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In order for this miracle to take place again
and again among us, God needs our faith,
a faith that transforms our lives. We should
take the faith of Mary and Joseph as our
model. Joseph, having prayed with all his
heart to understand God’s plan, then set to
work. We can easily imagine all the prepa-
rations the carpenter would have made for
the birth of the Divine Child. And then how
painful it must have been for him, to have

had nothing more than a manger to place
Jesus in, to have to live for two years in
someone else’s house, and then have to flee
into Egypt (Matthew 2:11-16). What
courage and patience Saint Joseph must
have shown in enduring all these humbling
trials and challenges – and overcoming
them all in order to give God a home.
Joseph’s faith undoubtedly saved the life of
the Son of God. He is a very human saint:
he protected his wife and child, caring for
them, working and providing for them and
loving them as no other has done.

Seventy years ago Father Werenfried van
Straaten wrote about the terrible sufferings
of the refugees fleeing eastern Europe at the
end of World War II. In his now famous
Christmas article “No room at the Inn” he
spoke of their need as the “need of Christ”.
Unfortunately, as we approach Christmas
2017 we must report that: “There is still no
room for him at the inn”. After
six years of war and genocide
in the Middle East, the situation
of the Christians there no
longer makes the headlines.
Meanwhile, terrorism is
spreading throughout the
world, and, almost desperately, people
seek for precautionary measures and 
solutions. Yet despite these dark times, we
once more prepare to celebrate Christmas
– indeed, it is because of this darkness that
we must celebrate this Feast of Light in
order to remind ourselves once more that
Jesus, Mary and Joseph are still with us.
They sought shelter and found only a 
stable. But, thanks to them, Heaven came
down to this earth. For Christmas is the
feast of God made Man. God became Man
to save our world.

Dear friends, let us strive to imitate Saint
Joseph’s trust in God. Let us live as people
of the Nativity, despite the terrible events
of this world. Let us be, like Saint Joseph,
“God’s workers”, who find time to be open
to God’s inspirations and then let them
guide our work. Like Saint Joseph, the
Christians of the Middle East have had to
endure long years of exile and insecurity,
seeking a place of safe shelter. Now we

have the opportunity to rebuild
a home for them in their ances-
tral lands. They are hoping for
many more workers, in the
mode of Joseph, who will help
rebuild their ruined homes,
churches and monasteries, so

that they can remain as witnesses to the 
Incarnation, and witnesses of love and 
reconciliation in this land.

In gratitude for all you do, I wish you every
grace and blessing during this Christmas
season – and a blessed New Year to you and
all your families.

Fr Martin Maria Barta
Ecclesiastical Assistant
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“ Let us make room in our heart and in our day for the Lord. Each Christian family can
first of all – as Mary and Joseph did – welcome Jesus, listen to Him, speak with Him,

guard Him, protect Him, grow with Him; and in this way improve the world.”
Pope Francis, General audience, 17th December 2014

Celebrating 70 years of ACN

“And the Word was made
flesh and ‘pitched his tent’
among us…” Christmas for
refugees in Erbil, Iraq.

Let us be, like Saint Joseph,
“God’s workers”, open to
God’s inspirations and then
letting them guide our work.
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Returning to Qaraqosh with cross and olive trees.

“Faith pertains essentially to the future; it is promise of future glory”,
Joseph Ratzinger, the future Pope Benedict XVI, wrote back in 1970. “Faith
means life lived in a spirit of trust. It betokens the certainty that God is
the one who guarantees our human future.” 

The Christians of Iraq’s Nineveh Plains
are filled with this spirit of trust. Rooted in
faith, they look to the future. This is the
symbolic meaning of the olive tree. Each
of the 554 families who have returned to
Qaraqosh and Bartella have received a
small olive tree. In solemn procession, they
carried them back to their partially rebuilt
villages. 

Returning to their roots does not simply
mean going back to a particular place. It
also means going back to love, back to re-
conciliation. The olive tree also symbolises
this. During a Mass for the returning
Christians, a bishop blessed the trees, and

the name of each family was read out. 
Everyone understood that the rebuilding of
their houses was just a beginning, only the
first step. Their most challenging task will
be to rebuild souls, removing the wreckage
from hearts, clearing away hatred and fear
and reconciling with their neighbours. To
do this they will need faith in Jesus, the
source of all love, as this allows them to
look towards the future with hope.

These families have seen faith put into
action; they have experienced love. When
they were fleeing, intent on simply surviv-
ing, ACN helped them with food, blankets
and medicines and thereby saved tens of

thousands of these Chris-
tians. The solidarity, the sup-
port, the mercy expressed in
these deeds, gave them the
courage to go on living. “It
was as important as our
daily bread,” says one father
of a family. “The families
need us,” says Sister Luma.
The Sisters are helping fam-
ilies, quite forgetting every-
thing they themselves have
endured over the past few
years – the expulsion, and
flight, the destruction of

their convent, and the death of 14 out of
the 70 Sisters of their congregation. We
have promised £46,600 for a Dominican
convent in Qaraqosh. We are also planning
to help rebuild the convent of Our Lady of
the Holy Rosary in Teleskov, but fighting
between Iraqi and Kurdish forces near the
town this October delayed work starting. 

Whatever Iraq’s Christians face, ACN is
committed to helping them however it can.
Wherever possible we will work with the
Churches of the Nineveh Plains to co-
ordinate rebuilding work in the region.
They need 13,000 family homes, as well as
churches, schools and other facilities. On
average it costs £7,000 to repair each
house. Currently only 650 are habitable.
For ACN this is our biggest aid and re-
construction programme in recent decades.
The Islamists drove people from their
homes, burned down their houses, hacked
down the trees – but their roots remain in
the ground, just like the roots of the
people’s faith and trust in God. And it is
to these roots that the Christians of 
Nineveh are now returning. •

Returning to the roots of their faith

Fr Salar, who visited the UK in 
October, is helping families return.

