CLC Syria: In Faith and Plight
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have no desire or will to identify the
exact name for this political conflict
(revolution, civil war or just a conspiracy), because as soon as you make an identification you may set one face to the
complex conflict and, in a sense, that will
make me a part of it which I do not
want.Thus what I am actually concerned
about is what the Biblical name is.

When God asked Cain: Where is your
brother? God wanted to awaken in Cain his
brother’s image, but then Cain answered:
am I my brother’s keeper? At that moment,
he killed his brother again by his apathy and
deafness and became the first isolated,
strange, homeless refugee human being in
the world.

Thus, both the Bible as well as the series of
events in Syria clarify how such a terrible reality could become non evangelic1, and is continuously producing a series of terrible news
and events, so that the glory of God does not
exist in heaven because of the war on earth
and the misery and sadness inside people.
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Not rooted in the Gospels

From an Ignatian view, I can recognize the
angel of light. So to destroy a country and
make its people kill each other you can
begin with a subtle seduction: you are in injustice and your brother is taking all the
blessings and gifts, so if you murder your
brother, the danger will vanish. The other
(the brother) is hell itself. If he disappeared,
hell will disappear and heaven comes
within reach. With such seductive and evil
messages, the catastrophe started in my
beloved country.

Those messages originally came from international news channels which are employed
for the benefits of their funders. They just
poured the oil above the fire and let it blaze.
They did whatever they could to get this crisis so far till there was no way back.

Like the angel of light disguising as lambs
hiding behind sympathetic speeches and
bright, flashy titles and headlines such as
democracy – freedom – nationalism and independence. Under these headings the civilians pushed to kill each other in my country.

This does not mean that Syria had no political, social problems ready to catch fire at any
time. But what I mean is that what is nonevangelic in my county is rooted in and interacts with the (non-evangelic) atmosphere
of the world as a whole: purpose, results, beginnings and endings. In other words maybe
it’s not in fact the crisis of Syria but the Crisis of a world distant from the Gospel.

If we take a tragic and pessimistic comprehensive vision for this crisis, then we will
just find a refugee, fleeing people driven as
herds like in August Caesar’s statistics. On
other hand the meditative and observable
eye will be able to see a small simple group
experiencing a different, deeper and optimal
reality like the shepherds in the childhood
gospel. I confidently express that CLC Syria
members have experienced, especially last
year, a spirit of hope, preaching, renewal and
inspiration, mainly in our general meetings.
We are living a time of grace in war time.

The way of CLC was not without obstacles
before this war, we complained about the
absence of the sense of vitality, losing the
feeling of growth, the lack of projects. Now,
in spite of the fact that we lost many great
priests (because of death, murdering, kidnapping or travelling), and in spite of losing
some of the members of CLC because of the
bad living conditions, we do not feel orphaned but are united, more than any time,
with praying,faith and hope as a group with
one heart, living somehow similar to the first
apostolic church.

This similarity lies in that –just like when
the apostles were remembering their mem-

ories about travels and experiences with
Jesus Christ - we remember our creative experiences with the Jesuits, our CLC groups,
including the spiritual exercises, and in the
other Jesuit activities.

So with these experiences, we recognize
that we really lived the gospel and we still
want to carry on with such living experiences even deeper.

So how could we continue with the crucial
lack of priests? Again we have here a similar point to the apostles community to when
they were gathering and asking the guidance
of Holy Spirit in the absence of Jesus.

In the last year, I personally experienced the
spiritual effectiveness of a lay community
which recognizes the Spirit’s guidance. The
lack of the Jesuits transformed into a gift. It
forced us to look for the consoler, and He
existed generously

We continued with the rest of remaining
priests with the spiritual exercises and activities, asking the help from the available
ones, depending mainly on our own initiative and creativity.

