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EDITORIAL

The ninth issue of the Living Stones Yearbook, which we have entitled 
‘Eastern Christianity, Theological Reflection on Religion, Culture, 
and Politics in the Holy Land and Christian Encounter with Islam 
and the Muslim World’, is firstly in honour of Mor Gregorios 
Yohanna Ibrahim, the Syriac Orthodox Archbishop of Aleppo, 
who was abducted with his fellow bishop Paul (Boulos) Yazigi, the 
Metropolitan of the Archdiocese of Aleppo, Syria, of the Church of 
Antioch in 2013. 

Aziz Abdul-Nour offers an overview of the life, scholarly work of 
one of the great figures in the modern history of the Syriac Orthodox 
Church, Patriarch Barsoum, during a difficult and challenging post-
First World War period which found the Christian East badly wounded 
by genocide, massacre, displacement and cultural destruction. 

Sebastian Brock studies the Syriac Orthodox Church in the 
twentieth century with a detailed and finely considered overview of 
its history and presence in the region. 

The late John Watson, who commented upon nearly all aspects 
of the modern Coptic Christianity, reviews the Church’s presence in 
Jerusalem and the Holy Land. 

Grace al-Zoughbi discusses as a wider aspect of Palestinian 
Theology and contemporary ecclesial concerns an exploration of the 
role of Protestant women today. Stephen Sizer discusses the origins 
and consequences of Evangelical Christian Zionism in the Holy Land. 

Bianka Speidl presens a very timely and very valuable contribution 
based on original field-work with Iraqi and Syrian Christian refugees 
in Lebanon. 
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Máté Szaplonczay, evaluates the question of ‘Applied Solidarity’ 
towards Christians in Syria from the perspective of the Eastern Catholic 
Churches. 

Isabel Olizar discusses the vital issue of  religious freedom in the 
Muslim world from the ecclesial and theological perspective of Pope 
John Paul II and Bishop Pierre Claverie OP. 

Ian Latham in a thoughtful and detailed study seeks to give a 
‘mystical contour’ to Louis Massignon’s encounter with Iraq. 

Hugues Didier offers a challenging account of the relationship 
between Louis Massignon and Charles de Foucauld allowing the reader 
to reflect upon its meaning from the perspective of history.

Editors
October 2021
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aziz abdul-Nour. Born in Mosul, Iraq, he studied in Mosul and 
University of London  and taught in Basra University, Iraq. A Syrian 
Orthodox, he is a secretary of the Oriental Orthodox Churches Council 
and a Co-Secretary of the Anglican Orient Orthodox Forum, CMS 
Middle East Advisory Board, and Chair, Middle East Forum-CTBI. 
He is a founder of the Mor Gregorios Cultural Legacy Foundation, 
a think-tank campaign to free Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, 
the abducted Syrian Orthodox Archbishop of Aleppo since 2013, 
promoting through his vision and mission for pluralism, dialogue of 
life, awareness and perception of the challenges of modern conflicts on 
Christians’ interreligious relations and presence. Recent publications: 
A Festschrift: Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim: Pluralism, Dialogue and Co- 
Existence; The Garden of  Eden and its Living Stones: Christians in Iraq; The 
Syrian Orthodox Church in Britain: A Historical Perspective; Mosul the Mother 
of  All Co-Existence: A Bibliographical Index.

Sebastian brock, Oriental Institute, University of Oxford: a 
leading expert on Syriac Christianity, he has written a series of 
important publications on the subject including Syriac Perspectives 
on Late Antiquity, 1984; Studies in Syriac Christianity: History, Literature, 
Theology, 1992; From Ephrem to Romanos: Interactions between Syriac and 
Geeek in Late Antiquity, 1999; The Luminous Eye: the Spiritual World 
Vision of  Saint Ephrem, 1992; The Wisdom of  Saint Isaac the Syrian, 
1997; ‘The Syriac Churches in Ecumenical Dialogue on Christology,’ 
in Eastern Christianity: Studies in Modern History, Religion and Politics, 
London, 2004, pp. 44-65; ‘The Syriac Churches and Dialogue with 
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the Catholic Church’, The Heythrop Journal, Vol. 45, 2004, pp. 466-
476; ‘The Syrian orthodox Church in the twentieth Century’, in 
Christianity in the Middle East: Studies in Modern History, Theology, and 
Politics, London, Melisende, 2008; ‘The Syrian orthodox Church in 
the modern Middle East’, in Eastern Christianity in the Modern Middle 
East, London, Routledge, 2010; ‘The Syriac Churches of the Middle 
East and Dialogue with the Catholic Church’, in The Catholic Church 
in The Contemporary Middle East Studies for the Synod for the Middle 
East, London, Centre for Eastern Christianity, Heythrop College, 
University of London/Melisende, 2010.

Hugues Didier 1942, Docteur ès lettres (Paris-Sorbonne, 1974), 
Professor Université Jean Moulin Lyon 3 from 1989 until his 
retirement. Between 1974-1989 he was professor at the l’Université 
d’Oran (Algeria). He is one of the leading international scholars on 
relations between Europe, Christianity and Asia, especially relations 
between Christianity and Islam and with Asian religions. He has 
authored numerous books—Les Portugais au Tibet: Les Premières Relations 
Jesuites, 1624-1635 (1996), Raymond Lulle (2001), Fantômes d’Islam et de Chine. 
Le voyage en Asie centrale de Bento de Góis (1603-1607) (2003), Petite vie de 
saint François Xavier (2003), Découvertes de l’Inde—de Vasco de Gama à Lord 
Mountbatten, 1497-1947 (2005). A collection of studies in his honour 
and to celebrate his scholarly achievements is Contrabandista entre mundos 
fronterizos, Hommage au Professeur Hugues Didier (2010). Didier’s classic 
work Petite vie de Charles de Foucauld has been updated and republished 
numerous times since it was first published in 1993, the latest being 
in 2018.

†br Ian Latham, Little brothers of Jesus (LbJ), studied in France where 
he became acquainted with the circle of Louis Massignon, including 
Brother Louis Gardet, and lived for many years in Asia and the Middle 
East. He made a number of studies on Catholic encounters with Islam, 
including  ‘Christian Prayer’ in Catholics and Shi’a in Dialogue: Studies in 
Theology and Spirituality, London, 2004;‘Charles de Foucuald (1898-1916): 
Silent witness for Jesus in the face of Islam’, in Catholics in Interreligious 
Dialogue: Studies in Monasticism, Theology and Spirituality (London, 2006). 
Brother Ian was living in a community of followers of Charles de 
Foucauld, London, before he died in January 2007. His contributions 
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to the Living Stones Yearbook: ‘Mary in the Qur’an and Islamic 
Tradition’ (2017-18), ‘Christian encounters with Islam in history and 
modern times: some Theological reflections’ (2015), ‘Islamic Belief 
and Practice’ (2020).

Isabel olizar, gained her BA in Theology at the University of 
Edinburgh, MA at Heythrop College, University of London and 
doctorate at the School of Advanced Studies, University of London 
2019: ‘Witnessing to the Dignity of the Person: Pope John Paul 
II’s Political and Religious Thought on Religious Freedom in the 
Context of the Catholic Church’s Global Dialogue with Muslims in 
Conversation with French Catholic Thinkers Charles de Foucauld, 
Louis Massignon and Pierre Claverie, OP’. Based upon her research 
she published ‘From the Margins to the Center: Exploring Nostra 
Aetate in the lives of Charles de Foucauld, Louis Massignon and Pierre 
Claverie’, Nostra Aetate, Non-Christian Religions, and Interfaith Relations, (ed.) 
Kail Ellis OSA, London, Palgrave/Macmillan, 2020.

The revd Dr Stephen Sizer is the founder and director of Peacemaker 
Trust, catalysts for peacemaking, especially where minorities are 
persecuted, where justice is denied, human rights are suppressed or 
reconciliation is needed. He previously served as an Anglican priest 
for 34 years, most recently in the parish of Virginia Water, Surrey. His 
PhD examined the history, theology and politics of Christian Zionism 
and he has written two books on the subject, both published by Wipf 
& Stock, Christian Zionism: Roadmap to Armageddon? and Zion’s Christian 
Soldiers? The Bible, Israel and the Church. He is a trustee of Sabeel-Kairos 
UK, Southampton & Winchester Visitors Group (supporting asylum 
seekers),  as well as Living Stones of the Holy land Trust.

bianka Speidl is a senior lecturer and researcher at the Pázmány Péter 
Catholic University, Hungary. She gained her PhD from the Institute of 
Arab and Islamic Studies at the University of Exeter. She is the recent 
author of Islam as Power: Shi‘i Revivalism in the Oeuvre of  Muhammad Husayn 
Fadlallah, London, Routledge, 2020. Bianka is a Greek Catholic from 
Hungary who has extensive relations and contacts with the Melkite 
patriarchate and Church in Syria and Lebanon.
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Fr Máté Szaplonczay is a Catholic priest of the Hungarian Greek 
Catholic Church and a researcher at the Saint Athanasius Greek 
Catholic Theological College. He holds a degree in Catholic 
theology from the same institute and a licenciate in Eastern Canon 
Law from the Pontifical Oriental Institute, Rome. He wrote his MA 
dissertation on the ‘Eucharistic peculiarities in the Assyrian Church 
of the East’; and his licenciate on ‘The discipline of the Eucharistic 
fast in the Catholic East and West’. He translated a number of 
official Vatican documents to Hungarian. He has a research interest 
in the history of the Eastern Churches; the Christianity in the 
Middle East; as well as in the reform of the processes regarding the 
nullity of marriage in the Catholic Church, cf. m.p. ‘Mitis Iudex’ 
for the Roman Catholic Church and m.p. ‘Mitis et misericors’ for 
the Eastern Churches.

†Fr. John Harold Watson, a priest of the Church of England was 
ordained a priest at Canterbury Cathedral by the archbishop of 
Canterbury in 1967. He served as a chaplain with the British Army 
of the Rhine, and then served as a school chaplain and university 
chaplain for over three decades. He was a leading commentator on 
Coptic Church affairs, publishing numerous articles and studies 
in Coptic Church Review, Coptologia, Le Monde Copte, however, his 
principal reflection on his encounter with Egyptian Christianity 
came with his Among the Copts, Sussex Academic Press, 2001. He was 
also captivated by the idea of mysticism in the dialogue between 
religious traditions: Listening to Islam with Thomas Merton, Sayyid Qutb, 
Kenneth Cragg and Ziauddin Sardar : Praise, Reason and Reflection, Sussex 
Academic Press, 2005.

Grace al-Zoughbi arteen. Grace is an Arab Palestinian Christian, 
born and raised in Bethlehem. Grace holds a BA in Biblical Studies 
from Bethlehem Bible College and an MA in Theology from the 
London School of Theology. Her thesis sought to explore the ways 
in which women can seek to defend and promote personal dignity, 
particularly within strongly patriarchal contexts. She served as a 
lecturer at Bethlehem Bible College 2011-2018 where she also led the 
BA Programme. Grace is currently studying for her PhD degree, also 
through the London School of Theology, with special focus on the 
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theological education of Arab women in the Middle East. In her day-
to-day life, she participates in leading a variety of programmes through 
her church in Bethlehem and has been involved in various theological 
translation projects.
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‘Patriarch Aphram I Barsoum not only had the vision and 
power to think, but also the humility, passion, altruism, 
dedication and stamina to serve and act intelligently free 
of self-glorification’

Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim1

The misery of the Great War has impacted on the lives of virtually all 
the Middle Eastern communities. This article offers a fresh perspective 
on the critical significance of the leadership of the Oriental Churches 
in war and peacetime. It reflects on the effect of the Great War 
on the autochthonous Christian ‘subject peoples’ of the Ottoman 
Empire and the diverse diplomatic response and performance of 
Church leaders at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, their different 
understandings and the political stance of its treaties and the charter 
of the League of Nations and the mandate system. Their advocacy 
mission was to Paris and other Western capitals on behalf of their 
vulnerable communities, as they found themselves, together with their 
destitute and ethno-religiously cleansed and critically endangered 
community, unprepared and embroiled in understanding the political 
implications, pliability and complexity of the Wilsonian concept of 
national self-determination. 

1 This article in the Living Stones of the Holy Land Trust 2021 Yearbook is dedicated 
to the 71st birthday of Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, together with the 8th 
anniversary of the kidnapping of the Archbishops of Aleppo Mor Gregorios Ibrahim 
and Paul Yaziji. They were kidnapped on 22 April 2013 in the hinterland of Aleppo. 
They were abducted together and are still held against their will depriving their 
Churches and community of the desperately needed quality leadership and diplomacy 
at this time of reckoning for the Syrian crisis and the perilous juncture of the Oriental 
Christians in the Middle East. (Oez and Abdul-Nour, 2016; Kourieh, 2016)

ePISCoPaL DIPLoMaCY: orIeNTaL CHrISTIaNS 
or THe SYrIaC orIeNT aT THe ParIS PeaCe 

CoNFereNCe 1919-1920. 
aPHraM I barSoUM, a MaN oF VISIoN oN aN 

IMPoSSIbLe MISSIoN

Aziz Abdul-Nour
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The ensuing treaties had far-reaching implications on the peaceful 
integration and co-existence in the emerging new world order of the 
League of Nations mandate and evolution of independent nation states. 
This research especially focuses on the role, policy and endeavours 
of Aphram Barsoum, the Bishop of the Levant and the official 
plenipotentiary of Elias III, the Patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox 
Church of Antioch, to the Paris Peace Conference. Specifically, it 
compares the policies and reactions of different patriarchs of the 
Churches of the Syriac tradition to the unfolding events pre- and 
post-Great War. This is a topic which still requires significant research 
work. Mindful of the Zeitgeist of that time, this article tries to navigate 
the difficulty of discussing ecumenism and religious freedom, as we 
understand it today. 

introduCtion

Over a century on from the First World War, this paper endeavours to 
highlight the effects of the 1914-1918 Great War, namely the 1919 Paris 
Peace Conference, and its geopolitical aftermath on the autochthonous 
Eastern Christians who lived for almost four centuries in the Ottoman 
Empire. Specifically, it seeks to unveil the wide vistas of history of such 
an important era that culminated in lasting effects on the nations of 
four collapsing empires. This includes the German, Hapsburg Empire 
of Austria and Tzarist Russian Empire, with a particular focus on the 
Ottoman Empire and its indigenous Christians of Mesopotamia and 
the Levant. 

