The Plight of Ancient Christians in Northeast Syria
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This attempt to build an alternative to the sectarianism and fundamentalism that has plagued the
Middle East for decades is the foundation of the political project of the AANES

Outside of Tel Temir in northeast Syria, the ruins of the formerly magnificent Tel Nesri church stand stark
against the sky, its shattered dome and cracked walls a testament to the brutal history of the region.

Tel Nesri used to be a Christian settlement of 70 families, part of the multi-ethnic tapestry of the region,
where a quarter of a million Christians lived alongside the Kurdish, Arab, Armenian, Turkmen, Yezidi and
Circassian communities.

When ISIS forces swarmed across the region in 2014 and 2015, targeting Christians with executions,
kidnapping, sex slavery and destruction of places of worship, the Christian community fled the region,
seeking safety in other regions or abroad. Between 100,000-150,000 Christians were either killed or fled
abroad as refugees.

The roots of the Christian community in North and East Syria are deep. Syriacs as an ethnicity were living
here before Christianity appeared in the region. Assyrian Christians were among the founders of cities
such as Hasakah and Tel Tamer, whereas many Armenian Christians sought refuge in Tel Abyad, Ras Al
Ain, Qamishlo and Derik during the Ottoman genocide of 1915, when the “Young Turks” killed over a one
and half million Armenians, and more than seven hundred and fifty thousands of Syriacs.

Far before the existence of Syria as a state, Syriac Christians, Kurds and Arabs shared a homeland, and it
is this history that the democratic project of the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria is
striving to rebuild.

This attempt to build an alternative to the sectarianism and fundamentalism that has plagued the Middle
East for decades is the foundation of the political project of the Autonomous Administration of North and
East Syria. Here, religious freedom is respected and democratic political structures include all of the
religious and ethnic minorities of the region.

Christians such as myself hold top leadership positions within the Administration, and Christian social,
religious and political institutions are active in civil society. Syriac is recognised as an official language,
and in areas with large Syriac populations, schools teach Kurdish, Arabic and Syriac to students. In
Qamishlo, the de facto capital of North and East Syria, Kurdish, Arabic and Syriac are used in official
documents and street signs.

With the defeat of ISIS by the Syrian Democratic Forces and the establishment of the Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria, many Christians returned to the cities and villages which they had
fled from. They were reunited with those who had stayed to fight ISIS and mourned those who lost their
lives in the fight.



We are proud to have built up the political project here, one that accepts all people who exist in this area
regardless of religion or nationality. We have worked to overcome historic tensions and create a different
kind of society, in which we can all live in peace and harmony.

In contrast, the future of Christians in North and East Syria if the international community does not
intervene to stop the Turkish invasion is bleak. Like the Kurds, Christians in Turkey have been victims of
genocide and repression.

Erdogan’s Turkey is based on nationalism and fundamentalism; he wants to demographically engineer
North and East Syria for his own benefit, at the expense of the Christians, Yezidis and Kurds. What
happened in Afrin following the Turkish-backed invasion and occupation of 2018 is a grim example of
what will happen to all of North and East Syria if Turkey is successful in its invasion. The Christian
community of Afrin, which is still occupied by Turkish-backed forces, has had to flee the region following
the destruction of churches and religious sites and threats of massacre.

Already the Turkish invasion has caused damage to our Christian community, and Syrian Christians are
among the casualties of the attacks thus far. Turkish bombardment targetted the predominantly Christian
village of Pirik in the countryside of Derik city (Al Malikiyah) and the Christian neighbourhood of
Bishrefiye in the border city of Qamishlo. The towns of Ras al Ain and Tel Abyad are seeing the heaviest
fighting for the war, and the Christian communities have had to flee alongside the whole civilian
population.

Now that the SDF have entered into a military agreement with the Syrian government, we can appreciate
both the positives and the negatives. As the international community failed to take action to prevent the
invasion, we were faced with a choice between military coordination with Damascus, or the complete
destruction of our society.

We’ve already seen hundreds of thousands of civilians — including at least 70,000 children — flee from their
homes. We've seen children killed by indiscriminate shelling and our neighbourhoods destroyed by air
strikes. We hope that this agreement will help protect Christians, and all the people of North and East
Syria, from the brutality of the Turkish government and its jihadist proxies.

But we know that there are risks, too. Up until now, the mentality of the Assad regime was one of
nationalist authoritarianism: it didn’t accept and recognise the rights of all peoples, the values of
democracy. This is a big threat to our future, and we need to work for a political agreement that recognises
the diversity of our region.

We also know that working with the Syrian Army is not enough to protect us. We need the whole world
and the international community to stop this war, to support the stability of the region and protect
Christians and all other people.

We are still healing from the attacks of ISIS, and of Turkey and its extremist proxies. We are still
rebuilding a society where Christian and Muslim children can sit side by side in a classroom, whether they
are Syriac, Kurd, Armenian or Arab, learning each other’s languages and building a new future for North
and East Syria.

Sanharab Barsoum is the co-chair of the Syriac Union Party, and a lawyer working with the human rights
committee of the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria. Mr. Barsoum is a Syriac Christian

from Qamishlo, the de-facto capital of the autonomous regions, home to a sizeable Christian minority.
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Originally
https://www.faithwire.com/2019/11/07/the-

published
ht-of-ancient-christians-in-northeast-syria/

on


https://www.faithwire.com/2019/11/07/the-plight-of-ancient-christians-in-northeast-syria/
http://www.tcpdf.org

