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Antoine  Fley fe l

Christians of the Middle East 
and Liberalism

The relationship of religions to liberalism here defi ned as the protection 

of individual freedom varies considerably from context to context. If 

liberalism, as a reality insisting on the individual and encompassing human 

rights, diversity, democracy, secularism, freedom of conscience, speech or 

religion, can be a source of tension for some forms of Christianity, especially 

in former communist countries, the problem is quite different for the 

Christians of the Middle-East. These perceive in the values of liberalism a 

guarantee for their future, and militate for the establishment of citizenship, 

secularism, human rights and especially freedom of conscience.

This paper will address this issue through three points. First, I fi nd myself 

obliged to say who the Christians of the Middle East are. Second, I will talk 

about the issue of modernity and liberalism in the East. And fi nally, I will 

briefl y discuss the different countries concerned by my problematic.

Keywords: Christians of the Middle East, Nahda, confessionalism, citizenship, 

Islamism.

Introduction

The relationship of religions to liberalism here defi ned as the protec-
tion of individual freedom varies considerably from context to context. 
If liberalism, as a reality insisting on the individual and encompassing 
human rights, diversity, democracy, secularism, freedom of conscience, 
speech or religion, can be a source of tension for some forms of Chris-
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tianity, especially in former communist countries, the problem is quite 
different for the Christians of the Middle-East. These perceive in the 
values of liberalism a guarantee for their future, and militate for the 
establishment of citizenship, secularism, human rights and especially 
freedom of conscience. Since the European Renaissance, they brought 
modernity to the East, mainly through education, and since the Nahda, 
the Arab Renaissance in the nineteenth century, they put forward major 
values of liberalism. This is necessary for them to face any form of social 
and political discrimination, and ideologies that jeopardize their fu-
ture, mainly political Islam, but also certain Messianic Jewish currents.

The political and humanist values advocated by Eastern Christians 
through many of their thinkers in different fi elds emphasize citizen-
ship; an essential element in facing a Muslim demographic majority 
that could implicitly or explicitly impose on them a second-class citizen-
ship. Secularity and freedom of conscience are the counterparts of such 
a possibility, because they prevent the demographic majority from im-
posing its religious law and allow each individual to adhere or not to the 
religion of his choice, without fearing for their lives. From this perspec-
tive, the so-called liberal values are constituted in political and social 
salvation for the Christians, even in program guaranteeing their future.

This paper will address this issue through three points. First, I fi nd 
myself obliged to say who the Christians of the Middle East are. Sec-
ond, I will talk about the issue of modernity and liberalism in the East. 
And fi nally, I will briefl y discuss the different countries concerned by my 
problematic.

1. Who Are the Christians of the Middle East?

They are designated in different – oft-confusing – manners, espe-
cially in translation among languages. And it is important for me, as 
a French-Lebanese academic, to examine the famous French expres-
sion “Chrétiens d’Orient”. Through a literal translation, we will obtain 
“Christians of the Orient”. However, I would rather opt for “Christians 
of the Middle East” due to its wide usage and clarity, especially that the 
“Orient” is a matter of geographical point of view.

The term “Christians of the Middle East”, designates a geopolitical 
reality, and is thus distinguishable from the term “Eastern Christianity”, 
which indicates Christianities that had their origin in the eastern part of 
the Roman Empire. It can also serve as a synonym of Orthodox Christians. 
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The notion of “Christians of the Orient” is closely linked to that of 
the “Eastern question”. This was to dismantle the Ottoman Empire in 
the nineteenth century, and involved the major powers implemented, 
including France, Britain and Russia, but also the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire, Italy or Germany. The major Christian communities of the 
Ottoman Empire, all confessions combined, were instrumentalized by 
these great powers, and designated as “Chrétiens d’Orient”, “Christians 
of the Middle East”.

