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5. WHERE THERE IS NO VISION, THE PEOPLE GET OUT OF

  
HAND

(Proverbs 29:18)

Once a king stood on his balcony eating honey on rice cakes with his chief adviser. As they ate, they gazed down on the street below. The king was in good humor that day, and as he laughed, a drop of honey fell from his rice cake onto the railing.

“Sire, you have spilled a drop of honey. Do let me wipe it up for you,” offered his adviser.

Oh, pay it no mind, my dear,” said the king. It’s not our concern. The servants will clean it up later. I do not wish to be disturbed just now.”

They went on eating and talking as the drop of honey warmed in the sun and began to slowly drip down the rail. At last it fell onto the street below.

Attracted by the sweet smell, a fly landed on it and began to eat.

“Your Highness,” the adviser commented, “the drop of honey has now landed in the street and is attracting flies. Perhaps we should call someone to clean it.”

“Pay it no mind,” answered the king merrily. “It is not our concern.”

Suddenly a gecko sprang out from under the palace, and ate the fly in one gulp.

Next a cat spied the gecko and pounced.

The cat playing with its food in the middle of the street caught the attention of a dog, who attacked it.

“Now, Sire, there is a cat and dog fight in the street. Surely we would call someone to stop it?” implored the adviser.

“Oh, pay it no mind,” said the king. “Here come the cat and dog owners, they’ll stop it. We don’t need to get involved.”

So the two continued to eat their honey and rice cakes and to watch the spectacle from their comfortable perch.

But below in the street, the cat’s owner began beating the dog. The dog’s owner then started to beat the cat. Soon the two were beating each other.

The king’s good humor turned to anger as he watched the scene below. “I’ll have no fighting in my streets,” he bellowed. “Call in my guards to quell this battle at once!”

The palace guards were summoned. But by this time the fight had grown as friends on either side joined the fray. The guards tried to break up the fighting, but soon they too had joined in. With guards involved the fight erupted into civil war. Houses were burned, and the palace itself was set afire and destroyed.

The kingdom was never returned to its former splendor, but new wisdom was gained in that country. Some people still say: “We are each responsible for our actions, large and small. Small problems if unattended, grow into large ones, and a whole kingdom can be lost from a drop of honey.”

We all know the famous saying, dirham weqayeh ahsan min qintar ‘elaaj (A gram of precaution is better than a ton of medicine) or the English saying “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” Prevention is part of wisdom, part of vision.

In 1994, at the Maronite Congress that was held here in Los Angeles, I was asked to talk about the Role of the Laity in the Church. I referred at that time to the Identity that comes to us with our Baptism, Identity expressed in the following prayer:

Grant, O Lord, that after being purified with the waters of your covenant,

He/she may be a member of

A royal priesthood,

A holy nation,

A redeemed people,

A blessed community.

Yes, it is at our baptism that we become beloved Christian Maronite children of God, and we received the Robe and Crown of Glory, we become part of a family that has a history. And we were given a beautiful country to take care of as it took care of us. But why do so many problems continue to make our life miserable? Is it because of the lack of freedom and unity? Could it be because of the love of self and the wearing of the false robes and crowns that have nothing in common with the Robe and Crown of Glory and we became both deceived and deceivers?

I wish to dwell on a few of the gifts we inherited as Christian Maronites: 

1. THE UNIQUENESS OF THE COUNTRY AND ITS PEOPLE:

The motto of the United States is E pluribus unum (one out of many). Speaking of Lebanon, old Phoenicia, we can easily reverse this motto and say, many out of one. Yes, when we study the history of the Phoenicians we find that they shaped their country, and they shaped the world. Lebanon, ancient Phoenicia, became more than a country, it became a message as the Pope referred to. But if we do not understand our history we will not understand our vocation, our being a message. Also, to know and to become the message is the foundation of a firm and active faith. We are a religious, intellectual and trade people.

Like their predecessors, the Phoenicians who were the first to build ships and discovered the world, the Maronites made the world at large their own country. (As you may already sense, I do not like the terms, “Maronite emigrants,” or “diaspora.” To me personally, wherever the Maronites are, they are at home).  Some left Lebanon because they were ambitious, some others to find independence, and others because of their individualism, etc,. We notice many characteristics in the Lebanese people. They adapt very easily. Sometimes they are so flexible and open that they become lost within other societies. They can very easily lose their real identity. As a matter of fact some of them would prefer to be French or Americans. 

