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I.	Introduction


	


A. Interdependence of the Maronite Church and Lebanon.





Maronites can be compared to the ancient cedar tree. The Maronites living around the world are the branches and needles at the far ends of the tree.  Our common history is our trunk and Lebanon is our common root.  Maronites the world over are part and parcel of the same living organism.  Maronite people divorced from lebanon have no identity nor any reason to exist as a distinct community.  If Maronites are imperiled in Lebanon, Maronites world wide are imperiled, for if our identity is threatened


in Lebanon, at the root, the entire tree, all the way to the furthest branch will wither away and die.





To the extent that Maronites living outside of Lebanon have assimilated into the culture of their host community, they have in equal proportion become disinterested in or apathetic toward Lebanon and the state of the Maronite community living there, close to the roots.  The degree of assimilation by Maronites outside of Lebanon would appear to be function of the degree of apathy felt toward Lebanon.


		


The core issues sought to be addressed by the International Maronite Congress relate to the state of the Maronite faith as it is practiced in its far flung branches throughout the world, and the state of the Maronites faith as it is practiced in Lebanon, close to the roots.  In Lebanon, the faith has been weakened by massive emigration of members coupled with a significant loss of political power which will be discussed below.  In the far flung branches the Rite is threatened by the natural tendency of the Lebanese poeple to assimilate into whatever culture with which they interact.  With intermarriage between Lebanese and non-Lebanese, and any number of other meaningful interactions with the host culture, the rites and rituals of the eastern rite church of the "old country" tend to lose meaning.  There is a melt down of the Maronite culture into the culture of the host community.  When the people lose their reason for participation in the Maronite Church, when they simply go to the Maronite Church because Sitty or Giddy (Grandmother and Grandfather in Arabic) went there, then the church has genuine problem that must be addressed if the Maronite Church is to survive at its branches.





The church, recognizing this problem, at first tried to address it by making the Maronite liturgy more western.  Mass was in the vernacular, the altars were turned around and use of Aramaic, the language of Christ, was minimized as the church tried to move to follow the people.  However, as the services became more Westernized, it became less and less of a departure for good Maronites to simply abandon the Maronite Church and opt for membership in the latin Rite Churches, where their children attended school.  This has resulted more recent efforts by the church to adopt a new liturgy that emphasizes a more distinct Eastern character, with such measures as Eastern rubrics and a reintroduction of a greater use of Aramaic in the liturgy so as to make more distinct the differences between the Maronite liturgy and the latin.  Whether or not this will bring the young new families back to the Maronite Church is problematic.





B. To Be Maronite Means Identify to a Common History and to Lebanon. 





Rather than the liturgy, or "how" the Maronites worship, the Maronite identity is more firmly based in the answer to the question of "why" Maronites worship the way they do.  The Maronite identity and character have been shaped by the unique history of the people, which is being written to this day.  It is a history marked by a constant struggle for existence in an environment hostile to its survival.  In the face of the Arab invasions of centuries past and the attempts to uproot the Aramaic culture of the people by forcing a change in the religion and the language from Christian to Muslim and from Aramaic to Arabic,  the Maronites resisted.  Though over time, the Lebanese have become culturally Arabic, in both language and custom, the Maronites have preserved the most solemn moments of their liturgy, such as the consecration, in the original Aramaic as a residual statement of resistance to the attempt to force the Maronites to deny their culture as it is most intimately expressed in their religious rites.  It is a history that is intrinsically tied to a place known as Lebanon, where a great part of the struggle and resistance has taken place.  The Maronite culture is a way of life that has been lived in its most pure form in Lebanon.  it is a culture which places a high value on freedom, self help, self reliance and self determination.  It is a deeply religious, yet very social culture wherein the people, living a hard life in a desolate land have a strong sense of community, loyalty and willingness to help their neighbor survive, for it is with the survival of each person that the entire community can survive.  lebanon provided this Maronite community the save haven, the place where it could survive and where the people could live and experience the values they cherished.  The Maronite identity is therefore intrinsically wed to the Lebanese identity.  To be Maronite means to be Lebanese.





