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SUMMARY

THE MYSTERY OF DEATH-LIFE
IN THE MARONITE CATHOLIC CHURCH

This study reflects the belief systems of a nation living their lives as though in exile. It is
also an ‘echo’ of their spiritual journey, stretching from the dawn of humanity until the
time of Jesus Christ. It is the testimony of the people who lived in Phoenicia, Antioch,
and the holy mountains and valleys of Lebanon.

From the time of early Christianity they structured their beliefs according to the general
admonition and teaching of the Scripture, and looked forward to the imminent ‘return’ of
Christ. They lived in an atmosphere of preparation for the ready welcome of the
‘heavenly Bridegroom’.

The background to and the reasoning supporting this study and exposition, is that of
understanding the history, spirituality, and the ritual deriving from the beliefs and thought
systems of the Christians of the Maronite Catholic Church, and their understanding of the
hereafter. It is an attempt to relate the many factors which comprise the ‘life’ and ritual,
the biblical foundation, and the theological and eschatological views of the Maronite
Church and its members,
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1. Introduction

From the dawn of humanity until the present, humanity has been searching for answers to
the ‘meaning of life’ and what comprises truth, the reality of death and whether there is a
continuation of consciousness after death which could be termed the process of death-life.
These questions and reflections are at the heart of every human endeavour and aspiration.

On a basic level we are all concerned about the ‘last things’, where we come from and
where we are going to. Answering the call of the soul for knowledge and comprehension
of the ‘place’ occupied by each human being in the scheme of life, both at present and after
the death of the body, is an exciting and stimulating journey. Understanding and
enlightenment evolve through careful observation of the processes of the mind, human
nature and human behaviour. This constant reflection on the ‘meaning’ of life and death
leads the believer to his or her concept of the afterlife, and its relevance to the individual.
For Christians, this process leads to a belief in the resurrection of the body and the rule of a
victorious Christ in the ‘kingdom’, always remembering that this ‘kingdom’ is seen
variously as corporeal or incorporeal in essence. The idea of the ‘kingdom’ is understood
under two aspects by Christians: for some it is a visible and solid reality which will come
about at the ‘end’ of time; for others it is already existent in its invisible and spiritual
aspect. Thus, the ‘kingdom’ may either be understood as a heavenly reality or as a reality
which must find its place in the physical world at some future undefined date determined
by God. The study of the afterlife is not meant to be an advanced report of things to come -
for it is not so much the present that casts its light upon the future, as the future that
illumines the present.

The Christian who takes the teachings of the New Testament seriously, and examines them
carefully, will find that the Word of God is the supreme guiding principle underlying and
sustaining life, death, resurrection, heaven and earth and, indeed, all creation. For
Christians, it is a fact that God has revealed the essential features of their future destiny,
while at the same time withholding the disclosure of the complete picture. Not only
Christians, but all believers in God, must be content with a limited clarification and
comprehension of the world of spirit and the actuality of life after death. For God has
chosen to reveal only the core and kernel of that ‘life’ and nothing more. The Christian
does not claim to have access to all knowledge or to know everything pertaining to their
future life in spirit, but they do claim to know the essentials. The Gospel writers in their
turn did not claim to have recorded all the teachings or words of Christ, but that which they
did include were the essentials necessary for the spiritual salvation of the believer. Thus,
the Church looks to the Holy Spirit for further enlightenment and ‘fulfillment’ of the
original core message and teachings of Jesus Christ.

2. Statement of the Problem

According to Biblical sources, from the very dawn of humanity, human birth was marked
by the ‘seal of death’ resulting from the disobedience of Adam and Eve and the murder of
their son, Abel, by his brother, Cain (Genesis 4:1-8). In this manner humanity’s most
feared enemy, death, entered the world. God gave life to man, but humanity treated this




gift with extreme carelessness and, through the use of violence ‘snuffed’ it out. It could
thus be said that God created life and man ‘created” death.

The study of the afterlife does not produce a ‘heavenly’ and, therefore, unimpeachable
report of things to come, but is a tentative study to reveal at least some information about
death-life. There is nothing certain about these studies except a cautious probing of a
process which is to all extents and purposes not provable by known means. This does not
mean that the approach to this subject should be accompanied by unwarranted skepticism,
as this will only obscure and negate the search for truth. While our almost complete
ignorance of the process of death and resurrection, as understood within the parameters of
scientific enquiry, is not to be denied, it must be remembered that the enquiry into the
cause of consciousness and the intuitive ability is similarly hampered by a lack of objective
proof, yet these ‘states’ clearly exist in reality.

The Christian, knowing the fallibility of his or her own perception, believes that God as the
Creator and the supreme guiding and creative principle present in creation, reveals to
humanity those truths which they are capable of comprehending. In any investigation by a
Christian, therefore, there is a strong element of faith which does not allow destructive
cynicism but trusts in the revelation of God’s word through his chosen servants and
prophets.

The theological insights stemming from, and to some extent sustaining, the belief in
resurrection, are not meant to be understood as being of a fictional nature, nor an attempt to
pierce the impenetrable darkness of the future, but rather to present a ‘science’ of the
present illumined by the future, resurrection being the final realisation of a promise that lies
in the past. The present life should not be seen as a ‘waiting room’ from which the
Christian emerges into the eventual reality of the afterlife, which would be comparable to a
commuter in stasis marking time until a train arrived. In a certain sense the Christian does
not so much interpret the future as ‘build’ it in sympathy with God’s plan for Creation.

For the Christian, the knowledge and understanding of spiritual life whether on earth or in
the hereafter, is a direct result of the revelation and teaching of Jesus Christ the Word of
God. It is Christ who sheds light on the believer and on his or her pilgrimage and journey
to the reality of the transfigured and Risen Lord who will glorify his creation in the ‘end’.
However, the believer should not focus so much attention on the understanding of the ‘last
things’, but should concentrate on a personal face-to-face encounter with the Easter Christ;
an encounter that will unite humanity with divinity. In Christ’s death and resurrection the
believer finds his or her destiny and the consummation of the soul’s salvation.

