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			Advance Praise for 
THE DISAPPEARING PEOPLE

			“This is a beautiful, disturbing, awful story that needed to be told. It has been written with searing clarity and style by an American who moved to Iraq hoping to avert this tragedy. Read this book. It will change your view of America’s moral responsibility in the Middle East.”

			—Thomas Farr, PhD, President, Religious Freedom Institute. Author, World of Faith and Freedom: Why International Religious Freedom is Vital to American National Security 

			“This book is a powerful rallying cry to make the continued existence of Christians in Iraq a priority. In The Disappearing People, Stephen Rasche tells literal war stories from men and women a world away—including courageous priests— prepared to be martyrs. For Americans and some of the rest of the West, Rasche holds up a mirror on what U.S. and other Western policies have done to Christians and how our bureaucracies often haven’t helped. And we are going to have to answer for looking away. Rasche has captured an important history he’s been a critical part of. And we all need to be a part of their future—and now—or there will be no tomorrow for Christians in Iraq.”

			—Kathryn Jean Lopez, Senior Fellow, National Review Institute and Editor-at-Large, National Review 

			“Stephen Rasche’s book is the best ever written about the genocide of Christians and Yazidis in Iraq. It is powerful because it is personal. Rasche has listened to Iraqi people with compassion. He tells their stories with penetrating poetry. Always running under the surface is the agony of shared suffering. Always shining through is the inspiration of a man called to do justice. Illuminating every page is the love that brought Rasche to serve in Iraq, and that has compelled him to write this magnificent book.”

			—Dr. Gregory Stanton, Founding President of Genocide Watch

			“Herein lies the story of Christians and Yazidis who have largely disappeared from their homeland in Iraq, told by a Good Samaritan who embedded himself in their hardships and did what he could to help. It is also the story of passersby—major Western government institutions—who had the wherewithal to help but did not, and of a few smaller Western organizations who did stop to help but could not provide enough to prevent massive flight. In the end, it is an exhortation to the rest of us would-be Samaritans to wake up and respond to the suffering of these and all survivors of harsh denials of their religious freedom.”

			—Daniel Philpott, Professor of Political Science,
University of Notre Dame

			“The Disappearing People provides a vivid account of an entire religious community’s near-extinction in the very place of its birth, the ancient Middle East, at the hands of Islamist extremists. By implication, author Stephen Rasche has also described an existential threat that confronts all of us, Muslim and non-Muslim alike. It simply remains to be seen whether we will heed his warning and act in time to prevent similar disasters from befalling those of us who dwell in blessed lands, seemingly distant from the horrifying chaos that engulfs so much of the Islamic world.”

			—KH. Yahya Cholil Staquf, General Secretary of Nahdlatul Ulama, the world’s largest Muslim Organization, and Cofounder of the Global Humanitarian Islam Movement
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Until this hour we are hungry and we are thirsty, we are naked, we are abused, and we have no dwelling place, And we toil as we labor with our hands. They dishonor us and we bless; they persecute us and we endure. They accuse us and we beg them. We are as the scum of the world and the offscouring of every person until now.

			1 Corinthians 4:11–13

			(Translation from Aramaic Bible)

		


		
			Foreword


			Over the past two decades, terrorists and sectarians have shredded the rich multi-religious and ethnic tapestry of Iraq. Violent Islamist extremists have driven the Christians and Yazidis from their homes with genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes. The Christian minority is now on the verge of extinction in their historic homeland.

			Christians have been in Iraq since the very birth of the church. Some who were persecuted in Rome at the beginning of the Christian era even took refuge in what is now Erbil, in northern Iraq.

			There were between 1.3 and 1.5 million Christians in Iraq before the US invasion in 2003. Taking advantage of the chaos that ensued, sectarians persecuted the Christians from the start of that ill-fated intervention. It was bad for religious and ethnic minorities under Hussein, but it has been immeasurably worse in the aftermath. The Christian population had been driven down to 500,000 before ISIS began its genocidal campaign. Now just a small remnant remains.

			The current tragedy has transpired against the backdrop of a centuries-old persecution of minorities combined with the ever-simmering sectarian conflict between Sunni and Shia Muslims. A tenacious Sunni minority dominated modern Iraq since the 1920s, and the dictator Saddam Hussein suppressed the Shia especially brutally. When the United States unseated Saddam, the tables were turned in favor of the Shia. Sectarian tension turned even more violent when Sunni Al-Qaeda in Iraq blew up the al-Askari Shrine, one of the holiest sites for Shia, in Samarra in February 2006. Religious and ethnic minorities, already subject to a long history of attacks, were caught between the combatants and targeted further.

