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“They have nobody in the world but each other and you.”
Sister Annie clasps the hands of Lucine and smiles at the 
85-year-old’s volunteer helper, Fadi. 

Thanks to you, the friends of ACN, Lucine is receiving 
medicine, clothes, fuel and electricity. 

Pope Francis has described the situation in Syria as “the 
biggest humanitarian catastrophe aft er World War II”. 

This phrase echoed in my mind as I travelled in Syria, 
meeting recipients of ACN aid.

This report celebrates how – with your help – 143 ACN 
projects were completed in Syria over the past 12 months.

So much more needs to be done.
With your continued prayer and compassion, we can ensure 

that those in greatest need of emergency and pastoral help 
are never forgotten.

As one mother told me: “Words don’t come close to 
expressing our gratitude for what you have done for us.”  

Reports and photographs by John Pontifex 
© Aid to the Church in Need (March 2018)
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Over the last 12 months, ACN has paid out 
143 projects for Syria (£5 million) of which 
82 percent was for emergency aid.

Breakdown of emergency aid: 

More than 2,350 of the poorest 
Christian families in Aleppo are 
receiving free food items thanks 
to an ACN voucher scheme. 

The vouchers provide each family 
with a month’s-worth of essentials, 
which they can select at one of two 
supermarkets in districts with the 
densest population of Christians in 
the city. 

Food items are heavily discounted – 
both supermarkets are subsidised as 
part of ACN project partner Archbishop
 Jean-Clement Jeanbart of Aleppo’s 
‘Build to Stay’ scheme which encourages 
Christians to remain in the city.

Welcoming me into ‘Amel’ (Arabic for 
‘Hope’) supermarket in Sulaymaniyah 
district, Benjamin, aged 21, told 
me he was one of a team of 15 who 

Food vouchers 
for the hungry

Off ering a lifeline to Syria
ACN’s John Pontifex reports back from a country in crisis

in Syria

stock shelves, work the tills and carry 
shopping bags for the infi rm and elderly. 

Benjamin, who is Greek Orthodox, 
said: “Christians like me want to stay 
in Syria, the land of our forefathers 
and the Cradle of Christianity.”

Supermarket manager Elian Tande 
added: “This is a haven for poor people 

to get basic necessities at the lowest 
possible prices.”

The scheme is one of many ACN 
projects providing food items in Syria.

Others include the ‘Drop of Milk’ 
programme for toddlers and children 
in Aleppo and Jesuit-run schemes 
providing food baskets in Homs. 

People are trying to rebuild their lives in Homs (above), Aleppo and many other 
parts of Syria

Benjamin holds ACN vouchers entitling poor Christian families to free food at the Amal Supermarket
in Aleppo
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Every day over the past 12 months, there were 
at least 30 Masses celebrated in Syria for the 
intentions of our benefactors – 10,590 in total.

            Melkite Catholic Patriarch Yousif Absi presides at a Eucharistic liturgy

“They have nobody in the world but each other and you.”

With your continued prayer and compassion, we can ensure 

People are trying to rebuild their lives in Homs (above), Aleppo and many other 

Holding on in faith: ACN’s Aleppo project partner Sister Annie Demerjian visits housebound 85-year-old Lucine, who is helped by Fadi, a volunteer



For 90 young people with 
profound learning diff iculties, the 
Mustard Seed centre in Homs Old 
City off ers a lifeline of hope in a 
broken world. 

Set up by the Sacred Heart Sisters, 
the centre was the only one of its 
kind to remain open all through the 
recent confl ict that devastated so 
much of the city. 

During that time, the centre was 
forced to relocate twice to escape 
the violence. When at last they 
returned to their original premises 

they found that recently departed Al 
Nusra Front extremists had turned it 
into a command centre.

At the height of the confl ict, the 
jihadis had ripped up the fl agstones 
from the courtyard and turned it into 
a vegetable patch in the absence of 
regular food supplies.

Now, with ACN’s help, the centre 
is being restored and the young 
people – aged between four and 
30 – are back. 

