Get the Children Home

Iraqi Refugees in Jordan
Relations between the United States and Iraq are more fragile than ever.
Iraqi refugees are the forgotten victims of the current war.
B Y M A R T H A A N N K I R K , C . C . V. I .
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(Left) Iraqi refugee boys participate in the Iraqi
Children’s Art Exchange Project.
(Below) Sander Matika, an art teacher, draws
with refugee children during a session of the
Iraqi Children’s Art Exchange Project.
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(Opposite page) Iraqi refugee Myrna Tonni
shows her drawing at a session of the Iraqi
Children’s Art Exchange Project in the basement of Sts. Peter and Paul Melkite Catholic
Parish in Amman, Jordan.
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IKE MANY OTHERS in the
United States, I have had
family and friends sent to
Iraq in the last four years. At
a Good Friday service in our
university chapel, my students had
done a moving drama of the Gospel
that ended with Mary holding her dead
son, Jesus. After this, we read names of
both U.S. soldiers killed and Iraqi people killed since 2003. Then we prayed
for all of the families.
After the service, Rhiannon, who is
eight years old, was helping me pick up
a list of people killed. She pointed and
said, “Look! This is a two-year-old Iraqi
girl! This is a four-year-old Iraqi boy!”
Rhiannon was upset and wanted to
know more about the children in Iraq.
I had no answers, but her compassion
stirred my heart.
I had heard that many Iraqi families
had fled to Amman, Jordan. I decided
that, when I would get to Jordan in
the summer, I would try to learn of the
Iraqis, especially the children. I was
going to Jordan, Israel and Turkey for
six weeks for research that might help
me write a second book on the history
of holy women.
This was my ninth trip to the Middle East as part of my research and
teaching as a professor of religious studies at the University of the Incarnate
Word. I was joined by my friend, Dr.
Jessica Kimmel, an education professor, who was doing research for a book
on contemporary women.
Six weeks later in Amman, Jordan,
Dr. Kimmel and I visited the refugee
children. “Baghdad is paradise...,”
Farah, Zehra and Abed sang. (Some
names of refugees have been changed
in this article.) All of us laughed at the
improvised talent show with energetic
three- to 12-year-olds presenting together. Yet the song was also a deep
cry coming from these Iraqi refugees,
uprooted from the violence and now
living in uncertainty in Amman.
We were at the Webdah School, a
creative center begun in a few rooms
below St. Peter-St. Paul’s Melkite Catholic Church in Amman. The center is
one of a number of informal places set
up in religious institutions to help Iraqi
families.

It was good to find signs of life—
laughter, color, blocks, art, races, songs,
dances, a gentle teacher and two helpful fathers—in the midst of a community that has fled death. As I saw a
father gently touch the head of the
smallest child, I thought of how the
refugee Joseph might have touched the
infant Jesus after he and Mary had fled
to Egypt to protect the child from violence.

A Painful Reality
Almost four thousand years ago,
Abraham and Sarah came from Ur of the
Chaldees, the area of southeastern Iraq.
Christianity has indeed grown in Iraq
since apostolic times. The main group
of Christians in Iraq is the Chaldean
Catholics, and their language is a dialect
of Aramaic, Jesus’ daily language.
In their worship they have some of
the most ancient forms of prayer in
the East Syrian liturgy of Addai and
Mari. Chaldean Catholics numbered
about 389,000 in 1990, but some have

