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To hold an international gathering of Maronite scattered around the globe is always a welcome and a worthwhile event.  Not only is the gathering a useful social exercise, it is also an expression of common identity and solidarity which, in turn, reflects a sense of purpose shared by the participants.  Our hope is that this greatly needed communal solidarity will result in the formulation and pursuit of long-term objectives that will translate into effective action for the welfare of the Maronites both in Lebanon and in the nations of the diaspora.





No gathering of this scale seeking to address issues and problems that concern the maronites in the world and those in Lebanon can confine itself to broad and vague issues. This is a luxury the Maronites cannot afford.  Communities in crisis and countries facing the kinds of alarming problems, like those faced by Lebanon today, are compelled to act quickly and decisively to attend to the urgency of these problems.





The need to formulate strategies and devise plans of action  to address these problems has never been as pressing as it is today.  Never before were the Maronites in Lebanon in such a predicament.  Crises have struck the entire fabric of society and have crippled the work and effectiveness of both state and communal institutional structures.





Needless to say, my purpose here is not to convey a pessimistic reading of the prevailing state of affairs in Lebanon today.  Far from that. Rather, my purpose is to underline the gravity of the situation and to emphasize that it is time to work toward redressing this imbalance and to rethink our priorities and alternatives so that the Maronites can opt for a new revival at all political, social, and cultural levels.





For these efforts to success, there is one thing we cannot and should not forget, if the Maronites are not going to help themselves, no one is going to help them.  That should serve as the guiding principle for any future work to help achieve the objectives that are on the agenda of this congress. 





Current Urgent Problems





The following is a brief description of the major current problems that beset the Maronites in Lebanon:





One, there exists today a high degree of internal fragmentation within the Maronite community in Lebanon, never experienced in modern Maronite history.  Much of this fragmentation was the outcome of Lebanon's multiple wars, and was instigated in part by direct external interventions in Lebanese affairs, beginning since the late 1960s.





Two, the absence of a credible and effective political leadership.  The power struggle, which took on various political and military forms, among Maronite leaders during the war years was self-destructive.  The monopoly over the political leadership of the Maronite community exercised during the war by political parties and leaders, accompanied by unrestrained random violence, has led to disastrous results.  Today, those leaders who operate in Lebanon lack legitimacy and credibility, and those who live in forced exile abroad have no access to the country, and are yet to show ability to work in unison.





Three, the problem of the "refugees" in their own country, namely, the displaced population, seventy percent of whom are Christians awaits settlement.  Both the scale and the political and social repercussions of this problem are unprecedented in Lebanon's modern history.  To this day, and after four years of verbal promises and plans drawn by four consecutive cabinets to deal with this social and human problem, the majority of the displaced do not have safe and permanent access to their homes, properties, and villages.





Four, while the taif agreement has ended the military war, it has not yet ended the political and communal war within Lebanon.  In that political war, the Maronites are the most targeted group in the country.  Any observer of lebanese politics in the last three or four years would know what I am talking about.  The holding of the 1992 parliamentary elections against the will of the majority of the Lebanese, notably Christian lebanese, is a case in point.  It needs no further elaboration.





Five, the Maronites today and, by implication, Lebanon are nobody's agenda both in regional and international policies.  This is an unprecedented situation in lebanon's history since the mid-19th century, and it is an unprecedented situation in the history of the Maronites since the 16th century.  Never before was Lebanon as detached and marginalized in the international system as it is today.  lebanon is the only country in the region which takes active part in the peace process between israel and the Arab countries, and yet it is the country that stands to lose most as a result of the negative outcome of the peace process.  Washington, the driving force behind these peace talks, has thus far chosen to completely ignore Lebanon.  It deals with Lebanon as a non-existent entity.





Six, the war has had another damaging effect on the Maronites.  It has created and perpetuated a negative image of the Maronites in the Western media, notably in the Anglo-Saxon countries.  This damage is all the more troubling for it will take time, long-term planning, and a great deal of effort first to contain its negative repercussions and later to reverse it.





Seven, emigration continues to be a problem for the Christians in Lebanon, particularly for the youth.  Although emigration has declined in recent years, it may pick up again in the event of future crisis.  And this is no minor problem for a small country having a delicate demographic balance like Lebanon.





