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My paper has three parts: First, I underline the importance of the critical role of the Church and show some principal results of the Maronite one.  Second, I mention some maronite thinkers belonging to the rationalist stream.  Third, I propose a few recommendations.





I understand by Critique both the denunciation of injustice and dependance and the defense of the autonomy of reason.





I. THE CRITICAL ROLE OF THE CHURCH





1. Theoretical





The following are tasks of an authentic theology of mundane reality: (i) emancipation of the individual from social and political oppression, (ii) of society from tyrannic regimes, (iii) of culture from the domination technology, (iv) of the church from a falsely politicized notion of the kingdom of God.  Such an erroneously politicized notion, as stated by Peterson, leads to a theological justification of a political situation as, for example, the Roman Empire.  But a true and critical concept of the Kingdom of God contradicts simultaneously individualism (which is irresponsibility into a shared world) and secularization (by which the wold is only world), and secularism (for which the world seeks nothing beyond itself).


As soon as the Maronite church had the responsibility of a people and not only of monasteries, the ascetical and anti secular tendencies of its spirituality were balanced by the task of seeking freedom and dignity for a people living in the world.  The human initiative takes place in the world of Incarnation.  That essential fact allows the church to value political initiative as a mean to achieve political tasks as parts of a process of spreading over the World the Incarnation of the God.  This is the reason why the Maronite Church appears so historical in its spirit.  At the same time, the Greek and Syrian Orthodox churches were criticizing all positive political involvement in the world.  After the fall of Constantinople, the Orthodox Church took refuge in eternity rejecting historicity as devilish, going from an extreme to another, from a conservative political theology (allowing oppression) to a mere mystical one.  On the other hand, the involvement of the Maronite Church into history which lead to the creation of the Lebanese national feeling and of the Lebanese State, was linked to the ascetical unworldly aspect in such a way that allowed the critical aspect to prevail.  As a matter of fact, Maronite Church viewed history and it still does in an eschatological (A theological concept meaning the last days, metahistory, era of fulfillment and justice) perspective which means that it cannot believe that any ideal as already fulfilled in any political society or State. On the contrary, due to a pre-apprehension of the Kingdom of God, all regimes can be judged and criticized by comparison.





These elements are explicit in a pamphlet by Patriarch Sfeir on "Church and politics" in which he states that the duties of the church must not be restricted to spiritual affairs, because "everything that is human cannot be irrelevant to the church" (p.6) (Fil-Kanisat Wal-siyasat, 1990).  It is the duty of the Church to criticize social systems and regimes, especially those who do not respect human dignity and freedom, and to force them to correct themselves or to be replaced (p.8_).  For that reason, the church does not adhere to any political system in particular.





The Patriarch takes the opportunity to remind everybody that in some periods the Maronite church held also temporal power (p.10) and always claimed for the people their legitimate rights (p.11).  And still now it opposes brainwashing by any monolithic regime (p.15).  Indeed it has something to say about the liberation of man (p.23).  It manifests itself as a superior conscience in the political turmoil urging the state to acknowledge natural and divine laws (p.15).





2. Seak and Defense of Independence





When in 1516, the Ottoman conquered Syria, the Maronites who lived at that moment in northern Lebanon became part of the newly formed Wilayat of Tripoli, Hating the tyranny of the new rulers and the heavy taxes imposed on the Maronites, the Patriarch Musa Al-Akkari in a letter dated 25 March 1527, asked the Emperor Charles V to save them from the Ottomans.  He promised him that he would mobilise fifty thousand men ready to help him in "a battle for independence" (Youssef Dagher, Batarikar al-mawarinat p.40, Beirut 1957).





Due to the policy of the church, the Ottoman authorities issued a royal decree in 1550 by which the rights of the Patriarch and his community were protected.  The maronite church found in the alliance with the druze Maan dynasty and the Chehab a way to consolidate the rights.  The Patriarch Jirjis Amira wrote to the Pope asking him to help the Ottomans to recognize the successor of Fakhreddine, Milhim, because under his rule, the maronites lived in a greater freedom.  Their Patriarch did not have to receive from Istambul and investiture in his office, unlike the other Patriarchs of the East.  By doing so, he symbolically rejected the Sultan's authority over the Maronite community.  In the nineteenth century, the Maronite clergy was distinguished by national and political awareness in one hand, and hierarchical shape on the other hand, which enabled him to take a commanding position in the country.





