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The largest Syriac Catholic
congregation in the world is
preparing for Pope Francis’
upcoming visit to Qaraqosh,
Iraq.

“Words can’t describe how
happy we are,” Syriac Catho-
lic Father RoniMomeka told
Catholic News Service.

“The people feel that it’s a
miracle that the pope will
come here,” Father Momeka
said. “They are happy not
only for the visit, but they are
happy that Pope Francis is
thinking about those people
who are in pain, those people
who lost everything, but who
never lost their faith.”

The streets inQaraqoshalready
awash with papal flags and
banners in preparation for the
pope’s March 7 visit, part of
his March 5-8 visit to Iraq.
Parishioners have been busy
cleaning and painting the
interior of the Church of the
Immaculate Conception,

transforming the blackened
interior to its original radi-
ance for the pope’s visit. The
church, built by parishioners
in the 1930s, had seating for
2,200 people. It was vandal-
ized, desecrated and burned
by the Islamic State.

Pope Francis is scheduled to
pray the Angelus there.

The Syriacs of Qaraqosh are
also preparing spiritually for
Pope Francis’ visit. On. Feb.
15, priests and nuns were to
gather some 1,000 young peo-
ple for an overview of Pope
Francis’ teachings. Afterward,
they will process through
Qaraqosh with candles and a
huge cross, singing hymns.

In the summer of 2014, the
entire Syriac population of
around 50,000 was uprooted
in a single night by the Islam-
ic State. They were among the
more than 100,000 Christians
expelled that summer from
Mosul and Iraq’s Ninevah

n/Qaraqosh) Iraq; call'it
‘miracle’ that pope will visit

Plain. Qaraqosh, located 20
miles southeast of Mosul, was
liberated from the Islamic
State in 2017.
Approximately 27,000
people — slightly more than
half of the uprooted popula-
tion — have settled back in
Qaraqosh from their exile in
the Kurdistan region, where
they had fled, living at first
on the streets and in tents.
Their homes were burned,
looted and destroyed by the
Islamic State. Some families
remained in Kurdistan, and
thousands have emigrated,
scattered around the world,
carrying with them their
Syriac heritage.

“We thought that Pope Fran-
cis will go only to Baghdad
and he will not come to the
Ninevah Plain, but when

we heard that he will come
to Qaraqosh, the center of
Christianity in Iraq, and the
center of the Syriac Catholic

Church, we feel so honored
that Pope Francis is thinking
about his sheep who were in-
jured,” Father Momeka said.
He added that the visit would
encourage Christians to stay
in Iraq.

In 2003, there were approxi-
mately 1.5 million Christians
in Iraq. Their presence dates
back to apostolic times. Now
that number has dwindled to
about 225,000.

To greet the pope in
Qaraqosh, women and girls
will be dressed in the tradi-
tional costume of the city,
Father Momeka said.

A special logo has also been
designed for the pope’s visit
to Qaraqosh, depicting the
Holy Father wearing such

a traditional stole. Beneath

8 Pope Francis’ outstretched

hand are scenes depicting
the dramatic history of the
people of Qaraqosh and their
ancestors.




Saadallah Rassam says he is the last Iraqi ll [ ] [ ] 'l
Christian left in Mosul’s Old City - but I WI I I c If I se e t h e Po e

he fears his family’s 1,800-year heritage ’
there is at an end.

Mr. Rassam’s (63 years), slim hope for the () [ [

future of Mosul’s Christians now hinges s a s t h e I a st c h rl st I a n I n

on a momentous first visit from the Pope.

“I can’t tell you how important the Pope’s

visit is,” Mr. Rassam said, “I will cry if ' [ ]
I see him... I want to tell him to rebuild Mo s u I s o I d ‘ It
these churches and Christian homes.”

Mr. Rassam's life story is intimately en-
twined with the historic district, where his
stonemason forebears carved the ornate
marble lintels and doorways of the old
homes. “The engraving on this church was
made by my ancestors 500 years ago,”
he said. Standing on a patch of church
ground scarred by mortar blasts, "This is
my father’s grave, all my grandparents are
here", he said.
Now Rassam lives in a damaged church
building, which he has filled with goods
salvaged from nearby Christian homes.
Lining the walls and piled in corners are
books, clocks, and antiques, among them
china plates commemorating the marriage
of Prince Charles and Princess Diana.
Of his motivation to return while so many
Christians permanently left Iraq, “This
land belongs to my church, it felt like my
responsibility to protect it,” he said. 8
The Pope's visit to Nineveh is likely
the most poignant stop on his three-day
itinerary for many Iraqi Christians, fe ‘q
whom today live in the provinee that was
once Iraq’s Christian heartland. [
“I was one of the first back,” said Rass
speaking of nights he spent prowling fc
looters and sleeping in the streets and
ruined balconies. i
He recalls a childhood surrounded by
fellow Christian families who coexisted
peacefully with their Muslim neighbo
“At Christmas and Easter there wasn’t
enough room in here for all the worshi
pers and people would have to sit outs
The women all wore their fine clothes
perfume,” Rassam said, surrounded by
ruins of five churches. I
But Mr.Rassam, who cut a weathered'
figure in a flannel shirt with a pack of
Marlboros in the pocket, was pessimi
“I don’t think Christians will come back
he said. “I feel like a stranger in my o ‘.
city, I feel lonely, that’s why I want to §
the Pope.”
“The Pope’s visit may help the area, it
will probably pressure the government to
contribute to rebuilding,” said Mr Ras-
sam. “Only God knows what will change
after his visit but hopefully he will bring
peace.”
Such a high-profile visit will draw atten-
tion to the glacial pace of rebuilding in
the city, where bodies are still pulled from
the rubble nearly four years after fighting
ended.
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