zaman kendisi de muhtemelen oradaydi. Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim benden birkag¢
yil biiyiik olmasina ragmen, biz o yillarda ayni sehirde ¢ocuk olarak bulunmus olsak da,
gelecekte kimin ne goreve gelecegini tahmin etmek o dénemde tabi ki olanaksizdi. Bu

ancak yiice Tanr’nin planinda yazili olup zaman icinde ortaya ¢ikacak bir gercekti.

1967 yilinda Mor Gregorios, Liibnan Mor Efrem Ilahiyat Fakiiltesinden mezun oldu.
Kendisi oryantal dini bilimlerde uzmanlagmis ve 1976 yilinda Roma Oryantal
Enstitiisi'nden yiiksek lisans derecesini kazandiktan sonra da kahin rahiplige terfi
edilmigtir. Mor Gregorios’un rahipligi ¢ok hareketliydi; kilise gorevlerinde tstlendigi
sorumluluklar ve ortaya koydugu iistiin performans, emsallerine oranla daha etkin ve

belirgin bir sekilde fark edilmesini sagliyordu.

1976-1977 yillarinda Isve¢ ve Hollanda Patrik Vekilligi gorevlerini yapmusti. Isveg ve
Avrupa'da yeterli Siiryani Ortodoks ruhanilerin olmadig o dénemdeki genel beklenti de
Mor Gregorios’'un, Kadasetli Patrik Ignatius Jacob III. tarafindan Iskandinavya ve
Avrupa’ya Metropolit olarak atanmasi yoniindeydi. Ama Rab, onun illeriki yillarda halkina
ve kilisesine Halep’te hizmet ederek yildizinin parlamasini uygun gormiistii. Bu da
gosteriyor ki, kisi hayatta bircok meslek arayisina girer, ama hi¢ ummadigi bir mekinda ve
zamanda Tanri tarafindan baska gorevlerle gorevlendirilebilir. Mor Gregorios da béyle bir

hikmetle karsi karsiya kalmist1.

1979 yilinda Deyrulzafaran Manastiri’'nda rahip oldum ve ayni yil rahip Yohanna Ibrahim
de Halep Abrasiyesi icin Mor Gregorios {invaniyla metropolit olmustu. Kadasetli Patrik
Ignatius Jacob II1.’tin vefatndan sonra yerine 122. Patrik olarak Ignatius Zakka I. segilerek
El¢i Petrus’un halefligi olan Antakya Kiirsiisiine oturdu.

Daha sonra 2001 yilinda Kadasetli Patrik Zakka 1. Iwas beni Adiyaman’a rahip olarak
tayin etti. Adiyaman’daki Vekil Rahipligim siiresince, $am giizergdhinda bulunan Halep’i
daha stk ziyaret etme firsaum oldu. Elbette ki Halep Metropoliti Mor Gregorios’u ziyaret
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etmek bana ayri bir zevk veriyordu. Ayrica sonraki yillarda, Sinod miizakerelerinde iistiin
performansini izleyerek, oturumlarda tarugilan bir konu hakkindaki yerinde, ¢cok etkileyici

tepki ve kararlarina da bizzat sahit oldum.

2006 yilinda Adiyaman Metropolitligine terfiimden sonra da kendisine ziyaretlerimi
devam ettirmis olmam ve zamanla gelisen samimi ve sicak iligkilerimiz, Mor Gregorios
tizerinde etki birakmig olacak ki, artik Adiyaman Metropolitligi Halep Metropolitinin
gozdesi olmaya basladi. Ilerleyen zamanlarda Mor Gregorios, Halep’ten Tur Abdin ve bu
yoreyi gormek isteyen gruplara bagkanlik yaparak Adiyaman Metropolitligini sabirsizlikla
ve zevkle ziyaret ediyordu. Mor Gregorios, Adiyaman’t ilk ve ikinci ziyaretinde
biiyiilendigini ve gozlerine inanamadigini ifade etti. Bu da bizim i¢in onun sahsinda bir
onay belgesi gibiydi. Adiyaman ve Cevre Iller Siiryani Kadim Metropolitliginin yeni idari
binasinin acilisinda Mor Gregorios da hazir bulunmustu. Acilisin gdzde kisisiydi ve onun
mevcudiyeti agilisa ayri bir ihtisam katmisti. Tipki metropolitlik terfiine yiikseldigim o
giinde beni yalniz birakmayarak onca metropolitlerin arasinda kendisinin de hazir oldugu
gibi. Gregorios lakabiyla terfi edildigimde aruk "adas olmustuk"; bunun izerine
tebessiimle beni tebrik etmisti. Mor Gregorios’un iltifati, destegi, dostlugu benim icin ayri