			When ISIS savagely drove Christians from their Mosul and Nineveh homelands in the summer of 2014, over 100,000 of them sought refuge in the semi-autonomous Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Most of these ended up in Erbil, the Kurdish capital, where it fell to the Chaldean Catholic Archdiocese of Erbil, under the leadership of Archbishop Bashar Warda, to provide food, shelter, and medicine to Chaldean and Syriac Catholics; Orthodox, Assyrian, and Armenian Christians; as well as to scattered groups of Yazidis and Muslims who sought help from Erbil’s Christian community.

			The fate of Iraqi religious and ethnic minorities has also rested, in part, in other hands: the United Nations, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and State Department, other bilateral assistance programs, and a host of non-governmental relief agencies and church entities. As this book painfully describes, the global response has often been woefully inadequate.

			In these agonizing years, what has it been like to be an internally displaced Christian in Iraq? What has it been like to be a bishop, priest, or layperson responsible for caring for internally displaced people (IDPs)? Stephen Rasche’s book searingly answers these questions.

			Rasche is an American lawyer who had been working on projects in Iraq since 2007. In the wake of the ISIS attacks in 2014, his friend Archbishop Warda upended his life by asking him to remain in Erbil to provide full-time counsel and help to Christians and other genocide survivors in the care of the bishop. After what was admittedly a difficult reflection, Rasche accepted this challenging assignment. Since then, he has coordinated assistance to the IDPs and served as their main point of contact with governments, the United Nations, aid groups, journalists, diaspora organizations, and other entities around the world, shuttling between Iraq, the United States, and Europe.

			Rasche has been in the trenches with the embattled minorities, including living months at a time out in the disputed lands where the displaced hoped somehow to return. There is perhaps no more informed western witness to the plight of the survivors and to the scandal of the world’s disjointed efforts to help them.

			The Disappearing People is not a history book. It is a poignant series of painful vignettes about unfulfilled promises, bureaucratic cul-de-sacs, and inefficient, ineffective, and expensive United Nations assistance programs. It shows the heartbreaking impact of foreign governments’ refusal to provide effective help for the displaced minorities to remain in their ancestral homelands, and their particular and puzzling aversion to funding the faith-based entities dedicated to serving genocide survivors on the ground. And it chronicles the complicity of the government of Iraq and the international community in the Iran-backed militias’ attempted colonization of Christian and Yazidi villages on the Nineveh Plains, or at least, their ineptness in countering this colonization.

			As a former senior official at USAID and a former executive at World Vision, I am quite familiar with the real difficulties of working in and with government bureaucracies, and I am fully aware of the rationales given to justify inaction. I also know that much good has and is being done by international and national aid agencies, including USAID, and there are dedicated public servants here who have tried to do their best to make a difference. But nevertheless, there is no denying three indisputable facts:

			First, Christians are on the verge of disappearing from Iraq and other countries in the Middle East. We have simply failed to stop the bleeding. Without the timely, sacrificial support of Aid to the Church in Need, the Knights of Columbus, and the government of Hungary, who all stepped in early on when American and other international assistance was not reaching the internally displaced Christians, the situation would have been immeasurably worse.

			Second, all of our rhetoric and promises have rarely resulted in effective, timely programming. When help has arrived—if at all—it has often come after the IDPs’ opportunity to return home has been lost or significantly reduced. Illustrative of the problem is USAID’s initial, disastrous failure to faithfully implement Vice President Mike Pence’s promise on October 26, 2017, that assistance would flow “directly” to religious minorities in Iraq. Not until two years later, in early October 2019, did USAID finally announce the first of such “direct assistance” awards—six grants totaling $4 million, including $710,000 to the Catholic University of Erbil (founded and supported by the Chaldean Archdiocese of Erbil) to provide classes in basic business and employment skills for the victims of genocide. USAID Administrator Mark Green on October 3, 2019, frankly acknowledged in the following tweet that no direct awards to ethnic and religious minorities in Iraq had, in fact, occurred in over a decade and a half.

			USAID’s New Partnership Initiative helps us engage with new, local partners. In Iraq, this allows us to partner directly with local organizations for the first time in 16 years, helping ethnic and religious minority communities rebuild after ISIS genocide.1

			About the same time, USAID announced a $6.8 million grant to the NGO Catholic Relief Services (a long-time USAID partner globally). A portion of this grant was to provide food vouchers for displaced persons in Erbil (Christians and Yazidis—including many whom the Chaldean Archdiocese of Erbil had struggled for five years to care for with no US government or UN support). USAID also announced awards of $9 million each to its long-time partner, the UN’s International Organization of Migration (IOM), and the evangelical relief NGO Samaritan’s Purse (another long-time USAID global partner) for “the return and recovery of displaced religious and ethnic minorities.”

