OPENING STATEMENT

International Maronite Congress 2002, Los Angeles, California June 20, 2002

As we gather to begin our deliberations for this Congress 2002, we beseech Almighty God to give us the grace to instill in our hearts the wisdom, courage and strength required of the participants who are gathered from five continents in Los Angeles, California to work for the general welfare of our faith and the preservation of our heritage and culture. 

We send our greetings to our spiritual leader Mar Nasrallah Boutros Cardinal Sfeir, represented here by His Excellency Bishop Youssef Bechara, and we thank him for his apostolic blessing on this gathering. We seek His Beatitude's guidance and counsel, together with the Synod of Bishops, some here present, for the success of this body. We pledge him our support. 

At this moment of decision in the history of the Maronites and Lebanon we wish to make clear, before all Maronites, before the people of Lebanon, and for history, our fundamental positions and objectives as we begin these days of deliberation. Our goals are worldwide unity of the Maronites and support of the Patriarchate. 

This Congress is intended to work for the welfare of Maronites throughout the world. We especially extend our greetings to our brothers and sisters in Lebanon, our spiritual home. We are particularly cognizant of their concerns for the outcome of this gathering. We assure them that they are ever present in our minds and actions and we pledge to them that we are all part of one body, the Maronite Church -United. .. Apostolic. ..and Universal. 

To all Maronites, we extend our hand in friendship and brotherly love as members of a community of faith, which has remained intact for over sixteen hundred years but is now facing new challenges as we enter into the 21st Century .It is the intent of this Congress to address issues that are basic to all of us and to come forth from these deliberations with an action-plan in support of our Maronite Patriarch and Bishops and for the welfare of our Church and all Maronites worldwide. 

We are particularly concerned with the Maronites of Lebanon and our Christian brothers, as well as all Lebanese. Our desire is to see Lebanon flourish as a state that is truly free, meaningfully independent and completely sovereign. 

It is our intent to explore the issue of the marginalization of the Christians in Lebanon and the Middle East. Furthermore, we will define our political interests, especially in the United States, to move to a position of political activism to support our intended goals. 

We are aware that this meeting may not resolve all problems to everyone's satisfaction but we do pledge to keep unity as our beacon and goal. We do not claim to represent anyone but ourselves but we do claim proper intent to support Maronite unity. We are open to all views and welcome the dialogue of all participants. We hope more groups will do the same as we all should work for the same goals of cooperation, collaboration and consultation 

The intent of our work will be clear by the outcomes at the conclusion of the meetings. History will eventually be the judge. 