This historical context underpins the central analysis, which 
seeks to examine the response of Church leadership to the unfolding 
geopolitical events at the time, and its effects on the future stability and 
welfare of the communities in the new reality of the Near East. I shall 
explore the various reactions of the Syriac Church leaders regarding 
the unfolding Great War and the spectrum displayed of patriarchal 
pragmatism towards the implementation of the mandate system in 
the region. The imposition of this mandate system undermined the 
demands of some religious and ethnic communities for the potential 
of self-determination and the degree of integration with the emerging 
geopolitical order of nation-states in the region where the majority of 



Abdul-Nour—Aphram I Barsoum, A Man of  Vision …

3

their communities were, and still are, living. Rational policies were 
developed by different patriarchs in the genre of entente cordiale developed 
and maintained between Church-state relations in Syria and Iraq.

In particular, this paper seeks to understand, and draw lessons 
from, the leadership qualities, diplomatic dexterity, and cultural 
achievements of Mor Severus Aphram Barsoum (1918-1933) who 
became the pillar of the Church’s revival and renaissance throughout 
the twentieth century and a guiding beacon for Church leadership 
today. (Dinno, 2017) In search of the narrative history regarding 
this topic are numerous unpublished primary sources, manuscripts, 
narrative accounts and private archives which have not been previously 
available to historians.2 Research has included rare but pertinent 
documents which provide a new historiographical engagement that 
contextualises the perilous and complex multi-faceted mission of 
Barsoum: the ecclesiastical, the inter-Church, the inter-faith and the 
diplomatic performance exhibited by Severus Aphram Barsoum, the 
Syrian Orthodox Bishop of the Levant. 

Considering the difficulties in consulting archives on such a 
complex topic at this time, no work could be definitive, nor could 
judgement be final until a wider study has been undertaken. This paper 
merely remains the ‘tip of an iceberg’ in its focus on these fateful years 
in the long history of the Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch.

2 Unfortunately, due to the current political situations in the Middle East, it has 
not been possible to document sufficiently a number of points, which ought to 
be matters of record. This is due to the difficulties accessing important documents 
in the private archive of Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim in Aleppo; it has been 
officially sealed since his abduction on 22 April 2013. This archive contains 
especially important and vital documents for this paper, among them the private 
papers and archive of Iskandar Mahama, Barsoum’s private secretary and témoin 
de l’époque. Also, the current situation is an impediment to accessing archives in 
Mosul, Aleppo, Homs, Damascus and Deir al-Za‘faran, some of which may have 
been lost forever during recent turmoil in the region. 

 The most important among the memories, diaries, reminiscences and private paper 
collections consulted in this study are the unpublished memories, diaries and other 
intellectual properties never previously consulted belonging to Mr Salim Daood 
Barsoum (d. 1970), a senior official at the treasury of the Province of Mosul and 
paternal first cousin and contemporary of Aphram Barsoum. They are very valuable 
primary sources for Aphram Barsoum’s biography and the history of the Syrian 
Orthodox Archdiocese and community in Mosul. Restricted access to these primary 
sources was by generous courtesy of Mahir Mossa Barsoum and Makram Mossa 
Barsoum, the custodians of this private and valuable familial archive.
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2020, the Year in whiCh there were

SeveraL notabLe CentenarieS.

I consider that these ‘centenaries’ are useful starting points to carry 
out a systematic analysis of international relations and the imposed 
order at play in a given region. The world has commemorated the 
centenaries of many early twentieth-century historical milestones3 
and reflected on their lasting geopolitical influence and impact in 
the region. This includes the centennial of the 1918 Armistice of the 
Great War, ‘The War that End all Wars!’ (Wells, 1914), and thereafter 
the 1919-1920 Paris Peace Conference, the peace process that ‘ended all 
Peace’. (Fromkin, 2009) These ‘centenaries’ allow for a new perspective 
on the post-Great War peace process. In the context of this paper, 
centenaries help to investigate the quality and liminality of Church 
leadership policy to safeguard their vulnerable communities in a time 
of transition and strain over the intervening years of the past century 
and the start of the present one. To understand the current challenges 
of the present leadership of these various Christian communities, 
we must understand the historical events that have helped shape the 
time in which we live.

In 1918, the American President Woodrow Wilson (1913-1921) 
pledged to Congress to fight together with America’s allies for a ‘Peace 
without Victory’, under what is known as Wilson’s Commandments, 
or the Fourteen Points. (Wilson, 1918) These points established the 
benchmark for the ‘new world order’, which was to work towards ‘the 
world be made safe for democracy’ (Wilson, 1917), creating a land 
‘fit for heroes’. (Lloyd George, 1918) These principles were similar 
to the seven Pontifical Notes for Peace, points promulgated by Pope 
Benedict XV (1914-1922) in 1917, in which the pontiff defined war 
as ‘useless massacre’, which was rejected outright by the belligerent 
powers. It is believed that Wilson’s Commandments formed the pillar of 
that peace. (Woodward, 1971; Knock, 1995; Perlmutter, 2000) These 
papal injunctions alienated some of the delegations of the states, 
nations and political groups officially represented at the inauguration 
of the Paris Peace Conference 1919-1920,4 whose bitterness at loss 

3 For example, the 1917 capture of Baghdad, the 1919 birth of the League of Nations 
and the 1923 Lausanne Conference.

4 The Paris Peace Conference also known as the ‘Versailles Peace Conference’ lasted 



Abdul-Nour—Aphram I Barsoum, A Man of  Vision …

5

and destruction was still too raw to challenge the Great Powers and 
thereafter the newly formed international body which became known 
as the League of Nations (LoN).5 

The doctrine of self-determination6 of people was as important as 
it was controversial and contentious among Wilson’s Commandments.7 

from 1918-1919. The conference dealt with the legacies of the four collapsing 
empires and has as much to do with post-war politics, partitions and redefining 
international relations as perceptions of pre-war animosity and guilt. (Neiberg, 
2017)

5 The idea of League of Nations was embodied by Wilson’s point no. XIV: ‘A general 
association of nations must be formed under specific covenants for the purpose of 
affording mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to 
great and small States alike.’ Wilson’s idea came to fruition as the Covenant of LoN 
was enshrined in the text of the Treaty of Versailles 1919. This first international 
body became a political reality in 1920 with 63 states members. LoN was dissolved 
in 1946, to be replaced by the United Nations.

6 The concepts of ‘autonomous development’ or the ‘right to self-determination’ 
embodied in Wilson’s point no. XII. ‘The Turkish portions of the present Ottoman 
Empire should be assured a secure sovereignty, but the other nationalities which 
are now under Turkish rule, [which post Great War became known as ‘subject 
people’] should be assured an undoubted security of life and an absolutely 
unmolested opportunity of autonomous development’ 

7 ‘He [Wilson] believed you could do everything by formulas and his fourteen points. 
God himself was content with Ten Commandments. Wilson modestly inflicted 
fourteen points on us … the fourteen commandments of the emptiest theory!’ 
(Macmillan, 2002, 75)

Fig. 1. Commemorative Medals. Mor Ignaitius Aphram Barsoum’s Centenary of  
Episcopal Consecration 1918-2018 (left)—Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, 40th 
Anniversary of  Episcopal Consecration (right). (Photo courtesy of  Abdul-Nour 
Collection)
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For a great part of the population of the emergent nation-states, 
this promise nourished strong hopes, albeit illusionary, of securing, 
autonomous development and political independence. The points were 
in essence an appeal for a ‘new diplomacy’, to remedy the failings of 
the political power approach of traditional European diplomacy. It was 
assumed that self-determination was the crux of Wilson’s new world 
order, taking special care and due account of the interests of ‘suffering 
peoples’. Rather than the national right of self-determination, Wilson 
promoted the civil right of self-determination and considered every 
state a nation-state. In a sense, the ideal nation-state should be both 
organic and civic; by which he meant participation by all constituents 
of a polity in determining its public affairs. The potential of utopian 
euphoria still reverberates in dreams, in the context of instability, and 
the ongoing flux of violence in the region. 

Fig. 2. Patriarch Aphram Barsoum and specimens of  his Syriac signature and the 
official title appeared on all his communications during the Paris Peace Conference 
1919. (Photo courtesy of  Abdul-Nour Collection)
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barSoum’S era: the tempête du siècle in the orient. 

The lasting ‘heavenly’ or external image of Mesopotamia which 
has been created in the Western mind is of a civilized, romantic 
and mysterious oasis of tranquillity. It is perceived as the ‘cradle of 
civilization’, the temptation of lushness and lavishness of the Garden 
of Eden with the abundance of milk and honey and watered by the 
great biblical rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates. Such idyllic images of 
the Orient were popularized through centuries of acquaintance with 
the Bible, and the intriguing travelogues of Orientalists with colourful 
paintings of artists’ impressions. The diplomatic dispatches of those 
who were fortunate enough to enjoy postings in the ‘Cinderella 
Services’8 representing, safeguarding and upholding the interests of 
their countries in the riches of those Mesopotamian corridors and on 
the Levantine shores added to this romanticism. 

8 The British Consular Service and its modus operandi became known as ‘The Cinderella 
Service’ (Platt, 1971).

Fig. 3. Lamassu, human-headed winged bull, excavated from Nineveh, Iraq, on a raft 
down the Tigris on its way to London. Watercolour on pencil by Frederick Charles Cooper 
(c. 1850). (Photo courtesy of  V&A Museum, London, The Searight Archive. Museum 
no. SD.257)
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Fuelling this idealism is cuneiform script, which shows us how 
ancient thinkers observed and made sense of the world around them. 
(Robson, 2019) These images were fortified by amazing specimens from 
archaeological discoveries in the royal cities of Nineveh and Nimrud9 
which started to reach Western shores in the second half of the 1800s. 
They adorned museums in Western capitals such as the British Museum 
in London, the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, the Musée du Louvre 
in Paris, the Pergamon Museum in Berlin and others. 

These iconic symbols had been out of view since the fall and 
destruction of Nineveh in 612 BC and were lamented by Nahum: 
‘Nineveh lay in ruins, who will pity you?’ (Nahum 3:7) After their 
rediscovery they were loaded onto rafts and floated down the Tigris 
(Fig. 3). They were destined to be bequeathed to Britain and France. On 
arrival, they generated a wave of excitement among both scholars and 
the educated public that seldom equalled in the annals of archaeology. 
They highlighted the exciting abiding link between Nineveh and the 
Bible. (Russell, 1991; Larsen, 2009) 

Thanks to the collective zeal of British diplomats and orientalists, 
both Syriac and Arabic manuscripts were the first peace ambassadors 
of Mesopotamia and its busy scriptoriums. The imposing portrait of 
Claudius James Rich (c. 1786-1821) greets and welcomes you as you 
enter the Oriental Reading Room at the British Library, where you can 
inspect the rare collection of Syriac and Arabic manuscripts and other 
Mesopotamian artefacts collected by Rich during his extensive tour 
of duty as the first British East India Company Resident at Baghdad, 
Mesopotamia, fulfilling and enjoying to the limit his ‘Cinderella’ 
Foreign Service postings for the Company in ancient cities of the Orient 
such as Mosul-Nineveh, Baghdad and Babylon. (Rich, 1836, 1939)

However, Barsoum was aware from his previous visit of the 
presence and prominence of the Lamassu in the Louvre and the 
British Museum. Whilst in Paris he could feel that Lamassu was 
still generating the same excitement and immediate impact on 

9 The British archaeologist Austen Henry Layard, (1817-1894) is best known as ‘the 
excavator of Nineveh and Nimrud’. Among what he discovered and transported 
to London was the Lamassu, a human-headed winged lion/bull made of gypsum 
alabaster known as Mosul’s marble. The horned cap attests to its divinity, and 
the belt signifies its power. The sculptor gave it five legs so that they appear to be 
standing firmly when viewed from the front but striding forward when seen from 
the side. (Layard, 1849)
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the delegations to the Paris Peace Conference during their ‘must’ 
promenades to the Louvre. Aware of the attentiveness to the more 
deliberative uses of history in diplomatic deliberations, Barsoum was 
successful in his endeavour to make use of the curiosity and interest 
in these Assyrian colossi by delegates of the Paris Peace Conference as 
a point of reference and conversation. He would undertake to discuss 
with those delegates highlighting the similarity of the toll of human 
suffering due to the culture of power politics in ancient civilization 
and now. The Lamassu as a visible metaphor and allegory presented 
a subtle positioning for Barsoum’s discourse and memoranda to 
illustrate past heritage as an important part in constructing new 
perceptions of the future. These were the main reasons for Barsoum 
being officially delegated by Patriarch Elias III in a peace mission to 
Paris and other major capitals. He communicated the plight of his 
people to the wider world while the future of Mesopotamia and the 
Levant was discussed and debated in the corridors of powers at the 
Paris Peace Conference 1919, in Paris and London.

Fig. 4. King Al-Hussain Bin Ali with specimen of  his seal used during the Arab Revolt 
1916 (left) and King Faisal I with specimen of  his signature used during the Paris Peace 
Conference (right). (Photo courtesy of  Abdul-Nour Collection)
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the great war: uShering in an end of an era.

