
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Well I see they didn’t chop your head off,” was the greeting I received from a 
customs agent upon my return to the US, following a SLPN journey to Syria and 
Lebanon, May 23-June 1. Her ‘welcome’ was a reminder of how misunderstood 
Syria and much of the Middle East is in the US.   
 
We were an experienced group of 14 world travelers who brought our particular 
fields of expertise to the group, and our corporate understanding of the days we 
spent together with our partners. Each of us came with expectations of learning 
more about the situation of our sisters and brothers, especially in Syria. It was a 
blessing to be in the presence of so many committed Christians, in both Syria 
and Lebanon, who shared their knowledge and love of Christ with us. They 
continue to teach us what it is to be Christian in the face of persecution and 
disaster. 
 
Professional photographer Tina Manley summarized our experiences this way: 
“Our group visited Kamishli, Hasakeh, Malkieh, and Damascus in Syria and 
Beirut, the Bekaa Valley, Tripoli and Minyara in Lebanon. We met with 
community leaders, NGO directors, pastors, teachers, ordinary Syrians, refugees, 
displaced persons, youth groups, children, Christians of every denomination, and 
Muslims. We listened to their stories and made films and photographs to share.” 
 
Following a time in Beirut for orientation and an historical and theological 
overview of the Christians we would be visiting, we traveled first in Syria to the 
geographic area of the al-Jazira – the island. This area sits between the 
Euphrates and Tigris Rivers, forming an island in the desert. This year’s wheat 
harvest is the best in years – a great thanksgiving following years of drought!  
 
Visiting a site along the Tigris River, close to the border with Turkey to the north 
and Iraq to the east, we could see all three countries at once. It was an incredible  
perspective, reminding us that we were in a part of ancient Mesopotamia that 
once did not have the governmental borders that exist today. We reached that 
part of the country traveling along part of the storied ‘Silk Road’ that once 
connected China with Europe - another reminder of the historic area in which we 
traveled. 
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Our visit to the UN Refugee Camp outside Malikeh, where 95% of the residents 
are Yazidi, was another startling reminder of the genocide ISIS has inflicted on 
people different than themselves. Listening to an elder describe the indignities 
and atrocities suffered on Mt. Sinjar left us incredibly angry and in total disbelief 
that ISIS could treat human beings in such despicable ways. The psychological 
and physical injuries will be felt for generations. The local Presbyterian Church, 
despite their own challenges and difficulties, has reached out to help dig water 
wells for the camp, working along side those who reside there…local mission at 
its finest! 
 
Along with Presbyterian congregational visits, we also visited with the clergy of 
other Christian denominations. Ecumenism has flourished throughout Syria in 
this time of crisis. An Abuna (Father) in Kamishli told us that the clergy had set 
aside their own denomination’s liturgy, worship practices and theology in order to 
work together for the sake of their community. The oldest Abuna present 
said, ”We are all branches of the same tree, rooted in Jesus Christ. Nothing will 
divide us; we are Catholic, Orthodox, Chaldean, Armenian, and Protestant, 
together for the first time.” In some instances the clergy even preach for one 
another and share leadership in various worship settings. 
 
We heard clearly from all we met that Syria is their home and they will not be run 
out.  At the start of the fighting, many people left for safer places. All churches, 
villages and towns have fewer people, but those who remain are steadfast. 
Active fighting has left the areas we visited, but armed checkpoints along the 
streets of towns and roads we traveled reminded us that the country is far from a 
state of peace.  And yes, we did feel safe in the areas we covered, by bus and on 
foot.  
 
Syrians want to work things out for themselves, and to that end they want all the 
foreign forces to leave. They also ask that all the various sanctions placed on 
them by the UN, the US and the EU be lifted. They are ready to rebuild their 
country and welcome back their neighbors who fled. They desire that Syria again 
reclaim its place as a respected, cultured, ethnically diverse and thriving country.  
Our NESSL partners are working in various ways to help that become a reality. 
They all ask for our prayers. 
 
There are films, curricula, articles, and photos being produced that will be shared 
with the Network, the denomination, and beyond.  There are many stories to 
share of brave, devoted, amazing people whom God is using to show God’s love 
to all.  “Watch this space” for more to come. 
 


