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I am honored to be a Lebanese Orthodox speaking in Armenia: being a member of the Orthodox Church of Antioch, where the faithful were first called Christians, speaking in the capital of the Kingdom of Armenia which has first adopted Christianity as a state religion. 

Both Lebanon and the Arab Christian East, and Armenia, have a lot to inspire my reflections on the topic that IAO has chosen as its subject of this 17th Assembly. I will particularly focus my intervention on “Christianity, Religion and State in a multicultural, multi-religious context”.
Part One: 
A long History of Crisis
Christianity generally and Orthodoxy in particular has experienced a long history of crisis in the Arab East, ever since the rise of Islam and later after the fall of Constantinople. I will highlight the main features that define this crisis:

1.
The region is characterized by a well established institutional and legal confusion between Islam as a religion and State, whose consequences are enforced upon all citizens, including Eastern Christians:

Islam is defined as the official state religion in many oriental Arab countries. This happens in many different ways, e.g. Islam as a state religion or as the sole source of law, or as the main source of law or the religion of the head of state.

The Ottoman Empire has institutionalized the organization and rights of non-muslim communities through the system of “Millet”, that is a quasi autonomous management of religious interests, including all matters of family law and their related courts, by the churches themselves. Such system is still current in a number of Arab countries (notably Lebanon and Syria) where there is a complete confusion between religious law and enforced law of the state, on family law matters, including marriage, divorce, filiation, adoption, etc. However, all other matters, including political participation in the state management, there has been varying levels of roles played by Christian authorities (both religious and civilian), ranging from total exclusion, to partial participation. 

Lebanon has, since its creation, been a major exception to the overwhelming role and confusion between state and religion in matters other than family law. It enjoys a high level of freedom of expression and religion, no identification of any state religion, an apportionment of political positions equally between Christians and muslims, the major political positions are also allocated amongst the main religious communities: i.e. the head of state is a Maronite/ Catholic Christian, the Prime Minister a Sunni Muslim, the Speaker of Parliament a Chia Muslim, the Vice Speakers of Parliament and the Government Orthodox Christians.
2 .
The region is also characterized by Christian past and present deep fears of discrimination and persecution, while keeping steadfast the Orthodox faith and traditions: 

· Fears started, as early as the establishment or the church, through inter Christian intestine wars of excommunications, as the Orient has experience and suffered from all the various divisions of the original church, many of whom have looked upon the Orthodox Byzantium as an oppressive heggemon.

· Fears continued with a mixed attitude towards Islam, which has treated Christians with a variety of policies, ranging from tolerance, to incitation for conversion from Christianity to Islam, to outright persecution and genocide, leading to massive forced exiles and refugee problems. The most recent of such cases being the following:

· The Ottoman Empire’s genocide of Armenians in 1915 (together with other oriental Christians), 

· the current massive killings and targeting of Christians in Irak since 2006, 

· the massive killings and grave violations of human rights by the Israelis against the Palestinian people leading to massive refugee and de-facto deportation problems, thus leaving the holy land with very few Christians. 
· The many attacks against Copts in Egypt.
· The regional interferences in Lebanon using local actors, including on the basis of religious conflicts.

Indeed, the causes of all such conflicts are not purely or exclusively religious, having many other political, economical causes; however, religion, and particularly the apparent and historical conflict between Islam and Christianity, has always been used and abused as a steady and easy fuel of hatred and wars.
Part two:
Institutional solutions and Needs of Christian Communities
To resolve these crisis and persecutions, or prevent them, Christians adopted positions and actions ranging from martyrdom, to conversion, to voluntary or forced exile. 

However, none of these attitudes or actions should be accepted as options. Therefore a number of viable solutions were sought after, that are respectful of the principles that protect the freedom of keeping the faith in Christian orthodoxy and related enjoyment of all fundamental civil and political rights that relate to citizenship in any modern state.

1.
Need for Statehood and/or Reinforcement of Democracy and freedom of religion and education:

In such case, the issue of religion is one of the main causes of state formation. There have been two models or examples:
The case of Armenia: where the independence of the Republic of Armenia (almost wholly Christian) was sought as a main factor to protect the faith and fundamental rights of the Armenian Church and people, protect them and prevent any future genocide or attacks. 