The question as to whether there is a continuation of consciousness and personality after
death remains largely unanswered, as experience alone can never solve the impenetrable
mystery of death-life. The most that can be hoped for is that the ‘cloud of unknowing’
which obscures the vision of God, will part slightly and allow some light to penetrate the
darkness of human incomprehension. When the Christian faces the reality of death he or
she must also face the reality of the degenerate self, and the vital need for watchfulness and
obedience to God while the opportunity for grace still presents itself.

Death can come with shocking suddenness; it may be unwelcome and bitterly resented and
remains the surest leveller of arrogance and pride. It spares none, not king or pauper, saint
or sinner, young or old, and demands that we depart from the world as naked and alone as
when we arrived. To face the inevitability of death, is to face the need for humility as we
ponder and meditate on the reality of the unknown.




3. Objectives of the Study

The purpose of this study is to obtain a more viable comprehension of the process and
meaning of life and death, and the conclusions about its nature reached after centuries of
contemplation, reflection and scriptural investigation. These conclusions and their
influence on the rituals and customs practised within the Maronite Church is looked at in
some depth, especially the manner in which the spirituality of the early Christian
community, their belief in Jesus Christ and his teachings about life after death, were
inculcated within the framework of the teachings of the Church.

The objectives of this study are as follows:

¢  To acquire a better understanding of the early Eastern Catholic
Church and community.

e  To approach Christian practices and theory in an academic and
objective manner requiring honest evaluation, and to a certain extent
rethinking the conclusions reached in ancient times.

e  To measure the importance of Christian faith in the Maronite
Church’s traditions, customs and history, and thereby come to an
understanding of that which comprises the essence of their belief in
Christ and his teachings.

e  To return to the roots of the Maronite Church and, by researching
the background to the beliefs that stemmed from these ‘beginnings’, to
renew them and bring them into line with more enlightened ideas and
practices when this is necessary; not withstanding the duty to remain
faithful to the spirit and essence of Christian spirituality.

s  To attempt to reach a common understanding of the beliefs and
practices inherent in Christianity and its various communities, bearing
in mind that these communities all stem from one ‘family’ and
background, this being the Mystical Body of Christ, which comprises
the Church and its ‘communion of saints’ in heaven and earth.

4. Methodology

This study admits of a theoretical and cultural difficulty in that it does not deny the lack of
empirical proof of the survival of consciousness after the death of the body. However, it
does clarify the approach of the believer to these matters. The Christian accepts that there
are processes which are beyond comprehension at present, and relies on faith to underpin
his or her beliefs. The difficulty lies chiefly in the fact that it is easier to study an object
and examine its nature, than to examine an idea which defies objective scrutiny. The most
subjective and problematical reality is that of death. Death is an ‘objective’ fact, but it is
also potentially a catalyst leading to another reality, that of the continued existence of the
soul and, presumably, the various states of consciousness the soul experiences after the
death of the body. From this perspective it has been easier to approach this study using
available historical, traditional and theological and oral material, rather than attempting a
complex analysis and exposition of personal theological and spiritual insights.




It must also be remembered that the Gospel writers did not reveal everything there was to
know concerning the teachings of Jesus made available to them during his earthly sojourn.
The Christian believes that, through the ages, the Holy Spirit has served to further enlighten
and bring to ‘fulfillment’ the initial teachings of Christ. This is why the traditions of the
Church are believed to be of great value to the Catholic Christian for, to some extent, they
are the result of the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the third person in the Holy Trinity.

The historical sources used in this study are also problematic, and must be approached with
the understanding that linguistic and interpretational differences between the language used
in the original writings and the language of translation are fairly pronounced. The usage of
Aramaic as the common lingua franca by the early Christians, and translated into English
for the modern age, tends to suffer a metamorphosis of meaning. Thus the “Lord’s Prayer”
becomes a literal translation without the emotional and psychological content of the
original. The cultural and spiritual perspective of the later Christians differed greatly from
that of the Jewish members of the early Church at Jerusalem, and interpretational questions
regarding Scripture are, therefore, a constant source of concern and confusion. Tradition
attempts to ‘bandage’ this dilemma of interpretation by quite often ignoring it and
presenting the issues as finally resolved. Thus, in any study concerning theology,
spirituality and tradition, it is imperative that a balanced, almost humble, attitude and
approach is maintained, ensuring that the personal bias of the student is not a factor. It is
necessary when approaching the ancient practices and writings to ‘burrow into the mind
and century’ of the writer.

To a certain extent reliance on the unbroken tradition of the Church and its apostolic
inheritance is viable and, hopefuily, a safeguard to the veracity of the teachings found in
this study. The believer must, after all, rely on faith to continue in the ‘Way’. Although he
or she feels the truth of it, it cannot always be objectively proved using available empirical
means. The believer must trust with St, Paul that, in the ‘next’ life, what is now seen and
understood in an unclear manner as though looking through a dark glass, will be made clear
and comprehensible.

Finally, matters such as these can only be delved into on a superficial basis due to their
theoretical nature and the lack of proof in matters of faith. It follows that tradition and
custom also suffer from an imperfect interpretation, and must be viewed with the attitude
that at least a kernel of truth is hidden in their substance. Like the smallest particles
proposed in physics, truth and faith cannot be measured or proved but is inferred, therefore,
a ‘scientific’ and objective approach is sometimes the only option available; the
methodology used being a simple examination of available materials and their literal
exposition, instead of a mystical search into the essence of ‘meaning’.

5. Summary
By way of summary, the present work is delineated as follows:

Chapter One provides a general introduction and overview of the main points discussed in
the other chapters, as well as a statement of the problem, methodology used, and a general
summary. Chapter Two provides an overview of the background and history of the
Maronite Catholic Church. The relevance and connection of Jesus Christ with Lebanon is
also looked at, as is the founder of the Maronite Church, St. Maroun, his disciples, and the
Christian’s journey of faith from the time of the foundation of the Antiochene Syriac
Church to the present. Chapter Three explores Maronite Lebanese funeral traditions and
customs and their meaning and content before Christianity and after Christianity. Chapter
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Four presents a general view of death-life in the Maronite liturgy, especially as it pertains
to the seven Sacraments which are considered a provision for the believer’s journey in his
or her present and future life. An overview of the memorials to the deceased in the
Maronite calendar year is also included. Chapter Five offers a discussion and general
theological and eschatological conclusion and view of death-life in the Maronite Church. It
makes recommendations for further studies in Christian spirituality, and a more profound
and exact understanding of what the process of death, and the survival of consciousness
- afterwards, entails.
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CHAPTER 2

HISTORY OF THE MARONITE CATHOLIC CHURCH

1. Introduction

This chapter outlines the history of a nation’s spiritual journey, the testimony of the people
of Antioch or Theopolis. Antioch is also known as the ‘City of God’ (Greek: Polis = city,
Theos = God). It concerns the Sacred Land of Mount Lebanon where the Maronite
community flourished. Its sacredness derives from the fact that Christ is reported as having
once walked its ground and, to distinguish it from Israel the Holy Land, it was called the
Sacred Land. It is generally accepted that the first Christian community was established in
that region, with the Gospel or ‘Good News’ having been brought to its people, initially by
Christ, together with his disciples. After Christ’s ascension the mission was then passed on
to the Apostles. Finally, it was taken up by St. Maroun and his disciples.!

