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The Future of Christians in the Arab World

RIAD JARJOUR

Are Christians in the Middle East dying out? Whenever the question
about the future of Christians in the Arab world is raised, the answer
always seems to be pessimistic. In a recent volume in the encyclopedic
French series on the Christians of the East, Jean-Pierre Valognes asks,

Will the final uprooting of the Christians from the East take the
form of a tragedy? There are too many crude precedents for us to
rule out that possibility. But in spite of everything, it is more
likely that they will quietly disappear in the process of a draining
away, a process at once both unobtrusive and merciless.!

Valognes is excessively pessimistic. I believe it is important to describe
the reality that Christians in the Arab world face, including the chal-
lenges to their lives, the responses to these challenges, and the horizons
of their future and destiny.

L. Jean-Pierre Valognes, Vie et mort des chrétiens d’Orient: des origines  nos jours (Paris:
Fayard, 1994).

The Rev. Dr. Riad Jarjour, a former General Secretary of the Middle East Council of
Churches, is currently General Secretary of the Arab Group for Muslim-Christian
Dialogue and President of the Forum for Development, Culture and Dialogue. His
office is in Beirut, Lebanon.
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The Challenges Christians Face
1. The Middle East’s Structure of Endemic Crisis

Since the mid-years of the First World War, when conspiracies were
hatching for the division of the Middle East into a patchwork quilt of
imperial domains, the region has been the playground of external ma-
nipulators. More recently, the success of religious fanatics throughout
the region has neutralized the moderate center of Arab society and
marginalized the communities that do not belong to the dominant
ethno-religious groups. External forces manipulate societies that be-
come less and less able to define their own identity and manage their
own reality. The structure of endemic crisis is well established in the
region.

In this environment, the potentials of the Middle East are being
wasted. The region is greatly blessed with human and material re-
sources. The people are creative and retain their gift of ingenuity. They
are enterprising and productive. They create beauty and express hu-
mor. In ancient times, the Middle East was among the world’s most
wealthy regions in a material sense; in modern times, oil and other
mineral resources have become major resources.

Middle Eastern communities, however, are being decimated, dis-
persed, depressed, and disempowered. The largest of the world’s dis-
placed and refugee communities are Middle Eastern. Material re-
sources are being sold to the benefit of a select few, and the gap
between rich and poor continues to grow. The church bears a heavy
burden to work for justice, human rights, and respect for creation — a
burden it cannot bear alone.

2. The Demographic Hemorrhage

Christians in the Middle East number between ten and twelve million.
This is compared with one hundred and fifty million Muslims. This
ratio is changing, and the decline in the number of Christians in the
Middle East differs from country to country. Forty years ago Chris-
tians in Iraq made up 6 percent of the population; today they are less
than 3 percent. Before the civil war in Lebanon began in 1975, Chris-
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tians constituted half of the population; today they are about 33 per-
cent. In 1948 Christians composed 50 percent of Jerusalem’s residents;
today they are not more than 3 percent and a significant number of
these are expatriates.

Although the size of Christian families is smaller than that of Mus-
lim families, the most obvious reason for decline is that Christians are
emigrating more rapidly than Muslims, and in proportionally greater
numbers, to countries outside the Arab world.

3. The Politicization of Religions

Political Islam threatens all Arab Christians. Its goal is to establish a
Muslim religious state. In such a state Christians would be no better
than resident aliens, guests, or, at best, second-class citizens. Although
not all Muslim political organizations advocate the same goals, there
still remains the notion of Islam as both religion and secular authority.
Given circumstances of time, place, and power alignments, political Is-
lam can lead to certain human rights violations, the most important of
which is the right to equality.

Similarly, in Israel and occupied East Jerusalem, political Judaism
has imposed an exclusivist claim to a land and a city that historically
was not only spiritually important to the three Abrahamic faiths but
also was the homeland for many Muslims and Christians. Since the
formation of the Zionist state in 1948, Arab residents of Israel proper
have been treated as second-class citizens and with great suspicion.
Even the secular Jews in Israel feel mounting pressure as their state in-
creasingly is dominated by religious parties. A variety of national poli-
cies have led both Christians and Muslims in areas controlled by Israel
to feel unwelcome in the land of their birth.