This policy reached a peak when the Chehabs converted to maronitism.  The Maronite enjoyed then a unique position in the Ottoman empire.  But still the clergy wanted more.  While Ibn Al-Qila (youssef Dagher, Batarikat Al-Mawarinat, p.40, Beirut,1957) emphasized national unity of Maronites and linked them to the land of Mount Lebanon even before Islam, Duwayhi stressed the autonomy of the community.  Patriarchs of the Nineteen century tried to build a christian emirate for the purpose of getting more independence, but they had to meet the revolt of the Druze helped by the Ottomans. They called for self-defense and fight without hesitation.





It was for secular reasons as much as for religious ones, that the Church reacted violently to the conversions of some Maronites to Protestantism.  A weakening of the coherence and power of the community was to be feared.  For the same reason, the Patriarch Boulos Mas'ad, in spite of his sympathy for the peasant revolt of Tanios Chahine, called for reconciliation with the lords (Mas'ad was sometimes hailed as Patiarch of equality, freedom and right (Dagher, op.cit., p.98).





The project of obtaining total independence from the Ottoman empire failed in the nineteenth Century (but even after 1860, in the purely maronite northern districts.  Maronites believed Mount Lebanon to be a Christian Homeland), and succeeded after World War I.  As everybody knows; Patriarch Hoyek played a crucial role in shaping the independent Lebanon.  The dream, of the Maronite to have an independent state was finally realized with the help of france.  But when France resisted total independence, the Patriarch Arida opposed French High Commissioner.





The task of the Church after the independence was to secure it and build a national Lebanese feeling among christian and muslims, equality under the same rule and law, and even love and affection.  Hoyek wrote: "Both national feeling and religion make it an obligation for you to respect and love everybody whatever may be his belief.  Reason leads you to fraternize with the person you live with under the same sky and on the same land" (Hoyek, Al-Zakhair Al-Saniyyat, Jounieh, 1931 p.501). Hoyek did not see Lebanese nationalism as a threat to the Maronite community, but a kind of fulfillment.  On the contrary, he believed nationalism to be established  on religious feeling.  "God, he used to say, wants us to love our country" (Ibid p.792 Cf. p.588).  For that purpose all Patriarchs of the twentieth century taught an anti-fanatic conception of religion.  For example Arida says: "Fanaticism is bad.  We must resist it and fight it by science, tolerance and pacific ways" (Ma'athir Arida, XVII, 1949, p.63).  The maronite philosopher Kamal al-Hajje wrote in the defense of confessionalism (as the principal restraint from fanaticism) and of the Patriarchate may books where he predicts that confessionalism shall be abolished only by confessionalism for means of confessionalist purposes (Falsafat al-Mithaq al-watani, Beirut, 1961; Bkerke, Cakhrat al-Khalac, Jounieh, 1973 p.25).





Other tasks were the ethical issues and the social welfare.  The Patriarch gained moral dignity and appeared to be above factions and sometime even above communities in his quest for justice.  For example, Patriarch Meouchy opposed the dangerous policy of the maronite president Camille Chamoun (It is known that Patriarch Arida also warned Chamoun against alliances in the Middle East.  Lebanon should remain neutral in the conflicts of the area).





3. The political and ethical role of the Church during and after the civil war.





Patriarchs Khoreich and Sfeir raised above factions during the war, calling for peace and reconciliation (Khoreich also for laicity) (Cf. Haliyyat, I, March 1977 p.57).  But their criticism of the war was overwhelmed by the sounds of clashes.  The voice of Patriarch Sfeir was to be heard loudly when freedom and independence were at stake.  Since 1988 he asks were is freedom?  Those who date to require it met a bad destiny in a situation where man had become a wolf for man (Nasrallah Butrus Sfeir, Idhat Al-ahad, I, Dar al-Falsafat, 1990 p.128).  Lebanese society is ill of violence (Idhat al-ahad, II Dar al-Falsafat, 1991, p.49).  He urges for the respect of the human person and freedom of conscience (Idhat al-ahad, II Dar al-Falsafat, 1991 p.49).  He urges for the respect of the human person and freedom of conscience (Idhat al-ahad IV, Dar al-Falsafat, 1993 p.7).  No Maronite Patriarch insisted as much as Sfeir on the human rights.  Dignity of man is based on his creation at the image of God (Ibid, p.43; cf.II, p.213), on a principle which exceeds races, ideologies and even religions.  Women and Children have also natural rights (Ibid., p.301).  Calling for justice political and social, the Patriarch binds to the necessary proclamation of the Kingdom of heavens the will to solve social problems (Ibid., p.150).  Indeed, Christ himself taught social justice (Ibid p.37).