Lebanon is the land spoken of by the Psalmist: “The righteous will flourish like a palm tree,
they will grow like a cedar of Lebanon” (Psalm 92:12).* According to Theodoret bishop of
Cyrrhus, Antioch was the first Christian missionary centre, a fact confirmed in the Acts of
the Apostles (11:26). It is stated that it was here that Christ’s followers were first called
Christians. Of the hermit St. Maroun, Theodoret said: “He is the one who has planted for
God the garden which flourishes in the region of Cyrrhus” (Dau 1984:159-160).

The Maronite Church is the only Christian Catholic Church bearing its founder’s name. Iis
members are largely the descendants of the Phoenicians (c. 3000 B.C.), the ‘People of the
Sea’, whose ships were the first to circumnavigate the world, and Syrian and Jewish
Christians who immigrated to Lebanon. The Maronites affirm, through their liturgy and
customs, the life and teachings of Christ from his birth to his death, resurrection and
ascension. They also believe in his return as judge (Pantocrator) of the living and the dead
on the ‘last day’. This is known as the doctrine of the Second Coming.

This chapter outlines the origins of the ancient Antiochene Eastern Church, summarising
the main historical epochs from early Christianity to the present day.

Notwithstanding the problem of ascertaining historical accuracy, and the fact that certain
sources spring from oral tradition, legend, and from information that cannot be checked for
accuracy, it is fairly certain, if present Church dogma and tradition is taken into account in
relating these facts, that we remain fairly close to the truth. It is therefore, essential in
relating these facts and in trying to clarify objective historical study, that we are careful to
compare them with present historical truth as taught and followed by the Church. Because
of the difficulties involved, this is the only method, besides archeological research that
bring historical facts to light in the form of papyrus manuscripts and memorial stones.
Taking historical research and academic studies into account, we are fairly confident of
reaching an approximation of historical truth.

: Moran, Maron, Maro from Syriac-Aramaic word means ‘our lord, our teacher’

* Unless otherwise indicated all Biblical references are taken from: New International Version.
South African Edition, 1978. Cape Town: International Bible Society.
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2. Jesus Christ and Lebanon

Galilee and South Lebanon, according to Scriptural evidence and tradition, were the scene
of most of the miracles performed by Jesus of Nazareth - hence his name, the Galilean.
According to the Hebrew historian, Josephus (37-100 A.D.), Galilee was bounded by Akka
and Carmel to the south, Tyre and its region to the north, Tiberius and Jordan to the east,
and the coastal plain to the west. It was divided into Upper and Lower Galilee (Vigouroux
1903:87).

The Galilean Jews in northern Palestine were ruled by the Canaanites and Phoenicians,
following an ethnic war around the middle of the second century B.C. Because of this
dominance since the time of Isaiah in the eighth century B.C. the area was called Galilee of
Nations. The Bible refers to non-Jewish peoples as ‘nations’. Thus, Christ grew up in an
environment where the Phoenician/Lebanese ethnic and cultural traits dominated over
Jewish traits, Moreover, Christ spoke Aramaic, a language understood and used by
Maronites and people of Lebanese descent.

Tyre and Sidon were the most famous cities in the proximity of Galilee and played a major
cultural role in Christ’s time. The historian Strabo, a contemporary of Christ, attests to the
cultural, scientific and philosophical eminence of the two cities: “Nowadays, as well, any
person seeking education in all fields of knowledge, can find in Tyre and Sidon the sources
of learning which he cannot find elsewhere” (Dau 1984:159-160). While there are no
references to Christ’s formal education he must have had access to several educational
sources. It would be reasonable to assume that he availed himself of the learning
institutions of Tyre and Sidon, in view of their proximity to Nazareth.

The most famous religious sites held sacred by the Canaanite/Phoenician/Lebanese people
in Christ’s day were those at the foot of Mount Hermon (Mark 9:1-7). Mount Hermon, the
highest mountain in the region, 2,800 metres, forms the southern part of Lebanon’s eastern
ridge of mountains. Its high peaks overlook the regions of Tyre, Sidon and Galilee. The
ruins of several temples erected at the foot of this mountain testify to its sanctity. The word
Haramoon (Hermon) means ‘holy’ or ‘sanctified’. These temples were not only religious
but also educational centres, containing historical manuscripts on religion and philosophy.

The historians Herodotus (484-420 B.C.), and Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260-340 A.D.),
attest to the importance of these centres, where students of both the religious and profane
sciences used to study (Jidejian 1986:85-93). The same applies today. Monasteries were
and still are primarily concerned with the study and practice of religion. Living in Galilee
near Mount Hermon, Christ must have known of the religious sites in the region. Some
researchers specify the summit of Hermon, and not Mount Tabor, as the place of Christ’s
transfiguration. The evangelists mention that the transfiguration took place on a high
mountain (Mark 9:1-7). Tabor is only a hill compared to Mount Hermon.