II. The Secular Role of the Maronite Community in Lebanon





If the Maronites world wide, whether they be of Lebanese heritage or Maronites by virtue of affinity, have a commitment to the survival of their church, they  must have an equal commitment to the survival of Lebanon as a safe haven where the faith can be freely practiced.  Religious freedom in Lebanon can never be considered as a privilege granted by the state, but must remain as an inalienable right which no government dares abridge.  What now is the role of the Maronite community in the Republic of Lebanon in 1994, and what should it be.





A. The Maronite Role in the First Republic - Setting the National Agenda





The Maronites, of course, were instrumental in the creation of the State.  Through the petition of Maronite Patriarch Hwyak to the Commissioners of the Versailles Peace Conference following the end of World War I in 1919, the boundaries of the modern state were created.  By the choice of the Patriarch, the new state would not be solely a Maronite entity.  He sought more than Mount Lebanon, the home of the Maronites, for the new state. A conscious decision was made to incorporate the Bekaa Valley, South Lebanon and the littoral cities of Tripoli, Beirut, Sidon and Tyre.  In creating the Greater Lebanon a Maronite state was not created.  Rather a very pluralistic state was created, which became a pluralistic republic at the time of independence in 1943.





The Maronites played a dual role in the life of the Republic.  The Christians were given preference under the National pact of 19043 with regard to allocation of parliamentary seats at a 6-5 ratio with non-Christians.  This same ratio existed within the bureaucracy, the military and the executive branch.  The Presidency was reserved to the Maronites, who controlled the national agenda of the republic and governed a relatively free, open and democratic society.  It was one in which Maronites could thrive, and one in which, all other sects of Christians, as well as Lebanese Muslims and Druze could be free.  In much the same way as the Anglo-Saxon culture has defined American public culture and institutions of government, the Christian influence in Lebanon has defined the nature of its public culture and institutions of government.  To a great extent, the Maronites and the Christians established the grid or the frame work on which the rest of Lebanese society was built.





The maronites, in addition to this secular role, also exist as a separate and distinct religious community within the  mosaic of communities that make Lebanon their home.  The Maronites in particular, and the Christian generally were therefore pieces of the mosaic as well as the mortar or the glue that held all of the pieces together.





B. The Collapse of the First Republic.





Either this dual role for the Maronites was too heavy a burden for the community to bear, or the community lacked the vision to execute its dual roles with the proficiency needed to endure.  For in any event, with the Crisis of 1958, the governing consensus of the National Pact of 1943 between Christian and Muslim was fractured.  External powers meddled with intra Lebanese affairs.  lebanese Christian and Muslim political leaders, rather than turn to each other and rely on Lebanese institutions, sought out external patrons in order to preserve their political position within the state.  With the onset of war in 1975, the government was powerless to control or contain events.  The Christian consensus by which the Christian enclave was spared from the war which swirled about it was broken in 1990 and with it, Lebanon entered into its current phase of national existence marked by the complete occupation by Syria over most of its national territory, and the  existence of a self proclaimed Israeli Security Zone in South lebanon which is patrolled by the Israeli sponsored South lebanon Army.  Independent political decision making in Lebanon is out of Lebanese hands, and is not in the hands of foreign powers.  Independence has been submerged under the occupation.





For Maronites to engage in futile debates over who lost lebanon is a waste of precious time and effort.  An internally weak system of government coupled with extreme pressures placed upon that system from within and without Lebanon, collapsed the fragile political infrastructure which had provided for a preeminent Christian role in public affairs.  Lebanon has been a unique body politic in that countervailing political forces are not wholly contained within the state.  When the Christian parties lost their governing consensus, it was not lost to a loyal Lebanese opposition party, but instead to political powers that exist outside of Lebanon in Damascus, Syria.





C. Changed Circumstances - New Opportunities





Historic international events such as the end of the cold war and the break up of the Soviet Bloc, indeed of the Soviet Union, as well as the unprecedented movement toward regional peace between Israel and its regional antagonists have created new dynamic realities in the region.  These events are creating a new set of operating assumptions regarding the status of Lebanon and her role in a region soon to be remade for the post cold war era.  During the Cold War, the Middle East was a major theater of East-West bipolar confrontation.  The major powers recruited regional players and placed a premium on stability over freedom as a means toward securing the superseding national interests of the superpowers.  In this environment, dictators had their place since they could deliver stability.  Their one man rule gave a certain degree of predictability to their reactions in response to regional events.  Hafez Al Assad fit the mold as a useful cold war regional player.  However, his era is over.  It is not likely that he will be able to conform either himself or his regime to the post cold war era, and he is resisting the attempt.