been killed and many have fled. In
2006 the number dropped to about
189,000. In Iraq, members of the Syrian
Catholic Church number about
132,200. The country also has Roman
Catholics and Protestants.
In the Amman area there are five
Chaldean Catholic Eucharists each
weekend to serve the growing number
of refugees. My friend and I prayed
with a group of Iraqi refugees one Saturday evening in a loaned classroom in
the Jesuit Center.
We prayed with a second group on
Sunday evening in a crowded basement
gathering room at the Chaldean
Catholic Vicariate Office. Abu Hameed,
a lay leader who spoke some English,
welcomed us.
“I left Baghdad in 2003, but went
back half a dozen times to help family
members,” he explained. “Now it is
too dangerous to go back. There used to
be about 400 minibuses going back and
forth from Amman to Baghdad; now
there are only 10.” Abu Hameed, his
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Saddening Statistics
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AST YEAR, fewer than 30 percent of Iraqi chil- numbers of refugees outside of Iraq and there are also
dren had regular schooling. Between buildings many in Egypt, Turkey and Lebanon.
and roads that have been destroyed, displaceMost of the 750,000 to a million refugees now living
ment and fear, two thirds of the children have in Jordan have come in the last four years, according to
not gotten to classes.
National Catholic Reporter (August 3, 2007). In a counFor the Iraqi people, who in 1990 had almost a 100- try of 5.6 million people, including many Palestinian
percent literacy rate and a governmental system that and Lebanese refugees, this proves challenging. Jordan
provided free education through colhas issued three-month guest permits
lege, this has been particularly alarmto Iraqi refugees, but now almost all of
ing. About half of the educated
these permits have expired and the
people have no place to go.
professionals have fled from Iraq
Because people do not have papers
because of danger.
to remain after the guest-permit period,
Each month, about 50,000 more
they cannot legally get work. Now
people flee from Iraq, looking for places
there has been a huge influx of middleto live. According to the United
class and poor refugees.
Nations Educational, Scientific and
Jordan does not have the resources
Cultural Organization (UNESCO),
to accommodate them, so hospitality
about four and a half million Iraqi
children are malnourished.
for the refugees is greatly needed. Sweden has accepted 60,000 refugees. As of
Currently, over four million Iraqis
September 1, 2007, the United States
are refugees, half of whom are chil- Iraqi refugees walk on the street in
dren. Syria and Jordan have the largest Amman, Jordan.
had accepted fewer than 800.

had moved there from Mosul, Iraq.
Father Moussalli explained the continued hardships for the people of Iraq.
“In the war from 1980 to 1988, about
a million people were killed and about

a million were handicapped,” he said.
“Then Iraq suffered retaliation for entering Kuwait in 1990. The economic sanctions made things worse for ordinary
people.”

Iraqi refugee Sabria Yousef Nona (below)
prays during Mass in the Chaldean Catholic
Vicariate in Amman, Jordan. Father Raymond
Moussalli (left), the sole Chaldean priest in
Amman, looks after the spiritual needs of
8,000-10,000 Catholics.
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wife and their sons would like to relocate to Switzerland, where their daughter lives.
At the Eucharist, four small girls and
boys were altar servers. The older children seemed to be teaching the smallest ones with gestures and nods which
communicated even for those of us
who did not understand a word of the
language.
Father P. Raymond Moussalli, the
pastor, grew up in Syria, but his father

These altar servers for the Chaldean Catholic
Mass answer the prayers in Aramaic, the daily
language of Jesus.
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(Left) Standing left to right are:
Deemah Shehadeh, manager of
the Community Center for Refugees
and Migrant Workers, a sister on
the staff, and Sister Martha Ann
Kirk. The center is located in the
basement of the Latin (Roman
Catholic) Church in Jabal
Alwaibdeh, an area of Amman.
(Below) Christian Iraqi refugees
Nadera Mansour and her husband,
Salah, are seen with their daughter,
Lina, 19, in their rented apartment
in Amman, Jordan. Caritas Jordan
provided mattresses, blankets and
the kerosene heater seen in this
photo. The Catholic aid group
also gave Lina care for a medical
problem.
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Father Moussalli spoke of the refugees’ psychological, health and legal
needs, and emphatically said, “Education is important to us.” His center has
hosted some classes for the children.
On a daily basis, more of the refugees
are running out of money and do not
have the legal status to seek work.
Father Moussalli showed us a box of
information on poor families that he
had been trying to help.
“This family has 10 members. This
one has 13 members,” he said as he
held up files.
Father Moussalli is assisted in caring for the pastoral needs of the Iraqis
by Father Denis Como, S.J., originally
from the United States. “We Chaldean
Catholics had 28 churches in Baghdad,
but now 10 of them are closed because
people were afraid or have fled,” Father
Moussalli said.
Before, Christians and Muslims lived
as neighbors, but in the last few years
some Christians have been threatened.
Father Como and many others believe
that it is the desperation and social
upheaval coming from the war that
has led to Christians being attacked or
threatened by people who were previously their friendly neighbors.
When Iraqi refugee women were
asked to talk about their lives, again
and again they would break into tears.
Many of them had similar stories to
tell:
■ “My son was kidnapped and once
we paid the ransom and got him back,
we left.”
■ “We got an envelope with three
bullets in it, a sign that we were to be
killed next.”
■ “Our uncle was killed, so we sold as
many of our things as we could and
hired a taxi driver to take us to the border of Jordan.”
■ “We moved to another town, but
that was not safe either, so we left.”
Many of the refugees said that,
though the government was controlling
before 1991, in their country they had
plenty of food, low utility costs, health
care and free education up to graduate
school. But the people with whom we
spoke do not consider going back to
Iraq because they want safety and basic
resources for their children.