Christ began his public mission on earth at the age of thirty in the fifieenth year of the
Roman Emperor Tiberius. He was baptised in the river Jordan by John (Matthew 3:13,
Mark 1:9, Luke 3:19). The poets have called the river Jordan Lebanon’s ‘first-born’.
Christ performed his first miracle in Cana of Galilee, at a wedding banquet, where he
manifested his glory, and where his disciples “... believed in him” (John 2:1-12). Eusebius,
the first ecclesiastical historian, confirms that Cana is a village in the Galilee of Nations on
the road to greater Sidon. In the Vulgate, the Latin version of the Scriptures translated
largely by Saint Jerome (c. 340-420) directly from Hebrew, and used by the Roman
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Catholic Church, Saint Jerome concurred with Eusebius concerning the location of Cana
(Joshua 9:25-28) (Goettinger 1870:271). Modern researchers have found it more difficult to
pinpoint with unequivocal certainty the location of the biblical Cana, due to the fact that
there is more than one village known by that name, usually with accompanying myths and
traditions supporting their claim to be Cana of Galilee. Added to the confusion is the fact
that the area of Galilee was much more extensive in historical times, when it was known as
Galilee of the Nations and included parts of what is now known as Lebanon.

Some researchers and archaeologists have, therefore, concluded that the location of Cana of
Galilee coincides with the location of Cana of Lebanon, some 12 kilometres south-east of
Tyre. Cana of Lebanon is always mentioned in the Bible in relation to Galilee as ‘Al-
Jalel’(holy man), whereas the other two villages are known as Kfarkenet and Kherbet (ruin)
Cana. The Lebanese Cana of Galilee is located around a hill, on the top of which is a shrine
called by the inhabitants, Al-Jalel. This shrine is honoured by people of all sects in the
region and is built over the ruins of an ancient temple (Harb nd:29).

Worth mentioning here is the fact that dozens of Lebanese towns and villages carry names
of holy men and prophets who have been honoured by the Lebanese through the ages. The
ruins of the shrines, connected to these villages and dedicated to holy men and women, are
mostly still in existence.

Among the remains discovered in Cana of Galilee are stone water pots like those described
in the Gospel of St. John 9:6-7. The size of these pots correspond to the capacity of those
mentioned in the Bible, two or three firkins, viz. eighty to one hundred and twenty litres.
These stone water pots can still be viewed in the main yard of the ruined temple, which was
spacious enough for wedding festivities. Near Cana of Galilee there are stela dating back
to the early centuries of Christianity. One of these stela shows twelve figures surrounding a
thirteenth of more prominent size and probably greater importance. This could be
representative of Christ and the twelve disciples. It is possible that the first Christians made
the stele to commemorate Christ’s first visit with his disciples to Cana in South Lebanon.

Christ’s second miracle in Lebanon was that of his healing of the daughter of the woman of
Canaan/South Lebanon. With his rough and dry words to the woman: “I have been sent
only to the lost sheep of the people of Israel” Jesus was testing her faith in him, and her
faith was so great that her request was fulfilled (Matthew 15:24). The miracle was most
likely to have taken place near Tyre. Christians still honour the stone where Jesus met with
the woman (Matthew 15:21-28, Mark 7:24-31). Christ travelled to Tyre and Sidon, as the
Apostle Matthew reports: “Jesus then left that place and withdrew to the region of Tyre and
Sidon”, which meant that Christ travelled some 70 kilometres through Lebanon.
Commemorating his visit to their city, the people of Sidon, from the crusades to the
present, have honoured a stone in a niche in the city church. According to tradition, Christ
on his way to Sidon, reputedly sat on this stone when he preached.

Lebanese annals indicate that Christ’s visits to Lebanon were not brief ones. Maghdouche
or Our Lady of Mantara (which means ‘waiting’ - to commemorate the Virgin Mary’s
waiting for Christ’s return from his mission to Tyre), was one of the villages visited by
Christ and his mother. There is no doubt that the fame of Tyre and Sidon in those days
made Christ visit them and the people there. According to some researchers, Tyre and
Sidon were the starting points for Christ to carry out his mission in other Lebanese regions.
This mutual sympathy between Christ and the Lebanese, namely the people of Tyre and
Sidon, is due to the common ground linking the Lebanese people and land with Christ, man
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and mission. Athough Christ stated that his mission primarily concerned the “lost sheep of
Israel” (Mark 7:27) in reality he preached to and healed many of Gentile origin, especially
the Lebanese, his only requirement being faith in God.

2.1  The Evangelization of the Lebanese Coastal Cities

After his incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection, and prior to his ascension, Christ said to
his disciples: “Go, then, to all peoples everywhere and make them my disciples: baptise
them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19-20). The
disciples were to carry this promise of salvation to all the peoples of the earth (Acts 1:8).
When the disciples began to carry out their mission persecution began. Stephen, stoned by
the Jews of Jerusalem, was the first martyr. Persecution of Christianity forced some
followers to seek refuge in Lebanon around 34 A.D. Moreover, it is mentioned in the Acts
21:3-6 that, when St. Paul visited Tyre in 58 A.D, he met with the disciples and stayed

there seven days.

After St. Paul had Christianized the Mediterranean region he Jonged to visit Jerusalem. He
sailed from Ephesus and landed in Tyre. There, where Christ had previously influenced the
southern Lebanese community through his preaching, he found a hospitable, devoted
Lebanese Christian community. Indeed, here in the area of Tyre and Sidon, the community,
under the influence of the Holy Spirit, advised St. Paul not to go to Jerusalem. He stayed,
preached, and baptized many people in the region of Sidon, Tyre and Sarepta.

“But when our time with them was over, we left and went on our way. All of them,
together with their wives and children, went with us out of the city to the beach, where we
all knelt and prayed” (Acts 21:5-6). Christianity also spread in Sidon as it had in Tyre. In
the Acts it is mentioned that St. Paul was allowed, on his way to Rome as a prisoner around
60 A.D., to meet his friends again in the cities of Tyre and Sidon. “The next day we arrived
at Sidon. Julius was kind to Paul and allowed him to go and see his friends, to be given
what he needed” (Acts 27:3).

After Tyre and Sidon, Christianity spread throughout the Lebanese coastal cities because
the disciples had to pass through Lebanon on their way from Jerusalem to Antioch in the
north, and vice versa. By the end of the first century A.D. the Church had been organized
by the disciples and their followers in all regions and under one authority, Antioch.

The Synods held later on, confirmed this organisation, which followed the political and
administrative organization of the Roman Empire. Thus, the Church included five main
Patriarchates - Jerusalem, Antioch, Rome, Alexandria and Constantinople. The Church of
Lebanon followed the Patriarchate of Antioch, which included at that time, the three
metropolitan dioceses of Tyre, Beirut and Baalbek.