Today, this expression is ambiguous, it means many things, and the 
specialists disagree in their designation of “Christians of the Middle 
East”. However, when we talk about them, we generally designate Chris-
tians of the Arab Near East, said in a certain literature the “Arab Chris-
tians”, that live in the following countries: Lebanon, Syria, Palestine/
Israel, Iraq, Jordan and Egypt. Thus, in speaking of Christians of the 
Middle East, I refer in this paper to Christians living in these countries, 
without pretending to close the problem of designation that remains 
open.

The media, politics or the press now give us the impression that 
Christians in this part of the world are a unity. Christians of the Middle 
East are spoken of as if they were facing the same challenges, sharing 
the same destiny or as a homogeneous group. But this is not the case, 
for these Christians live at least two kinds of diversities and differences.

The fi rst one is ecclesial. We fi nd ourselves confronted with a con-
centration of schisms that tore apart the Eastern Christianity. All the 
ecclesial families, historically rivals, are there. Those formerly called 
Nestorians and Monophysites, Orthodox, Eastern Catholics and even 
Protestants. Even though historical rivalries are out of date, these 
churches have still not managed to get closer as the ecumenical move-
ment would hope, in order to be able to confront together the major 
challenges that they all face.

The second is political. The life of Christian communities in the 
Middle East depends on the countries where they live. Being a Christian 
in Lebanon is not like being a Christian in Egypt, and the living condi-
tions of Christians in Iraq have nothing to do with that of Christians in 
Jordan. On the political front, talking about a unity of Christians of the 
Middle East is an illusion.

However, despite all this diversity that requires careful considera-
tion, there are issues common to these Christians, and they are four in 
number:
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1. Arab culture. This is a common ground with Muslims. Christians 
played a major role in the modern understanding of this culture, 
which in their view should be based on common foundations, 
such as human rights, secularism, citizenship and legitimate 
social and religious diversity.

2. Islam. They know it since its inception. It is a part of their life, 
their past and their future. Their common history has been 
through happy and unhappy phases. On that level, the great 
challenge that is constituted is that of dialogue, the major basis 
of modernity, and consequently of liberalism.

3. The Israeli-Palestinian confl ict. It affects all Christian 
communities in the region and has had a very negative impact on 
the presence of Christians in the Middle East.

4. The ideological challenge. With Jihadist Salafi sm and its 
avatars, al-Qaeda and Daesh, which degenerates into violence, 
whose Christians have suffered particularly in Iraq and Syria. 
Nevertheless, other ideologies in action in the Middle East 
compromise peace, and thereby the future of these Christians. 
I am thinking specifi cally of American Zionist evangelism, which 
sees the state of Israel as the fulfi llment of biblical prophecies, 
and Jewish religious Zionism, which plays a major role in the 
colonization of the West Bank, jeopardizing peace.

Faced with these issues and challenges, liberalism plays a positive 
role. For Christians of the Middle East, it is synonymous with the mo-
dernity they have sought to achieve in the region for several centuries.

2. Christians of the Middle East, Modernity 
and Liberalism

There are strong links between the two notions of Modernity and 
Liberalism. It is perfectly legitimate to consider the second as a conse-
quence of the fi rst. If Modernity relates to the progress that is made by 
the emancipation of a traditional way of life and that conceives poli-
tics from man and not from God, Liberalism leads this way to its point 
through the insistence on the value of the individual, constituted as a 
norm.

If Christians of the Middle East see Liberalism with a good eye, it 
is because they were already prepared by bringing Modernity to the 
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 Middle East, and because they found in it a way of emancipation from 
any Muslim religious tutelage.

The history of Middle East Christians with Modernity dates back to 
the 17th and 18th centuries. Thanks to certain communities, especially 
the Maronites, the question of education played a very important role, 
through printing of books and the establishment of schools, putting 
knowledge at the disposal of the multitude.

