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Fighters destroying historical,
culturally significant structures

The Associated Press

T
he oldest Christian mon-
astery in Iraq has been
reduced to a field of rub-
ble, yet another victim of
the Islamic State group’s
relentless destruction of

ancient cultural sites.

For 1,400 years, the compound survived
assaults by nature andman, standing
recently as a place of worship for U.S.
troops. In earlier centuries, generations
of monks tucked candles in the niches
and prayed in the cool chapel. The Greek
letters chi and rho, representing the first
two letters of Christ’s name, were carved
near the entrance.
Now, satellite photos obtained by The

Associated Press confirm St. Elijah’s
Monastery of Mosul has been completely
wiped out.

THEROOTSOFARELIGION
In his office in exile in Irbil, Iraq, the

Rev. Paul Thabit Habib, 39, stared quietly
at images of the monastery that once
perched on a hill above his hometown of
Mosul.
“I can’t describe my sadness,” he said in

Arabic. “Our Christian history inMosul is
being barbarically leveled. We see it as an
attempt to expel us from Iraq, eliminating
and finishing our existence in this land.”
The Islamic State group, which broke

from al-Qaida and controls large parts of
Iraq and Syria, has killed thousands of
civilians and forced out hundreds of thou-
sands of Christians, threatening a religion
that has endured in the region for 2,000
years. Its fighters have destroyed histori-
cal and culturally significant structures
they consider contrary to their interpreta-
tion of Islam.
The extremists swept throughMosul

in June 2014 and largely cut communica-
tions to the area.
“A big part of tangible history has

been destroyed,” said the Rev. Manuel
Yousif Boji, a Chaldean Catholic pastor in
Southfield, Michigan.
Boji remembers attendingMass at St.

Elijah’s almost 60 years ago while a semi-
narian inMosul.
“These persecutions have happened

to our churchmore than once, but we
believe in the power of truth, the power of
God,” Boji said.
He is part of the Detroit area’s Chaldean

community, which became the largest
outside Iraq after the sectarian bloodshed
that followed the U.S. invasion in 2003.
Iraq’s Christian population has dropped
from 1.3 million then to 300,000, church
authorities say.
The destruction of the monastery is

a blow for U.S. troops and advisers who
served in Iraq and had tried to protect and
honor the site.
“It’s just razed completely,” said

Suzanne Bott, who spent more than two
years restoring St. Elijah’s Monastery as
a U.S. State Department cultural adviser
in Iraq. “What we lose is a very tangible
reminder of the roots of a religion.”
Army reserve Col. Mary Prophit

remembered a sunrise service in

St. Elijah where, as a Catholic lay minister,
she served communion.
“I let that moment sink in, the candle-

light, the first rays of sunshine. We were
worshipping in a place where people had
been worshipping God for 1,400 years,”
Prophit said. “I would imagine that many
people are feeling like, ‘What were the
last 10 years for if these guys can
go in and destroy everything?”
Last month, at the request of AP, satel-

lite imagery firm DigitalGlobe tasked
a high resolution camera passing over
the site to grab photos, then pulled ear-
lier images of the same spot from their
archive of pictures taken globally every
day. Imagery analyst StephenWood,
CEO of Allsource Analysis, reviewed the
pictures for AP and identified the date of
destruction between Aug. 27 and Sept. 28
2014.
Before it was razed, images show a

partially restored, 27,000-square-foot reli-
gious building. Although the roof largely
wasmissing, it had 26 distinctive rooms,
including a sanctuary and chapel. One
month later, “the stone walls have been
literally pulverized,” Wood said.
“Bulldozers, heavy equipment, sledge-

hammers, possibly explosives turned
those stone walls into this field of gray-
white dust. They destroyed it completely,”
he said. “There’s nothing to rebuild.”
Themonastery, called Dair Mar Elia,

is named for the Assyrian Christian
monk— St. Elijah—who built it between
582 and 590 A.C. It was a holy site for
Iraqi Christians for centuries, part of the
Mideast’s Chaldean Catholic community.
In 2003, St. Elijah’s shuddered, as a wall

was smashed by a tank turret blown off
in battle. The U.S. Army’s 101st Airborne
Division took control, with troops scrawl-
ing their division’s “Screaming Eagle,”

along with “Chad wuz here” and “I love
Debbie,” on the walls.
A U.S. military chaplain who recognized