This cultural romantic idyllic image of the Fertile Crescent would 
soon be tarnished once British troops set foot in Mesopotamia in 
1914. (Townshend, 2011) In preparation for the Great War, Lord 
Balfour10 ordered the advance of his troops in a northward campaign 
into the depths of Mesopotamia. Initially, rapid progress inland 
against weak Turkish resistance was made under the leadership 
of General Charles Townshend. In less than a month, they had 
occupied the towns of Basra, Kurna, and captured Turkish prisoners 
with negligible losses. Despite the unforgiving climate, British 
forces continued to march steadily up the River Tigris in 1915 
and captured the town of Kut al-Amara. General John Nixon, 
Commander of the British Expeditionary Force in Iraq, Townshend, 
and his lieutenants envisaged an easy final march, dreaming of being 
in Baghdad for Christmas Day. The campaign met with unexpected 
patriotic Ottoman Turkish nationalist resistance nurtured between 
the Tigris and Euphrates, which was described as a ‘saga of fortitude 
and resilience’. (Erickson, 2001) The tide turned quickly at the Battle 
of Ctesiphon (22-26 November 1915). Under relentless Ottoman 
pressure, Townshend’s attacking forces were defeated and forced 
to retreat. Turkish troops—under the command of Colonel Yusef 
Nuredin—laid the famous and prolonged siege of Kut al-Amara 
which lasted 147 days and withstood heavy casualties. Eventually 
on 29 April 1916 it brought about the surrender of Townshend, 
commander of the Sixth Indian Division, the largest of the British 
forces. It was an event so unimaginable that a parliamentary 
commission was appointed to discover exactly why it happened. 
(McNeal, 1916; Gardner, 2014) 

10 Arthur James Balfour (1848-1930), Victorian and Edwardian aristocrat and a 
Conservative (Tory) politician, British Prime Minster 1902-1906, War Secretary in 
1915, British chief delegate to the Paris Peace Conference. His biographer Adams 
stresses that Balfour’s knowledge of defence was essentially the knowledge of an 
armchair strategist with little grasp of the detail and no sense of the terrain. Adams 
indicated that Balfour knew ‘nothing whatever about the army’. ‘Nor did he ever 
learn much about the Middle East.’ As War Secretary of Asquith’s cabinet in 1915, 
Balfour pressed for the military advance from Basra to Baghdad that resulted in 
the surrender of the British army in Mesopotamia to the Turks at Kut al-Amara 
the bloodiest battle of the Mesopotamian campaign. For details, see Adams (2007) 
and Townshend (2011).
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Soon the ‘idyllic romantic Garden of Eden’ became the most 
challenging battlefield of the Great War in the Near East, unfortunately 
named the ‘mess pot’. This neologism was coined and first used initially 
in internal memos and communications among officials at the British 
Colonial, War, Indian and Foreign Offices who were dealing with the 
unfolding events in Mesopotamia. As they say ‘mud sticks’, the image 
of a mess pot proved to be geopolitically permanent! 

The Great War accelerated the Armistice of Mudros, which 
was concluded, ratified and declared on 30 October 1918. This was 
followed by signing of the Armistice of Compiègne11 on 11 November 
1918 which ushered in the end of hostilities, its indiscriminate 
distractions, the eventual demise of the Sick Man of Europe, the 

11 Only 22 years later, after the Allies’ defeat in effect officially ended the 70-year-old 
French Third Republic (1870 to 1940), France had to accept the terms imposed by 
the Germans in the Second Armistice at Compiègne. This was signed on 22 June 
1940, in the same railway carriage in which the Germans had signed the armistice 
after their defeat in the First World War on 11 November 1918.

Fig. 5. Prince Faisal with members of  the Hijaz delegation: Prince Faisal (front),  Left to 
right: Rustum Haidar, Nuri as-Said, Captain Pisani (rear) ,T E Lawrence, Captain Tahsin 
Qadri. and Faisal’s aide (at rear, name unknown), at Versailles during the Paris Peace 
Conference 22 January 1919. (Wikimedia Commons, distributed under CC-BY 2.0 license)
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end of an era and the ramifications of a new geopolitical reality. 
(Çirakman, 2005) 

With the end of the First World War, the whole Fertile Crescent 
that represents the geopolitical scope of this paper came under the 
control of the British army of occupation. Yet, while in Iraq direct 
British rule was installed, headed by a General Officer Commanding 
and a Civil Commissioner, in Syria the British army confined itself 
to its barracks and an independent Arab government was established, 
headed by Amir Faisal.

the periLouS peaCe proCeSS

The Paris peace conference of 1919 was the first attempt 
in world history to redraw the map of half the globe’s 
continents, change the nationalities of millions of people, 
devise a formula to permanently abolish war and recast 
international economic relations—all at the stroke of a 
pen. (Kunz, 1998) 

The 1919 Paris Peace Conference was the first time in human history 
that such a large gathering of diplomats had met in one location to 
chart a new course for humanity. US President Woodrow Wilson argued 
for open covenants as the secret diplomacy of the major European 
powers, which resulted in the 1914-18 conflagration, had to end.

Conceivably, dealing with an equitable inheritance became an 
extremely complex business. It was contentious and dissentious, 
divisive, most likely unfair and consequently unsettling. Dealing with 
the legacy of the Ottoman Empire,12 one of the defeated Central Powers 
of the Great War13 and its territorial partitions, especially the Ottoman 
Arab provinces, where a substantial proportion of Eastern Christians 
resided for centuries under the Ottoman millet system, proved to be a 
perilous process exercise (Abdul-Nour, 2016): the lasting questionable 

12 The Ottoman Empire ruled its Arabic provinces in the region in question without 
interruption for almost four centuries. 

13 It was hoped that ‘The Great War’ would be ‘The War to End All Wars’ which lasted 
from 28 July 1914 to 11 November 1918. Twenty-three out of the then forty-eight 
recognized governments in 1914, were at war with Germany and her allies and 
seventeen had remained neutral.
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and challenging outcomes of the combination of ‘Diplomacy by 
Conference’ at the Paris Peace conference 1919, the Versailles Treaty 
of 1919, ‘Diplomacy by Retreats’ at the Conference of San Remo 1920, 
the Treaty of Sèvres 1920, and Treaty of Lausanne 1923 and also the 
Anglo-Turkish agreement of 1926. (Beck, 1981; Wright,1926) The way the 
newly established League of Nations maintained peace by the mandate 
system persisted as a cause of disagreement. After a series of signing 
and abrogating treaties, the Treaty of Lausanne 1923 was eventually 
accepted by the Turkish government as the peaceful settlement of the 
indigenous heritages. 

Gentlemen, I don’t think it is necessary any further to 
compare the principles underlying the Lausanne Peace 
Treaty with other proposals for peace. This treaty, is 
a document declaring that all efforts, prepared over 
centuries, and thought to have been accomplished 
through the Sèvres Treaty to crush the Turkish nation 
have been in vain. It is a diplomatic victory unheard of 
in the Ottoman history!’ (Atatürk, 1927)14 

The Treaty of Lausanne in reality left the evolving issues of the 
social dynamic and co-existence of such ethno-religiously diverse 
demographic spectrum as a point of challenge for the decades ahead. 
Its repercussions still haunt the stability of the modern nation-states 
which emerged within the Ottoman Arab provinces, in Mesopotamia 
and the Levant. Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine, which 
were initially governed under the ‘A’ Mandate System of the League 
of Nations—a proviso of the Versailles Treaty 1919 and the Conference 
of San Remo 1920,15 administered mainly by Britain and France (the 

14 Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s nutuk, a famous thirty-six hour or six‐day great speech 
delivered to the national assembly from 15 to 20 October 1927 at the second 
congress of Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi. ‘The Great Speech’ defining the official historical 
view of the foundation of the Turkish Republic. It covered the events between the 
start of the Turkish War of Independence on 19 May 1919, and the foundation of 
the Republic of Turkey after the conclusion the Treaty of Lausanne in June 1923. 
(Atatürk, 1963) 

15 The San Remo Conference was held at Villa Devachan in San Remo, Italy, from 
19-26 April 1920. It was a follow up of the international meeting of the Allied 
Supreme Council (ASC) of the Principal Allied Powers victors of the Great War, 
attended by the prime ministers of Britain, France, Italy and Japan’s ambassador to 
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cosignatories of the secret Sykes-Picot Accord 1916),16 officially known 
as the Asia Minor Agreement May 1916, under the auspices of the 
newly formed international body, the League of Nations. 

Naturally, the victorious allies took on the administration 
of the Ottoman Empire’s legacy. Predictably, the spectrum of 
potential legitimate heirs would be vast. Hopefuls among them 
were euphoric for the potential possibilities of the international 
law principle of uti possidetis, (‘as you possess’). Expectedly, in the 
run up to and during the war, warring powers’ attempts to reinforce 
expectations of smaller allies with tokens of promises subtly hinted 
at were made to different indigenous people across the region. On 
the drawing board, there were paradigms of cutting lines, mostly 
geodesic,17 for a functional and logistical human geography of 
the new Near East. Such hypothetical lines could not be drawn 
without stepping on distinct spaces of ethno-religious identities, 
let alone be fully integrated, if the interests and aspirations for a 
nationhood state of every legitimate nation were to be completely 
addressed and satisfied. (Barr, 2012; Tabler, 2016) Evidently the 
making of the modern Middle East was neither a straightforward 
undertaking nor would have a happy ending. Consequently, the 
Alliance called a meeting under the maxim ‘The Reconciliation or 

France. They convened a conference of their foreign ministers in order to settle the 
question of the partition of the Ottoman Empire. At San Remo they determined 
the allocation of Class ‘A’ League of Nations mandates for the administration of 
the territories of the former Ottoman regions.

16 The original provisions of the secret pre-emptive contingency agreement between 
Britain, France and Russia. The negotiation of the treaty, between Mark Sykes and 
Francois-Georges Picot with the assent of Russia, occurred between November 1915 
and March 1916 (Figs 10, 11, 12). The agreement was concluded on 16 May 1916 
(Fitzgerald, 1994; Sykes, 2009 and Sykes, 2016). The Bolsheviks blew the cover off 
this secret agreement and exposed its content in an article in Pravda and Izvestia on 
23 November 1917 and in the British Guardian on 26 November 1917. 

17 Those geodesics were easily drawn along the Southern Turkish stretch of the 
Berlin-Baghdad Orient Express Railway to form the international borders between 
Turkey and Syria, roughly along the 37th parallel between the 37th and 42nd 
eastern meridians. They recently proved to be useful in building what became 
known as ‘Great Wall of Turkey’. The modern wall, an 828-kilometre security wall 
and road for armoured military vehicles to patrol around-the-clock, was begun in 
2014 using seven-tones of concrete slabs as barriers, punctuated with 120 towers in 
critical locations, with ponds and riverbeds located near the border. This modern 
boundary marker straddles and seals off the 911 kilometres-long Syrian-Turkish 
border. (Daily Sabah, 2017)
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Peace Conference’, to be held at Versailles and at 37 Quai d’Orsay, 
the French Foreign Ministry, close to the National Assembly, Paris, 
in 1919. Among the plethora of official invitees to attend the Paris 
Peace Conference were the heirs of the Ottoman Empire so that 
grievances could be aired, shared, and contained. Consequently, 
leaders of different indigenous nations were invited to attend or 
to send their official delegates to represent them and their interests 
at the Peace Conference. (Fig. 5)

Once the Treaty of Versailles was signed and the League of 
Nations was established, Winston Churchill was appointed as a 
post-war secretary of state for the colonies. He was empowered with 
the League of Nation’s mandate and decided in early 1921 to create 
the ‘Middle Eastern Department’ to centralize decision-making in 
London. It was the first ever governmental department to use the 
new term ‘Middle East’ to cover the administrative remits of the 
newly acquired territories of Palestine, Jordan, Syria and Iraq, where 
Christianity was born and where the mass of Eastern Christians lives 
even today. The geographical remits of that department may have 
delineated the first official boundaries of the Middle East. Churchill 
swiftly called for a conference in Cairo on 12 March 1921 organised 

Fig.6. Map of  Tur Abdin-Turkey (contemporary Turkish names are shown in Italic). 
(Photo courtesy of   Dr Khalid Dinno 2016)
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by this department. Iraq was at the top of the agenda.18 It emerged 
as the first ever nation-state to come out of the Cairo conference, 
the first ever geopolitical jigsaw of the concept and identity of the 
new term ‘Middle East’ as a post-war modern geopolitical reality. 
This conceptualization gradually gained currency and replaced 
the term Near East. Throughout the last hundred years, changes 
in geopolitical forces, social currents, cultural boundaries, and 
environmental concerns have brought attention to the region again 
and challenged its coherence.19 (Fig: 7).

Eventually, these ex-Ottoman Arab provinces became part of the 
emerging nation-states in the Middle East under the tutelage of Britain 

18 Report on Middle East Conference held in Cairo and Jerusalem, concerning 
the British Government’s involvement with Mesopotamia, Palestine, Aden and 
Somaliland and its Middle Eastern policy. Winston Churchill, Gertrude Bell and 
T E Lawrence were among those present. The National Archives CO 935/1/1-1921.

19 The ‘Middle East’ as a geopolitical term did not even feature in the text of the 
Sazonov-Sykes-Picot agreement 1916. This term did not gain circulation at the 
Paris Peace Conference 1919 or even featured in the text of all its ensuing treaties 
or the Covenant of the League of Nations and its Mandate System. Until the first 
quarter of the twentieth century, there was no mention of the term Middle East, 
in political literature, diplomatic dispatches or in the media due to the fact that 
neither the term nor the states in the region existed. As a neology, the term ‘Middle 
East’ may have originated in the 1850s in the British India Office. It may have 
punctuated private conversations or even speeches of Sir Mark Sykes as member 
of the de Bunsen Committee in 1915. (Johnson, 2018). Apparently, there is no 
trace of the term ‘Middle East’ in texts of parliamentary Hansards, attributed to Sir 
Mark Sykes, the British Member of Parliament for Central Hull in 1916 before his 
premature death in 1919, or to any other MPs. However, Middle East became more 
widely known when American naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840-1914) 
used the term in the September 1902 issue of London’s monthly National Review in 
an article entitled ‘The Persian Gulf and International Relations’; he wrote: ‘The 
Middle East, if I may adopt the term which I have not seen …’, which ‘designates 
the area between Arabia and India.’ (Mahan, 1902 and Koppes, 1976) The first 
official use of the term ‘Middle East’ by the United States government was in the 
Eisenhower Doctrine which was a policy enunciated by Dwight D Eisenhower on 
5 January 1957, within a ‘Special Message to the Congress on the Situation in the 
Middle East’, pertaining to the Suez Crisis and establishing the Middle East as 
a Cold War battlefield. (Eisenhower, 1957; Fowler, 2018) Traditionally included 
within the Middle East are Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, the Levant, the Arabian 
Peninsula, Iran (Persia), and Egypt. In modern-day geography, the Middle East 
embraces 18 countries. However, scholars and government officials still reflect on 
how the Middle East relates to the Near East. There is as yet neither an accepted 
formula, nor even an accepted core for the Middle East and serious efforts to 
define and delineate the area vary. Meanwhile, both terms are, to a certain extent, 
still interchangeable.
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and France within the League of Nation’s Mandate System. (Wright, 
1930; Pedersen, 2015) For almost the last century on their political road 
to normative statehood these nation-states were embattled and impaired 
as sovereignties contested uprisings, consecutive coups d’état, successive 
revolutions, and more recently enforced regime change or imposed 
polities, possible decentralisation, autonomy, partial confederalisation 
and federalisations. All genres of turmoil, territorial fragmentation, 
division and potential independent movements were proposed and 
tried; thus, even after 72 years of independence a petition was in 
circulation demanding a re-mandate of Lebanon by France after the 
massive devastations to Beirut caused by the explosion in its port on 
4 August 2020. Meanwhile, the diverse layers of the autochthonous 
population of these nation-states rendered sectors of its native people 
highly vulnerable to patterns of ruthless campaigns of ethno-religious 
cleansing, endangered in their own homelands and with no secure 
constitutional protection.