Helping the Refugees
Deemah Shehadeh of Caritas International—a confederation of 162 Catholic
relief organizations in over 200 countries—graciously served us tea and made
us feel welcome in the Community
Center for Refugees and Migrant Workers.
The center is in the basement of the
Latin (Roman Catholic) Church in Jabal
Alwaibdeh, an area of Amman. Veiled
women, elderly men and wiggling children crowded in the waiting room seeking assistance from the clinic. Caritas
Jordan—which includes Catholic Relief
Services in its network—has been assisting refugees since 1967.

For 60 years there have been Palestinian refugees in Jordan. The country has
finally become stable enough to provide
education for all of its own citizens,
but now about one out of five people
in the country is an Iraqi refugee. This
is creating huge challenges.
Over 70 percent of the population of
Jordan is Palestinian. When the Iraqi
refugees see the Palestinians, they worry
if they too will be refugees 50 years
from now. When disadvantaged Palestinians see the many Iraqi refugees,
they worry how resources will be distributed.
“We have poor Palestinian families
who are trying to help even poorer
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Iraqi teacher Manal Lutef talks to children during class in a
special school for Iraqi refugee children at the Franciscan Sisters
of Mary convent in Amman, Jordan.

groups such as the International
Catholic Migration Committee tries to
provide more comprehensive care.

One Family, Many Languages
“We people speak many languages, but
God teaches one language and that is
love,” said Father Nabil Haddad, a Melkite Catholic pastor who is also the
executive director of the Jordanian Interfaith Coexistence Research Center.

In 2006, Claudia Lefko, an experienced U.S. educator, Father Nabil and
Iraqi refugee families collaborated to
clear out some rooms below St. PeterSt. Paul’s Church for a center for children. Not only is this informal school
helping give children healing, hope
and stability, it is also helping the parent volunteers in giving them a sense
of purpose and meaning.
Sander Marika, a Chaldean Catholic
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Iraqis,” Shehadeh said. “Over 5,000
volunteers assist the refugees in various
ways. Many of them are ordinary
laypeople in parishes trying to help the
children, women and men who have
flooded into their neighborhoods.”
On its Web site (www.caritas.org),
Caritas states that “the weak and oppressed are not objects of pity, but
agents of change leading the struggle to
eradicate dehumanizing poverty, unacceptable living and working conditions,
and unjust social, political, economic
and cultural structures.”
Shehadeh herself personifies this
statement. A Palestinian refugee, she
leads a staff which listens to and
actively encourages refugees and the
needy to work together to create a better future. The Caritas Center includes
services of social workers and a clinic,
which is essential because many Iraqi
adults suffer from high blood pressure
and diabetes.
“So many children are suffering from
malnutrition and others from trauma
that has come from loss of family members or seeing family killed in front of
them,” she said.
Shehadeh is grateful that Caritas in
Germany had recently sent money for
food for the refugees. Caritas with many
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NE OF THE GROUPS trying to respond to the
refugee crisis is the Catholic Near East Welfare Association (CNEWA) (www.cnewa.org).
CNEWA’s operating agency in the Middle
East is the Pontifical Mission for Palestine, which was
founded by Pope Pius XII in 1949 to assist Palestinian
refugees. It continues today and serves many in need.
The Amman office reaches out to people in Jordan
and in Iraq. The Pontifical Mission provides emergency
assistance, care and rehabilitation, human development and education, advocacy and public awareness.
Each year over 30,000 mothers and children are served
by the Mother of Mercy Clinic in Zerqa sponsored by
the Pontifical Mission.
The very needy are cared for at the Comboni Sisters’
Italian Hospital in Amman, which the people call the
“hospital of the poor.” Last year, with some help from
the CNEWA, the Franciscan Sisters of Mary started a
school for Iraqi children at their convent.