bir 6neme sahip olmakla birlikte, 6liimsiizdiir. ..

Benim Metropolitigim esnasinda, giiniin birinde Mor Gregorios, Malatya sinirindaki Mor
Barsawmo Manastur’'ni ziyaret etmek istedigini ve bunu ne pahasina olursa olsun
gerceklestirmek arzusunda oldugunu séyledi. Yanina aldigi bir heyyetle birlikte Malatya-
Adiyaman arasindaki daghk bolgede bulunan manastiri aramaya koyulduk. Nihayet
manastira bircok zorluktan sonra ulagabildik. Zorluklardan bir tanesi yolu bilmemekti ve
her birimiz bagka yénden yolu bulmaya calistik. Ben sahsen ¢iktigim taraftan u¢urumdan
asagl diisiip parcalanmadigimi Tanrinin bana bir litfu olarak telakki ettim. Tepede
bulunan Manastira ulasugimizda ihtisamli tarihini bildigimiz bu manastrimizin harap
oldugunu gérdiik. Bu durum Ortadogu’da tiim manastirlarimizin ugradigi talihsiz bir
akibetti. Resimler ¢ekildi, oranin manevi havasi teneffiis edildi. O kutsal mekin hepimizde
insanin Tanr’'ya ne kadar yakin olabilecegi hissi uyandirmisti. Manasurin civarinda
dinlendikten sonra asagiya indik; tabi inerken de yine bir o kadar zorluk ¢ektik. Kendisi
daha biz yukarida manastirdayken o engin tarih bilgisiyle, manastirla ilgili kayitlarda gecen
bazi olaylar1 detaylariyla bize anlatti. Bu olaylardan bir tanesi de yabanct bir subayin
manastirda gerceklestirdigi katliam ve kiyimlarla ilgiliydi. Séylemek gerekirse manastirt
Mor Gregorios'un tegvikiyle gorebildim. O olmazsa belki de hi¢ goremeyecektim. Zira
Mor Gregorios, yasina ve saglik durumuna ragmen, giiclii, gayretli ve caliskan bir kisiydi.

Adiyaman Metropolitligine dondiigiimiizde de yolda bana soyle demisti: "Bu manastiri
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gordiikten sonra kendimi bahtiyar hissettim. Bunca zamandir tahayyiil ettigim manzaray1

sonunda gorerek yasamis oldum.”

Mor Gregorios, Adiyaman ve Cevre lller Siiryani Kadim Metropolitligini 6ve ove
bitirmezdi. "Bu metropolitlik dliimsiizlesti, burast hayata déndii, inanamayacagim kadar
canlt bir metropolitlik gdriiyorum, Rab burayr inayetiyle bereketlesin” diyordu. Bu
yiizden, Mor Gregorios Adiyaman ve ybresini zevk ve memnuniyetle gezer ve her firsatta

bizleri ziyaret ederdi.

Bu yazida, Mor Gregorios’un tiim etkinliklerini daha detayli yazmak isterdim. Lakin onun
cabalart ve gayrederi sayesinde kurmus oldugu okuldan hastaneye, yetimhanelerden
yurtlara, metropolitlik merkezinden kiliselere ve kiiltiir hareketine kadar kilisesi ve halki
icin yapug giizel isler anlatmakla bitmez. Halep Metropolidigine yapugim ziyaretlerimde
kurdugu yeni hastaneyi, okullar1 tek tek gezdirerek bana gosterdi. Bunun yani sira o
doénemde Halep’teki devlet makamlarina ve Suriye’nin Hitkiimet Meclisine mensup bazi

onemli sahsiyetlere de birlikte nezaket ziyaretlerinde bulunduk.

