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Christian Community in Iraq –  Struggling to Survive  

Sunday evening Mass had just started at Our Lady of 

Salvation Catholic Cathedral on October 31, 2010 when 

explosions were heard nearby. One priest began 

shepherding parishioners into a fortified back room, but 

heavily armed suicide bombers entered the church and 

barricaded the doors. Another priest approached the 

attackers and begged them to spare the worshippers. He 

was shot and died with a crucifix in his hand. The attackers 

began shooting randomly as they rounded up parishioners 

remaining in the church and held them hostage. They tried 

to break into the fortified room where 60 people were 

huddled and when unsuccessful, threw grenades in 

through a window.   

Several hours later Iraqi security forces stormed the church 

to free the hostages as the attackers exploded their suicide 

vests. In the end, 58 hostages, including two priests, a 3 

month-old child, and police were killed, and 75 were 

wounded. The walls of the church were scarred with 

bullets and blood. An al-Qaeda affiliated group claimed 

responsibility. 

This horrific attack was roundly denounced by many, 

including Iraqi Muslim leaders. Pope Benedict XVI 

expressed profound sorrow “at this absurd violence, which 

is even more savage because it struck defenseless people, 

gathered in God’s house, which is a house of love and 

reconciliation.” 

Unfortunately, this attack was not the only attack against 

Christians in Iraq, even though it remains memorable due 

to the scale of the carnage. Christians, who used to 

number about 1.4 million in Iraq before 2003, have often 

been targeted by extremists, some of whom are allied with 

political parties seeking to gain advantage. In an unstable 

political environment, Christians are viewed as “soft 

targets” since they do not have their own militias.  

Systematic kidnappings, even of priests and bishops for 

ransom, and killings have caused thousands of Christians 

to flee their homes, either going abroad or being displaced 

internally, trying to find safe haven. Safety is hard to find.  

Some Iraqi Christians have been displaced numerous times 

and are running out of resources.  

The number of Christians in Iraq is now estimated to be 

about 400,000, and at one level their future appears bleak, 

but in March 2013 a new Chaldean Catholic Patriarch, 

Louis Raphael I Sako, was enthroned. He implored his 

flock:  “Do not isolate yourselves and do not emigrate. 

Whatever the pressures you are under, this is your land and 

the contribution you can give does not depend on your 

number but on your attitude.” 

Bishop Richard E. Pates, Chairman of the Committee on 

International Justice and Peace, represented USCCB at the 

Patriarchal event in Baghdad. He reported that in a sign of 

support for the Christians of Iraq, high-ranking public 

officials, including both the Prime Minister and the 

Speaker of the Parliament, a Shia and a Sunni Muslim 

respectively, attended the Patriarch’s installation.   

The ancient Church in Iraq is struggling to survive and to 

flourish again. The Christians who remain, and the brave 

priests and sisters who serve them, are striving to build a 

new Iraq that includes space for the historic Christian 

community to participate in what has traditionally been a 

multi-ethnic and multi-religious society. Fostering religious 

freedom will strengthen the rule of law and the protection 

of human rights for all Iraqis.
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What can you do to ensure the protection of religious freedom at home and abroad? 

Text the word “Freedom” to 377377 for updates from the bishops on current threats 

to religious liberty.  Also, please visit www.usccb.org/freedom for more information 

on how you can take action to protect religious liberty! 

 

http://www.usccb.org/freedom

