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December 7, 2013

The President and Mrs. Obama
The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, D.C. 20500

Dear Mr. President and Mrs. Obama,

Greetings and best wishes to you and to your two precious daughters in the spirit of
this Holy Christmas season. I was honored to receive your invitation to attend a White
House holiday reception on Friday, December 6™, 2013.

I remember fondly my attendance at the White House holiday reception two years ago.
The photograph which we took together on that auspicious occasion continues to adorn
my office. Unfortunately Mr. President, I did not attend your holiday reception this year
because while I do have the joy of Christmas, I do not have the peace of Christmas.
This is the peace which the angels proclaimed on that Holy Night “Glory to God in the
highest and on earth peace, goodwill toward men” (Luke 2:14). Although I am
Lebanese by birth and a proud American citizen for the past fifty-seven years, I
received my secondary education in the cities of Homs and Damascus, Syria.

Mr. President I do not have the peace of Christmas because there is no peace either in
Lebanon or in Syria. During the time which I spent in Syria as a student and secretary
to the late Patriarch Alexandros Tahan, I ate the bread of Syria, I drank the water of
Syria, I breathed the air of Syria and I enjoyed the most generous hospitality of the
Syrian people.
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No Mr. President, I do not have the peace of Christmas while two of my brother
archbishops Boulos Yazigi and Youhanna Ibrahim are still in captivity in northern Syria
with no news since their abduction. Actually Mr. President, we do not know whether
they are alive or dead. Two weeks ago, Mr. President, twelve of our Orthodox nuns
were abducted from the convent of St. Thekla of Maaloula, Syria. These nuns are
innocent women who care for some orphans in the convent. These peaceful women do
not have arms and do not fight but pray for peace every day and night. I contacted the
State Department and spoke to Ambassador Ford who promised me that he is doing
everything possible to gain the release of the two abducted Archbishops and the nuns,
but to no avail.

Recently, a video appeared on Al-Jazeera network which reportedly showed the nuns |
and the abbess of the convent, Mother Pelagia in captivity, and she said that they were
living in a villa. What a mockery! If the abductors wanted the nuns to escape the
bombardment of Maaloula, they could have sent them to the Orthodox Patriarchate in
Damascus, which can accommodate one hundred nuns. We know the truth Mr.
President. The truth is that the video was made under extreme psychological pressure,
which these nuns are enduring every day. There is every reason to fear for their safety.

Finally Mr. President, anything that you can do as the leader of the free world to stop
the bloodshed and destruction in Syria will be very deeply appreciated. May the peace
of Christmas which this broken world does not understand dwell in your hearts and in
thé hearts of your family forever.

Sincerely yours,

] —
Metropolitan PHILIP (Saliba)

Primate
The Self-Ruled Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese
of North America
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