Taninmis bir kisilige sahip oldugundan dolayr diinyanin dort bir tarafiyla telefon
goriismeleri gerceklestiriyordu. Bu telefon goriismeleri zamaninin biiyiik bir bslimiint
almaktaydi. Bu telefonlasmalardan daha 6nemlisi, kilisemizi uluslararasi camiada temsil
ederken bikmak usanmak bilmeden yapugi seyahatler ve ikili iligkilerdeki yetkinligiydi.
Kilisemizi uluslararast arenada temsil eden ve uluslararas: iliskilerde taninan bu &nemli
kisiyi dis tilke ziyaretleri doniisiinde, Adiyaman ve cevre illere ugradiginda gérme ve sohbet
imkéini olusuyordu. Birka¢ kez Adiyaman’a yakin havalimanlarina indiginde, onu alarak
Suriye sinirina kadar ugurladigimi haurliyorum. O giinlerde Suriye huzur i¢inde olan bir
tilkeydi. Hesapsiz ve kaygisiz bir sekilde giris cikislar yapilabiliyordu. Bugiinlerdeki kaotik

savas heniiz baglamamist.

Suriye’de savas bagladiktan sonra da bir defasinda Mor Gregorios beni arayarak, "sana
yakin havalimanina inis yapiyorum, beni sinira kadar gotiirebilirmisin” dedi. Ben de bunu
memnuniyetle yaparim dedim. Ama sinir dtesinde savas tiim hiziyla devam ediyordu.
Havalimanina gittigimde kendisine "Ekselans, nasil olur da bu saatte ve tek basina, boyle
bir ortamda Halep’e kadar gitmeyi goze aldin?” Bana verdigi cevap suydu: "Hic merak
etme ulagir ulagmaz ararim.” Ama ben sanki diken iizerinde duruyordum. Geg saatlere
kadar géziim ve kulagim telefondan, diisiincem de Halep yolundan bir an olsun ayrilmadi.
Ust iiste telefonla arayarak kendisine ulasmaya calistim. Telefon caliyor ama hemen
ardindan kesiliyordu. Birka¢ saat sonra denedigimde nihayet telefonu agtt ve ilk olarak

kendisine: "her sey génliiniizce gegmistir ve umarim huzur ve sihhatiniz yerindedir”
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dedim. O da bana soyle cevap verdi: "Her ne kadar ¢ok zor bir giizergih olsa de, ¢ok siikiir

sag salim eve kavustum.”

Bir sonraki goriismemizde, Suriye’den ve genel olarak Halep’ten kacan Huristiyan
insanlarimiza nasil yardim edilebilecegi konusundaki diisiincelerimi sordu. Ben de uzak bir
memlekete bir randevu i¢in yola ¢ikmak {izere oldugumdan, boylesine 6nemli bir sorunun
ne yazik ki bdyle kisa bir siirede ele alinamayacagini soyledim. Tabi ki dondiikten sonra ilk
firsatta kendilerine donecegimi soyleyerek, en yakin zamanda bulugabilecegimizi ve
konuyu fikir birligiyle degerlendirip ¢dziimler arayabilecegimizi kendilerine ifade ettim.
Ancak yarin ne olacak diye hi¢ kimse 6nceden kestiremez. Mor Gregorios’un bu talebini
hafizamda canli tuttum. Yurtdigindan sabirsizlikla dénmeyi, bu konuyu birlikte irdelemeyi
ve bu yonde yapacagimiz ¢aligmalari diisiindigiim bir esnada, malesef kagirildigi haberinin
gelmesi Kilisemiz tizerinde bomba etkisi yaratti. Haberlere gore 22 Nisan 2013 tarihinde
Suriye'nin Halep kenti yakinlarinda, Rum Ortodoks Kilisesi Metropoliti Paul Yazigi ile
birlikte, soférleri dldiiriilerek kagirilmiglardi. Bu haber bizi derinden yaralad: ve yike. ilk
etapta, barisa hizmet eden ¢ok degerli bir sahsiyet olan Ekselans Metropolitimizi
kagiranlarin kim olduklari ile ilgili celiskili haberler aldik. Ancak ilerleyen zamanda bu
olayin bir yilan hikayesine doniistiigiinii gordiik. Oyle ki artik bu konuda bildigimiz higbir

seyin dogrulugundan emin olamiyorduk.