			Much good can come from this programming, it is hoped; the problem is that 90 percent of the Christians have already fled the country—many during the previous five years when we had failed to respond quickly and in a way which targeted the IDPs where they actually were and with what they most needed. Ignoring the repeated specific requests, nearly all of them modest and eminently practical, from the IDPs and their representatives, aid agencies, including the UN and USAID, instead produced their own sets of priorities and forced all aid assistance through their own paradigms. The result has been a questionable use of enormous amounts of funding, and, most tragically, an ongoing failure to substantively change the trajectory of survival for the displaced Christians and Yazidis themselves.

			The US government claims to have spent more than $340 million since the vice president’s October 2017 policy statement on supporting religious and ethnic minorities in Iraq. But the main measure of success has seemed to be whether money was spent and how much, not whether aid has effectively stemmed the exodus of these genocide survivors out of Iraq. Funds have mainly gone for large infrastructure projects in the Nineveh Plains, even though this region has been mainly depopulated of religious and ethnic minorities.

			Meanwhile, many of the displaced minorities have been unable to return to their homelands for security reasons, because their houses are still in shambles (a need USAID said it could not address), or because the decimated local economy does not allow them to support their families. Yet until late 2019, the US government had failed to authorize monies to help these IDPs maintain survivability in the areas outside Nineveh (namely Erbil but also in other enclaves throughout Iraq) where most of them had been forced to flee and have been living, thus increasing the pressure on them to leave Iraq entirely.

			For Western decision makers and aid organizations, arguing about the reasons we have failed to move quickly or effectively in the past five years does not get us very far and is not a good use of time. At the end of the day, the vast majority of the Christians and other minorities have already disappeared while we failed to respond in a way which could stem the outflow.

			The point of Rasche’s book is to take us inside the Christian community and, to an extent, the Yazidi community as well—into their uncertainty and fears, concrete needs, hopes, deep frustrations, and agonizing decisions of whether to stay or give up on Iraq and simply leave. It is a moving insight into what it is like to be part of a “disappearing people” who often have been forgotten and abandoned.

			Third, beyond the inadequacies of bureaucratic assistance delivery, US national security policy and USAID failed to grasp fully the critical importance of protecting pluralism and the rights and needs of all religious and ethnic minorities, including Christians. The empirical evidence overwhelmingly affirms that protecting the presence of multi-ethnic and multi-religious communities is a powerful indicator of what leads to peace and stability. Nilay Saiya’s Weapon of Peace: How Religious Liberty Combats Terrorism provides compelling, empirical evidence that this, in fact, is the case.

			Religious freedom is essential to our national security. That is why Democratic and Republican presidents have included support for religious freedom in every National Security Strategy of the United States since 1997 (the first NSS to refer to it), with 2010 as the only exception. It therefore follows that a programmatic commitment to religious freedom should be part of our disaster assistance response.

			Following conflicts in which people are targeted and displaced because of their faith, there is a very limited window of time to help the displaced return to their homes—a window that will rapidly close if we do not move with urgency. We ought to prioritize assistance that enables religious and ethnic minorities to survive and thrive, not just because it is “right” to help survivors but because it is prudent. These are not niche matters that the State Department or USAID can attend to after the “big” issues are resolved or when sufficient pressure arises from the outside to compel the US government to help.

			If we really understood that it is essential for religious and ethnic minorities to survive as a matter of national and regional security, then momentum would be generated, which would sweep away the bureaucratic maneuvering, political infighting and delays that bogged down the delivery of effective and timely assistance to religious and ethnic minorities in Iraq these last five years.

			The Office of Foreign and Disaster Assistance at USAID has a much-deserved reputation for being able to move quickly and efficiently when lives hang in the balance after a natural catastrophe. But when it comes to the survival of genocide-targeted communities in Iraq, USAID as a whole has lacked that same sense of priority or urgency. In the critical period following the defeat of ISIS, the UN and USAID prioritized returning IDPs to Mosul, most of whom were Muslim, rather than insisting that both majority and minority groups would be assisted. A considerably higher percentage of non-minorities returned to their homes than minorities, and as a result, minority homes and lands slipped into other hands, with very little chance of ever returning to their original owners.

			While Rasche’s book allows the reader to incarnate the harrowing, on-the-ground realities of these three facts, it is not just an interesting period piece about the plight of disappearing Christian and Yazidi minorities in Iraq. It is a book that compels us to learn from our failures as we continue to partner with Christians and Yazidis holding on in Iraq, and, one would hope, will empower our policies and programming relative to minorities elsewhere in the world in dire need of focused and effective assistance.