3. Antioch ‘Theopolis’ ( The City of God)

Antioch was founded ¢. 312 B.C. by King Seleucus I of Babylonia, one of the generals of
Alexander the Great. Its geographical situation (on the eastern bank of the Orontes) made it
an important commercial centre, and the hub of Hellenistic culture in Asia Minor and
Syria. The historian Maurice Barres said: “My heart does not place anything above
Antioch” (Abi-Nader 1972:1). It was in such a cosmopolitan environment that St. Maroun
and his followers found themselves. Centuries before the establishment of the Papal See in
Rome, Alexandria or Constantinople, it was, as previously mentioned, at Antioch that the
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believers were “...first called Christians” (Acts 11:26). This community consisted not only
of pagan converts but also Jews driven out of Jerusalem by persecution (Galatians1:2).

Antioch was the main center of the early Christian Church, especially after the ascension of
Christ (Mark 16:19-20, Luke 24:50-5, Acts 1:9-11). Then St. Peter moved from Jerusalem
to Antioch (c. 34-36 A.D.) ruling the church until 42 A.D. It was here at Antioch that the
First Vicar of Jesus and chief of the twelve Apostles, Peter, formulated the apostolic rules
and tenets based on Jesus’ teachings (The Catholic Encyclopedia Dictionary 1941:52).

For this reason, Peter is considered the founder of the Antiochene Church and of the first
Christian See. We know from St. Ignatius that the feast commemorating the Chair of St.
Peter in Antioch has its origins in earliest Christianity. The Maronite Church celebrates this
feast on 22 February. It is also for this reason that the Maronite Patriarch is accorded the
title of ‘Peter, Patriarch of Antioch and all the East’. Peter’s stay in Antioch lasted seven
years, then, according to St. Jerome, he was instructed by the Holy Spirit to move to Rome
and establish the headquarters of the Church there. St. Evodius, followed by Ignatius,
succeeded to the Chair of Antioch. The latter was martyred in Rome in 107 A.D.

The Apostle to the nations, Paul, together with Barnabas, as well as other Apostles, also
visited Antioch. From Antioch, Paul and Barnabas set out on the missionary journeys to
Asia Minor and Greece (Acts 13:18).

In 284 A.D. the Roman Emperor Diocletian re-organised the Empire’s provinces,
modifying their boundaries. Within these provinces were later established ecclesiastical
jurisdictions; one of them became the Eastern diocese, corresponding to the former
Patriarchate of Antioch. The Patriarchate of Antioch embraced the following dioceses or
provinces: Lebanese-Phoenicia, Syria, Palestine, Cilicia, Arabia, and the southern parts of
Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, Osroene, Euphrattesia. Thereafter in the fourth century Syria
was divided into seven provinces (Dib 1971:14-17).}

Finally the Christian Church of Antioch became one of the five great original Patriarchates,
namely: Jerusalem, Antioch, Rome, Alexandria and Constantinople.

3.1 The Division of Antioch

In his book, Awit (1994:13) says: “Antioch has always been a city of openness, dialogue,
and bold initiative”. Antioch was a great city of that age, and the driving force of early
Christianity. Indeed she is considered to be the ‘mother’ of Christianity, especially by
Eastern Catholics. Christopher Dawnson says: “The Coming of Christianity to rural areas
was accompanied by a great revival of cultural activity. It saw the rise of a vernacular
literature and the awakening of a national consciousness. To the Syrian people, thus torn
asunder by rival Empires, Byzantine and Persian, and dominated by an alien culture,
Christianity became a vehicle for national traditions and ideals” (Tayah 1987:6,8).

After the first Nicaean Council (325 A.D.), divisions occurred among the Antiochene
Christians for the first time. The Council had condemned the heresy of Arius (256-337
A.D.) who denied Christ’s divinity. As a result, the followers of Arius, who had been
excommunicated (323 A.D.), broke away from orthodox Nicaean theology and formed the
Arian sect.

3 Syria 1 (Antioch), Syria 2 (Apamea), Eupratesiensis (Hierapolis), Phoenicia (Tyre), and Lebanese
Phoenicia, Palestine 1 Cesarea and Palestine 2 (Beisan).
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The Christians of Antioch were now split into two group: Arians and Nicaeans. This rift
created a political crisis within the Church. There were now two Patriarchs for each of the
five Partiarchates: heretical Arian and orthodox Nicaean. The orthodox doctrine upheld by
Nicaea prevailed, thanks to some of the Council’s influential members (now ranked as
saints) viz. Antony, Maroun the Hermit, Jerome, Basil and Ephrem.

However, the split in the Antiochene Church continued until the intervention of Emperor
Theodosius 1 (who reigned from 379-395 A.D.). He convened the Second Ecumenical
Council in Constantinople (381 A.D.) which condemned Arianism and confirmed the
decisions of Nicaea. To complicate matters, further schisms emerged. These were largely
due to the ambitions of Constantine who wished to make Constantinople the ‘New Rome’
(the capital and heart of Christianity). Thus, political controversies arose between East and
West, between Rome and Constantinople. This interference by the Byzantine Emperor led
to yet another division in the middle of the fifth century, viz. Between the Chalcedonians
and the Monophysitic heretics. The latter held that there is only one nature in Christ, viz.
the divine nature.

These politico-religious divisions between Rome and Constantinople led to the formation
of a spiritual and ascetic movement in the Antiochene Church known as the monastic life.
From this community, a new and independent church was created, namely, the Maronite
Church.’

It was during this time, and in such an environment that St. Maroun lived (350 + 410 A.D.).
It was a time characterised by tragic upheavals, affecting pagans and Christians alike.
Divisions arose between Catholic and heretical doctrines such as those of Arianism,
Nestorianism, and Monophysitism.