In this new era, the emphasis will be on democracy and free markets.  Bipolarity between super powers has passed.  There is now only one super power and it is the United States.  The terms of this new era are under negotiation with the regional Middle East Peace Talks commenced in Madrid in October 1991.  With the conclusion of the Talks, Lebanon and the entire region will step into a new era.  Though these talks have been threatened by extremists acts, the United States has placed the full prestige of the government on the line to insure that the talks reach a successful conclusion.  The forward momentum of the talks attained thus far should overcome efforts of extremists to halt the effort and return the region back into a confrontational mode.





Iranian inspired ideological militant fundamentalism is attempting to make of itself a countervailing force to the United States through its nuclear acquisition program and the active regional spread of its anti Western ideology in places such as Algeria, Sudan, Egypt and lebanon.  This Iranian centered alliance is making its influence felt through its efforts to abort the regional talks and thus impede or blunt the advance of U.S. interest in their region.  Though it may achieve a certain degree of regional clout, and Iranian centered alliance will never attain the level of a global superpower, capable of countering the advance of United States interests in a consistent manner.  The dynamic of these forces are creating circumstances in which it will be in the interest of the United States that the foreign occupation of Lebanon come to an end if the Lebanese can find their way back to independence as a representative democracy. President Clinton pressed the issue with Hafez Al Assad at geneva in his February summit, and the Israeli Government, through public statement of Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, has made the re-establishment of an independent Lebanon as one of their security conditions for a peace treaty with Syria.





D. He Who Hesitates is Lost: History Waits for No one





With these favorable developments on the global scene, the Lebanese must make themselves prepared to resume independent political life and independent political decision making in their institutions of government.  It is time for the Maronite community, world wide, to stop licking its wounds and prepare itself to reenter the public life of the nation.  That an independent Lebanon will emerge is without doubt.  However, what kind of independent Lebanon will emerge is without doubt.  However, what kind of independent Lebanon is very much at issue.  If a Christian consensus is not reestablished in a timely fashion, then the regional influence of Iran is already at work creating an Islamic consensus that will take shape and set the Lebanese agenda.  The appeal of hezbollah among the Lebanese Shiite population should not be underestimated.  Fundamentalism among the desperately poor Sunni Muslims concentrated at Tripoli is taking hold and before long will form common cause with Shiite fundamentalists in an attempt to realize and Islamic Republic in Lebanon.





Already, under the current Vice style regime of Elias Hrawi, Lebanon has begun to lose its unique character among middle eastern states.  Whereas the pre war days, Lebanon had a vital thriving middle class that served as the economic backbone of the Republic, today there is a vast discrepancy between those who are very rich and those who are very poor.  The middle class has been decimated by war and occupation.  The current government's lack of commitment to human, civil, political and property rights of the people has created an environment hostile to the re-growth of the Lebanese middle class which depends on government to insure these rights.  The Lebanese middle class exists largely outside of Lebanon in an ever growing expatriate population.  Lebanon has been made to resemble Egypt or Pakistan or any number of other third world countries that lack a middle class. Dire hopeless poverty, which is a relatively new economic phenomenon for Lebanon has become the breeding ground for intolerant fundamentalism.  Will the foreign occupation be lifted if the United States, Israel and Syria find an Islamic Republic of Lebanon ready for birth?  Will there be an armed struggle, among the religious faction or will the occupation by Syria and Israel continue as the lesser of two evils?  The secular retreat of the Maronite Community of Lebanon in the wake of the internecine war of 1990 has given rise to these issues at this critical time in the history of Lebanon.





E. An Imperative Need to Re-enter the Political Arena 





All Lebanese, Muslim and Christian alike, who know that an emerging fundamentalist agenda for Lebanon would either irretrievably alter the character of the state, or insure years more of occupation and conflict, await the Maronite reentry into the political arena.  If that reentry is to be made and if it is to succeed, the essential prerequisite is unity of purpose and of objective.  Maronite disunity, apathy, despair and cynicism has put the community into a deep hole.  If the objective is to get out of the hole, then one must first stop digging the hole deeper.  Maronites must resolve the issues that divide them.  They must take interest restore their hope and regain their idealism if a consensus or a governing vision is to be established.