			On the basis of what we have learned, we ought to do the following in Iraq:

			First, the Christian population in Iraq may be down 90 percent, but that is no excuse to avoid effectively supporting those who remain and other displaced minorities where they are currently. Economic assistance programs ought to ensure that their needs are met and that they can sustain themselves in northern Iraq and in the remaining enclaves in the south. Our policy needs to be agile and inclusive enough to pivot between rebuilding the Nineveh Plains, the homeland to which many Christian IDPs still hope to return, and other areas, including the city of Erbil, where many remaining IDPs currently live. There are promising signs at the end of 2019 that USAID is beginning to do more directly with and for the IDPs where they actually are. These efforts must continue.

			Second, we ought to have serious programming to help religious and ethnic minority refugees stranded in Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon. If Iraq can stabilize, then we ought to help these refugees return to Iraq where possible, and do so safely, voluntarily, and with dignity. If Iraq does not stabilize in the near or medium term, we ought to help them resettle somewhere else in the world, including in the United States. The plight of these refugees bears the clear fingerprints of US foreign policy decisions made by both political parties—decisions for which the refugees themselves are wholly innocent. Summoning the political courage to address this honestly should not lie beyond us.

			Third, we must ensure that the administration issues written policy directives which make it clear that US foreign assistance can and should prioritize direct investments in indigenous Iraqi entities, including faith-based entities. Throughout the crisis, there has been no US law or USAID and State Department rule or regulation prohibiting this kind of partnering. But because of ongoing bureaucratic intransigence or resistance, Congress unanimously passed the bipartisan Iraq and Syria Genocide Relief and Accountability Act, authored by Rep. Chris Smith (R) and lead cosponsored by Rep. Anna Eshoo (D), which clearly authorizes such assistance. President Donald Trump signed it into law on December 11, 2018, at an Oval Office ceremony.

			During my time with USAID, we provided assistance directly through a wide variety of faith-based organizations, including indigenous religious ones, with PEPFAR (the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief) as part of the successful global fight against HIV/AIDS. The initial tranche of USAID New Partners Initiative grants in Iraq announced in October 2019 indicated a growing willingness to replicate best practices from PEPFAR, and such initiatives should be continued and expanded.

			However, there are unquestionably those within the bureaucracy who presume indigenous entities are unable to capably deliver assistance, despite compelling facts to the contrary. Worse, some of these same bureaucrats believe that it is unconstitutional and discriminatory to assist entities—especially indigenous faith-based ones—where the intention is to specifically help minority religious and ethnic communities facing persecution. They hold this position even to the point of ignoring US law.

			Their view overlooks the uncontestable fact that small genocide-targeted minorities are uniquely at-risk, while larger religious and ethnic communities face no such existential threat. The purpose of directed assistance is to enable these communities to survive, not unjust favoritism.

			Legal and procurement guidelines must be written and enforced to make it clear that it is in our national interest for US foreign assistance programs to partner with faith-based entities where justified, including indigenous ones.

			Fourth, we need to ensure that US national security policy—including federal budgets, USAID and State Department policies, rules, regulations, and funding decisions—fully and explicitly prioritize protecting religious freedom and the survival of religious and ethnic minorities in troubled regions of the world. It is wonderful and indeed consistent with our highest ideals as a country if we defend and assist ethnic and religious minorities because we care deeply for those who suffer. But it is also critical to understand that promoting religious freedom and enabling religious and ethnic minorities to survive and thrive is really in our own national security best interests and key to a healthy, stable, and peaceful world.

			I would like to conclude with the words of Chaldean Catholic Bishop of Aleppo Antoine Audo, for they remind us of why Christians and other minorities matter.

			It’s important for us as Christians to be alive in the original lands of our fathers in the Middle East. Not only for us but for the church in the world…We have a long history of living together with Muslim people….it is very important to have Christian-Arab presence. If we lose it, I am convinced it will be a big loss for Islam, too.2

			 

			Kent R. Hill is Senior Fellow for Eurasia, Middle East and Islam at the Religious Freedom Institute in Washington, DC. He is a former acting Administrator at USAID, where he also served as Assistant Administrator for the Bureau of Global Health and Assistant Administrator for the Bureau for Europe and Eurasia. Hill served as Senior Vice President of International Programs for World Vision and as Vice President of Character Development at the Templeton Foundation. Hill holds a PhD in Russian History from the University of Washington and, from 1992 to 2001, served as President of Eastern Nazarene College.