Nowadays, Patriarch Sfeir appears more and more to be the vivid conscience of the ideal that Maronitism can offer to the Orient.  He does not act in the political field, but take position, for example against election under occupation, for real justice for all etc. not fearing opposition, misunderstandings and even censorship by the State. "Our task is to regain our sovereignty" (Idhat al-ahad III, Dar al-Falsafat, 1992 p.287) he claims. But this fundamental and critical task is placed in the eschatalogical frame because Christ is King of peace not of war" (Idhat al ahad II, p.72). In this sentence, the work King is of importance.  he means that (i) no political regime is holy, especially the one based on injustice and violence, (ii) the nearest to the ideal is peaceful, (iii) the authentic expectation of the Christians is the Kingdom of God.





II. THE CRITICAL ROLE OF NON-CLERICAL MARONITES





Enlightenment is man's emergence from his own immaturity.  You can call it emancipation in the realm of rationality its two consequences are democracy and freedom of thinking and speech.





Maronite played an essential role in the promotion of enlightenment in the Orient.  Some of the non-clerical intellectuals were also anti-clerical.





Boutros al-Boustany wrote in 1861 against fanatism preparing the path to the idea of nationalism as the principle of unity of the path to the idea of nationalism as the principle of unity of people.  His son, Salim, claimed women's rights and requested reformation.





Gibran appears in his arabic stories and articles as a social reformer and a rebel.  He opposed the feudal system and the Church that limits individual freedom.  His Khalil the heretic and John the madman wanted Christ wihtout the Church.  But in fact their new deity was freedom.  We hear from a speech by Khalil the heretic:





"From the depths of these depths


We call you, O Liberty - hear us!


From the corners of this darkness


We raise our hands in supplication


Turn your gaze towards us".





It appears that this freedom is manyfold: political, intellectual and religious.





Rihani fought also political and religious autocracy.  He published in 1900 a pamphlet on religious tolerance.  He also wrote articles and a novel     in defense of women.





Both the Maronite Church and these forerunner of social justice and laicity created one of the few countries in the East where some religious freedom is acknowledged among the Muslims (allowing in practice conversion without retaliation).  All these achievements can be lost with the rise of fundamentalism in christianity, Judaism and Islam.  That's why religious tolerance is insuffisant because its passivity.  It is a must in human rights but civil peace and human dignity rest first on the active introduction of rationality in all aspects of political life and in mentalities.





In contemporary times, nassif Nassar is the most important and influential maronite intellectual who urges for the maximum rationalization of the Lebanese and arab societies.  In many a book he demands the autonomy of reason in politics (cf Mutarahat, Beirut 1986 p.85,87) and consequently laicism (Cf. especially, Nahwa Mujtama jadid, beirut, 1969).  His philosophy can be coined a philosophy of progressive and constant liberation (Mutarahat, p.182 Rationalization is an on going process (o.96) because irrationalisme is always trying to seduce man (Nassar Al-idiologiyya ala al-mihakk, Beirut 1994 p.37).





III. RECOMMENDATIONS





Some ask religion not to interfere in political and even social matters.  Religion, it is said, causes trouble in the Middle East.  But in those situations, where it is put aside, secular ideologies emerges that are no less dangerous and even totalitarian.  Let us not forget the critical aspect of religion, the christian one in particular.  My first recommendation is that we must seek at once )i) laicisation of the oriental societies to let (non-ideological rationality be fully part of it, and (ii) preservation of the essential critical role of the Church.





Renew the involvement of the Maronites in their rejection of totalitarism in any form, ideological and religious adding ethical praxis for the poor and denunciation of machism.





Be the best supporters of the cause of human rights in the East.  For that purpose create an inter-universitarian committee to defend them and teach their principles.  This committee could become also a correspondent of Amnesty international.





The Christian Enlightenment has been realized in the West.  His results are taught in most christian theological faculties in the East.  It has become a necessity for Islam to undertake such an emancipation in mentality and critical thinking.  Christians cannot do it instead of Muslims, but they can help by conveying critical tools (for example in seminars or in joint institutes). 
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