St. Elijah’s significance kicked the troops
out, and the Army’s subsequent preserva-
tion initiative became a pet project for a
series of chaplains who toured thousands
of soldiers through the ruin.
“It was a sacred place. We literally bent

down physically to enter, an acquiescence
to the reality that there was something
greater going on inside,” remembered
military chaplain JeffreyWhorton. He had
to collect himself after viewing the dam-
age. “I don’t knowwhy this is affecting me
somuch,” he said.
American journalist James Foley wrote

in a piece in 2008, six years before he was
killed by Islamic State militants, that St.
Elijah’s was being saved, “for future gen-
erations of Iraqis who will hopefully soon
have the security to appreciate it.”

This 2008 photo shows St. Elijah’s Monastery on the outskirts of Mosul, Iraq. St. Elijah’s served as a center of the regional Christian
community for centuries, attracting worshippers from throughout the region to pray with its priests. Below left, a comparison of satel-
lite photos from last month and previous images of the monastery has confirmed it was destroyed sometime in 2014. (AP files)

Oldest Iraqi Christianmonastery razed

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

The Kaufman Interfaith
Institute has collaborated with
Actors’ Theatre on their current
production of “Grace.” The play
is a stimulating exploration of
issues relating to science and
religion as well as interfaith
understanding.
Grace, a scientist, calls herself

a naturalist who does not believe
in God and is nearly violent in
her opposition to all religion.
The stage is set when her lawyer
son, Tom, decides to become
an Anglican priest. Her Jewish
husband is not hostile to the idea
even though he finds it ironic his
son would be a priest with the

name Friedman. The fourth per-
son in the play is Tom’s friend,
Ruth, whom he loves, a senti-
ment that is reciprocated in spite
of their religious differences.
As the scientist, Grace wants

everything to be based on empir-
ical data and rational analysis.
Tom calls himself enlightened

and religious, taking his religious
belief to be more realistic than a
sterile scientific approach to the
world. He uses the analogy of
language for religion. Speaking
English does not imply that
French is not true, it’s just a dif-
ferent language. Interfaith issues
can be seen in a similar way. To
use a language to make sense of
the world does not mean a differ-
ent language is invalid or false.

There are, of course, languages
that seem to work better for
certain purposes that might
not be useful in other settings.
Mathematics is useful in many
of the sciences but doesn’t make
for good poetry or writing love
letters. Scientific language and
method has made great strides
in understanding the physical
world but doesn’t help us find
meaning or purpose in life. Nor
does it explain what it is to be
moral or to recognize beauty.
Science seeks not only to be

empirical and rational, but also
presents its results in visual
form. You don’t express or under-
stand a scientific theory by lis-
tening or touching or smelling
or throughmovement. Yet those

other senses are often used in
religious expression. Scripture
is often heard or sung. Certain
rites involve smelling incense or
tasting, such as in the Eucharist
or ceremonial meals. Tome, this
is symbolic of the broader scope
of understanding that religion
seeks. It uses all the senses.
Like our attempts to express

love or beauty, a strictly ratio-
nal approach to life just doesn’t
work.We need poetry, music,
art, dance and even flowers to
express these aspects of reality.
Strict reductionist science will
not do the job. Similiarly, the
issues religion addresses and
communicates require multiple
ways of expression.
In the play, Tom describes his

experience as being like Moses
going up themountain to meet
God. In the Hebrew Scriptures
we read: “And the Lord said unto
Moses, ‘Lo, I am coming to you in
a thick cloud.’” (Exodus 19:9)

Wemust resist the temptation
to conceive of God in our own
finite human terms. Our relation-
ship might bemore like the cloud
in which God is moremysteri-
ous than we could ever imagine.
Could it be that the closer we get
to God the less clearly our finite
minds can understand? Could
it be that we become less arro-
gant andmore humble? Or as
Christian Scripture puts it, “For
nowwe see only a reflection as in
a mirror; then we shall see face
to face.” (1 Corinthians 13:12)

Religious inspiration and understanding found through the arts, senses
INTERFAITH INSIGHT

IRBIL, IRAQ

Above right, U.S. Army chaplain Geoffrey Bailey in 2008 leads soldiers on a tour of St. Elijah’s Monastery on Forward Operating Base
Marez on the outskirts of Mosul. The oldest Christian monastery in Iraq, St. Elijah’s stood as a place of worship for 1,400 years. (AP files)