Father Nabil Haddad laughs with Iraqi refugee Noor Azat, four, during a session of the Iraqi
Children’s Art Exchange Projecct. Father Haddad helped start the art program.
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Many people in the world believe
in his 20s and full of joyful genthat the United States bears some
erosity, led the children’s art and
responsibility for the suffering of
educational play activities for one
Iraqi children. On the other hand,
group for a few hours in the mornduring the last decade and a half,
ing and for another group in the
the U.S. media has portrayed Iraqis
afternoon.
negatively, as different from us.
“Our family fled from Baghdad
In the Webdeh Center of Melkite
after our father’s store had been
Catholic Church, teachers are tryset on fire,” Sander said. When we
ing to overcome such negative
asked him if the laughing children
stereotypes so that children may
around us were Christian or Muslearn of each other as part of the
lim, Sunni or Shiite, he replied,
same human family. (To see some
“The school welcomes all. We
of the art of Iraqi children, to bornever ask.”
row an exhibit or to learn about
“God’s arms open to all,” Father
how children in your area could
Nabil said.
exchange artwork with them, see
“When some of the refugee chilwww.IraqiChildrensArt.org.)
dren began coming to the center,
Iraqis’ needs are not hard to
they would draw machine guns
comprehend. They want safety for
and fighting,” Sander continued.
their children, basic resources and
He would gently tell the children,
to be legally accepted into other
“Here we do not draw pictures of Since many parents do not have legal papers needed to
countries. They have seen over 15
sad things like that.”
work, they find satisfaction in helping with the children’s
years of resources they had for eduAs the children have felt more programs at the Melkite Catholic Church.
cation, health care and basic living
security and love, their art has
reflected it. They have covered the Ahmed seemed both optimistic and destroyed.
But above all, the people of Iraq long
school walls with brightly colored pic- sad as he spoke of waiting in Amman.
for peace. The constitution of
tures of trees, flowers, butterflies and
Desiring Peace
UNESCO—the United Nations Educafriends.
Their appreciation for creativity is “Push the governments to get the chil- tional, Scientific and Cultural Organinot surprising. Iraq has a history of art dren home,” said a staff person of a zation—suggests that it can be found
going back 20,000 years. A number of Catholic group in Amman which helps within us all: “Since wars begin in the
the ancient statues, which were stolen Iraqi refugee children. I nodded, think- minds of people, it is in the minds of
from the Baghdad Museum when it ing of the Iraqi children who had won people that the defenses of peace must
A
was looted in 2003, showed a father my heart on this trip. Then it became be constructed.”
and mother with a child or children in clear that she was also sympathizing
between. The idea of family love is very with the parents of U.S. soldiers, pray- If you want to help please contact:
strong in Iraq and has been passed ing that their sons and daughters might ■ Caritas Jordan
come home from Iraq.
P.O. Box 2258
down through the ages.
We prayed for the more than 3,700
Amman 11181 Jordan
Fadi, one of the volunteer fathers at
www.caritas.org
the center, was eager to speak, though U.S. soldiers who have died and will not
he did not know much English. Worry be coming home. There are millions ■ Father P. Raymond Moussalli
The Chaldean Catholic Vicariate
showed on his face as he explained, of Iraqi refugee children who may never
P.O. Box 910833
“My wife and one child are still in see their homes again.
Seeds of peace are gifts from God, but
Amman 11191 Jordan
Baghdad. I need to care for the other
three children who are here in humans must tend to those seeds so ■ Father Nabil Haddad
St. Peter-St. Paul Melkite Catholic
Amman.” They would all like to get to that they may grow and flourish.
Church
the Netherlands, where his mother and Instead, mistrust and a lack of understanding between our two countries
P.O. Box 811633
sister are living.
Amman 11181 Jordan
Another volunteer, Ahmad, refereed has been cultivated.
Since 1990, when Iraq invaded
www.coexistencejordan.org
as the children raced in the small space
between the church and the wall. He is Kuwait, there has been tension between
the father of a three-year-old boy and the United States and Iraq. The follow- Sister Martha Ann Kirk, C.C.V.I., is the author of
a six-year-old girl. Ahmad showed us his ing years of sanctions especially affected Women of Bible Lands: A Pilgrimage to Compassion
copy of an application for entrance Iraqi children who have suffered from and Wisdom (Liturgical Press). She is a professor of
into the United States. He has relatives malnutrition, disease and fewer edu- religious studies at the University of the Incarnate
Word in San Antonio, Texas.
in Michigan and his wife is a dentist. cational opportunities.
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