Fig. 7. Map of  the Near and Middle East. (Wikimedia Commons, distributed 
under CC-BY 2.0 license)
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church lEadErship and spiritual sEcurity in war and pEacE timE:
from millet to mandatE.

Church leadership is as vital and pivotal for the welfare, survival and 
continuity of the Church and its ecclesial community in war as it is in 
peacetime. The key to leadership lay in how the patriarch as a spiritual 
leader, who under the Ottoman millet system was considered as the millet 
bashi, or temporal leader of a given religious community, responded to 
crisis. Successive patriarchs20 succeeded in maintaining neutrality with 
different political authority and endeavoured to maintain the spiritual 
and dogmatic security of their community in an unsettling milieu of 
recurrent transitional periods of peace to war to peace.

Successive events at the turn of the century in the Ottoman 
Empire that preceded the Great War and its aftermath challenged the 
ecclesiastical and temporal jurisdiction of all patriarchs of Eastern 
Christianity. The situation challenged senior ecclesial authority, the 
functionality of the patriarchate as a religious institution and the 
temporal point of contact with Ottoman authorities. 

It is interesting to look closely at the political and socially challenging 
factors facing the spiritual, dogmatic, social and political role of those 

20 The Syrian Orthodox Church has 65 Patriarchs during the 1st millennium and 55 
Patriarchs during the 2nd millennium.

Fig. 8. Map of  the Ottoman provinces up to 1918. Showing Arab provinces in 
Mesopotamia and the Levant. (Wikimedia Commons, distributed under CC-BY 2.0 
license)
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spiritual leaders, in a pre-ecumenical era while Capitulations and their 
symmetrical effects on different Eastern Churches were still in force. 
After the Great War these communities were living in a different 
geopolitical reality under a mandate system administered by Britain 
and France which eventually produced a conglomerate of nation-states 

Fig. 9. Map of  the proposed Arab Kingdom of  Syria 1916-1920. Claimed 
by King Al-Hussain bin Ali, with modern borders superimposed. (Wikimedia 
Commons, distributed under CC-BY 2.0 license)
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within the geographical remit of the Ottoman Arab provinces, where 
the majority of Eastern Church patriarchal seats were located. 

The responses of Eastern patriarchs to the post-war transitional 
period and policy formulation, whether individually or collectively 
to safeguard their communities living in an essentially complex and 
perilous geopolitical situation of international dimensions, is of interest 
to scholarship. However, despite this potentially crucial position, 
Christians in the Middle East have been curiously absent from Western 
and Middle Eastern scholarship. (McCallum, 2010, 2012)

After 1919 and the exploration of leadership performance in 
reduced circumstances, different concepts of leadership and ‘priority 
in time’, demonstrated different lessons from fourteen patriarchs21 of 
the Eastern Churches contemporary to each other and to the same 
Great War circumstances. This paper provides a brief insight into the 
alien and politically charged milieu of the Paris Peace Conference, of 

21 List of Patriarchs of Eastern Churches in the Middle East, who were contemporary 
to the Great War and its immediate aftermath. Their leadership, spiritual security 
policies and role in safeguarding their communities during this transition period 
is still in need of serious study.

Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople: Germanus V (1913-1918) vacant 
(1918-1921) The last millet bashi, or ethnarch of millet-i Rûm who was also in 
charge of Eastern Orthodox Churches under the Ottoman millet system.

Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople: Zaven I Der Yeghiayan (1913–1915), 
vacant (1915-1919), Zaven I Der Yeghiayan (1919-1922)

Pope of the Coptic Orthodox of Alexandria: Pope Cyril V (1874-1927). 
Catholicos of all Armenians: George V (1911-1930). 
Armenian Patriarch of Jerusalem: Vacant (1910-1921) Yeghishe Tourian (1921-

1929). 
Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox of Antioch: Gregory IV Haddad (1906-1928). 
Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox of Alexandria: Photius (1900-1925). 
Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox of Jerusalem: Damian I (1897-1931). 
Patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox of Antioch: Ignatius Abdullah II (1906-

1915), vacant (1915-1917), Ignatius Elias III (1917-1932), Ignatius Ephram 
I Barsoum (1933-1957). 

Patriarchs of the Church of the East: Shimun XIX Benjamin (1903-1918), 
Shimun XX Paul (1918-1920), Shimun XXI Eshi (1920-1975). 

Patriarch of the Maronite Church: Ignatius Elias Peter Hoyek (1898-1931). 
Patriarch of the Syrian Catholic: Ignatius Ephrem II Rahmani (1898-1929). 
Patriarch of the Chaldeans: Yousef VI Emmanuel II Thomas (1900-1946). 
Patriarchs of Greek Catholic (Melkite) of Antioch: Cyril VIII Geha (1902-1916), 

vacant (1916-1919), Demetrius I Qadi (1919-1925). 
Patriarch of Coptic Catholic of Alexandria: Maximos Sedfaoui (locum tenens) 

(1908–1927).
Catholicos of the Armenian Catholic Terzian (1910-1930).
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the Patriarchs of three Churches of Syriac tradition, namely Ignatius 
Elias III Patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox, Shimun XX Paul Patriarch 
of the Church of the East and Ignatius Elias Peter Hoyek Patriarch of 
the Maronite Church. (Forbes-Adam, Eric, 1919) They were officially 
invited and accepted to participate as heads of an ethno-religious 
autochthonous community or to appoint and send a delegate to 
represent them and the interest of their confessional communities at 
the Paris Peace Conference 1919. The following section will also discuss 
the absence of Patriarch Emmanuel II of the Chaldean Church and 
Patriarch Ignatius Ephrem II Rahmani of the Syrian Catholic Church 
together with the papal response to the exclusion and absence of the 
Vatican at the Paris Peace Conference. 

Fig. 10. Map of  Sykes-Picot Agreement’s proposed frontiers 1916, with modern borders 
superimposed. (Wikimedia Commons, distributed under CC-BY 2.0 license)
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ignatiuS eLiaS iii and barSoum:
StrategiC LeaderShip in war and peaCetime

The war-time Patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch, 
Mor Ignatius22 Elias III Shakir (1917-1932), was elected and installed 
as patriarch on 12 February 1917, to lead a war-torn and decimated 
ancient Church out of the shadows of the Qtolamo or the Sayfo 1915. 
He was a contemporary witness to the intensification of the domestic 
and international crises in the mid-1870s, the reforms of Midhat Pasha 
(1822-1883) and the unfolding politics of the years between the two 
constitutional eras 1876 to 1908. (Nielsen, 2012) Having witnessed 
the sequestrations of his altar as a monk and abbot in 1889 at Deir 
al-Za‘faran,23 the patriarchal monastery in the province of Diyarbakir, 
then as the Metropolitan of Amida, then Mosul with additional 
responsibility of a locum tenens at the patriarchate from 1908 to 
1917, then as patriarch, Elias observed first-hand the relentless effect 
of the unfolding political crisis in the Ottoman Empire during the last 
decade of the nineteenth century, the turn of the century and the first 
decade of twentieth century on his Church and community. He saw 
the consequences of the cataclysmic, repetition of events in Turkey in 
years 1895, 1898, 1908, 1909, 1915, its repercussions throughout the 
interwar years and the transition period that followed until the signing 
of the Treaty of Lausanne (1923). This era spans the patriarchates 
of Abdul-Masseh (1895-1904) and Abdullah (1906-1915) and then 
Elias III (1917-1932). These successive events and their impact almost 
totally destabilized the Church and its community. These calamities 
culminated after Lausanne with the expulsion of Patriarch Elias III 
by President Atatürk in 1924. (Barsoum, 1924; Dinno, 2017, Joseph, 
1983 and Chaillot, 1998) These tragic events sent consecutive waves 

22 Mor Ignatius is the ecclesiastical name/sobriquet bestowed only on Patriarchs in the 
Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch and All the East.

23 The ancient Monastery of Deir al-Za‘faran, (the Saffron Monastery) or Mor 
Hananyo (Fig. 6). The monastery is affectionately known in Syriac as Dayro d 
Kurkmo, in Arabic Dayr al-Za’faran and in Turkish Deyrülzafarân. This monastery 
became the headquarters and residence of successive Patriarchs of the Syriac 
Orthodox Church of Antioch from the 1160s as church headquarters of choice 
after the accession of Michael I the Great (1166-1199), the 78th Patriarch to the see 
of Antioch. The Great War, its aftermath, political and security factors rendered 
it impossible for the Syrian Orthodox Patriarchal See to stay in Deir al-Za‘faran 
within the new, post-Lausanne, borders of Turkey. 
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of mass civilian exoduses down the Tigris and Euphrates initially to 
the bordering Ottoman provinces of the Arabic-speaking majority in 
Mosul, Deir az-Zor, Aleppo and then further afield in Mesopotamia 
and the Levant. (Fig. 6) 

The Metropolitan seat of Mosul became vacant after the death of 
its longest serving bishop, Dionysius Behnam Samarji (1867-1911) on 
8 March 1911. (Shamoon, 1984) Elias fulfilled the needed criterion 
for a demanding episcopal leadership in this era. Elias was elected and 
appointed a bishop of the archdiocese of Mosul, one of the principal 
sees of Syrian Orthodox archdioceses, with the jurisdiction of the 
important dioceses of the main urban centres in the three important 
Ottoman Mesopotamian Arab provinces of Mosul, Baghdad and 
Basra. Elias became ‘the Bishop of Mesopotamia’ and Barsoum 
informed Elias of the uniquely complex ethno-religious demography 
of these Mesopotamian provinces, yet functional interecclesial and 
interreligious situations in the ancient cities of Mosul and Baghdad. A 
very different but an essential addition to Elias’ ecclesiastical experience, 
Elias was welcomed by the Syrian Orthodox notables and clergy of 
the archdiocese. The notables utilized their urban networking through 
different Majlises in the city to usher in and introduce their new bishop 
and eased Elias into interaction with the influential intelligentsia elite 

Fig. 11. Maps of  Sykes-Picot Agreement’s proposed zones of  influence 1916 and the 
British and French Mandates under the auspices of  the League of  Nations in the Middle 
East 1920-1947. (Wikimedia Commons, distributed under CC-BY 2.0 license)
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and power circles of Mosul’s notables and Ottoman bureaucrats in this 
influential Sunni-Christian stronghold of the empire. Elias was soon 
acclimatized to his new role and the responsibilities of his new, largely 
well-established urban archdioceses and their environs. This was at a 
juncture which was becoming increasingly challenging and complex 
due to the consecutive political upheaval of the Young Turk Revolution 
(July 1908) that ushered in the Second Constitutional Era (Turkish = 
İkinci Meşrûtiyyet Devri). It was followed by a countercoup in 1909, with 
Sultan Abdul Hamid II (1876-1909) being deposed on 24 April 1909. 
His brother, the 35th and penultimate Ottoman sultan, Mehmed V 
Reșâd (1909-1918), was installed and reigned as a figurehead while the 
real power was in the hands of the Unionists (Ittihadçilar) triumvirate 
of pashas.24 All the ensuing tumults of political changes were apparent 
in the major provinces of the Ottoman Empire as the Committee of 
Union and Progress endeavoured to tighten their grip and consolidate 
their power in the empire. This combined with the sweeping winds of 
intellectual debate blowing eastward from Istanbul with new political 
ideas and ideologies, constitutionalism, liberalism, decentralisation 
and secularism in which the intelligentsia were actively participating 
as the socio-political vanguard in these provincial centres. Many of 
the intelligentsia were Christians educated at different institutions in 
Istanbul and active members of Elias’ archdioceses in Diyarbakir and 
then Mosul. The effect of that leavened, as Tripp eloquently puts it,

The game of provincial politics became more 
complicated than before because of uncertainties about 

24 Refers to the ‘Three Pashas’, Mehmed Talaat Pasha (1874-1921), Minister of the 
Interior and Grand Vizir, Ismail Enver Pasha (1881-1922), War Minister, and 
Ahmed Djemal Pasha (1872-1922), Navy Minister, the triumvirate of İttihad ve 
Terakki Cemiyeti, the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), and were commonly 
known as the Young Turks. A pan-Turkish party in 1889-1918, they masterminded 
the first Ottoman coup d’état, 23 January 1913; it was also known the raid on the 
Sublime Porte paved a way for these three pashas to become the backbone of the 
CUP regime and ruled with an iron fist the final years of the Ottoman Empire. 
They became the de facto leaders of the secular Young Turks government from 
1913 to 1918, who effectively ruled and were responsible for thrusting the Ottoman 
Empire into the Great War and all the ensuing atrocities. After the Armistice a 
domestic court-martial was ordered by Sultan Mehmed VI on 23 November 1918. 
The Committee of Union and Progress was dissolved in 1918 and courts-martial 
charged its leaders of the destruction of the empire through pushing it into the 
Great War.
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the political convictions and connections of any given 
official or officer. (Tripp, 2007: 22) 

Meanwhile, in Mosul Elias was preoccupied with containing the 
mass movement of his community towards the region due to the 
Qtolamo or Sayfo 1915 that was instigated by the Tehj�r law from the 
provinces of Diyarbakir, Bitlis and Harpout (Fig. 6) into the relative 
safety of the bordering provinces of Mosul, Deir az-Zor and Aleppo. 
(Gaunt, 2006 and Abdul-Nour, 2016) These calamities of his Church 
and its people were intensified soon after British troops landed at Fao-
Basra, Iraq, on 6 to 8 November 1914. (Tripp, 2007) Sultan Mehmed 
V declared war on Britain, France and Russia on 11 November 1914. 
The combined effects of declaration of war and the advance of the 
British Mesopotamia campaign and the blockade of the Mediterranean 
shores destabilized the empire putting acute pressure on its social and 
economic fabric. Soon at least two third of Elias’ archdiocese became 
a battleground of the British Mesopotamian campaign, especially the 
province of Basra, the first ever Ottoman territory to be occupied by the 
advancing British army. (Townshend, 2011) This triggered yet another 
exodus from the parish of Basra to avoid the war. The people started 
to flee the provinces of Basra and then Baghdad toward the safety of 
Mosul. The city of Mosul became a safe refuge for refugees descending 
from upper Mesopotamia and ascending from lower Mesopotamia. 
Effectively, Elias becoming a bishop of an archdiocese split between 
two belligerent empires: the Ottoman and the British. 