At the present time, CLC Syria is a growing
community, composing more and more of
new groups. It is an attractive community
gaining new members; a rooted community
since many members present themselves for
serving and accompanying the new groups,
an emissary community shining its spirit to
the others as we have had the opportunity to
open our door for the others, including Muslims. in many activities, in addition to many

Below from left to
right: Pilgrimage in Old
Homs where residents
have expressed their
desire to live through
drawings on the walls
destroyed by war;
Gathering of members
from CLC Homs in the
Jesuit Convent in Homs,
where Fr. Frans Van der
Lugt was martyred;
Morning prayer in the
chapel of the Jesuit
convent in Homs,
during a pilgrimage in
August 2015

members participating in relief works specially that with the Jesuits.

So, what is running in our minds is, how
could we blow an evangelic spirit in a world
which is isolated and estranged from the
gospel? We have felt and appreciated the
sympathy and supporting of the universal
community emotionally and materially. This
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ith the onslaught of the war in
Syria, my country, in the
shadow of the difficult circumstances that we are going through-- the
destruction, death and suffering in which
we are living-- I ponder on several questions: on the meaning of my life and the
aim of my existence; on the meaning of
suffering, of sadness, of death; on the
meaning of the anguish and fear that we
feel, awake or asleep.

Why is God exposing us to this difficult
ordeal?

It was clear that diabolical forces were
playing with us, with our existence, our
destiny, our present, our future, but
equally with our minds, our perceptions,
and the principles upon which we
have grown up in for long
decades: coexistence, peace
and charity. Why does God
allow all this? Why has the
whole world suddenly
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support yielded a real means which contributed in the success of our community activities.

We wish not just the continuity of support,
or your sympathy, but also sharing our sense
of enthusiasm. We are aware of being one
community with an essential responsibility
which is to tell the world good news!

dropped us? Consoling voices are weakened and blurred, not overcoming evil and
death.

In these circumstances, in the shadow of
all this questioning and with regard to the
demands of daily life, the lack of resources, the absence of a prospective vision of our lives, I was searching,
reflecting and meditating on the presence
of God in my life. I have felt His presence
touching me and how strongly He supports me. And this presence gave me joy
and awakened in me a strong desire to
open myself more to Him and to allow
Him more room. I offer Him what I expect
to experience, I examine all my thoughts
before Him and I leave Him the possibility
of choosing in my place.
And I feel in some situations and circumstances that what

seems to come from me is not from my
nature, or my wisdom.

Dangerous occurrences have begun to
multiply and get worse in my country. A
bullet struck my husband; amazingly, I
survived three shells that landed near me,
and our house has suffered damage from
exploding bombs. The problems now are
no longer limited to the absence of the
means for subsistence (such as electricity,
water, communications, petrol, food, or
the scarcity of an income), but our very
existence itself is increasingly in danger.
All this happened in concert with what the
region around us endures, like the murders
and kidnappings of Christians at Mosul in
Iraq, of Assyrians in the province of Hassaké, and the throat cutting of Copts in
Libya, as well as the targeting of people
in different regions of Syria because of
their belonging to certain political, ethnic
or community groups.
At this particular time, we began to ask
ourselves more urgently to make the
choice between leaving or staying.

On the personal level, I was beginning to
ask myself questions about the goal of my
life on earth. It is only a bridge leading me
to eternal life with God. As a consequence, it matters little whether it is long
or short, easy or tiring, the important thing
for me is to accept my sufferings and offer
them to God as my participation in glorifying His holy name.

Above: Closing evening of
a retreat in Homs, with
young people from
Aleppo, Damascus and
Homs, in september 2015

And on the family level, my husband and
I have searched together to understand our
mission as Christians and as a Christian
family in the society that surrounds us.
What ought we to do? Do we stay here, or
do we migrate to another country? God,
what do you want from us? Where does
He want us to bear witness to Him? Are
we ready to bear witness to Christ until
death? What is our duty to our children?
How to protect them and do our best for
them?

To answer these questions and distinguish
God’s will from our own is no easy task.
Today, I feel with my husband that our
mission consists in striving together to stay
in our society, with our own people and
those of them who are still here. We think
that our presence here as Christians in
this part of the Orient is the fruit
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of the constancy and martyrdom of the first
Christians, our ancestors, who endured
much, were exposed to persecution and

fought against evil in order to witness to
Christ in the land where He was born.