We need to remember that it is in Lebanon that Christ performed his first miracle, changing the water into wine (and surely He is trying to achieve another last miracle, changing chaos into peace, if we allow this and help him), and that Lebanon was the first country to accept Christianity after Palestine. We should not forget that Lebanon was always characterized by its cultural and spiritual foundation and openness to the world. So the Christian Lebanese culture is not an added characteristic, but an integral part of the Lebanese cultural heritage. Lebanon became a living witness, a message to the world. Do we realize that?

The Maronites took refuge in Lebanon where they grew and flourished. They made of it the Land of God. Of that Lebanon, Renan said: “There is rarely any place like Lebanon in the world where one can say that generations succeeded generations in praying in the same places.”  Pagan places were Christianized and dedicated to the Living God. Temples were not only places of prayer and worship but also educational centers for religious and profane sciences. For all that we should be grateful.

2. THE NAME: MARONITE:

What makes us Maronites is not the name or the country. It is rather the discovery of this great vocation and our being faithful to it. I do not become the son/daughter of my family, or I do not become Lebanese, American or Australian, etc., because I was born into a family or a country. I become the son/daughter of my family or my country when I discover my vocation as son/daughter or as citizen and begin to do something for my family and my country without anyone pushing me. Being Christian Maronite is the same. The history and tradition I received did not stay at the stage of childhood, but rather I discovered myself, and passed from childhood to adulthood. Saint Maron did not intend to start a “party,” nor even a Church. So the Maronites are not a “party.” Saint Maron is the one who calls individuals to become “a people.” We become a people that witness our “faith in God” and our “faithfulness” to Him to the world. That is why we need to rely on our history and tradition so that we may know that we are relying on and supported by strong foundations that remind us of our identity and of the difficulties that will continue to come our way. As I already alluded to above, we are not emigrants but citizens whose vocation is to witness to Lebanon, to the East, and to the whole world, (our own country), according to the Maronite Way.


3. THE HISTORY AND TRADITION:

Every person is the son/daughter of his/her tradition and history. Lebanon is a country that is deeply rooted in history and traditions. Problems and fights start when a person or a group tries to deprive the other person or group from enjoying his/her/their privileges regarding history and tradition. The person or group who is anchored in history and tradition accepts the responsibility of this history and tradition, and can become so involved that the “spirit of prophecy” becomes an integral part of his/her/their lives. Those are the people who revive history and tradition while others become bystanders who watch the happenings. Lebanon is NOT FOR the Maronites, but BECAUSE of the Maronites, and Lebanon is not for Lebanon or the East, Lebanon is for the world. That makes Lebanon not a place for personal profits, but a place that respects the freedom of all and guarantees the integrity and the identity of all. To build a Lebanon for money and personal profit is to build it on the wrong foundations. To build it on responsibility and mission will be building the real Lebanon on a rock, not on “rock and roll.”

History and tradition are not to be placed on the shelves of museums, but rather they are elements to be loved and lived. The person who has no history is like an orphan, or better yet like a mushroom. But the one, who takes hold of his/her history and truly understands it, refuses to let it die. He/she rather renews it, polishes it, and transmits it to others not as a dead country but a country full of life, wearing the white snow of its mountains as a Robe of Glory. To know my history is to be an active part of today’s culture, it is to know that the Lebanon we ourselves destroyed is the Lebanon we ourselves need to rebuild.

4. BELIEF AND FREEDOM. 

The robe of glory that Maron left us can be summarized in two words: BELIEF and FREEDOM. To be Maronite is to embrace a BELIEF that took its roots in Antioch where the followers of Christ were first called Christians. Yes, being Maronite started as a spiritual movement, then it became a school in its first monastery, then a Church during the seventh century, and finally a spiritual and temporal nation that cherishes freedom. Departing from the School of Antioch and the grounds of Syria, the Maronites sought the great treasure, which is FREEDOM in the Mountains and Valleys of Lebanon. BELIEF and FREEDOM go together. 

In Lebanon, the Maronites dug the ground and made of it a Nation that reflected their history, their language and their belief. There, like in Syria, they learned how to witness to their faith, and how to die for it. From the 350 disciples of St. Maron, to the Massabki Brothers, to Sharbel, Rafka and Hardini, they learned how to die and how to resurrect. That is the gift that was left for us. To be followers of Saint Maron is to embrace the life of a Hermit who believed in God. It is this deep faith that became the foundation of history. It is this spirit of Saint Maron that gave a people – the Maronite people – strength, faithfulness and freedom. To remain a “living message,” Lebanon needs that land, so it may remain open to all people, and those Maronites who live outside Lebanon, may always point to it, as the “Living message,” or come to it to be refreshed and nourished.