Bu savasta da, her zaman oldugu gibi tarafsiz olan Siiryani halki en biiyiik zarara ugramas
ve en ¢ok magdur olmustur. Iste bu savastaki en biiyiik zararlarimizdan bir tanesi de; Mor
Gregorios'un kagirilmast ve halen kendisinden haber alinamamasidir. Hayatni barisa ve
sevgiye adamus olan bu 6nemli Metropolitimizin kagirilmasindan dolay: ¢ektigimiz ac1 ¢ok

derin ve tarifsizdir.

Halk olarak bizi en ¢ok iizen sey ise, Siiryani Milleti teror estirmiyor, silah {iretmiyor, ¢ete
hareketlerini diizenlemiyor, ellerinde petrol vanalart yok, cephaneleri yok ve cephe
kurmuyor; buna ragmen en ¢ok zarari biz goriiyoruz. Binaenaleyh, savasin hicbir tarafi
olmayan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim masum ve bariscil bir zeminden alinarak
magdur edildigi bir zemine gotiiriilmigtiir. Bu haksiz eylemde tutsak edilen bu

ruhanimizin ézgiirliigi icin biitiin diinya siyasilerini bulunmasi i¢in goreve ¢agiriyoruz.

Metropolitimiz Mor Gregorios'un saglikli ve sihhatli bir sekilde gérevinin basina dénmesi

temennisiyle!



A VALUED AND BELOVED FRIEND

ROWAN WILLIAMS
FORMER ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY AND MASTER OF MAGDALENE COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE, UK

The kidnapping three years ago of Metropolitan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim of the
Syriac Orthodox Church Aleppo along with his colleague Metropolitan Paul Yazigi
shocked many at the time; but their fate has almost been forgotten. Three years on, we still

have no clear information and few, if any, signs of action on this terrible outrage.

Both kidnapped metropolitans were people whom I counted as personal friends, having
met and corresponded with them; both represent the best, most sensitive and intelligent
elements of the Christian presence in the Middle East, now so seriously threatened. Mor
Gregorios in particular was a valued and beloved friend to countless people across the
world through his deep involvement in ecumenical meetings, and I have warm memories

of our encounters in this context.

Those of us who care about the future of Christians in the Middle East, not least in the
ravaged country of Syria, do not do so out of a sentimental attachment to a long history,

but out of two contemporary and urgent concerns.

The first is simply the human reality of communities which for a long time were
apparently secure and are now faced with threats almost unparalleled in their history.
Irresponsible intervention in the region, interference from other countries with agendas
that have littde do with the well-being of the people of Syria as a whole and confusion,
ignorance and division among the international community about the realities of life in

the region have all contributed to the suffering of Christians in Syria.

The second concern is that the pluralism and co-existence once associated with Syria has
been in the past a sign in the region that something is possible other than collision and
violence between the great historic faiths. It is not too much to say that part of the calling
of the people of Syria has been to witness this. A future for the Arab world that is
exclusively and aggressively Muslim is a future that betrays not only the history of Arab

civilisation but the best and maturest insights of Islam itself.

There are no quick solutions to the horrific threats faced by the region today, especially by
its religious minorities; the greatest mistake would be another round of ineffective and ill-
conceived interventions by a couple of isolated Western states. But there is an urgent need

for a really well co-ordinated international approach, using the resources of both Eastern
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and Western Europe as well as regional actors. Other rivalries and agendas need to be put

aside in order to secure lasting peace and justice for all the communities of Syria.

