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A global delegation of church leaders concluded a visit to Iraq on 24 January,

focusing on the future of vulnerable components of Iraq’s society following the

expected military defeat of the so-called “Islamic State”. The delegation called

for an emergency response from international donors to support efforts to

secure, stabilize and rebuild affected communities and societies.

The 14-member delegation organized by the World Council of Churches (WCC)

spent five days in Iraq, in both Baghdad and the northern Kurdistan region. The

delegation met with the senior political leadership of both the federal

government of Iraq in Baghdad and of the Kurdistan Regional Government

(KRG) in Erbil, members of parliament representing minority communities, the

heads of the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq, and representatives of other faith

communities in Iraq as well as the heads of the country’s Christian churches

and Christian young people.

The WCC delegation welcomed the commitment expressed by political leaders

both in Baghdad and Erbil to preserving the cultural, ethnic and religious

diversity of the country.



“Having listened to the stories of displaced Christians and Yezidis, we greatly

appreciate the essential and exceptional role played by many citizens and the

Kurdistan Regional Government in receiving and offering refuge and support to

people of many different communities who had to flee their homes to escape

Da’esh in mid-2014”, said delegation member Antje Jackelen, archbishop of the

Church of Sweden.

Another member of the delegation, Fr Michel Jalakh, general secretary of the

Middle East Council of Churches, noted: “Churches, mosques and other

religious institutions played a very important role in receiving and caring for

internally displaced people in the Kurdistan Region, especially in the early

phase of the crisis.”

The humanitarian crisis resulting from the capture by “Islamic State” of Sinjar,

Mosul and the Nineveh Plain in mid-2014 is ongoing, and the Kurdistan Region

still hosts more than 3 million displaced people. After the delegation received a

briefing from the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq, Rev. Frank Chikane,

moderator of the WCC’s Commission of the Churches on International Affairs,

observed: “The international donor support is woefully inadequate to meet the

continuing need, leaving the host communities and the KRG to carry the

burden on their own.”

Members of communities targeted by “Islamic State” – including Yazidis and

Christians – remain extremely vulnerable. Many members of these

communities with the means to do so – especially Christians – are continuing to

leave the county, further depriving Iraq of its cultural and religious diversity, and

imperiling the future of the indigenous Christian presence after more than 1,700

years of Christian history in the region.

Although the military campaign to defeat the Islamic State has in recent weeks

retaken some Christian towns on the Nineveh Plain, Iraqi church leaders and

government representatives warned delegation members that no significant

return is advisable or likely to occur until the safety of Christians and other

minorities can be assured.

“Security is the most critical need we have,” Chaldean Catholic Archbishop

Bashar Warda told the group during a meeting in Erbil. “Rebuilding our

churches is the last thing we should think about. We want to first build houses

for our people so they can live with dignity, and we need infrastructure in the

villages. But all this is only possible if we can have security.”

The delegation met several political leaders throughout the country, including

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi and President Fuad Masum. In the

semi-autonomous Kurdistan region, it met with cabinet ministers and the KR

deputy prime minister Qubad Talabani. The group also met with United Nations

officials, humanitarian workers, members of parliament in both Baghdad and

Erbil, and political activists.



In those encounters, the WCC delegation shared the findings of a study it

conducted together with Norwegian Church Aid, exploring the specific needs of

displaced people in the region. Released in December, the project’s report,

“The Protection Needs of Minorities from Syria and Iraq,” details specific issues

and recommendations to secure the future of social and religious diversity in

the region, and to avoid further massive emigration of Christians and others.

Peter Prove, the WCC’s director of international affairs, said the conversations

reinforced the findings of the study. “In all our conversations, we heard

affirmation of the findings and recommendations of the report. We discovered

interesting differences of opinion on some of the issues, such as the

appropriate form of self-government for affected communities on the Nineveh

Plain, and nuances of opinion about what’s necessary for Christians and others

to return to liberated villages,” Prove said.

But there has been unanimity in supporting the report’s conclusions on security.

“This means not just physical security, but also legal and constitutional security,

as well as security in the communities’ social and economic life. This is a sine

qua non, a precondition for reestablishing these communities in their original

places,” he said.

The delegation was led by the Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, the WCC’s general

secretary, who said the trip was “an important opportunity for us to listen, but

also a moment to show the solidarity and the support of churches around the

world to the people of Iraq, particularly those who are suffering from the

extreme violence of terrorist activity.”

Tveit said the visit also gave the delegation “a chance to ask what the WCC

can do to help secure a better future, so that people don’t feel that the only

option they have is to leave for another country in order to survive. We have

seen and heard how urgent this question is, how timely it is, and this must

emerge as a common effort both from the churches as well as from political

actors. Governments need to see that now is the time to rebuild Iraq, to build

new confidence in those communities so that in the future they can remain part

of the great mosaic of Iraq.”
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