Counteracting these movements requires a stronger and more in-
sistent emphasis on concepts of “nation” and “patriotism” that are dis-
tinct from and not to be replaced by religious identity. Challenging po-
litical Islam and political Judaism also requires that the notion of
“religion” be clarified and affirmed. Religious faith ought to be neither
subject to nor exploited for political purposes. Religion’s proper place
is as a reasonable guide to God, the source and destiny of all that is; it is
religion that gives life meaning.
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4. The Western Intrusion of “Protectionism”

Western Christians might think that for many centuries and even to-
day there is a special kinship tie between them and Eastern Christians
and that Eastern Christians are not really Arabs. They do not under-
stand that even in the Arabian Peninsula, Christianity was the environ-
ment within which Islam was born. Christianity preceded Islam. “It
was in Antioch [now an Arab city] that the disciples were first called
‘Christians’” (Acts 11:26).

Since the beginning of the last millennium, the West has intruded
into the Middle East with its own parrticular interests. The pretext was
always the same: “protection.” The Western Crusades, which merged
Western ecclesiastical and temporal interests, theoretically were
launched to “protect” the holy places. In fact, they expressed more
worldly political and economic interests and revealed a deep Western
animosity against Eastern Christians. The Crusades planted in Muslim
hearts the seeds of suspicion and doubt against their Christian compa-
triots, a persistent image that pictures Arab Christians as agents of a
greedy West, a “fifth column” poised to stab Muslims in the back.

In modern times, European governments intervened under the slo-
gan of “protecting minorities” in the Ottoman Empire. Then, as the
empire declined and became the “sick man of Europe,” the European
powers swarmed over it, bickering among themselves about how to di-
vide up the possessions of the sick man when he died.

Since 1948 the West has continued to manipulate religion as a factor
in its policies. When the Western nations discovered that much of the oil
they needed for industrial growth was buried in ground settled by Mus-
lims, the relationship with the Middle East was decisively redefined. Eco-
nomic, political, and strategic interests dictated that in this new frame-
work there was no place for concern about Eastern Christians.

Christians were victims of a variant form of “protection” practiced
for many centuries by Rome and, in later days, by Western Protestants.
The latter’s purpose was to evangelize or proselytize Eastern Chris-
tians. Assuming they could teach the Eastern Christians about Christ,
Western churches reopened old wounds that still festered in the East.
According to His Beatitude Patriarch Ignatios IV of Antioch, “They
wanted to ‘stimulate life’ in the historic churches by incorporating
them within Western ecclesiastical bodies.”

15




el o}

THE CHURCHES OF THE MIDDLE EAST
Christian Reactions

Christians in the Arab world face these challenges in various ways and
with varying degrees of intensity. Their reactions include the following:

I Resignation

The reaction of resignation or despair is dominated by a feeling of de-
spondency, which in turn can lead to a variety of actions. Arab Chris-
tians often fear that their circumstances may become worse than they
are now. They may surrender, give up, capitulate. Even as citizens they
accept anguish as normal and their inferior or marginalized status as
unavoidable. Sometimes they do not even demand their rights, and
some Christians respond by giving up their inherited religion.

The result of resignation for many people is to retreat emotionally
to “the golden age” when people knew great happiness, unity, and pros-
perity. As present difficulties intensify, the heirs of that golden age es-
cape into past glory, seeking to forget the bitterness of their present
condition. They try to dissociate themselves from their present by liv-
ing in a fantasy world.

A kind of physical divorce is also the result of resignation. To “go
westward” (al-ightirab) is one alternative by which Arabs have chosen to
avoid living together in tension and hammering out a common politi-
cal life. In the past, Christians emigrated internally, but in the early
years of the twentieth century most of those who emigrated headed
westward. They had given up on the idea of trying to be a part of a co-
herent Arab society. These emigrations have become more or less final
divorces.

2. Tribal Solidarity

Tribalism, as a reaction, is another form of resignation, but it repre-
sents the other side of the coin, leading to patterns of resistance that
gradually become more intense. In all multi-religious and multi-ethnic
societies, exclusivity is a natural option. When the peoples of the Mid-
dle East adopted Christianity, they were extremely tenacious in retain-
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ing their national cultures. The groups who opposed the doctrine de-
clared in A.D. 451 by the ecumenical Council of Chalcedon were forced
to distance themselves politically as well as theologically from the
Byzantine Empire; they affirmed themselves as national churches.