5. NEED OF A VISION:
The Book of Proverbs tells us, “Where there is no vision, the people get out of hand.”  We need to realize that Lebanon is present all over the world, and our gathering such as this Congress should be first to awaken in the hearts of the Maronites – in Lebanon and in the “Lebanon-at-Large” the meaning of our “faith” and of our “vocation” or “mission.” This means to bring back to God the hearts that carry Lebanon, only as a symbol, or a myth. For many Maronites their only relationship with Lebanon is on an individual or family level. It would be more effective if the bond between the Maronites in Lebanon and those in the “Lebanon-at-Large” became more global, and continuous so that it becomes effective in reviving our history. This kind of unselfish and global vision, of being a prophet who tries to prevent bad things from happening, is another vision that will help Lebanon and us to wear again the robe of glory.

What have we done with it? And what can we do with it now as people of faith, scattered all over the world, carrying the “Lebanon message” in our hearts and enjoying a life of freedom, not of slavery? 

I wish to offer a response to these two questions with another short story of an eight-year-old boy who approached an old man in front of a wishing well, looked up into his eyes, and said, “I understand you’re a very wise man. I’d like to know the secret of life.” The old man looked down at the youngster and replied, “I’ve thought a lot in my life time, and the secret can be summed up in four words:

· “The first is THINK. Think about the values by which you wish to live your life.

· “The second is BELIEVE. Believe in yourself based on the thinking you’ve done about the values by which you’re going to live your life.

· “The third is DREAM. Dream about the things that can be, based on your belief in yourself and the values by which you’re going to live your life.

· “The last is DARE. Dare to make your dreams become reality, based on your belief in yourself and your values.”   And with that, WALT E. DISNEY said to the boy, THINK, BELIEVE, DREAM and DARE.

It is the spirit and freedom of Saint Maron that was transmitted to us and made us people who are free to think, believe, dream and dare. Based on the witness of Theodoret of Cyrrhus and the words of St. John Chrysostom we can say that St. Maron was: (1) a man who knew how to think about the values by which he wanted to follow in the steps of Christ, and being a man of prayer his thinking became vision and reality; (2) St. Maron was a man of faith that made him a leader and a healer who knew what “preventive medicine” means; (3) based on his belief he became a hermit who preferred the open air life to the confined walls of the hermit’s cave, giving religion universality rather than being limited to a country or a nation or a group.  Rather he gave us a church characterized by the freedom that Christ established, a Church that grows in free environments; (4) St. Maron dared to be faithful and not to be swayed or bought, a man who dared to put character above wealth, a man who did not hesitate to take risks, a man who did not lose his individuality in a crowd, a man whose ambitions were not confined to his own selfish desires, a man who dared not to believe that shrewdness, cunning, and hardheadedness are the best qualities for winning success, and preventing wars and dissention. 

Are we looking for success? Certainly! Then, 

1) Let us be those people who will never cease to discover the values of what we are and what we are all about. 

2) Let us believe in ourselves that we can achieve the unachievable. 

3) Let us be those people who dream based on our belief and the values that were transmitted to us. 

4) Finally, let us be people who dare to put our money where our mouth is and dare to use every modern way and system to break all walls and barriers that create dissension and prevent the Church from being universal. Let us dare to use the best technology to allow simultaneously every directive and every liturgical text to come from Bkerki in Arabic, French, English and Spanish, according to the needs of the “Maronites-at-Large” wherever they are. Let us remember how Lamartine described Lebanon in 1833 when he said, “If here and there in the East we find a man, in Lebanon we find a people.” Is it still true? If not, let us make it, by giving it its robe of glory. I hope that the healing power that Maron had will run again in our veins to heal all wounds and become again a people. May we recover the meaning of what made our ancestors the Maronites: work, poverty, and prayer elements that will always renew our faith, our energy, and our being fully alive, and with enthusiasm (a word that comes from two Greek words “en”  and  “theos,” which mean “God in us”). May all of our parishes here and all over the world become one parish linked together and become also centers of spirituality and education.

In Summary I wish to say: 

1. Deepen the meaning of our consciousness and our mission as Maronites;

2. Assess the needs of the Maronites throughout the world;

3. Study the needs and find the most capable persons to respond to those needs;

4. Have a unified international Vision;

5. Immediately stop making of the “Universal Way of Maron’s religion” a religion of groups and secret corners.

History tells us that the ancient city of Tyre (Sour) had two (2) harbors: The Sidonian and the Egyptian. It also had two (2) lighthouses to guide the ships. During the day the ships were guided by means of smoke and at night, a light generated by fire. Since we are no longer living in those days, as Maronites, we only need one lighthouse: The Patriarch and the Synod of Bishops to guide us, not with fire and smoke, but by means of the most modern ways and techniques, with the Spirit of Maroun.

Dominic Ashkar
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