During this tumultuous juncture, the Syrian Orthodox Church 
lost its Patriarch Ignatius Abdulla II Sattof (1906-1915) on 17 July 
1915. This was just 50 days after the simultaneous implementation of 
the Tehc�r25 Law 1915, the Seferberlik 191426 campaigns, the flare-up of 

25 Tehc�r a word of Arabic or Ottoman Turkish origin it means ‘emigration/immigration’ or 
‘collective deportation’ or ‘forced displacement’. However, the Sevk ve İskân Kanunu 
(Relocation and Resettlement Law) was a law passed by the Ottoman Parliament 
on 27 May 1915 authorizing the deportation of the Ottoman Empire’s Christian 
population. The full text was published in the Ottoman official newspaper (Takvim-i 
Vekayi). The bill was officially enacted on 1 June 1915 and expired on 8 February 
1916. However, other measures accompanying this law were implemented for much 
longer. (Gaunt, 2006) Depriving the people of their rights, liberty, possessions and 
livelihood, the Tehc�r caused heavy causalities and deprivation. 

26 Seferberlik or Umumî Seferberlik or milli seferberlik or al-tajammuʿ: Ottoman Turkish for 
‘national or public mobilization’ or ‘the general call to arms’, it is a loaded term 
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the prevailing ongoing tragic and relentless campaign of Qtolamo or 
Sayfo 1915, the scarcity of foodstuffs and the overpricing of essential 
commodities during the first year of the Great War. Due to the war 
situation, difficulties in communication, lack of security and travel 
restrictions it proved impossible to convene a quorum synod to elect 
a new patriarch. Therefore, a pivotal Church leadership vacuum could 
not be filled, as a patriarch could not be elected for a year and a half, 
leaving the embattled Church without leadership. Customary in any 
patriarchal transition, an able bishop would be appointed by the 
Synod as a locum tenens to oversee ecclesiastical administration and 
leadership responsibilities. Bishop Elias was elected on 27 February 
1916 to become the locum tenens. He was assisted by a mixed council 
of bishops, clergy and lay advisors which was already in place and 
appointed without precedent by the late Patriarch Abdulla II to 
oversee the running of the Church during wartime. In spite of the 
difficulties of communications Elias executed his new dual tasks 
and responsibilities from Mosul until it was possible to travel to the 
patriarchal headquarters on 17 October 1916. 

Meanwhile, there were significant ideological and intellectual 
tensions in Mosul society and other major cities of Mesopotamia and 
the Levant with the Ottoman authorities. Later, Sharif Hussain bin 
Ali al-Hashemi (1853-1931), ‘the Grand Sharif and Emir of Mecca 
and King of the Hijaz’ (Malik al-Hijaz or Malik al-Bilad al-Arab) (1916-
1924) (Fig. 8), declared his Great Arab Revolt27 against the Ottoman 
Empire on 10 June 1916. (Murphy, 2008) He accused the Committee of 
Union and Progress (CUP) of violating tenets of Islam, as resentment 
was smouldering in Arabia against the Young Turks who deposed 
the Ottoman sultan-caliph limiting the power of his successor. On 
15 August 1916 the Emir of Mecca Al-Sharif Hussain issued the 
first pro-Sharifian Meccan newspaper al-Qibla (for a comprehensive 

also used as a synonymous for ‘collective deportation’. An edict (firman) issued by 
Sultan Muhamad Rașad on 3 August 1914 to usher the state of emergency in the 
run up to the declaration of war. (al-Qattan, 2004) 

27 The call to prayer from the minaret of the Great Mosque of Mecca at dawn on 
10 June 1916, followed by a single shot rang out across the holy city of Mecca. 
Allegedly, it had been fired by the Sharif Hussain himself who, simultaneously 
hoisted the standard of the Arab Revolt over his residence in Mecca, declaring the 
start of the long-awaited popular uprising against 400 years of Ottoman Turkish 
rule had begun. 
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index of al-Qibla see [Bin Talal, 2016]). During its relatively short life 
al-Qibla published 823 issues between 1916 to1924 to propagate and 
document the discourse of the Arab renaissance and the justification 
of the Arab Revolt and its onward march. Al-Qibla excelled among 
other Arabic newspapers of the era in its excellent coverage of the Paris 
Peace Conference, its negotiations, treaties and peace settlements. (Abu 
al-Sahir, 2016) The Unionists (Ittihadists), were challenged in their 
endeavours to contain and restrain the spirit of renaissance fomenting 
in the communities in the Arab majority provinces of Mesopotamia 
and the Levant. Jamal Pasha, the Minister of the Navy, implemented all 
sorts of contingent security measures to affirm the Unionists’ authority 
as they were increasingly challenged with internal unrest, resistance 
and dread, panic and resentment of the population provoked by the 
declaration of Seferberlik, or general conscription, in the summer of 
1914 and its harsh implementation measures which accompanied the 
unsettling news of the advance of the British Mesopotamian campaign 
and other fronts. 

Sharif Hussain’s pan-Arab aspirations attracted many young men 
from the Ottoman Arab majority provinces among them those Maslawi 
(i.e., those from Mosul) intellectuals, Christians and Muslims, who left 
Mosul and joined the Great Arab Revolt, including members of the 
Syrian Orthodox community. These defections caused considerable 

Fig. 12. Map of  the Middle East 1914-1922, showing years of  independence. (Photo 
courtesy of  Der Spiegel Weekly Magazine, Hamburg)
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embarrassment and rendered Elias’ leadership precarious with the 
Unionists. Elias as a bishop locum tenens, and as a Church and 
community leader, managed wisely to maintain a leadership of stringent 
political neutrality. 

Naturally, the seven eventful years of Elias’ episcopal experience at 
the archdiocese in Mosul honed, shaped and toughened his leadership 
and primed him for the task ahead. As a war-time locum tenens he had 
an action-packed, transitional period, with a plethora of consequences 
for the ecclesiastical leadership, pastoral care, spiritual security, livelihood 
and welfare of his community. It was not possible for the synod to meet 
at the Monastery of Deir al-Za‘faran until the synod unanimously elected 
Elias as patriarch on 30 November 1916; however, he was not installed 
as Ignatius Elias III, the 118th Patriarch of the Syrian Orthodox Church, 
until 25 February 1917. (Dinno, 2017) Mor Gregorios the Bishop of 
Jerusalem could not attend the synod. He deputized Raban Barsoum to 
be his proxy in the patriarchal election.

The nerve-racking sequences of events of 1917, Elias III’s first year 
of his patriarchate and the fourth year of the Great War, was pivotal 
for the outcome of the war and had an unsettling impact on his 
Church leadership. In addition to the ongoing decimating impact of 
the simultaneous implementations of the Seferberlik 1914 and Tehc�r 
Law 1915, there were other major events with wider implications 
for the Ottoman Empire which reflected negatively on its subjects, 
for example: the consecutive occupation by the British army of two 
important capital and urban centres, Baghdad on 11 March 1917 and 
Jerusalem on 9 December 1917, the political upheaval of the Russian 
Revolution from 8 March 1917 to 7 November 1917 commencing 
with abdication of Tsar Nicholas II on 15 March 1917, the abolition 
of the monarchy and the termination of the Romanov dynasty as a 
consequence of the Russian Revolution. The Arab Army captured the 
strategic port city of Yanbu‘ on the Red Sea on 6 July 2017 and was 
advancing north. The US declared war on Germany on 6 April 1917. 
Greece entered the war on the side of the Allies 27 June 1917, the 
Balfour Declaration was made on 2 November 1917, and the Bolshevik 
Revolution began on 7 November 1917.

Overlooking the Mesopotamian plateau from his isolated 
patriarchal see at the ancient Deir al-Za‘faran in Mardin within the 
Ottoman province of Diyarbakir, Ignatius Elias III as a patriarch was 



Abdul-Nour—Aphram I Barsoum, A Man of  Vision …

29

obliged by the stipulations of the millet system of the Ottoman state with 
ecclesiastic and temporal responsibilities, basically an uncomfortable 
often thorny position of ecclesial authority. He was sandwiched between 
his commitment as a temporal leader of a community to the state under 
the millet system and a religious and spiritual leader of a community: 
an absolutely helpless situation. The patriarch had to monitor and 
lead his community, enduring fear, trauma, hopelessness, longing, 
disease, famine, poverty, and perishability. As his communities were 
being uprooted, ethno-religiously cleansed and displaced from Tur 
‘Abdin, the heartland and the ancestral home of the Syrian Orthodox, 
they flocked into south-east Turkey (Figs 6, 8). Now, many of these 
individuals are scattered. The lucky among them managed to reach 
make-shift refugee camps in cities, towns and villages in the Levant and 
along the ‘Syriac Corridors’ of Mesopotamia. This region represented a 
theatre for implementing the Tehc�r Law deportations and the bloodiest 
of battles of the Great War fought between the advancing allied forces 
and the Ottoman as part of the Axis armies.

Elias III exhibited extraordinary leadership as he simultaneously 
faced the evolving effects of the Seferberlik 1914 and Tehc�r Law 
1915, the precursors of the Qtolamo or Sayfo 1915, the calamities of 
displacement and the demographic haemorrhage of his community. 
Meanwhile Jamal Pasha28 was unleashing his draconian rule in 
Mesopotamia and the Levant as wartime exigencies were consistent 
with the measures he had taken in his previous emergency posts in 
Baghdad and Istanbul,

Peaceful noncombatant subjects of the Ottoman Empire in general, 
and the Syrian Orthodox in particular, were unfortunate to be trapped 

28 Ahmed Djemal Pasha (1872-1922), better known as Jamal Basha as-Saffah, ‘the 
Blood Shedder’, or the ‘Bloodthirsty’. He joined the secret Committee of Union 
and Progress (CUP), the conspiratorial nucleus of the Young Turk movement, while 
a staff officer. Jamal became one of the three Unionists Pasha (Jamal, Talat and 
Enver) who came to power since the Unionist (Ittihadist) coup d’état of January 1913.
They formed a military administration triumvirate to rule the Ottoman Empire 
during World War I. Jamal made his military reputation in Iraq against the British 
Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force. He was appointed as the provincial Governor 
of Syria in 1915 and ruled with a provisional law that granted him emergency 
powers, Jamal saw religion as a bond between Arabs and Turks and believed that 
a religious war could strengthen those ties. (Rogan, 2016) However, his oppressive 
clamp down on Arab activists in the Levant alienated the population and led many 
of them to join the Arab Revolt. (Djemal, 1922)
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in the battlefields of the Great War. They would have fitted well the 
fairly recently coined military terminology ‘Collateral Damage’.

biShop barSoum: the man of aCtion on the Spot.

Historically, Syrian Orthodox communities lived for the last four 
hundred years as subjects of the Ottoman Empire concentrated in 
the province of Diyarbakir with considerable presence in Istanbul 
and the adjacent Ottoman Arab provinces in Mesopotamia and the 
wider Levant. In addition to the existing suffering, deportation, and 
immigration, the Syrian Orthodox communities in these provinces 
were destined to be located at the centre of the theatre of war as long 
as the war lasted in the region. It was envisaged that when the Great 
War ended the Ottoman Empire would either fall or lose parts of its 
territories. The Syrian Orthodox communities eventually fell in the 
spiral of an evolving geopolitical pattern. The future of Deir al-Za‘faran, 
the historical patriarchal headquarters29 of the Church in the province 
of Diyarbakir, became increasingly uncertain. It was envisaged that it 
would remain under the new Turkish administration until a settlement 
could be negotiated by a treaty. Therefore, the Syrian Orthodox 
Patriarchal See might no longer be accessible, or indeed function as 
the historic centre of the Syrian Orthodox Church. 

Shrewd as he was, Patriarch Elias III Shakir (1867-1932) ‘saw the 
writing on the wall’ and realized the dawn of a new era. He needed 
to fortify his Church leadership with bishops of higher calibre, men 
of merit, education and convictions, able to face the consequences of 
the mass exodus of the faithful from Tur ‘Abdin and its hinterland in 
the province of Diyarbakir. He was competent in administering the 
logistics of their re-settlement, rehabilitation, and welfare in their new 
and safer environments, in the adjacent Ottoman Arabic provinces 
and the widely dispersed diaspora. 

29  After the settlement of the Treaty of Lausanne which fell short of protecting the 
rights of indigenous Christians, the only two main Patriarchal sees remained within 
modern Turkey. The Greek Orthodox Patriarchate was based in Istanbul. The Syrian 
Orthodox Patriarchate was located in the province of Diyarbakir, Southeast Turkey. 
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Rabban30 Aphram Stephan Barsoum of Mosul was one among the 
cohort of Syrian Orthodox monk-priests who exhibited appropriate 
leadership qualities. He had been nurtured and developed among the 
intelligentsia of Mosul and later in monastic and patriarchal culture at 
Deir al-Za‘faran. He demonstrated the patience and endurance needed to 
live up to his Biblical Christian name Ayoub.31 The experienced Patriarch 
Elias III felt the need for an instrumental ‘man on the spot’ in the Levant 
and Mesopotamia which, due to the demographic haemorrhage that 
eroded the Tur ‘Abdin plateau, had become a conglomeration of refugee 
camps inhabited by the faithful who suffered deportation with Tehc�r and 
trauma and were nursing Sayfophobia in an unsettling milieu. (Abdul-Nour, 
2016) Aphram was ‘separated for the service’ and consecrated during the 
fourth and final year of Great War. (Ibrahim, 1973) On Sunday 20 May 
1918, in a dramatic and moving ceremony, as Patriarch Elias III placed 
his hand on Aphram’s shoulder, he was fully aware of the meaning of the 
thrice repeated word Aksiuis (Greek for ‘well-deserved’, the vocation of a 
bishop, used in the Syriac liturgy for episcopal consecration) and the task 

30 Rabban is the Syriac nomenclature for the ecclesiastical rank of monk-priest.
31 Ayuob, Arabic for Job, was Barsoum’s Christian name at birth on 15 June 1887 

in Mosul. At the age of 20, he fulfilled his vow and became a monk on 31 March 
1907. At the consecration, Patriarch Ignatius Abdullah II (1906-1915) gave Ayuob 
the Ecclesiastical name Aphram. At the Episcopal consecration, Patriarch Ignatius 
Elias III bestowed on him the Episcopal name Mor Severus Aphram. Barsoum was 
far too occupied with his multiple tasks to write his mémoire or autobiography on 
the first eighteen years of his life in Mosul. The milestone years of his character-
building are rarely covered and still in need of serious research. Barsoum’s 
biographers were Gregorios Paulos Behnam (1952-1960), the Metropolitan of 
Mosul (Behnam, 1957) and Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, the Metropolitan of 
Aleppo (1979-to date). Ibrahim wrote three biographical monographs on Patriarch 
Barsoum and was preparing the draft of another comprehensive biography. He 
realized that the biographical data currently available were mere scratches on the 
surface of an iceberg. Consequently, we are missing a comprehensive biography of 
a giant patriarch and historiographer of the Syrian Orthodox Church who served 
the church at an eventful time! See Ibrahim, 1973, 1987a and 1996. Unfortunately, 
Barsoum’s authorised biography seemed to have been collated if not already written 
by his personal secretary and lawyer, Mr Iskander Mahama. Alas the manuscript 
has not surfaced yet. Mor Gregorios mentioned the table of its contents which 
comprised 91 chapters distributed across ten sections that cover the entire life span 
and work of Patriarch Barsoum. (Ibrahim, 1997, pp. 80-88) I was informed, courtesy 
of Suliman and Bashar Abdul-Nour, who had recent personal conversation with 
Mahama’s family the custodian of Mahama‘ private papers, that they mentioned 
that the archive of Mr Mahama was donated to Mor Gregorios shortly before he 
was kidnapped, and it is currently red waxed sealed and inaccessible.  
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ahead on that very young man’s shoulders, while in the background the 
incense mixed with the stench of burning flesh, blood, tears and artillery 
roaring still across the hills and plains of Mesopotamia and the Levant. 
Barsoum created another mark in history as one of the last bishops to be 
consecrated in the ancient cathedral of the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste in 
Mardin close to Deir al-Za‘faran.