With the Muslim conquest and the formulation of Muslim politics
and theology, the greatest mass of Middle Eastern Christians became
Muslim. Those who remained loyal to Christianity also preserved their
ethnic heritages. In the matter of language they accommodated them-
selves to the Arab-Muslim reality, but they retained their original an-
cient languages in the context of their liturgies.

The dhimmi status given to Middle Eastern Christians under tradi-
tional Islamic government has always resulted in a “legal” reason for
Middle Eastern Christians to preserve their exclusivity.? In a society
that allowed for co-existence of Muslims and non-Muslims, the legal
inequality of and restrictions on Christians and Jews led each of them
to close ranks within their own communities. Even though today’s
modern sensibilities call for equality of social and legal status, the men-
tality and social practices of the past era still have repercussions.

Fundamentalism or sectarian extremism is another manifestation
of tribal solidarity. Religious fundamentalism advocates a return to the
Scriptures and to a “golden age” when religion is considered to have
been pure. But religious fundamentalism quickly turns into sectarian
extremism and becomes a political enterprise, as one religious sectar-
ian extremism faces another religious sectarian extremism.

3. Living within the Tensions

Not all Christian reactions to the challenge of living in the Middle East
are so extreme. Some Arab Christians avoid both the feelings of resig-
nation and the patrerns of resistance. Instead they struggle to live
within the various tensions of their society.

The first tension is within Christianity itself. Christians belong to
a specific local community of faith. They also belong to a denomina-
tion. Their local group represents a spiritual bond, a communion of
the faithful, while the denomination is the social embodiment of the

2. For an explanation of dhimmi status, see the boxed text on p. 54.
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church. The denomination is a sociocultural bloc, distinguishing itself
from other blocs of the same kind, and defining its identity by its par-
ticular history. Christians ought not live out their loyalty to the local
church at the expense of the denomination or vice versa. As they live
within this tension Christians must find a middle road or accurately
read the signs of the times to know when to focus on the local commu-
nity of faith and when to focus on the wider community of faith. Simi-
larly, all Christians also live with an ecumenical vocation. No part of
the church can faithfully exist in any given place while it ignores or is at
enmity with the other parts. Christians must seek ways of remaining
loyal to their particular community of faith while expressing solidarity
with all who follow Christ.

Some Christians feel torn between the spiritual and temporal di-
mensions as they live lives defined by their national belonging. When
Arab Christians — even in Lebanon, for example — became minorities,
they began to suffer as all minorities suffer in societies not built upon
full secularism. Are they citizens who are equal (or should be equal)
with all others? Or are they members of minorities whose status in so-
ciety is defined by the sect to which they belong?

The third kind of tension that Christians in the Middle East expe-
rience is whether they belong to the Arab East, whose cultural features
are defined by Islam, or whether they identify with a Western society
that bears the historical stamp of Christianity. The culture of the Arab
East has been shaped by its experience with and within the Muslim cul-
ture. Many Arab Christians feel that their fate is bound up with that of
their Muslim compatriots. If they do not fully participate in this des-
tiny, especially at critical fate-determining points, they must ask them-
selves about their relationships with the West.

Choices of Destiny

What good is it for Arab Christians to understand all of this if their
awareness does not provide them scope to control their own destiny
and to define what they must do with the options open to them?
Christians in the Arab world face four choices that offer firm founda-
tions for lives of dignity and freedom.
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I. Liberation in Renewal

The most inclusive choice — one that can sum up all the choices — is
the choice to seek “liberation in renewal.” Liberation is the object; re-
newal is the means.

Today there are many reasons for anxiety, but the church in the
Middle East has begun to take its destiny into its own hands. The East-
ern churches are experiencing internal renewals, each in a manner rele-
vant to its situation and with the goal of transcending present prob-
lems to move toward a brighter future. These renewals include
renovations of buildings and institutions, youth movements, the re-
vival of monastic life, dialogue with Islam, a measure of comfort in the
Muslim world, and the deepening of indigenous roots.

The very real anxiety concerning the future of Christianity in the
Middle East has gone beyond the fear that the Christian monuments in
the region may someday become mere museums. The Christian com-
munity has come to see this issue in qualitative terms. Christian pres-
ence in the Middle East is now being expressed as an issue of Christian
life and witness, and church leaders and people have taken upon them-
selves roles as ministers of mercy in the wider society. Already their work
has produced fruits of tolerance and communal reconciliation.