Maronites should examine the past, not for the assignment of blame for past failures, but to define past failures so as to exclude them from recurring in a new consensus.  A basic fallacy in past thinking must be acknowledged.  As was stated above, to be Maronite means to be Lebanese.  Past error has been in the belief that the reverse is also true, that is, to be Lebanese means to be maronite.  This believe and attitude within the Maronite political leadership led to the Maronites loss of their mandate to set the Lebanon agenda.  In forming a new governing consensus, the Maronites should be the principle architects of the new infrastructure, however, gone should be the arrogance that inevitably comes with political power that is assumed rather than earned.  Exactly what type of political consensus is eventually achieved is a matter for the lebanese to decide.  Since the Maronites lost the most with the demise of a free independent lebanon, they must lead the effort to establish the new independent and just Lebanon.





The authors of this work have co-authored a working paper which outlines the issues and proposes consensus solutions.  This paper which is attached hereto as an appendix is offered as a means to open the discussion and debate among the Lebanese who must perform this work.





III. Conclusion





Unlike 1943, independence will not be handed to the Lebanese on a silver platter.  It will be up to them and to their own initiative to seize the opportunity offered by the directional changes in regional and international events, to rescue Lebanese  independence.  International and regional powers are now willing to reverse their policies that led to the occupation.  This merely opens the door and provides and opportunity.  The Lebanese must get up and walk through.  They will not be carried in.  Others in the region recognize this opportunity as well.  However they seek to use it in order to accomplish a very different end.  The battle for Lebanon's soul has already begun.  Whether a free republic or an Islamic republic emerges depends upon the ability of the Maronites to unify, establish a consensus, and build coalitions with their fellow Christians, Moslems  Druze, wedding them to a consensus of freedom and tolerance.  This time, it must be a consensus built on democratic institutions rather than personalities.  It must be able to withstand the pressures that collapsed the political consensus that existed until 1975. It must create a government that holds its political leadership accountable by requiring that political power be earned through merit rather than awarded by birthright.





If the Maronites fail in this essential secular task, then the days of the Maronite presence in Lebanon as a religious community will be numbered.  The international Maronite church will have suffered the death of its roots.  Though far removed from the roots, living at the height of the cedar's crown and drinking in the life giving rays of the sun, as do those members of the world wide Maronite Church, should they suffer a fatal blow at the roots, they will lose their place in the sun.





Maronite history creates the unique identity of the people.  It is both a burden and an honor.  Maronites must regain the vision necessary to perform their dual secular and religious roles, both in Lebanon and in the countries in which they have established a presence. In Lebanon the mosaic, the ceramic tile and the underlying mortar can not be interchanged or one substituted for the other.  Adherence to religious doctrine is not a basis for organizing a government, unless one happens to be a fundamentalist.  In the same way, political ideology should not direct the people or the clergy in ow or why to worship God.  For this reason, the laity must take the lead and give the direction to the performance of the Maronite secular function of achieving a political consensus.  Maronite clergy and bishops can only pray that the people will succeed, encourage the work to go forward, and inspire the effort.  The Maronite Patriarch, from his Office which symbolizes the dual religious and secular role that Maronites must play in the life of the Lebanese Republic if it is to retain its character and unique role in the Middle East, can and must unify the Maronite family and set it on this journey of renewal, but the actual work is in the hands of the Maronite people themselves.  The children must assume the responsibility for saving the mother church.  Maronite history, which defines Maronite identity, teaches that the survival of the maronites, as a distinct religious community, depends upon the Maronites' ability to seize the moment, to learn from past errors, and to once again set the secular agenda in Lebanon.  This is the glory of the Maronites and their burden. If the glory is to endure, it is time to once gain assume the burden.








* Joseph L. Boohaker is a practicing attorney in Birmingham, Alabama who has been active in Lebanese-American affairs for many years.





* Dr. Ghassan Raad is a Washington based scholar involved in Lebanese and Maronite affairs.
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