Modernity in the Middle East was incarnate in the nineteenth centu-
ry in the Nahda, the Arab Renaissance that was literary, political, cultural 
and religious. Linked to the eclipse of the Ottoman Empire, it contrib-
uted to the reinvention of Arab identity on a secular and progressive 
basis, seeking to bridge the gap of the Arab world compared to the West. 
Christians contributed greatly to the Nahda, which would have never 
been what it is without them. Through it, they sought to free themselves 
from several centuries of Muslim tutelage, during which they were con-
sidered as dhimmi, second-class citizens, subject to the djizya, the poll 
tax, and during which they suffered repeated persecutions. This moder-
nity, the Nahda, was supposed to bring them citizenship, equality with 
Muslims, within the framework of a secular and neutral state, guaran-
teeing religious rights. This movement began to disappear in the twenti-
eth century and probably received its coup de grace with the creation of 
the State of Israel and all that ensued, such as the Arab-Israeli confl ict, 
Arab nationalism or Islamism in its various forms. 

However, despite the disappointments associated with the events of 
the second half of the twentieth century, the trend of modernity and 
liberalism, remained central to thinking about the future of Christians 
of the Middle East. Thus, many theologians and religious philosophers 
and politicians, pleaded for ideas that are, in outline, fundamental el-
ements of liberalism, namely: human rights, citizenship, secularism, 
freedom of conscience and diversity.

It would not be feasible or practical to cite a string of names to illus-
trate this trend, but it is worth mentioning that there is a contextual the-
ological thought, strongly developed in Lebanon and Palestine. It fi ghts 
every form of religious state, of totalitarianism, injustice, segregation, 
confessionalism, and advocates the values already mentioned. Thus, 
to break the stalemate of the Lebanese confessional regime, Lebanese 
contextual theology develops in its refl ections its different ways of envis-
aging a secular state, based on the Human rights and the Citizenship. 
As for the theology of the Palestinian liberation, it relies on these same 
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principles to denounce the Israeli occupation designated as a social sin 
and considered segregationist.

In the world of philosophy, great ideas were led in the same direc-
tion, going as far as proposing renewed readings of Islam to insert it into 
the logic of Modernity. As for political militancy, many have followed 
this path, always in a logic of emancipation from the clan spirit of reli-
gion or tribe, and to join a much more global and progressive vision of 
the human being. 

The adoption of these principles of liberalism, however, does not 
mean that all liberal values are accepted in the contexts of Christians 
in the Middle East, for if liberalism carries liberating ideas, certain as-
pects constitute for some a moral threat that compromises a traditional 
understanding of man. Thus, the theories of gender or other Western 
values, conceived as morally unacceptable, face the resistance of those 
who consider them as such.

Finally, the way in which the values of liberalism are lived by the Chris-
tian communities depends on the different contexts of these Christians. 
The rights of the individual are sometimes being compromised by col-
lective rights. I propose to give an overview of the question by referring 
to the different countries mentioned above.

3. Individual Rights or Collective Rights?

The issue of the opposition of the rights of the individual to collec-
tive rights, whether confessional, religious or national, constitutes the 
center of the problem of liberalism among Christians in the Middle 
East. For better understanding, let’s talk about the major issues current-
ly facing these Christians in each of their respective countries.

Lebanon. This country, created by Christians for Christians, is based 
on a so-called confessional regime. It represents each of the confes-
sions that exist on its territory, according to its demographic weight 
as established by the last offi cial census of Lebanon in 1931. In this 
very strict framework, Christians and Muslims share the power at par-
ity. Most Christian thinkers have opposed this regime since the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. It is considered as the source of all 
the evils in Lebanon, of which the war and the confessional spirit, 
named confessionalism. For the rights of confessions would oppose 
human rights, and because the state has a relationship with its citizens 
through their religious affi liation, which often compromises the skills 
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needed to deal with crises. Even though Christian liberalism followers 
are numerous, it remains in the different Lebanese Christian commu-
nities’ tendencies to honor the traditional heritage, and conceiving 
society in a classic way, away from Western values, considered as bad 
and compromising.