Middle Eastern Christians also are seeing the need for more inter-
active and constructive relationships with Christians in other parts of
the world. These relationships often provide encouragement for the lo-
cal or regional churches in the Middle East, demonstrating that the
Christians of this region are neither alone nor isolated but are part of a
larger community of witness and compassion.

2. Muslim-Christian Dialogue

Within the Middle East, the future of the church is to live within an en-
vironment dominated by Muslims. Therefore, engaging in Muslim-
Christian dialogue is one of the basic choices Christians must make to
assure their future. The majority of Christian Arabs acknowledge the
importance of this dialogue and assign it the highest priority. Even
though the old language of polemic is still current in Christian conser-
vative and fundamentalist circles, the historic churches have chosen to
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close the chapter of past attacks and, in place of this, are engaging in
theological efforts that are reopening their own patristic and scriptural
heritage. For Christians to get to know Islam has nothing to do with
supremacy, or with converting Muslims to Christianity. It is recogni-
tion of human, national, and spiritual kinship.

Even so, Christian-Muslim dialogue is strewn with hazards. For ex-
ample, it is not easy for those engaged in dialogue to remain open to
understanding one another without succumbing to the urge to lecture
the other. It is difficult not to be governed in one’s attitude by the pres-
sures of immediate circumstances. It is difficult for each person to
keep a balanced view of the other’s religion, avoiding an emphasis on
differences and concluding that no consensus is possible. The reverse
also is crucial: to avoid glossing over real differences to the point of de-
nying that they exist.

In the present context, filled as it is with tension and the claims of
competing fundamentalisms, it is difficult to assess the value of dia-
logue. It sometimes seems easier completely to abstract it from its po-
litical and social incarnation or define it by politics and exploit it for
worldly ends and short-term benefits.

3. The “Church of the Arabs”

The future of Christians in the Arab world is bound up with the future
of their church. This region is the cradle of religions, and structurally
the churches have continued to increase in number so that variety has
become division and sectarianism more than a contribution to a rich
spiritual heritage. The issue of Christian unity is urgent, but the collec-
tive conscience must perceive unity as an imperative both of the gospel
and of society. The call to build the “Church of the Arabs” is a call to
transcend short-term strategic considerations and look to the future.3
To advocate the idea of the “Church of the Arabs” is not to over-
look the Armenians, Greeks, Iranians, and others who live in the Mid-
dle East Arab world but are beyond the reach of Arab nationalism and
language. The “Church of the Arabs” refers rather to “Arabness,” which
is not limited to a particular ethnicity nor defined by specific religion.

3. Jean Corbon, L’Eglise des Arabs (Paris: Cerf, 1997).
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The idea behind the “Church of the Arabs” is to incarnate the Chris-
tian faith through a sense of belonging to Arab culture, identifying
with people, societies, language, culture, and a common destiny.

The “Church of the Arabs” is meant to be a unity in diversity. Itis a
communion of faith and life. Its faith is one even though the languages
of expression and modes of worship may vary. It is a living unity ex-
pressing common roots in a single land. This expression of unity al-
ready exists — at least to some extent — in and through the Middle East
Council of Churches.

4. Owning One’s Citizenship

As Christians seek internal renewal and dialogue with Muslims, they
raise the spiritual pillars for the integration of Christians into the Arab
world, an environment dominated by Muslims. The basic item on their
agenda is to discuss how to build a civil society within which all citi-
zens may find opportunity and freedom to engage creatively in build-
ing a common future. As they do this, Christians will find that their
Muslim interlocutors are tackling a long-deferred agenda of their own
— that of working out in Islamic terms a new social contract to replace
the medieval one that no longer applies in the modern world.

Owning one’s citizenship means that Christians must radically re-
assess their cultural standards. Openness to Western culture, to moder-
nity, and even to internationalism must not mean the denial of na-
tional culture. And, if Christians can extricate themselves from the
trials of escapism, from the minority complex, and from alienation,
their first priority must be to integrate fully into society. Integration
means sinking roots down; it also means active identification with the
issues of society.

Christians cannot be saved alone; either the Christians and the
Muslims will be saved together, or both will be destroyed. Then and
only then will Christians in the Arab world have the right to demand
equality — an equality of belonging to a homeland, an equality as citi-
zens. Then Christians will not be anxious about their destiny within
the Arab world. Their worry will be for the future of the Arab world,
Christian and Muslim together, a future of good and blessing, a future
of justice and peace.
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