Out of the prevailing politico-religious turmoil, and compounded by social corruption a
spiritual revolution was inevitable. This was affirmed in the emergence of the monastic
movements and the hermits. It was a revolution based on self-denial and on Christ’s
injunction: “Follow me, and let the dead bury their dead” (Matthew 8:22). In this historical
context, deriving from ecumenical decisions, notably those of the Nicaecan Council, was
born the Maronite Catholic Church. Its sphere of influence extended throughout Antioch
and to both the East and West. The Maronites originally belonged to an ascetic community
founded by St. Maroun, a Syrian hermit (c. late fourth and early fifth centuries). Later,
under the leadership of St. John Maroun, the first Maronite Patriarch of Antioch (685-707
A.D.) a monastic Church was established in a politically independent land (Lebanon).
Thus, the Maronite Church may be seen as a perpetuation of the original Antiochene
Church founded by Christ’s disciples.

* The Maronite Catholic Church is an independent Church in full communion and unity with the
Holy See in Rome.
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4. The Life and Influence of Saint Maroun (£350-410 A.D.)
4.1 St. Maroun’s Life

St. Maroun lived in the north of Syria in the fourth century A.D. and died at the beginning
of the fifth century A.D. This was to initiate a new epoch and effect a transformation from
paganism to Christianity in Lebanon.

No record exists of Maroun’s origins. Parents, place and date of birth remain a mystery.
Awit says: “He simply appeared there like Melchizedek, leaving after him a memory never
to be forgotten, just like the Apostles” (Awit 1994:8). To date the most definitive
biography of St. Maroun is chronicled in the Historia Religiosa (Dau 1984:163-168). It
seems that he spent most of his life on a high mountain in the diocese of the city of
Cyrrhus, a region of Antioch. According to the Maronite historian Patriarch Douaihy, this
mountain was Ol-Yambos, known in antiquity as Mount Nabo, or Yambo in Syriac. He
also lived in the village of Kefar-Nabo, located on the slopes of Ol-Yambos. Here, there
existed a temple dedicated to the Assyrian god, Nebo. Within this temple was found a
Greek inscription with the names of three of the cult’s venerated gods. In the late fourth
century, this temple was converted into a Christian church by the hermit, St. Maroun (Dau
1984:164-166).

St. Maroun is the patron saint (spiritual father and protector) of the Maronite Antiochene
Syriac Cathotic Church. His contemporary, Theodoret, described him as the ornament of
the divine choir of saints. When he decided to live in quiet solitude, the saint ascended the
summit of a mountain once sacred to the pagans.®

Maroun was an ascetic of the strictest order. He spent most of his time in the open air
exposed to the harshness of nature. However, near the formerly pagan temple, he erected a
small tent, which he rarely used except, perhaps, when compelled to seek shelter from
extreme weather conditions. As an ascetic, he found the ordinary disciplinary practices
unsatisfactory, and added to them his own more gruelling exercises as a means of gaining
spiritual purification and enrichment.

It is claimed that he was gifted with miraculous powers. As a result of his numerous
healings, his fame spread to the surrounding districts and farther afield. People needing his
help came in ever-increasing numbers. He could cure not only the physically afflicted, but
also victims of demon-possession. Moreover, he must have been endowed with charisma,
for he was known to have influenced people to overcome their failings.

Within a religious and spiritual context, such a quality would be afforded greater value, and
seem more miraculous than that of physical healing. After all, the primary concern of
religion is the healing and cultivation of the soul - not the body. In this holy garden many
other virtuous individuals also flourished. It seemed that the grace of God was prevalent in
this garden, in which the healing of bodies and souls took place.

5 Pagan: Lat. paganus from pagus or country (they moved from the city to the countryside)
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The second piece of biographical evidence is a special letter addressed to St. Maroun by St.
John Chrysostom while he was on his way to his exile (404-405 A.D.). The translation of
the letter is as follows:

To Maroun, monk and priest: the relations of friendship and love
which bind us to you represent you as being always before our eyes,
because the eyes of love pierce through the distance, and length of
time does not weaken them. We would like to write to you often, if
it were not that the distance is so great and that those who go from
here to your region are so few in number. Now we send you our
best greetings. Be sure that we never cease to remember you
wherever we are, because of the high place you have in our esteem.
Do not be shy of giving us your good news because this news gives
us great consolation and joy in our lonely exile. When we hear that
you are in good health our soul rejoices. All we ask you is to pray
for us (Dau 1984:162).

4.2 Saint Maroun’s Death and Relics

St. Maroun informed his disciples that when he died he wished to be buried in the same
sepulchre as the hermit Zabina, his spiritual father. Theodoret, bishop of Cyrrhus, writes
that St. Maroun left this life after a short illness which revealed together the weakness of
his body and the strength of his spirit. After his death, the inhabitants of the neighbouring
places fought for possession of his body, because it was believed that having a holy person
buried close by would bring blessings and cures. Theodoret informs us that the inhabitants
of the nearest and largest village came in great numbers, took possession of the precious
body and built over his burial site a magnificent church. This village is called Brad (or
Kapro-Brad, in the Byzantine era) (Dau 1984:166).

Theodoret tells us that in his day the relics of St. Maroun were venerated with great public
solemnity. The relics were reputed to occasion miraculous cures. It was Theodoret’s
greatest regret that he never met this saint. But, Theodoret, realised that: “Even though we
live far away from his benedictions, his blessing touches us and his memory is present in
his relics, we must be satisfied with invoking his name when we cannot visit his temple”
(Tayah 1987:25).

The skull of St. Maroun, in its reliquary, is in Volperino-Italy. It was brought by Michel
degli Atti with the Crusaders from the east in 1130 A.D. according to oral and written
history. The precious relic was then placed in a valuable silver reliquary. Since the twelfth
century, the village of Valperino, celebrates the feast of St. Maroun and his relics on 17 and
18 of August (Marzetti 1998:1-2).

4.3  The First Open Air Monastic School

Established by Maroun, this school demanded of its pupils a strictly ascetic life. They were
expected to suffer exposure to the natural elements in compliance with a vigorous system
of bodily mortification. Maroun’s monastic life was one of sacrifice and prayer. In the
third and the fourth centuries there were two famous monastic schools: The first was the
monastic school of Egypt, founded by Anthony the Great, 305 A.D. who established the
life of seclusion, and individualism. Then St. Pachomius, 318 A.D. developed coenobitical
monasticism in southern Egypt, and introduced the monastic common life. Both St.
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Anthony and Pachomius lived in a shelter. The second was the monastic school on the river
Euphrates and was established by St. Jacob of Nisbienne, who lived in winter in a cave,
and in summer in the open air.