In this context, it becomes all the more important for our organization the IAO to appropriately address the issue of the conflict of Nagorno-Karabackh, as a conflict that weakens the right of self determination of that people, like any people sharing the same land, language, religion, culture and history and wishing to maintain its freedom in a viable independent, internationally recognized state. 
The case of Lebanon: which founding as a modern state was sought to protect Christian diverse communities, long fearing oppression and fearing for their civic and political rights (albeit Lebanon enjoyed a very sizeable Muslim minority when it was formed in the 1920ies).

None of the Christian religious groups in the Arab East, including the Lebanese Christians, could realistically aspire to a country of their own, as was the case of Armenia. Most Christians in the Arab countries of the Middle East, particularly the Orthodox Christians, live as part of multi cultural and multi religious states (e.g. Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, Egypt, Sudan … etc). These Christian and other minorities in these countries aspire and have a need for respect of their freedom of religion, including freedom of education, need to develop democracy, equal and appropriate participation as citizens in all matters of the state (thus, the importance of the electoral system and principle of no discrimination). These institutional political tools cannot operate independently from a culture of pluralism, tolerance and respect that must permeate all religious and cultural communities, and become a policy for the state as well as for the church.
2.
Need for Separation of Religion and State:

Rather than any increased role of religion in state, secularism has been a preferred approach in the Arab East to protect Christian communities in their religious, as well as in their civil, political and economic rights. 

Separation of state and religion is a fundamental point that was developed by all churches of Lebanon, including the Orthodox Church, in an important document released in March of 2009 under the title of “the Charter of Political Action in Light of the Teachings of the Church and the Specificity of Lebanon”.
3.
Need for Justice:

The problem of fears, persecutions and fundamental violations of the past and present must be addressed with proper justice, in order to sanction the violation, and make sure that they cannot be perpetrated anymore in the future. 
It is in this context that one must salute the formation of the International permanent Criminal Court (the ICC) by the Rome Treaty in 2000, commit to develop and strengthen this court, and support the efforts of the international human rights community to appropriately recognize and redress all religiously related violations of human rights.

Particularly, I urge our Organization the IAO to take appropriate resolutions and action on the following issues:

· The sufferings of the Palestinian people, particularly the Orthodox Christians of the Holy Land. The Israeli occupying authorities must stop the illegal and inhumane blockade of the Gaza district and stop all egregious violations of international humanitarian law on the Palestinian people. The international community must provide for justice through appropriate channels, in order to bring all perpetrators to account, and strive for a permanent and just solution of the Arab Israeli Conflict, including and internationally protected status for Jerusalem, a unified capital for two people and three religions.
· The sufferings of all Christians of Iraq. Appropriate measures must be taken to keep and protect all Christians in their historic homeland.
· The suffering of the Armenian people, particularly through the 1915 genocide at the hand of the Ottoman Empire. While recognizing the appreciation with which the Arab nations, including the Christians, now look at the new positions of the Turkish authorities regarding the Arab Israeli conflict, there remains that the Turkish government, as the legal successor of the Ottoman Empire, must recognize the historic fact of the 1915 genocide, apologize for the sufferings of the Armenian people and provide an appropriate material and moral indemnifications and remedies to the successors of the victims. The role in that context of the International Court of Justice to try the 1915 Ottoman Genocide must be seriously considered by the Government of Armenia as the representative and successor of the Armenian people. It is only then, with complete justice, that an appropriate reconciliation can be developed between the Armenian and Turkish peoples, peace and respect for human dignity in the world consolidated. 

As a crime against humanity, the crime of genocide, whether victimizing the Armenian or the Palestinian peoples or any other people or community on the basis of religion, should be a matter of concern for all people of the world.

In this context, states and the IAO must espouse practical resolutions and policies to enforce the respect for freedom of religion, and all fundamental human rights. 
In summary and in conclusions;
In countries where Orthodox Christianity is a minority, the relationship between state and church is special. In such situations, particularly in the Middle East, Christian communities fear to see other religious values enforced upon them, if the majority religion becomes state religion without respect for religious and cultural diversity, or if undemocratic policies are pursued, leading to violations of their fundamental civil and political rights. Fears include being treated unequally or even falling to direct or indirect persecution, the worse form of which is genocide, such as the one that was executed by the Ottoman Empire upon the Armenian Christian people in 1915. Such fears still exist in many countries where Christians are being targeted with killings, forced exhile and various forms of abuses, such as in Iraq or the Holy land. In these situations, the state must uphold principles of freedom of religion. Particularly, it must protect the church and orthodox Christians, respect their related religious, social values and other civil, political and cultural rights in the context of a functional democracy.
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