Any bishop must expect to stand with Christ the Good Shepherd, exposed to the attacks
which fall on his flock. Mor Gregorios has lived this out in the most vivid and painful
way, facing the deepest and most serious risks because of his faithfulness to Christ’s
calling. His situation is still in the prayers of very many brothers and sisters, and as we
pray for him, and give thanks for all that his ministry has meant, we must renew our
willingness to go on encouraging governments to work together for a resolution of the
suffering that afflicts the people of Syria and threatens to deprive the region of a crucially

important witness.

It has been a privilege to work with Metropolitan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim as a
friend who loves and honours the Syriac Orthodox Church. I pray with all my heart for
his well-being and that of all the members of the Church.



PROMOTER OF ECUMENISM & RECONCILIATION IN PRO ORIENTE

DIETMAR WERNER WINKLER
PROFESSOR AND DIRECTOR OF THE CENTRE OF EASTERN CHRISTIANITY, SALZBURG UNIVERSITY

Since 1980, Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim has been an energetic promoter of church
unity within the Foundation Pro Oriente. In 1989, the Syriac Orthodox Metropolitan of
Aleppo was declared an honorary member of the Austria-based Foundation. Undil his
disappearance Mor Gregorios was in continuous contact with us, always full of ideas,

energetic and urging us to step forward on the way towards reconciliation and ecumenism.

Two weeks before the third session of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) came to
an end with the passage of the Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio), the then
Archbishop of Vienna, Cardinal Franz Konig (1905-2004), on the advice of some
Austrian intellectuals, decided to found Pro Oriente. The Foundation - an institution of
the Catholic Archdioceses of Vienna and not an official tool of the Roman Catholic
Church or the Vatican - intends to contribute to ecumenical dialogues at an unofficial
level. This approach prepared the ground for the official dialogue with the Byzantine
Orthodox Church, and contributed substantially to official agreements with the Oriental
Orthodox Churches. The idea has been that Pro Oriente’s work, because it is "unofficial”,
makes it possible for Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox theologians to confer frankly with
their Roman Catholic colleagues in order that important historical and theological
research on the common heritage of the Churches of East and West, as well as personal

encounters could occur on this level to support official relations.

Especially on two levels, Mor Gregorios’ contributions have been invaluable, extremely
substantial and formative: the unofficial Dialogue between theologians of the Catholic
Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches, and the Dialogue within the Churches of

Syriac Tradition.

Mor Gregorios knew very well that results of the Pro Oriente dialogues are achieved
because theologians and representatives of the various churches, faithful to their traditions
and heritages, have come to the conviction that the topics discussed are points of
consensus or at least emerging consensus. Moreover, as is well known, some of the results
have been incorporated in documents officially accepted by the Churches. The unofficial
status did not reduce the sense of responsibility towards the Churches; on the contrary, the

sense of responsibility was strong.
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In 1971 Pro Oriente started a series of five unofficial ecumenical consultations between
Oriental Orthodox and Roman Catholic theologians in Vienna, continuing 1973, 1976,
1978, and 1988. These consultations were followed by so-called Study Seminars (On
Primacy 1991, On Councils and Conciliarity 1992, On Ecclesiology 1994, Authority and
Jurisdiction 1996) followed by Regional Symposia in Wadi Natrun, Egypt (1991); Kerala,
India (1993); Kaslik, Lebanon (1994); and Kroffelbach, Germany (1997). The aim of these
Symposia was to inform a wider public - bishops, priests, theologians, laypeople - about the
results achieved in the Vienna dialogues. Mor Gregorios has been decisively involved with
substantial studies in all the Study Seminars as well as in the regional symposia. He appeared

to be an erudite scholar as well as a brilliant communicator of ecumenism.

In 1994, Pro Oriente began to study the Syriac tradition, together with the history and
theology of the Church of the East, and started a series of "Syriac Consultations”. The
special quality of this dialogue was the participation of all the Syriac Churches: The
Assyrian Church of the East, the Ancient Church of the East, the Oriental-Orthodox
Churches (Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch, Malankara Orthodox Church of India),
and the respective Oriental Catholic Churches (Chaldean, Syriac, Maronite, Syro-
Malabar, Syro-Malankara Churches). The common Syriac tradition appeared as a basis
and willingness to understand and reconcile the theological positions of the other by
means of intense and profound study. Mor Gregorios has been one of the masterminds of
this dialogue. For more than a decade (1994-2005) and with six consultations, Pro
Oriente has been facilitating mutual exchange between the Syriac churches with this
dialogue and has, therefore, contributed to a better understanding of the spiritual,

liturgical, patristic and theological treasures that derive from their traditions.