Open each day from 8.30am to 
1.30pm, the daily programme begins 

Please off er hope by making a kind donation  to support these and other similar projects around the world www.acnuk.org/syria @acn_uk  @acnuk 020 8642 8668

Antoine’s miraculous 
escape from Daesh (ISIS)

The story of 
Christian father-
of-three Antoine 
from Aleppo 
and how he 
escaped Daesh 
aft er 62 days of 
incarceration 
had me on the 
edge of my seat. 

One morning, 
Antoine arrived 
at work only to 

be kidnapped by the jihadi militants who 
had seized the factory as part of their take-
over of east Aleppo. 

They put a knife to Antoine’s throat and 
a gun to his head and told him to abandon 
his faith. 

Determined to stay alive for the sake 
of his wife, Georgette, and three young 
daughters, Antoine’s pact with God was 
to outwardly behave as a Muslim while 
secretly keeping his Christian faith. 

Aft er many days of torment, Antoine 
received a visit from a Daesh ‘Prince’ who 
told him to prepare for a special mission – 
to be a suicide bomber.

With Antoine in the factory, where he 
was confi ned, was a British convert to 

militant Islam whose job was to persuade 
him to do the deed.

Praying for deliverance, Antoine said that 
early one morning, while semi-conscious, 
he felt a tap on his shoulder from Our Lady; 
she was telling him to escape. 

Everyone in the building was at prayer 
and – seizing his moment – Antoine 
tiptoed to the main door. 

To his amazement, the chains and lock 
slipped open, the door swung wide, and 
he stepped out. 

He hauled himself over a high wall, ran 
through the high-security barrier between 
east and west Aleppo, and made his way 
to a relative’s house.

There, he was re-united with his 
wife, Georgette, and daughters – Gezel, 
aged four, Eleanor, three, and two-year-
old Roula. 

The family were destitute – until ACN 
project partner Sister Annie Demerjian 
found them a home, food, and medicine. 

Antoine explained that the family could 
not pay their rent and in response Sister 
Annie handed them the necessary funds – 
provided by ACN.

Georgette gently squeezed her 
husband’s hand and said: “Didn’t I tell you 
that God never abandons his people.” 

What a diff erence two years can make. 
When I last visited the Melkite Catholic 

cathedral in Homs in 2016, it was a ruin 
– with huge holes in the roof and fl oor 
and the icons had been peppered 
with gunshot.  

Returning in 2018, the fi rst thing I 
noticed was the golden cross atop 
the rebuilt roofs gleaming in the 
morning sunshine. 

ACN has prioritised the building 
for repairs so it can continue to serve 
a Christian community who have 
suff ered so much for so long. 

Later that day, ACN’s Middle 
East projects head, Father Andrzej 
Halemba, celebrated Mass at the 
recently re-consecrated high altar 
and we remembered in prayer all 
of you whose self-sacrifi ce has 
enabled the cathedral’s repair. 

Parish priest Father Antonios 
Musa said: “Thank you 
so much; we are not just 
rebuilding churches; we 
are rebuilding souls. 

“May God shower 
hundreds of blessings on 
those who have helped us.”

Cathedral of hope  

Seeds of success for 
vulnerable young people     

  Antoine, his wife Georgette and eldest daughter, Gezel, aged four

The story of 
Christian father-
of-three Antoine 
from Aleppo 
and how he 
escaped Daesh 
aft er 62 days of 
incarceration 
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edge of my seat.
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be kidnapped by the jihadi militants who 

God never abandons his 

people: Christian man 

Antoine who was kidnapped 

for his faith

Supported by her teacher, a youngster at the Mustard Seed centre in Homs 

shows her appreciation

– with huge holes in the roof and fl oor 

with breakfast followed by 
basic skills learning including 
personal hygiene training, 
literacy and numeracy, sewing, 
carpentry, music and theatre.  

Educational coordinator Rafi f 
Elias said: “The parents of 
our young people are very 
appreciative of what we are 
doing. They oft en say they 
don’t know how they’d cope 
without us, especially as ours 
is the only service of its kind 
which is free of charge.” 

Before (Jan 2016)

Aft er (Jan 2018)

Much work still needs to be done both 
to this cathedral and other churches 
designated for restoration in areas where 
the faithful have nowhere to worship.  

Faith renewed: The Melkite Catholic Cathedral of Our Lady of Peace, Homs before and after restoration
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