
 

 

Opinion: The Pope’s visit to Iraq has set the tone for a renewed effort to eradicate sectarianism 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

The recent history of the Middle East is full of painful tragedies caused by sectarianism and religious 

intolerance. Once proud countries, such as Syria, Iraq and Yemen have been torn apart by groups who 

used religion for their own nefarious ends. The violence and pain that they inflicted on innocent and 

peaceful communities shames us all as human beings who were not able to stop this for a long time. 

It seems that now however, this trend is being reversed. This is not just because groups like Daesh 

have been defeated militarily , but also because there is an increased willingness to challenge the 

bigotry that often accompanies sectarianism. This often requires courage and determination, as well 

as leadership. 

There could not have been a better example of this than the recent visit to Iraq of the head of the 

Catholic Church, Pope Francis. Iraq, more than any other country, has paid the price of sectarian strife. 

The security situation remains fragile. Many thought that it was madness for the Pope to visit, 

especially during a pandemic. But he decided that the value of such a visit outweighs the risks, and he 

was proven right. 

Iraq remains in many ways scarred by the wars and fighting of the last two decades. First it was Shia 

against Sunni, but soon that distinction became less important as the militants of Islamic State ran 

havoc throughout the country, targeting both Shia and Sunnis, as well as well as other religious 

minorities. 

Among their prime targets were the Christian communities of Iraq – communities that were 

established many hundreds of years ago, and that had co-existed with the majority Muslim population 

of that country for most of the time. These communities are not external bodies imposed on a country 

from outside – they are very much part of the fabric of Iraqi society, and indeed often among the most 

patriotic. 

The Pope’s visit to these communities was hugely symbolic and emotional. Speaking in the shadow of 

destroyed Churches and to communities that had been uprooted and displaced the Pope had a 

message of hope, but also, importantly, one of forgiveness. 

Organising a Papal visit is a security nightmare even in the most peaceful and developed countries. 

Pope Francis’s visit to Iraq was even more ambitious than usual in what it was trying to achieve. He 

did not just go to Baghdad, but also to Irbil, Mosul, Najaf and  Ur of the Chaldeans, the city of Abraham. 

It was an amazing logistical operation that took years to prepare. The fact it went like clockwork is a 

proof of the work that had been put in its preparation.   

But regardless of the logistical successes, the visit could easily have gone wrong in many other ways. 

For the Catholic Pope to visit a Muslim country where religion had played such a decisive and divisive 

role required diplomatic tact. The Pope’s visit was very much about building new bridges towards the 

Islamic faith. His emphasis on peace and tolerance in all his speeches, the highlighting of the common 

Abrahamian roots of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, and the belief in the same God, helped to create 

the common ground for the sort of interaction seen during the Pope’s visit.  

Pope Francis has a track record of working to build good relations between Christians and Muslims. In 

Baku in 2016 he set the tone of what has become an important part of his Papacy. In Baku, before the 

Sheikh of the Muslims of the Caucasus and representatives of other religious communities in the 



 

 

country, Pope Francis recalled the “great task” of religions: that of "accompanying men and women 

looking for the meaning of life, helping them to understand that the limited capacities of the human 

being and the goods of this world must never become absolutes.” His meeting in Abu Dhabi  in 2019 

with Sheikh Ahmed El-Tayeb, the Grand Imam of Egypt’s Al-Azhar mosque is widely seen as an 

important milestone in this work.  

But the picture of Pope Francis meeting with the  Grand Ayatollah Sayyid Ali Al-Husayni Al-Sistani in 

Najaf on 6 March 2021 must surely be considered one of the most powerful of our times. Two men of 

venerable age, whose words are important to millions, if not billions of people, representing two 

religions that had fought in the past, but who understood that through their actions and their words 

they can stop further violence and suffering.  

Whilst the Pope’s visit to the Iraqi Christian communities was an expression of solidarity with broken 

communities; and the meetings with the Iraqi leaders and people an expression of support to a 

country just starting to recover from war and civil strife; it was the Pope’s meeting with al Sistani that 

has the most important long term significance. The Pope himself has already in the days since made 

several references to this meeting that show that he was highly moved by it, and recognises its 

importance. He was euphoric when referring to the meeting with Al Sistani whilst speaking to 

journalists on the Papal plane on the return trip to Rome on Monday. At a General audience in the 

Vatican on Wednesday the Pope described the meeting with Al Sistani as “unforgettable”.  

The successful papal visit has many important consequences. It gives confidence to Iraq, its leaders 

and its people, in the future. It strengthens the message of brotherhood and peace in places where 

violence and division where until, very recently the norm. It has also set a new tone in the relationship 

between Christianity and Islam, one that searches for common ground and seeks what unites rather 

than divides. 

This work must continue, at different levels and by different protagonists. Eradicating sectarianism 

should be one of the objectives tackled both at the level of state leaders, and by opinion shapers 

working with communities from different backgrounds in different parts of the world, but particularly 

in the Middle East. The message of peace and fraternity is one that people of different religions and 

of none need to embrace with enthusiasm and Pope Francis has shown the way. 

 

Dr Dennis Sammut is a historian and the Director of LINKS Europe based in The Hague. 
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