Remarkable, from a theological point of view, was the third Syriac Consultation in
Chicago, 1998. In the final Communiqué, the discussion on mutual anathemas and
condemnations is summed up as follows: "Regarding the issue of the anathemata of the
past, pronounced by synods and hierarchs in the context of controversies that have divided
our Churches, we dedicate ourselves to the search for appropriate ways to lift them
especially from liturgical texts, as an act of love and mutual respect... Furthermore we
agree not to use polemical language in our descriptions of persons, institutions, and
doctrinal formulae of our sister Churches.” Already at the beginning of this consultation,
participants were informed that the Holy Synod of the Assyrian Church made the decision
to remove all condemnations against persons like Cyril of Alexandria and Severus of
Antioch from their liturgical books. It demonstrates the ecumenical vision and the
capacity of hermeneutical thinking that Mor Gregorios appealed at this Consultation that

also condemns against Saints of the Church of the East like Nestorius or Theodore of
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Mopsuestia should be removed from the liturgical books and that Church history ought to

be rewritten in an ecumenical spirit.

In 2006, it was decided to dissolve this successful enterprise due to various problems of the
Syriac Orthodox Church and its relation to the family of Oriental Orthodox Churches in the
Middle East on the one hand and because of internal tensions within the Assyrian Church of
the East on the other hand. However, Pro Oriente decided to go ahead with further research
projects in the Syriac tradition. In the discussions, Mor Gregorios™ input was essential to give
birth to the idea to start a new endeavour called "Pro Oriente Studies of the Syriac Tradition,"
i.e. scholarly Syriac studies that should be of common concern for the living East and West
Syriac tradition, whether they are in the Middle East, in India or in the Diaspora. A Pro
Oriente Forum Syriacum has been formed - its naming came from the Metropolitan of Aleppo
- which is a team of expert scholars from the various Syriac Churches, which chooses topics for
research and the appropriate method to study them. This includes the scholarly exchange in
academic conferences called "Pro Oriente Colloquia Syriaca". Therefore, in 2007, a new series

of ecumenical Colloquia started with topics of common concern.

At its meeting in July 2008 in Aleppo, at the invitation of Mor Gregorios, the Pro Oriente
Forum Syriacum decided to organise the Second Colloquium Syriacum on "Syriac
Christianity in the Middle East and India today: Contributions and Challenges." By
elaborating the contributions of Christianity to the Societies in the Middle East and in India,
the Forum Syriacum planned to strengthen the presence, service, and witness of Syriac
Christians in the Middle Fast, India and around the world. At the invitation of the Maronite
Archbishop of Beirut, Mor Boulos Matar, a meeting of the Pro Oriente Forum Syriacum took
place in November 2012 in Harissa, Lebanon. Our working days in Lebanon in 2012 also
included a Study Seminar, which was a reflection and discussion about the purpose and goal of
our studies with the Churches of Syriac Tradition in the new political, religious and
ecumenical contexts. The intense reflections brought us to the topic of another Colloquium
Syriacum with the tte "Towards a Culture of Co-Existence in pluralistic societies in the
Middle East and in India." Mor Gregorios Yohanna came to Harissa on difficult routes from
the then encircled and mostly isolated Aleppo. Having the war in Syria in mind, in our
meeting in Beirut, he said: "I believe that changes in the area make everybody feel that the
Christians are the losers, like in Iraq. My question is, what can we do for all these countries?
What can be done for the culture of citizenship and co-existence?” The Forum Syriacum
embraced the idea and the scholars at the Colloquium, which was developed further at Vienna
in November 2013. However, Mor Gregorios, the ecumenical creative thinker and spin doctor

of the Pro Oriente Forum Syriacum, is still absent since his abduction on 22 April 2013.
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