Barsoum was given the episcopal name of Mor Severus the Bishop 
of [the Levant] Syria and Lebanon. He was destined to be ‘the Bishop 
of war and peace and the Patriarch of renascences’. (Ibrahim, 1987a, 
1997 and Dinno, 2017) He proved to be the right man for the difficult 
and challenging task ahead. He was a staunch advocate of the Syrian 
nation. Mosul, his birthplace, was Barsoum’s first port of call as bishop. 
Jews, Muslims and Christians friends and well-wishers flocked to the 
Archbishopric of Mosul to congratulate and express their pride in the 
pious son of Mosul. Barsoum’s first ever eucharist as a bishop in the 
packed Cathedral of Mosul was very emotional and moving in spite of 
the great anxiety of the Sayfophobia still fresh in people’s mind together 
with uncertainty of the potential consequences of the  war, regardless of 
the fact that Mosul, as a capital of an important Ottoman province was 
still largely intact and unaffected by the war.32 In his sermon, Barsoum 
thanked the community in Mosul for providing hospitable welfare for 
consecutive waves of masses of Christians during the disturbance of 
the Qtolamo or Sayfo 1915. They left their homes in Syrian Orthodox 
townlets in the countryside of Tur ‘Abdin, the province of Diyarbakir 
(Fig. 6). They were still arriving to settle in Mosul which provided a safe 
haven for a considerable number of deportees. Mosul had on the whole 
enjoyed exemplary relations between the various religions and ethnic 
groups. This unique religious tolerance and co-existence phenomenon 
impressed Henry C Hony, the British Vice-Consul (1911-1913), who 
observed and affirmed it earlier in a pre-war dispatch from Mosul.

Mosul is unique in Turkey the fact that Muslims and 
Christians live on terms of absolute equality … All the great 

32 Although the steamroller of the British campaign in Mesopotamia was slowly but 
surely advancing upstream, Mosul was still far away from the advancing British 
forces and was under the full control of the XII Corps, with the 35th and 36th 
Infantry Divisions of the Ottoman Fourth Army commanded by Jemal Pasha, 
until the signing of the Armistice. (Erickson, 2001) 
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families are really of the same stock. These great nobles 
were partly turned Muslim partly remained Christian, 
either Nestorian [Church of the East] or Jacobite [Syrian 
Orthodox] and partly turned Roman Catholic. They are 
very proud of their lineage. One of them has hung up 
in his house his genealogical tree going back to Adam 
himself. They are regular feudal lords and own villages 
with serfs. They live in terms of great friendship and, as 
long as their family is ‘all right’ they don’t mind about 
being Christian or Muslim. (Gandy, 1987)

It is known that, in an honourable and courageous stand of 
solidarity with fellow Christians living in the Vilayet of Mosul, the 
influential local a‘yan, or urban notables of Mosul, ignored a telegraph 
wired from Istanbul ordering implementing of the Tehc�r Law and the 
deportations of Christians from Mosul. They prevented a potential 
Qtolamo or Sayfo campaign in the city of Mosul and saved the lives of 
their fellow Christians. During Barsoum’s short visit to Mosul after 
his episcopal consecration he made a special effort to arrange for a 
return visit to as many of the local a‘yan, tribal sheikhs and well-wishers 
as possible. He could thank them in person, although in a subtle way, 
and convey the gratitude of the Patriarch Elias III for their pivotal role 
in preventing violence against the Christians in Mosul. 

After a short stay in Mosul, Bishop Aphram arrived at his 
bishopric in Homs on 14 August 1918 to resume his pastoral and 
humanitarian responsibilities toward the deportees—in today’s 
terminology internally displaced people (IDPs) or protected internally 
displaced people (PIDPs) who were filling refugee camps all over 
the Levant. Notwithstanding, in the absence of the international 
community the Churches did not have access to humanitarian 
foreign aid which challenged the Church leadership to enable them 
to support their communities.

This history today is echoed by the drastically reduced conditions 
experienced by Christians 100 years later, during the ongoing Syrian 
crisis which commenced in March 2011 and after the fall of Mosul 
on 9 June 2014. Many still remain as PIDPs in a politically disputed 
region enduring the lowest human conditions under the UN’s Human 
Rights Charter. Church leadership today is being challenged in the 
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way that Barsoum had confronted during the First World War and 
its aftermath. 

arab SeCret SoCietieS, the arab fLag, and the arab revoLt: 
meaSured reSponSeS to the unioniStS. 

From his spiritual enclave, Barsoum kept watching the evolving political 
scene under the emerging Young Turks since their coup d’état on 23 
July 1908, keeping in regular contact with his relatives, those whom 
he had known from his time at the Dominican school, and contacts 
from Mosul’s intelligentsia circles, many of whom went to Istanbul 
to further their education. They often visited Barsoum, then abbot of 
Deir al-Za‘faran, a haven on their way back and forth between Istanbul, 
Mosul, Aleppo, Damascus and Beirut. Those from Mosul together with 
Levantine youths became active in student political life in the Ottoman 
capital. They were involved in the planning of Arab secret political 
societies, which began to be formed after the Young Turk coup d’état 
in 1908 in Paris, Istanbul and later in Damascus, Aleppo, Mosul and 
Baghdad. Such was the Paris-based Jam‘iyyat al-Umma al-‘Arabiyya al-Fatāt, 
‘Society of the Young Arab Nation’, better known as al-Fatāt. The first 
Arab clandestine society formed during the Young Turk period, al-Fatāt 
strived to protect the ‘natural rights’ of the Arab nation within the 
Ottoman Empire and counter the tide of the Turkification policies of 
the Unionists. Ideologically, the preamble of al-Fatat’s constitution stated:

… the Arab nation is behind the other socially, 
economically and politically. Its youth are therefore 
obliged to dedicate their lives to awakening it from this 
backwardness, and they must consider what will lead to 
its progress, so that it will attain the meaning of life and 
preserve is natural rights. (Tauber, 2013) 

The Istanbul-based Al-Muntada al-Adabi, ‘Literary forum or club’, 
was a pro-Arab society founded in Istanbul in 1909 to promote Arab 
culture and to act as a meeting place for Arab visitors and residents in 
the capital of the Ottoman Empire. The membership of Al-Muntada 
al-Adabi consisted of students, scholars and professionals; most had 
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advanced education and were politically active. Its stated aims were 
non-political but it evolved to become a pivotal incubator for the 
growing Arab nationalist movements in Mesopotamia and the Levant. 
The Istanbul- and then Damascus-based Al-‘Ahid, Arabic for ‘the 
Covenant’, was founded in Istanbul on 28 October 1913. The founder 
and membership of this underground society mainly consisted of Arab 
Ottoman army officers, who were enthusiastic in their quest for the 
Arab national cause. Since the Iraqi element was the most numerous 
in the Ottoman army, it naturally made up the majority of Al-‘Ahid 
membership. A good many Syrian, Palestinians and other Arab officers 
also joined Al-‘Ahid. Later the majority of Al-‘Ahid members joined 
the Arab Revolt. 

Collectively and co-operatively, the memberships of these 
clandestine or underground societies endeavoured to raise the awareness 
of the popular movements which sought a political solution to the 

Fig. 13. Students and military cadets from Mosul studying at Istanbul University and the 
Military College in Istanbul in 1914 and founding members of  the pre-war  al-Muntada 
al-Adabi (‘The Literary Forum’) and Al-‘Ahid Society.
Seated, L to R: Yassin Al-Oraibi, Muhammad Ali Mustafa, Dr Zaki Abdel-Baqi 
Al-Jarrah. Standing, L to R: Taher Al-Feel, Thabit Abdul-Nour and Mahmoud  Al-
Shahwany. (Photo courtesy of  Abdul-Nour Collection )
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plight of Arabs and other ethnicities indigenous to the Mesopotamian 
and Levantine provinces of the Ottoman Empire. (al-Jamil, 1999, 
Gelvin, 1999 and Tauber, 1993) 

The executive of Al-Fatat organized the first ever ‘Congress of 
Arab Societies’ which met 18–23 June 1913 in a hall of the French 
Geographical Society (Société de Géographie) in the safety of Paris 
beyond the confines of the empire, to co-ordinate work, and promote 
the aims and impact on the political culture of Arab secret societies. 
The congress coincided with the Unionists issuing on 5 May 1913 a 
new reform programme with more stringent centralization measures to 
empower the grip of Istanbul on the Arab provinces. The resolutions 
of the Arab Congress in Paris centred on the administrative autonomy 
of the Arab provinces, Arabic’s adoption as an official language in the 
empire and the institution of democracy to save the Ottoman Empire 
from ‘decay’. (Tauber, 2013) 

It was only from 1917, as the situation in the Near East started to tilt 
in favour of the Entente powers, that Lebanese emigrant communities 
abroad started to organize. On 16 June a group of Lebanese and Syrians 
exiles in Paris decided to form a Comité Central Syrien (CCS),33 in order 
to centralize the efforts of the Syrian communities abroad, contribute 
to the liberation of Syria, and devise the form of its future government 
in agreement with France. Meanwhile in New York, the League for 
the Liberation of Syria and Lebanon34 was established, co-presided 
over by Amin Rihani as its vice president and Jibran Khalil Jibran as 
its secretary. These two committees called for the independence of a 
unified Greater Syria, including Lebanon, under the aegis of France 
and urged Syrians and Lebanese around the world to rally around this 
claim. The Comité Central Syrien had often been dismissed by Prince 
Faisal and by its opponents as a mere tool of the French government, 
who admittedly backed its formation and provided it with generous 
financial support. (Hakim, 2013) 

The return of those activists from Istanbul to their provinces 
enlivened the intellectual circles in their provinces by their cultural and 
energetic political activities. The first ever political society in the Ottoman 

33 Correspondance d’Orient, revue économique, politique et littéraire, no. 167 (10 
June 1917).

34 Correspondance d’Orient, revue économique, politique et littéraire, no. 172 (25 
August 1917).
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Arab provinces was Al-‘Alam35 founded in Mosul in 1914 by Nicholas 
Abdul-Nour (Fig. 13), an Istanbul educated lawyer, member of Al-Muntada 
al-Adabi in Istanbul and member of the Syrian Orthodox community in 
Mosul, a maternal cousin and schoolmate of Barsoum. (al-Allaf, 1979; 
Sakai, 1994; Jassim, 2015) The political developments and the social 
impact of Al-‘Alam in Mosul society were apparent and coincided with 
the havoc that the synchronized Ottoman campaigns of Seferberlik and 
Tehc�r Law caused in all Ottoman Arab provinces and counteracted the 
heavy-handed implementation and campaign of execution of activists in 
major cities in the Levant and Mesopotamia orchestrated by Jamal Pasha 
on behalf of the Unionists. This political unrest and unionist counter-
unrest in Mosul took place during the episcopate of Bishop Elias in 
Mosul (1912-1917). It caused the Church leadership great embarrassment 
and challenged relations with the Unionists, which Elias could do 
without, as he was far too preoccupied in endeavouring to contain and 
embrace the waves of the mass civilian exodus that the Tehc�r Law and 
the ensuing Sayfo 1915 relentlessly caused.

Eventually, Sharif Hussain bin Ali al-Hashemi (1853-1931), the 
Hashemite Grand Sharif and Emir of Mecca and King of the Hijaz 
(1916-1924), declared his Great Arab Revolt36 against the Ottoman 
Empire on 10 June 1916. (Al-Ghusein, 1939; Teitelbaum, 1998) A plucky 
band of these Ottoman educated young activists joined the Sharifian 
Army in Hijaz, the military force behind the Great Arab Revolt, which 
became an effective force of the Near Eastern theatre of the Great War. 
Some of those young officers were Faisal’s aides-de-camp and, according 
to Lawrence (1888-1935), were ‘fire-eating Mesopotamian cavalrymen’ 
who proved to be ‘hard-driven martinets’. (Lawrence, 1935) They were 
instrumental in the Great Arab Revolt led by the Grand Sharif and 
his sons, Emir Faisal (Fig. 5) and Emir Abdullah. Many, including 

35 Al-‘Alam, an Arabic homograph for ‘flag’ (‘alam)/‘science’ (‘ilm), is a clever choice 
of an Arabic name by the founder of this first pan-Arab secret political society in 
Mosul, for its meaning could easily be read as ‘the flag’ or ‘science’ (or ‘knowledge’). 
Its founder was Nicholas Thabit Abdul-Nour, a Syrian Orthodox, Istanbul-educated 
lawyer and cousin of Barsoum. (al-Allaf, 1979) For a biography of Nicholas Thabit 
Abdul-Nour, see al-Rihani, 1987, al-Talib, 2009, Jassim, 2015. Al-‘Alam Society of 
Mosul: this political society was the first ever political entity to officially propagate 
the newly emerging Arabic flag which had been for some time on the drawing 
board of al-Muntada al-Adabi in Istanbul for discussion and adoption. 