Eight, there is today an unprecedented lack of vision, lack of strategy, and lack of purpose among the Maronites in Lebanon.  While this is true of the political leadership, the leadership of the church is not doing any better.  It is not sufficient to be strong while being on the defensive for much more is needed to initiate action and change and not be content with the preservation of an increasingly regressing status quo.





Last, but most important, is the gradual undermining of Lebanon's raison d'etre as a free, open and plural society.  This, in my opinion, is the most alarming development in postwar Lebanon.  Should this trend continue, all Lebanese communities will be severely affected.  Immediate action is needed to halt and eventually reverse the mounting tide of authoritarianism in the country.





Ways of Addressing Current Problems





Previous international Maronite gatherings have taken place.  But unfortunately, they have failed to deliver and to provide momentum for chance.  The test for the success of this Congress lies in its ability to initiate change and maintain momentum.  The real measure of success would be to hold follow-up conferences in future years, define priorities, set specific agendas, and indicate well-defined targets.  For that, I propose the following guidelines.





One, future activities, irrespective of their nature and content should be depoliticized.  The work of the International Maronite Congress should not subscribe to narrow political agendas.  It should be able to influence the political process in Lebanon by helping to preserve Lebanon's freedom, openness, and sovereignty, but should disengage itself from internal Maronite and/or lebanese politics.





Two, ties ought to be strengthened between the Maronites in the countries of emigration and the Maronite community in Lebanon.  They should have two different though overlapping agendas.  each Maronite community would be active within its own country, and they all work in unison to mobilize support for the Christians and the Maronites in lebanon.  The three pillars of Maronite identity--traditions and values of the Maronite communities both in Lebanon and abroad, the church, and lebanon-- are inextricably linked and mutually reinforcing.





Three, setting priorities and devising a plan of action that will be implemented according to a timetable.  A distinction should be made between immediate, short term issues and other issues that require long-term planning.  None of the work could be implemented properly in the absence of institutions that have organized structures and a professional staff.  The creation of specialized foundations supervised by a Board of trustees, similar to those that operate in the United States, would constitute a first positive step forward.





Four, there is need to undertake a comprehensive world-wide survey of the Maronites in the countries of emigration for the purpose of locating their resources and potentials.  In more technical terms, establish an international "Data Bank" that covers the Maronites in the world.





Five, establish specialized bodies (e.g. foundations) that would deal with three sets of issues:





i  ) To define the priorities and concerns of the emigrant Maronite communities and to deal with these in conjunction with the institutions of the Church.





ii ) To define the priorities and concerns of the Maronites in Lebanon.  Two fields of activities can be proposed: socio-economic and cultural.  In the socio-economic field, the problem of the displaced comes first and then long-term socio-economic development plans.  In the cultural field, there is urgent need to establish a research center, based in Lebanon with branches abroad, that specializes in the study of the Maronites both in Lebanon and aborad.  Aside from publishing books, sponsoring research, offering grants, and organizing conferences, the center would publish a newsletter dealing with issues that are of relevance to the maronites.  It can be published in two or three languages and will be distributed world-wide.  In addition, part of the work of the center would be to monitor the local and international media coverage of the Maronites.  If successful, the center will deepen ties of solidarity between the Maronites world-wide and will help forge a sense of common identity, and this to the benefit of the Maronites in lebanon and in the countries of emigration.  Other peoples scattered in different parts of the world have attempted such activities and have greatly benefitted from the outcome.





iii) To establish an office, based in Lebanon with branches abroad, that will take charge of organizing special activities programs.  These programs are designed to build permanent links between the Maronites.  Activities include organizing trips to Lebanon, student exchange programs, youth activities, holding special conferences and seminars, etc.





Last, but most important, is the gradual undermining of Lebanon's raison d'etre as a free, open, and plural society.


This, in my opinion, is the most alarming development in postwar Lebanon.  Should this trend continue, all Lebanese communities will be severely affected.  Immediate action is needed to halt and eventually reverse the mounting tide of authoritarianism in the country.





Finally, the Maronite church is called upon to assume a more assertive role in the affairs of the community.  It is time that the church would reclaim some of the leadership role it has lost in the last few decades.  No other Maronite institution commands the kind of legitimacy, credibility, and moral authority among Maronites that the maronite Patriarchate does.  Its role, vision and leadership are indispensable for Maronite unity and renewal.





Many thanks for the organizers of the Congress.  Their efforts, determination and dedication are greatly appreciated and highly praised.





Best wishes for a successful and rewarding Congress.
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