The monastic school of north Syria, was the creation of St. Maroun the founder of
monastic life in the open air, weather notwithstanding. Bishop Theodoret wrote: “ Maroun
decided to live in the wilderness on top of a mountain, where he took refuge at rare times
under a tent made of skins, in order to avoid the very bad weather” (Tayah 1987:19). This
holy hermit was described by St. John of Chrisostom as a man of prayer. His new way of
life and his gifts of miracles, in particular spiritual and physical healing, made the people
swarm around him and seek his blessings. This was the reason so many faithful flocked to
him, and wished to become his disciples and members of his community.

The Maronite monastic life is likened to a joyful spiritual journey with the victorious Christ
and his edifying Holy Spirit back to our awaiting heavenly Father. This journey from
earthly Jerusalem to the heavenly Jerusalem is described in the following terms: three
births from three wombs, resulting in the power of the Holy Spirit, present in the mystery
of this life and in the next. Thus we remember: (i) life - birth from mother’s womb:; (i1)
baptism - spiritual birth from spiritual womb of baptism; (iii) death - life’s passage through
the tomb to new life,

4.4  The First Disciples and Monasteries of Saint Maroun

Many peoples gathered around St. Maroun and followed his way of life, living in the open
air. Many of them were personally guided and trained by St. Maroun using the example of
his own life. These disciples numbered eighteen - fifteen men and three women (Dau
1984:168,170).°

The origin of the monasteries of St. Maroun are rooted in the life of St. Maroun, his
disciples, his surrounding community, and in the spirituality of the Antiochene Church
There were thirty-three monasteries and religious places in the region of Antioch, Syria, the
Maronite confederation headed by the monastery of St. Maroun, and united with Rome
(Dau 1984:172-183).7

¢ Abraham of Cyrrhus apostle of Mount Lebanon, St. Eusebius of Cyrrhus, St. James of Cyrrhus,
St. Limnoes, St. John, St. Moses, St. Antiochus, St. Antoninus, St. Zabina, St. Poiychronius, St.
Moses, St. Damianus, St. Simon Stylites, St. Baradate, St. Telileus, St. Marana, St. Kyra, St.
Domnina. :

7 The monastery of Blessed Agapetos, Blessed Theodosios, Blessed Velentinus in Capriolo,
Blessed Ezichius, Blessed Theodoros in Vasala, Blessed Belis, Blessed Basil, Blessed Barasoba,
Blessed Thalassius, Blessed Gaianus, Blessed Eugraphus, Blessed Papula, Blessed Cyrillus,
Blessed John and James, Blessed John, Blessed Paul, Blessed Isha, Blessed Visus, Blessed
Asterius, Blessed Paul, Blessed Valentinus, Blessed Simon, Blessed James, Blessed John,
Blessed Paul in Aqibrin, Blessed Dorotheos, Blessed Zoara de Thermis, Blessed Luke, Blessed
Cyrus Thomas, Blessed Aaron, Blessed Euxerius, Blessed Thomas, Blessed Stephen Mauza
Jamnia.
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These disciples and monasteries were the foundation of the Maronite community which
spread throughout Lebanon, without forgetting that Christianity in Lebanon had been
established by the numerous visits and missions of Jesus to southemn Lebanon (upper
Galilee, Tyre and Sydon), and then later by his disciples. Through the holiness of St.
Maroun and his community, Lebanon became the heart of the Maronite community, which
strengthened Christianity in Antioch and the neighboring states, and later spread through
the whole world, and is still spreading, mainty through the work of Maronite missionary
priests.

S. Church of Martyrdom

There is a saying about the life of early Christianity and the true meaning of the word
martyr, the meaning being ‘true witness’ viz. “The blood of martyrs are the sprouting seeds
of Christianity’.?

Before Pilate, Christ proclaimed that he had “come into the world, to bear witness to the
truth” (John 1:6). The Christian is not to “be ashamed then of testifying to our Lord” (2
Timothy 1:8). St. Maroun and his followers down the ages, realised that in situations that
require witness to the faith, the Christian must profess it without equivocation or fear, even
if it requires a willingness to sacrifice one’s life for one’s beliefs.

Martyrdom is the supreme witness given to the truth of the faith; it means bearing witness
even unto death. The martyr bears witness to Christ who died and rose, to whom the
Christian is united by love. He bears witness to the truth of the faith and Christian doctrine.
He endures death through an act of fortitude. “Let me become the food of the beasts,
through whom it will be given me to reach God™ (St. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch ¢. 50-117)
(The Catechism of the Catholic Church 1995:565).

The Phoenician-Lebanese Church had considerable influence on early Christianity. They
carried on the traditions, customs and spirituality of Christ. They supported the true eternal
Christian Church headed by his appointed vicar, Simon Peter, the ‘Rock’: “And so I tell
you, Peter: you are a rock, and on this rock foundation I will build my church, and not even
death will ever be able to overcome it” (Matthew 16:18). During the first three centuries,
the Phoenician Church was a shining light, producing many martyrs and saints especially in
the city of Tyre. Here, a bloody persecution occurred in the reign of Diocletian and
Maximian (284-305 A.D.) (Dau 1984:156).

® These are the early martyrs and witnesses: first, the innocent infants of Bethlehem who were
slaughtered by King Herod (Matthew 2:6-18), then Stephen the first Christian martyr (Acts 6-
7), St. Takla, the first woman martyr, who was the disciple of St. Paul, Ignatius Theophoros
(the God-bearer) martyr of Antioch + 107 A.D. the third successor of Peter to the See of
Antioch (feast day commemorated 20 December), Romanos martyr of Antioch, beheaded + 303
A.D. (feast day commemorated in the Maronite Synaxarion, 18 November). Not forgetting the
500 martyrs of Tyre (feast day commemorated 19 February), and the 500 Maronite monks who
were killed in the monastery of St. Maroun by the Byzantine army in 694 A.D. (Dau 1971:83,

Arabic Edition).

® This included the martyrdom of Christina of Tyre (+ 300 A.D.), St. Theodosia of Tyre, St.
Aquilina of Byblos (£ 293 A.D.). St. Barbara of Baalbeck (Heliopolis, 237 A.D.), St. Eudoxia of
Baalbeck (£ 237 A.D.).
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5.1  Disciples of Saint Maroun, 350 Maronite Martyrs (+ 517 A.D.)