36 The Arab Revolt is also known in some sources as the Hashemite Revolt or the 
Hijaz Revolt. (Çiçek, 2012)
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Nicholas Thabit Abdul-Nour, later became members of Faisal’s first 
cabinet in Syria and then in Iraq. (Atiyya, 1973, Al-Hakim, 1966) 

the arab fLag: hiStorY of itS SYmboLiSm and evoLvement 

The national flag, anthem and emblem are the three symbols through 
which an independent country proclaims its identity and sovereignty. 
Flag design is a delicate process in identity formulation. What is more 
interesting is the ability of the elite to brave the invention of national 
symbols to be adopted as a collective identity of the multi-ethno-
religious masses yet to be merged into nation-states in the Ottoman 
Arab provinces where the majority of autochthonous Eastern Christians 
were and are still living. 

The idea of having an Arab national flag emerged from a series of 
brainstorming sessions, dating back to the early days of Al-Muntada al-
Adabi in Istanbul, in the years 1909-1911, even though members of the 
Literary Forum were not then thinking seriously about seceding from 
the Ottoman Empire. The founders of Al-Muntada al-Adabi, which was 
a literary society working secretly towards political ends, were students 
from different Ottoman Arab provinces studying in Istanbul (al-Jamil, 
1999, 2009); many were friends of Barsoum from Mosul. They felt the 
need for a national emblem, crest, coat of arm or a flag, basically, a 
national icon that could embrace and homogenize their ethno-religious 
diversity and to which the people could affiliate happily and proudly.

They agreed in principle the main leitmotif of the future Arab 
national flag should be composed of a colour quadrate: white, black, 
green and red, motivated by the symbolic colours which were originally 
mentioned in a famous poem of the Iraq poet/mystic Safi al-Din al-
Hilli (1267-1349).

White are our deeds, Black are our battles / Green are 
our lands, Red are our swords.

These colours have political dimensions too as each colour, 
according to Arab history, served as a mono-colour flag in a certain 
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period of Arab historical independence: the Umayyad empire of 
Damascus (white), the ‘Abbasid empire of Baghdad (black) and 
the Fatimid dynasty in Egypt (green) and red for Mudhar heredity. 
(Leslie, 1923)

Furthermore, the educationist, the humanist and literary scholar 
from Iraq, Ma‘ruf al-Rusafi, who due to his advocacy of freedom 
became known as a poet of freedom, visited Istanbul in 1908 and 
then 1912-1914 after he was elected as delegate to the Meclis-i Mebusan 
(Ottoman Chamber of Deputies). Al-Rusafi frequented the Literary 
Forum to meet his friends, joined the discussion, to elate and enthuse 
them with his poems which depicted the reformation of the Ottoman 
Empire. Al-Rusafi often encouraged the endeavours of those promising 
young men of the Literary Forum who were debating, designing, and 
deciding to establish an Arab national flag that would connect their 
education with their inspiration for freedom. 

Poetically, he deployed the interchangeably of the Arabic word for 
‘flag’ and ‘science’ or ‘knowledge’ in the following line. 

‘Truth spoke to me, you believed knowledge was of no 
use unless beneath the flag’

Emphasizing that science and knowledge will be better deployed if it 
operates under the flag of a sovereign country. (Khulusi, 1950) 

The Literary Forum clandestinely adopted the four-colour flag as 
their emblem in 1909. (Al-Jamil, 2009) The idea of adopting a national 
flag occupied the minds of young Arabs and kept enlivening and 
fomenting the intellectual circles in different parts of the Levant and 
Mesopotamia. Later the idea of using a tricolour flag, white which 
represent the Umayyad, black the ‘Abbasid and green the Fatimid, 
came from Jam‘iyya al-‘Arabiyya al-Fatat (The Young Arab Society), Beirut 
in March 1914. Furthermore, Hizb al-lamarkaziyya al-idariyya al-’Uthmani 
(The Ottoman Party for Administrative Decentralization [OPAD]) in 
Cairo adopted these colours considering the black also to represent 
the night, white conscience and green hope. 

However, the first ever official registration of the use of the four-
colour Arab flag was as an emblem and insignia of Jama‘at al-‘Alam 
(The Society of the Flag), a new political society party which was 
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founded in Mosul in 1914, benefiting from the fact that ‘flag’ is a 
homograph of the written Arabic nouns al-‘Alam/al-‘Ilm  meaning 
‘flag/knowledge’. Its aims, mission statements and the descriptions 
of its symbolic emblem were formally registered with the authority 
of the province of Mosul in the name of its founder Nicholas Thabit 
Abdul-Nour in Mosul. It was an extremely daring and challenging 
move, which would never be without consequences at the time of the 
inimical Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) rule of Mosul. 
(al-Allaf, 1979, al-Jamil, 1999, 2009) 

At the declaration of the Arab Revolt by Sharif Hussain in Mecca 
on 10 June 1916, the traditional dark red insignia of the Sharifians 
were initially raised as an emblem and flag of the Arab Revolt. Soon 
the Grand Sharif Hussain, the leader of the Arab Revolt, officially 
informed General Reginald Wingate the British High Commissioner 
in Egypt that: ‘all our vehicles will temporarily carry the Sharifian red 
insignia in the Red Sea until we adopt an official flag.’ Grand Sharif 
Hussain requested General Reginald Wingate to alert the British navy 
and Allied ships in the Red Sea. (Hussain, 1916) The request of Sharif 
Hussain was telegraphed from the Arab Bureau to General Gilbert 
Clayton on 7 July 1916. (Arab Bureau, 1916) 

However, the founder and members of Jama‘at al-‘Alam of Mosul, 
members of Al-Muntada al-Adabi, al-Fatat and Al-‘Ahid were among 
the first to answer the call of Sharif Hussain to join the Arab revolt 
in 1916. The red insignia or flag which symbolizes the Ashrafs of the 
Hijaz and the Hashemites was still the official flag of the Arab Revolt, 
while the discussion and the design of a new Arab national flag was 
on the drawing board. Eventually, the identical flag which was first 
adopted and raised by the Jama‘at al-‘Alam and officially raised in Mosul, 
deriving from the four-colour flag originally designed and adopted by 
the youths of the Literary Forum, was agreed upon with the executives 
of the Arab societies and endorsed by Sharif Hussain. The specifications 
of the adopted four-colour flag were officially announced and laid 
down in a royal decree. The royal communiqué later published in the 
Sharifian official gazette (al-Qibla) no. 82 on 28 June 1917. The first 
official raising of the new Arab flag was on 10 June 1917 to mark the 
first anniversary of the Arab Revolt. (Bin Talal, 2016) 

Under this very flag the Arab Revolt and its army fought all its 
battles. The Arab flag was first raised in Palestine as the flag of the 
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Arab national movement in 1917, then raised when the Arab Army 
entered Damascus in 1918, all over the liberated provinces of Syria 
and then in Beirut. The Arab Club of Damascus presented King Faisal 
with the Arab flag with captions written of each colour of the flag 
on his coronation as king in Damascus on 8 March 1920. (al-Khatib, 
1920) Under the same flag the Arab Army fought the four-hour battle 
of Maysalun. 

It is interesting to note that some authors subscribed to the opinion 
that Sir Mark Sykes was the first to design the Arab flag and suggest its 
colours to Sharif Hussain. (Leslie, 1923, Kedourie, 1956) This opinion 
was probably based on a letter dated 22 February 1917 sent by Sir Mark 
Sykes to Reginald Wingate in Cairo, in which Sir Mark Sykes suggested 
that the Sharifian insignia which was used during the first year of the 
Arab revolt should be replaced with a new Arab flag with the same four 
colours mentioned above. Adding to that, Sykes enclosed four different 
designs for the flag to choose from. (Sykes, 1917) Eventually, the Arab 
flag of the Arab Revolt, which was first raised by the Hashemites, was 
then enthusiastically and passionately adopted by Arabs. 

A specimen of this flag can be seen too hastily folded by a French 
artist’s impression (Fig. 16) capturing the victory of General Mariano 
Goybet who led the French Army of the Levant at the Battle of 
Maysalun against the Arab Army, their Great War allies which together 
with the British army liberated the Levant (Syria and Lebanon) on 
behalf of the Entente. 

A century later today, no less than ten independent Arab 
countries (out of twenty-two) have chosen to adhere to the four 
colours with different configurations and designs of the original 
Arab flag to proclaim their identity and sovereignty. Half of these 
countries lie at the core of the Arab world (Egypt, Syria, Iraq, 
Jordan and Palestine)—apart from Lebanon, the only Arab country 
whose national flag accentuates distinctiveness by an emblem with 
unambiguous territorial significance: the Lebanese cedar which has 
a biblical reference at its centre. 

As a symbol this flag offers uniqueness, unity and commonality 
at the same time and is capable of conveying several identities 
simultaneously for the ethno-religious diverse spectrum of the Near 
East. A century later the majority of the autochthonous Christians in 
the Middle East now lives and co-exists under this flag.
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barSoum and the haShemite king’S humanitarian deCree

to Save and proteCt ChriStianS 

The Hashemite king was unsettled by the escalated heavy handedness 
and increasing violent enforcement of the Seferberlik 1914 and the 
Tehc�r Law 1915 and the ensuing deportation, suffering and de-
stabilizing of the already vulnerable Christian communities in Turkey 
and their subjection to the relentless campaign of ethno-religious 
cleansing known as Sayfo 1915. (al-Ghusein, 1917; Gaunt, 2006) These 
draconian measures set in motion waves of mass civilian exoduses 
into the relative safety of the Ottoman Arab provinces, where al-
Sharif al-Hussain bin Ali’s Sharifian Army was fighting along with 
the Entente to claim territories for the Arab Kingdom, the Hashemite 
vision of the post-Ottoman order. (Fig. 9) In a humanitarian 
endeavour to protect those Christians on the march the Hashemite 
King al-Hussain bin Ali issued a royal decree to Sheikhs Faisal and 
Abdul-Aziz al-Jarba, the then Chiefs of Shammar,37 the main Arab 
tribe in the region. (Williamson, 1999) It instructed them to protect 
and provide comfort for the Jacobites [Syrian Orthodox] and the 
Armenians passing through their domain. Below is the English 
translation of this important Royal Hashemite Decree,38 Irada, and a 

37 Faisal and Abdul Aziz al-Jarba, the sons of Farhan Pasha al-Jarba Sheikh of Sheiks 
of Shammar tribe. They had 15 siblings who after the death of their father Sheikh 
Farhan Pasha rotated on the leadership of the Shammar tribe between (1890-
1914). Faisal and Aziz were the leaders of Shammar at the time of the Great War. 
(Williamson, 1999) Sheikh Faisal al-Jarba went to the Hijaz in 1917 to offer the 
Oath of Allegiance of Shammar, the largest Arab tribe, to al-Sharif al-Hussain 
bin ‘Ali and to the mission of the Great Arab Revolt. Al-Sharif al-Hussain bin 
‘Ali accepted Shammar’s allegiances and issued an official endorsement of their 
alliance. 

38 The author is much indebted to His Royal Highness Prince al-Hassan bin Talal of 
Jordan, for HRH’s ceaseless peaceful humanitarian endeavours to bring about a safe 
release of the Archbishop of Aleppo Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim. Also, for 
HRH’s kind and pivotal help and the assistance of HRH’s office (Majalis El-Hassan) 
in tracing the original copy of this rare and important Hashemite humanitarian 
document in the archive of the Royal Hashemite Court in Jordan. Dr Hind Abu 
al-Shaer the curator of Royal Hashemite Court Archive in Amman, Jordan, kindly 
confirmed that they do not have the original of this rare document in the Royal 
Hashemite Court Archive in Amman. The collection preserved in the Royal Court 
Archive dates back to 1921. This is an older document, issued by the Court of The 
Hashemite Kingdom of Hijaz and a copy may have survived in the collection of 
the Hijaz archive. However, very few if any original copies of this unique and rare 
Hashemite Decree survived. The copy, which is published here for the first time, was 
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rare humanitarian document. (For a copy of the original Hashemite 
Decree, see Fig. 14.) 

found among the collection of the Abdul-Nour Archive in Mosul. This document 
might have been originally obtained by a member of the Abdul-Nour family who 
served as an officer in the Arab Army. 

Fig. 14. Fig. A rare copy of  a compassionate Hashemite Royal [Irada] decree 
dated 1918, issued by H.R.H. Al-Husayn Bin ‘Ali, the Hashemite King of  Hijaz 
and the Sharif  of  Mecca, commanding the Sheikh of  Sheikhs of  the Shammar 
to provide assistance and protection to Syrian Orthodox and Armenian Christians 
in exodus. For English translation see herein. (Photo courtesy of  Abdul-Nour’ 
Collection and Sheikh of  Sheikhs of  Shammar Muhsin Ajeel Al-Yawar)
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The text of the Hashemite Humanitarian Decree

The Hashemite Diwan [The Hashemite Royal Court]
In the name of God the Compassionate the Merciful.
Praise be to Him alone.