Original in French
Translated by Patricia Kane

CLC in Damascus

Nada Sarkis

The situation in Damascus

Nada Sarkis

In Damascus, as in all the towns, some have
decided to leave to find safety. This is not
possible for everyone, because the cost of
travel is high. Others have had to sell their
house and their goods to escape death, they
have said their goodbyes to their friends and
cousins, without knowing if they will see
one another again one day. Still, others have
stayed, not because they do not have the
means to leave, but from a personal decision, a wish to remain, to share and to live.

Difficulties

On the economic and social levels :

The question that each person asks is : do I
stay or do I go ?

Several reasons urge us to consider leaving:
to escape the bombs and explosions that
happen at any time; to get away from the
high cost of living; the hatred as a result of
the war; the lack of the simple essential
needs of daily life, like water, elecricity,
fuel, etc.
Young people have no future here.
Families eperience dangers and insecurity.
The region is heading for total destruction.

On the spiritual level :

Since the beginning of the crisis, the question keeps being repeated : where is God?

The answers are different, according to the
experience of each person, and the journey
before and after the crisis:

P
P
P
P

God the avenger and the combatant,
God who works miracles,
God who does not intervene,
God who walks with His people, who
works through us, who is with us.

With the pursuit of the war, some people
have developed spiritually because of the
difficult situations; others have lost some of
their faith because of the difficulties they
meet, such as the loss of dear friends or a
family member. In this case, our community
tries to understand the circumstances and
that uncoverng the suffering in the heart of
each person helps develop a better spiritual
life. It also allows us to find the presence
of God in the life of each one of us, to see
how He deals with each of us. If we truly
want to live with Him, He will not abandon
us, but He will act in His way, not ours. So,
our role often consists in listening with
compassion to the expressions of suffering.

The challenges

The real challenge is to ask myself
constantly: what is the meaning of my presence here? What can I do? Those who
have chosen to stay are taking on their responsibility in society for themselves, and for
their families. The meaning of life for them
has expanded: they are leading a deeper spiritual life. They are seeking to survive, in
spite of the exterior hardships and the lack
of security. They face several challenges:

1. The loss of someone, be it by death or by
emigration.
2. The fear that goes with this loss, fear for
others, fear of loneliness, fear of the
shells that no one knows when or where
will fall.
3. Discouragement and desolation: our goal
and our dream is to live life to the full,
but we are often discouraged by seeing
the misfortunes of others : siege, hunger,
sickness, lack of means of transport. We
are worried about them, and for the future of children facing the most cruel situations. We feel powerless. We content
ourselves with praying for them, especially when we hear the bombs heading
their way.
4. Faith in living together, Muslims and
Christians, not being carried away by
what leads to division, for we are all Syrians, and God has chosen this way of
life for us.
5. Transport and its difficulties in view of
the transfer of several companies to Damascus, believing it to be more secure
than Homs and Aleppo and other regions.
6. Influence of weakened spirits on physical health during the war.
7. No clear horizon ahead for our country,
our only hope lies in God, who alone is
all powerful.

8. Absence of our dear priests, Father
Frans, assasinated, Father Paolo, kidnapped, and also Fr Michael, now deceased,
who gave much of his time to CLC.
9. The lack of spiritual guides, who not
only taught us to meditate on the Gospel,
but also to live it in all its details.

Role of the World Community

The compassion of the World CLC has deeply touched us. We thank all the members
for their sharing and their prayers. Their financial support helped us to:

P Experience the spiritual dimension by
making the Spiritual Exercises at Touffaha (a peaceful region);
P Have the opportunity to take on a mission that allowed us to feel the importance of our presence for others in the
midst of the difficult situations that we
are experiencing.

We feel that we were like Bartimaeus the
blind man, sitting at the edge of the road…
and after his shouting and the call from
Jesus, everyone around him told him : take
courage, get up, the Lord is calling you…

With the blind Bartimaeus, let us pray:
Lord, let us walk with You along the road.
Original in French
Translated by Patricia Kane

Below: Meditation during
a retreat at Touﬀaha, near
Tartus, with CLC members
from Aleppo, Damascus
and Homs