History and future, and the face of faith: 
The rebuilding process begins in the heart.

Any donation you kindly give will go to support these, or similar 



3projects, and enable the pastoral work of Aid to the Church in Need.

The civil war in Syria is one of the worst catastrophes
of modern times. Some 350,000 people have been
killed, while 5 million have fled abroad and another
6 million have been left homeless as internal
refugees, seeking sanctuary in their own country.

In the first few months of this year alone, more than 1,150
children died during the bombings. Death came suddenly and
violently to many families as the bombs fell. And each time
a little bit of future was buried with them. But there is also
another, slower death, when families cannot escape but lack
the barest necessities. Then families – including children and
babies – die of malnutrition. That is why we have been pro-
viding vital food parcels.

Most of those left in Syria have survived only thanks to the
food parcels. In Damascus, Sister Lolita Houssein of the
Good Shepherd Sisters, who is overseeing distribution of
food parcels in Damascus and the surrounding area, said:
“Today Syrian citizens are struggling to survive after their
livelihoods were destroyed during the last six years of con-
flict.” With nearly two-thirds of families in Syria living on
around £1.60 a day, and the remaining third in even worse
hardship, thousands of families have fallen into debt getting
the money to buy food. Half of Syria’s families have reduced
the number of daily meals from three to one or two – and
many parents are skipping meals so that their children will
have something to eat. How could we refuse the support she
asked for? We are giving £9,000 so families have food.

Right now an icy wind is cutting through the bombed-out
buildings. Oil and petrol are scarce, the electricity supply is
only intermittent, and expensive too. In recent years we have
helped many refugees survive the winter. Sister Annie Demer-
jian of the Sisters of Jesus and Mary and her team of volunteers
are bringing food and other aid to more than 2,000 displaced
families in Aleppo and Hassake. Sister Annie described find-
ing one elderly couple in Aleppo sleeping on the floor of their
small flat. They had sold their bed for a few litres of oil to pro-
vide a few hours of heating. This is not an isolated incident.
She told us: “Thousands of families are without fuel and are
facing the coming winter without heating.” We need to help
them keep their generators going, at least a few hours a day,
so that they will not suffer during the biting winter. Will you
warm someone’s heart with a few litres of oil (£20), the cost
of an electricity bill (£40), or perhaps even something towards
a new generator (£90)? •

Help for Syria as
winter comes

Waiting for food for her 
little brother: Everyday
life in Aleppo.

What will this winter be
like for her? Until now a
blanket was enough, in
winter it won’t be.

Sister Annie, who visited
the UK in October, helping
a family in Aleppo.
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Johannes 
Freiherr
Heereman,
Executive President, 
ACN (International)

Dear friends,
Once again this year, Christmas comes
against the background of the refugee
crisis. It is a world crisis in fact. Our
position as a Pontifical Foundation is
clear: we want to help to ease the plight
of the Church in the home countries of
the Christian refugees, so that these
Christians can remain on their native
soil. That is also what they want. And
when they have been forced to flee,
most still want to return. That is why we
are helping them to rebuild their
homes, churches, monasteries and
convents. Thanks to your generosity we
have already been able to restore many
ruined buildings, making them places
where people can live, work and pray in
dignity once more.

“We are but guests on earth…” So
runs one well-known German hymn.
And these places too are only temporary
shelters on the road to our heavenly
home. Yet these places are also places
of witness. They tell of the love of God
for men, of our redemption through
the Incarnation. So these places and
the presence of the Christians in them
also convey a message – a message of
love and reconciliation. That is what
ACN stands for. And your generosity
makes it possible. My heartfelt thanks
to you all for your help. And I wish you
a happy and holy Christmas!

Need, love and thanks − your letters
Blessings and congratulations 
I write to congratulate ACN on your
tremendous success of seventy years. I
always enjoy the Mirror stories and read
them with interest: great achievement,
sadness, positive success. The “Dear
friends” letter by the international 
president was very informative about the
beginnings etc. of your 70-year history.
Blessings and congratulations to all your
helpers and Priests, Religious in danger
often. It is very enlightening and encour-
aging to hear of so many seminarians.
God’s blessing and prayer for them.
Receive my gift to assist their needs. I
don’t need an acknowledgement.

A religious Sister from Australia

A faithful friend
I no longer recall when I first discovered
ACN, but I recall reading the book Where
God Weeps by Fr Werenfried right at the

beginning. He signed it for me personally
after a Mass that he had celebrated. I still
remember his impressive figure, in his
white habit. With my modest means I
want to continue helping the persecuted
Church and my persecuted brothers and
sisters, and continue praying for them as
well. 

A benefactress in Italy 

Courageous faith 
Please thank these noble, courageous
Christians for being the strength of the
Church. Our hearts ache for them. We
need their prayers. We pray for you too. 

A benefactor in the United States 

God be praised! 
God is so good to me! I want to thank him
and help my brothers and sisters in need.
God be praised! 

A benefactress in Canada 

Westminster Event 2017
At this year’s event benefactors listened to (left to right) Sister Annie
Demerjian from Syria, Bishop Matthew Kukah from Nigeria, Arch-
bishop John Darwish from Lebanon, and Stephen Rasche and Fr Salar
Kajo from Iraq. ACN’s John Pontifex presented the charity’s 2017 
Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians oppressed for their
Faith.
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