From Al-Husayn bin ‘Ali, King of the Arab Countries 
and Sharif of Mecca and its Prince.
To the honourable and glorious Princes, Prince Faisal 
and Prince Abdul-‘Aziz al-Jarba 
Peace, mercy, and blessings of God.
These letters were issued from Umm Al-Qura [Mecca], 
on the 18th Rajab 1336, [April 28, 1918]. 
We praise Him and no God except Him. We pray and 
salute His Prophet, his family and his companions. We 
inform you that in our gratitude to Him the Most High 
we are in good health, and His blessings are in copious 
bounty. The Grace of God is granted thereof for ourselves 
and for you.
The objective of this letter is to protect and take good 
care of all members of the Jacobite [Syrian Orthodox] and 
Armenian communities who have reached your frontiers, 
stayed in your abodes, or amongst your tribes; to help 
them with all their affairs and protect them as you would 
protect yourselves, your property and children, and provide 
everything they might need, whether they are settled or 
moving from place to place, because they are the people 
protected by Muslims ‘Ahl Dhimmat al-Muslimin’—God’s 
blessings and peace be upon him [the Prophet], he said: 
‘He who takes a camel’s tether from them shall find me 
as his adversary on the Day of Judgment.’
This is the utmost we require of you and expect you 
to accomplish, in view of your noble character, ethical 
comportment and magnanimity. May God grant us His 
reconciliation. Peace be upon you and God’s mercy and 
blessings.’
Signed and sealed by
  Al-Husayn Bin ‘Ali
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As the Bishop of the Levant with the pastoral responsibility of 
the welfare of his community in Syria and Lebanon, especially those 
in refugee camps with the ethno-religiously cleansed, those critically 
endangered and on the move as a result of the implementation of the 
Tehc�r Law 1915, Barsoum actively liaised and co-operated directly 
with the sheikhs of the Shammar and their men in Syria and Iraq. 
Barsoum witnessed first-hand Shammar families efficiently and 
successfully implementing the commandments of the Royal Hashemite 
Humanitarian Decree. Barsoum may have also seen the original copy of 
the Hashemite Decree in Shammar possession. Barsoum felt first-hand 
its significance, magnitude and effectiveness and highly appreciated 
al-Sharif al-Hussain bin Ali’s humanitarian initiative. It was a personal, 
compassionate and humanitarian gesture that preceded by decades 
the United Nation’s Declaration of Human Rights. This Hashemite 
humanitarian initiative saved the lives and the repatriated thousands of 
Christians, whether Syrian Orthodox [Jacobite] or Armenian Christians 
who were specifically mentioned in the text of al-Sharif al-Hussain 
bin Ali’s decree and other Christians who were rescued and protected 
by the Shammar tribes. Sheikhs of the Shammar were actively co-
operating with the Churches leadership to facilitate the return of their 
Christians guests and their families whom the Shammar had rescued 
to the churches and refugee camps that punctuated the landscape of 
Mesopotamia and the Levant. There are a significant number of Syrian 
Orthodox and Armenian families who live in Mosul, as well as in Syrian 
cities, who attribute their salvation and safe return to their families to 
the Hashemite humanitarian initiative and the co-operation and good 
will of the elders of the Shammar al-Jarba families, whose men camped 
and provided security along the road to Mosul and cities in Syria. 

The wise choice of al-Sharif al-Hussain bin Ali of the chiefs of 
the Shammar to implement this unique and vital humanitarian 
initiative did not came out of a vacuum. The Shammar is one of the 
largest and most influential Arab tribal confederations in the region. 
The tribe spread in a vast geographical area in Mesopotamia and the 
Levant, especially in al-Jazira region on the Iraqi-Syrian frontier. The 
Shammar is known for its hospitality and integrity.39 They could 

39 Hatim al-Ta’i: died 578, the legendary figure of the Shammar tribe was renowned for 
generosity and hospitality and appears in The Arabian Nights. British and German 
Orientalists, the like of Gertrude Bell and Max von Oppenheim, often spoke 
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provide the manpower for the mammoth task of implementing 
the recommendations of the Hashemite Royal Decree to relieve the 
suffering of Christians. Shammar men were instructed by their leaders 
to search, rescue and take good care of, protect, assist and provide 
comfort to and repatriate Christians, not only the Jacobites (Syrian 
Orthodox) and Armenians who are mentioned in the Hashemite 
Decree, but all who were suffering the endurance of mass exodus from 
Turkey and passing through the territories of the Shammar tribe along 
the corridors to Mesopotamia and the Levant. 

affectionately of their encounter with the Shammar tribe. Gertrude Bell (1868-1926) 
knew and collaborated successfully with Barsoum during her early archaeological 
research in 1909 and 1911 on the Churches and Monasteries of Tur ‘Abdin—the 
research that affirmed her credentials as a celebrated archaeologist. (Bell, 1910, 1913, 
1982) During the war she was in charge of the Arab Bureau in Iraq. (Bell, 1920) 
She must have been well aware of the mass exodus from Turkey and knew about 
the Hashemite humanitarian initiative and its successful implementations. (Collins 
and Tripp, 2017) She was known as ‘Gertrude of Arabia and Kings’ Maker’. Often 
in her diaries and letters she shared with her family her fond experience of the 
desert and its people. She was known to have said: ‘To wake in that desert dawn 
was like waking in the heart of an opal. ... See the desert on a fine morning and 
die—if you can!’ She has relations with sheikhs of the Shammar tribes and intimated 
that ‘It is important to maintain good relations with Arab Sheikhs.’ In one of her 
letters Bell described the impressive ‘Sheikk Ajeal al-Yawir’ (1882-1940), the son of 
Abdul Aziz Farhan al-Jarba (Bell and Bell, 1927). Sheikk Ajeal al-Yawir was the able 
public relations man of Shammar. He was instrumental in the implementation of 
the Hashemite decree and co-operated effectively with Barsoum, whom he knew 
from Mosul, in the repatriation of the Syrian Orthodox families that reached 
Shammar camps. He became the Chief of Shammar in 1921and member of Iraqi 
Constituent Assembly. He was given the red-carpet treatment when he visited 
London. (Williamson, 1999) 

 Max Freiherr von Oppenheim (1860-1946) said he was known and respected by his 
Arab friends as a German aristocrat. Hence the pride and pleasure with which he 
described, in 1900, how, before witnesses, he was ‘ceremoniously made a “brother” 
of Faris Pasha al-Jarba [Brother of Frahan Pasha], the chief of the Shammari 
Bedouins, the tribe Oppenheim most admired.’ (Von Oppenheim, 1900) He added: 
‘In Northern Arabia, Syria, and Mesopotamia I often lived with the Bedouins, those 
free sons of the desert, sharing their tents with them,’ recalling his sojourns in the 
Middle East both before and during his years of service as attaché at the German 
Consulate-General in Cairo. ‘I had a very good understanding of their soul, their 
language, and their mores. I had grown fond of these people and they welcomed 
me everywhere with open arms.’ (Von Oppenheim, 1939; Gossman, 2013) 



Abdul-Nour—Aphram I Barsoum, A Man of  Vision …

47

la route de damas 

Almost a month before the declaration of the Armistice of Mudros 
(Turkish: Mondros Mütarekesi) that ended the war on 30 October 1918 
in the Middle Eastern theatre, the final stages of the Arab Revolt and 
the campaign of Faisal’s Arab Sharifa Forces, assisting the British 
Empire’s Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF) against the Ottomans, 
were concluded. Having fought and won consecutive battles along the 
route from Hijaz to Jordan to Syria, the Hashemite Prince Faisal (Fig. 
9), the Commander-in-Chief, and his Arab Army fighting on his right 
flank across the River Jordan, rendezvoused with the British Egyptian 
Expeditionary Forces (EEF) under the command of General Edmund 
Allenby (1861-1936).40 The Allenby-Faisal alliance maximized the 
military and political importance of the Arab Revolt, which Allenby 
entrusted to T E Lawrence (1888-1935) a junior officer, who had no 
formal officer’s training prior to receiving  in 1914 a direct commission 
as an acting second lieutenant. Due to his understanding of Middle 
Eastern cultures, depth of history and Arabic language, Lawrence was 
assigned to intelligence duties at the Arab Bureau in Cairo. (Johnson, 
1982) He was a brilliant intelligence officer but considered as an 
amateur apprentice among professionals, with a rebellious personality 
who maintained a dismissive attitude toward higher authority and 
had uncomfortable encounters with military bureaucracy and various 
doctrinaire senior officers. Lawrence formulated such a stance through 
his first-hand early experience at the Gallipoli Campaign of 1915-16. 
(Prior, 2009) Then, when Lawrence was called to help Major General 
Charles Townshend in the specific task of negotiating with the Turks 
during the siege of Kut al-Amara, 1915-1916, he saw the fruits of poor 
planning, superciliousness and lofty British disdain for the enemy. 
(Gardner, 2014) Lawrence viewed such a British military moment in 
the Middle East as a ‘despicable mess’ and portrayed it as ‘staggering 
incompetence’. These close encounters made Lawrence sceptical 
about the outcome of the war. Yet some leaders, including Brigadier 
General Clayton of the intelligence service at Arab Bureau in Cairo 
and especially General Edmond Allenby commanded Lawrence’s deep 
respect and loyal service. General Allenby and Lawrence maintained an 

40 General Allenby’s nickname was ‘the Bull or Bloody Bull’ but he was known as an 
intelligent and moral soldier. 
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especially strong relationship based on mutual trust. Lawrence made 
significant promises to Allenby and then endured tremendous hardship 
to keep them to the extent he could do so. Lawrence was always attentive 
to the danger of disappointing Allenby and on occasions took very 
serious personal risks to avoid letting his commander down. (Walker, 
2018) Allenby in turn ‘rode Lawrence on the loosest of reins’. Allenby 
continued to view Lawrence as indispensable. He provided him with 
goals and objectives and allowed the young commander to reach them 
in his own way. (Korda, 2011) Allenby-Lawrence mutual respect was the 
most important relational factor that enhanced Lawrence’s performance 
as a British liaison officer with the Arab Army.

Lawrence’s own subtlety of mind and good judgement when 
considering intersecting political and cultural/religious problems came 
out during the war. Lawrence had Hashemite political aspirations at 
heart and genuinely served as their strongest advocate in British circles 
especially when initially vying for British military resources and later 
for political understanding. (Faulkner, 2016) Lawrence gained the 
trust of the Arab Revolt’s leaders. He passionately identified with 
Arab aspirations and became more loyal to Arab independence than 
anything else in the war. (Anderson, 2014) Moreover, British leadership 
knew of Lawrence’s commitment to Arab freedom, and always saw it 
as an asset but not a guide for policy. In spite of his special loyalty 
to the Arab cause he never forgot that he was a British officer first 
and foremost, ‘No man ever like Lawrence tried harder to serve two 
masters than Lawrence’ and he was not unsuccessful. (Korda, 2011 
and Anderson, 2014)

Lawrence was well aware of the progress of the work of the Sykes-
Picot Agreement, which basically concerned and interconnected the 
geopolitical status of post-war Arab lands (Fig. 11). It coincided, 
contradicted, and conflicted with his own integrity and moral 
responsibility and commitments towards the principles of the Arab 
Revolt campaign. 

Interestingly, the ongoing special deliberations of the Sykes-
Picot Agreement took place on board the battleship Northbrook as 
it was cruising the warm water at Suez. On board were Sir Mark 
Sykes, Colonel Wilson, Georges Picot and Louis Massignon, Picot’s 
political advisor on Arab and Islamic affairs and a delegate on the 
Anglo-French committee of the Sykes-Picot agreement. Sir Mark 
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Sykes designated Massignon to be in charge of editing the records 
of the historic sessions of Sykes-Picot meeting held on board of the 
battleship in the days 16-20 May 1917. King Hussain and his son 
Faisal joined the party on board of the Northbrook for official talks 
one year after the endorsement of Sykes-Picot secret accord! It was 
the first ever meeting of a long liaison between Faisal and Massignon. 
(Waardenburg, 2005) 

It was not clear to what extent King Hussain and Prince Faisal 
were briefed or made aware of the effects of the already one-year old 
secret accord of Sykes Picot on the future of their campaign. However, 
Lawrence seems to have felt morally obliged to confide to Prince Faisal 
and the mutually trusted close circle of lieutenants an unauthorized 
revelation of the secret Sykes-Picot agreement for British and French 
domination of post-war Arab lands while it was still a classified state 
secret! However, General Allenby was of the same mind and later 
made it clear that Faisal should have been told about the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement at some point. (Korda, 2014 and Anderson, 2014) 

General Allenby’s troops advanced and captured Jerusalem as 
planned for Christmas on 9 December 1917. Unlike Kaiser Wilhelm 
II‘s entry into Jerusalem on horseback in 1898, General Allenby 
dismounted and headed a solemn procession of representatives of 
British and Dominion forces and on 11 December 1917 entered 
Jerusalem through the Jaffa Gate on foot out of respect for the Holy 
City venerated by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. This reflected his 
desire to avoid having his campaign being presented as a religious 
war. (Ulrichsen, 2010)

In his official proclamation of martial law in Jerusalem Allenby 
stated: 41

41 Upon entering, Allenby reportedly made the remark ‘only now have the crusades 
ended!’ Although, the Press Bureau, Department of Information in London, 
immediately issued a D-Notice to the British press dated 15 November 1917, 
officially instructing news editors not to publish or broadcast items on specified 
subjects for reasons of national security: ‘the undesirability of publishing any 
article, paragraph or picture suggesting that military operations against Turkey 
in any sense as a Holy War, a modern Crusade, or anything whatever to do with 
religious questions’ (National Archive Kew. Notice D.607 to the Press. FO/395/152, 
15 December 1917).

 Soon after the London Punch, a British weekly magazine of humour and satire,, 

published a memorable cartoon to mark Allenby’s achievements with the caption 
‘The Last Crusade’. Allenby’s ‘Khaki Crusade’ and statement introducing a critical 
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Since your city is regarded with affection by the adherents 
of three of the great religions of mankind and its soil 
has been consecrated by the prayers and pilgrimages of 
multitudes of devout people of these three religions for 
many centuries. Therefore, do I make it known to you 
that every sacred building, monument, holy spot, shrine, 
traditional site, endowment, pious bequest, or customary 
place of prayer of whatsoever form of the three religions 
will be maintained and protected according to the existing 
customs and beliefs of those to whose faith they are sacred 
… The hereditary custodians at the gates of the Holy 
Sepulchre have been requested to take up their accustomed 
duties in remembrance of the magnanimous act of the 
Caliph Omar, who protected that Church. (Gilbert, 1924) 

Therefore, Lawrence and Allenby hoped to enable Faisal and the 
Sharifian forces to enter Damascus first to consolidate their position 
and to invalidate and nullify the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Due to the 
understanding of the political and historical significance of capturing 
Damascus in this war (Wheeler, 1935), Allenby ordered advancing 
British-led troops to skirt around Damascus. Damascus was finally 
captured on 30 September 1918 and facilitated Prince Faisal’s victorious 
entry into Damascus on 1 October 1918 as a liberator and established 
Arab Hashemite-British political control and influence in the region. 
(Ulrichsen, 2010) Having captured Damascus Faisal and Allenby 
commanded Lawrence to assist the Egyptian Expeditionary Force in 
advancing into northern Syria and capturing more Ottoman territory 
in Syria. Finally, they fought the Battle of Aleppo, five days before the 
Armistice of Mudros. (Faulkner, 2016 and Walker, 2018) 

barSoum-faiSaL’S firSt enCounter in damaSCuS

Soon after the victorious entry of Damascus by Prince Faisal and his 
Arab Army on 1 October 1918, Barsoum took the opportunity of the 

epistemic connection with Richard Coeur de Lion (1157-1199) and a continuation 
and ‘successful’ conclusion to the Crusades of the eleventh and fourteenth centuries 
(Punch, 19 December 1917, p. 415). 