After the Fourth Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon, which, in 451 A.D. condemned the
errors of Eutyches and affirmed that in the person of Christ there was both a human nature
and a divine nature. Syria was divided between those who upheld the Council and those
who opposed it. The monastery of St. Maroun, and all the cells surrounding it (300 cells
according to Arab historian Maso’udi (+ 956 A.D.), supported the declarations of this
Council and its teachings. “They followed St. Maroun and longed for unity; they were
named for him and became his church, suffering persecution and massacres” (Awit
1994:8).

The leader who opposed and rejected the general Council and its teachings was Patriarch
Severus; his followers held that in Christ, the incarnate Word of God, there was but a single
human-divine nature (Dau 1984:172).

In the year 517 A.D. a large group of monks left the monastery of St. Maroun, and went to
the monastery of St. Simon the Stylite, the disciple of St. Maroun near Alepo. On their way
to the monastery the monks were arrested by a troop of partisans, followers of the heresy of
the ‘one nature’ of Christ. Three hundred and fifty of the monks were killed. Only a few
wounded survived, and managed to escape. Later a report addressed from Alexander, the
superior of the monastery of St. Maroun, and the superiors of the neighboring monasteries,
wrote to his holiness Pope Hormisdas (517 A.D). and informed him of the massacre by the
Monophysites, They also reported that various monasteries were burned, and assured him
that they remained faithful to the Church and that they did not fear death. This letter is
reproduced below:

To His Holiness and sublime Sanctity, Hormisdas, the
Universal Patriarch, who sits in the See of Peter, the Prince of the
Apostles, Presented with Prayerful request from the humble
servants the superiors of the monasteries in the region of Syria II
and all her Monks.

Because the grace of Christ, Our Saviour, inspired us to
have recourse to your Beatitude, like one who takes refuge from the
heavy rains and storms in a safe port, we believe that you are our
refuge, though we suffer the direst hardship, we bear it with joy,

" believing, as we do, that the sufferings of this world are nothing
compared with the eternal glory that will be revealed to us.

Because Christ, our God, has established you as Sovereign
and the Shepherd and Physician of souls, it is our duty to reveal to
you what persecution we have suffered, and to make you aware of
the unmerciful wolves, who are tearing to pieces the flock of Christ,
and we ask you to drive away with your Sceptre the wolves from
the sheep, and to heal the spirit with the word of the Lord’s
teaching, and cure them with the prayer, ... both Severus (Patriarch
of Antioch) and Peter (Bishop of Apamea) ... for they are the ones
trying to compel us to reject the truthful Chalcedonian Council ...

While we were on our way towards St. Simon’s Monastery
for the well-being of the Church, we were attacked by wicked
persons who killed 350 of us and injured as many. Even those of us
who hurried to the churches to take refuge there, were killed before
the altars, We beseech you, Holy Father, to rise with strength and
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zeal and to have mercy on our lacerated bodies, because you are the
head of all ...because you are the true shepherd and the physician
who takes care of the sheep, and their salvation: “I know my sheep
and my sheep know me ...” (John 10:14-16). So don’t neglect us,
your Holiness, because every day we face mortal wounds.

Signed: Tam, Alexander, with the grace of God, Priest, Superior of
the Monastery of St. Maroun. Then the signature of all the
monasteries and fathers (Dau 1984:172-175).

The Pope responded to the letter on 10 February 518 A.D. and encouraged them to
persevere in the Catholic faith, and praised the faith of the martyred monks of the
monastery of St. Maroun. The Maronite Church celebrates in her calendar the feast of these
350 Maronite martyrs of St. Maroun’s monastery on 31 July. Since that time, the Maronites
have always faced the challenge of death for their faith. Individual and collective
martyrdom have shadowed every century of their existence.

5.2 Saint John Maroun, first Maronite Patriarch and Leader (£ 650 - 707 A.D.)

The namesake of St. Maroun the founder of the Maronite Church, St. John Maroun, was the
first ecclesiastical Maronite Patriarch and spiritual and civil leader of the Maronites. He
was the founder and organizer of the Maronite hierarchical structure, and a patriot who
defended his people and accompanied them to Mount Lebanon during their persecution.

John was the son of Agathon of Alidipas, nephew of a French prince by name Carloman
who came from France to Antioch. He was born in Sarum (Al-Sermaniat) in the district of
Antioch., When he became a monk of St. Maroun, he took the name John Maroun. As a
boy he entered the monastery of St. Maroun in Antioch, where he studied Syriac, Greek,
the sciences, and Holy Scripture. He later went to Constantinople to continue his studies in
Greek, Theology and Patristics. He returned to Antioch when he heard about the death of
his parents, and there he was reunited with his sister and her two sons Cyhrrus and
Abraham. A few years later he was ordained a priest.

John Maroun commenced to teach, supported the teaching of the Chalcedon Council, and
converted many people to the Catholic faith. At the same time he was presented by the
French prince Eugene, and the French colony of Antioch, to the Pope’s delegate in Syria,
who consecrated him bishop of Batroun and Lebanese-Phoenicia in 676 A.D. to preserve
the Christian faith, and unity with the Catholic Church. It was then he wrote his book
“Explanation of the Faith” to strengthen his people in the true faith. It was at the same time
as his ordination in the school of bishops, the Maradites or the Al-Jarajimah '© (Hitti
1957:66).

The Maradites were seeking an independent life away from the interference of the
Byzantine Empire and Moslem persecution. The religion of the Maradites was Maronite.
They were known as patriots of the Christian Catholic faith after the Chalcedon Council,
and they desired religious freedom and independence from the Byzantine Empire, Muslim
encroachment and the Umayyad Empire. They became the military organization of the
Maronite community under the leadership of John Maroun, under whom they found their
main stronghold and freedom in the lofty reaches of Mount Lebanon (Dau 1984:209). Later
the Maradites extended their conquests to the mountain range extending from the region of
Antioch to Jerusalem, and all Lebanon (Dau 1984:213).

' ‘Free heroes of high stature’ - Maradites: from a Lebano/Syrian people, the Amorites of the
Bible, called Mardu by a Sumerian poet of the year 2,000 B.C.
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