Palestine and Israel. Christians living in these two states are overwhelm-
ingly Palestinian. Even if political Islam, through Hamas, transformed 
the nature of Palestinian resistance, that had a strong secular tendency 
in the origin, their main problem remains Israel, for the Christians of 
Palestine suffer like the others the consequences of occupation and col-
onization. As for the Christians of Israel, they are generally subjected to 
the discrimination of the Arabs of Israel. The issues of human rights, 
citizenship and justice are key elements for them to fi nd a solution to 
the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict.

Jordan. Despite the wind of political Islam blowing, Christians in 
Jordan are well off in the kingdom that takes care of them. Neverthe-
less, the weight of the Muslim Brotherhood in opposition, and Islamist 
ideologies in general, pose serious threats to them. It is for this reason 
that many elements of liberalism constitute for them a bulwark, notably 
through the militancy for the human rights, for the Arab causes, spe-
cially the Palestinian one, and for the citizenship. But that doesn’t mean 
that Churches, especially the Orthodox one, has problems with some 
Western values of liberalism. 

Egypt. Since Nasser’s revolution in the 1950s, Christian communi-
ties have been living as second-class citizens. If the Muslim is perceived 
as the citizen par excellence, the Christian does not enjoy the same 
rights, far from it. For by converting to Christianity, a Muslim risks his 
life, since it is considered as apostasy to the Sharia. Christians struggle 
to restore their Churches buildings because obtaining permits is very 
complicated. They are not represented according to their demograph-
ic weight in politics and have been regularly subjected to violence for 
several decades, without the authorities taking necessary measures to 
protect them properly. The inclusion of Sharia as the source of legisla-
tion in the 1980s made matters worse, and the rise of political Islam and 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s takeover in 2012 was a nightmare for them. 
Their main struggle is that of citizenship, secularism and freedom of 
conscience. However, the Coptic Church suffers from strong traditional 
tendencies, hardly accepting the difference and rejecting many liberal 
values considered bad.
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Iraq. The dramatic situation of Christians in Iraq since the American 
invasion of 2003 makes liberalism and its values a beautiful poem. In a 
country crossed by Shiite and Sunni political Islam, as well as Kurdish 
nationalism, Citizenship and Human rights are certainly the best solu-
tions for them. But in the context of an Iraq still victim of violence, the 
current priority of Christians is security, and the slowing down of emi-
gration. Liberalism comes after.

Syria. Christians of Syria, like Christians of Iraq, are also prey to the vi-
olence of political Islam, present through a multitude of terrorist organi-
zations, including Daesh, al-Qaeda, al-Nusra or others. So, their priority 
is security. However, the proximity of their majority to the regime is not 
only factual, it is based on ideological convictions. The Christian ortho-
dox thinker, Michel Afl ak, was indeed at the source of the ideology of the 
ruling party, the Baath. This ideology is in principle secular and based 
on Citizenship, it is opposed to the confessional spirit and to any form 
of religious state. This does not mean that Christians are fundamentally 
convinced of all methods of the Regime, especially when human rights 
and freedom of expression are lacking. Nevertheless, it is impossible to 
understand the position of Christians in Syria if we do not put them in a 
context where they have no choice in the face of terrorist violence.

Conclusion

How to describe the relationship of Christians in the Middle East to 
liberalism?

On the political level, it is revealed as a necessity of life and as the 
condition for the establishment of modern citizen states.

On the cultural level, it presents itself as a challenge, because it is a 
question of proposing a new vision of the world which shakes up.

In terms of the traditional view of society or religion, it is subject to 
tension. Because some want to take advantage of some of the benefi ts 
of liberalism, but do not want its values that upset traditional religious, 
social and anthropological principles.

Finally, Christians have a vocation in the Middle East, that of bringing 
Christ to Islam, a Christ who calls for love and peace, a Christ who be-
came man so that man becomes God. If the centrality of the individual in 
liberalism can -also- be interpreted in this sense, it could help to cope with 
the demons of terrorism and identity confi nement and would be a seri-
ous positive contribution to the future of these Christians in the region.