			
		


		
			Introduction


			A word on how I ended up in the position to write this book:

			I had been living in the midst of the ISIS war in Iraq for over three years when I decided to begin writing this book. I had been encouraged to do so on many occasions by people who heard myself and others speak about what was taking place in Iraq. While the scenes of ISIS terror were known in a general sense to most in the US, the specific realities of the displacement and suffering of the minorities, including Christians, was something that was far less clearly understood, and that the ancient Christian communities were now on the brink of extinction was something barely understood at all.3 Although it was becoming increasingly clear that the story needed to be told to a broader audience, I remained hesitant for two reasons.

			First, as a matter of practical reality, I was concerned for my safety. I was a member of the staff of the Chaldean Catholic Archdiocese of Erbil. I held a brief with significant responsibilities in the stabilization and restoration of the Christian towns in Nineveh, as they were slowly freed from the grip of ISIS. During this time, I lived with and among the priests and people of these ancient communities. My ability to move about in the country, and be effective, lay in large measure to the low-profile manner I had adopted over many years of working in the region. To speak in front of a small group of think tank experts in Washington, DC, or testify as a witness at a low-visibility government hearing in the West, was one thing. To invite the kind of attention that came from writing a book and to speak about it in the broader media was quite another. I still had a lot of work left to do and telling the truth of what had actually taken place would, in some cases, mean going through a one-way door, one that I might not be able to go back through again.

			Second, there was no clear end in sight for the Christians of Iraq. The aid that finally started to come was often misplaced and thwarted by corruption and outside politics. Security in the recovered towns remained tenuous, with new bands of oppressors taking the place of ISIS. ISIS itself was going underground, but it was not going away into history. “They shaved their beards,” said one Iraqi Christian priest to me as we drove through the former ISIS stronghold of Telkayf, “but not their brains.”

			So why then did I decide to write this book now? In the simplest terms, because the sand has nearly run out in the hourglass that is Christianity in Iraq. Many of the other Christian communities of the Middle East are not far behind. And although there is still time left for small remnants of hope, if they are not acted upon now, this history of two thousand years will see its final chapters in our lifetimes—much of it perhaps even within this coming decade. But if any responsive, effective plan of action is to have purpose, it will need to be based in new thinking, which admits the reality of the situation, unclouded by Western aspirational paradigms, and the knee-jerk tendency to resort to claims of phobias and bias, which serve only to obscure truth.

			There were, within living memory, over 1.3 million Christians in Iraq. There are, by most reliable counts, fewer than 150,000 today.4 That is truth, and none of it happened naturally. It happened because of human-imposed conduct and policy, which had direct and foreseeable, even intended, consequences. A proper introduction to the situation we faced can be found in these excerpts of testimony below from myself and the courageous Yazidi survivor, Ms. Shireen, during our first testimony before Congress in 2016.5

			STEPHEN M. RASCHE, ESQ., LEGAL COUNSEL AND DIRECTOR OF IDP RESETTLEMENT PROGRAMS, CHALDEAN CATHOLIC ARCHDIOCESE OF ERBIL, KURDISTAN REGION, IRAQ

			Mr. RASCHE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and distinguished members of the Commission, for allowing me to speak to you today on behalf of the persecuted Christians of Northern Iraq, who as of today number barely 200,000, down from over 1.5 million just 13 years ago.

			Again, my name is Stephen Rasche and I serve on the staff of the Chaldean Catholic Archdiocese of Erbil in the Kurdistan region of Northern Iraq. And my intention here this morning is to give you a brief overview of the work we’re doing and address our future needs and concerns.

			At present, we at the archdiocese are serving the various needs of approximately 10,500 displaced families—IDPs in our language. The majority of these were originally Christian residents of Mosul and the Nineveh Plain. Within this overall number, nearly 6,000 families are presently receiving housing rental assistance at a total cost of approximately $650,000 per month. Our food package program serves over 10,000 families at a cost of approximately $720,000 per month, and our medical clinics serve over 6,000 families per month, at a total cost of about $80,000 per month, inclusive of all medicines.

			While our responsibility at the archdiocese lies primarily with service to the Christian IDPs, we have regularly extended care to non-Christians as well. We do that as part of our mission. Our schools and medical clinics serve the Yazidis and Muslim IDPs, and our food and housing rental programs include many Yazidi families.

			All of this work has been done using, exclusively, private aid, which today totals approximately $26 million since the outset of the recent crisis beginning in August of 2014. Our largest donors include the European-based Aid to the Church in Need, the Knights of Columbus, the U.S.-based Nazarene Fund, the Italian Episcopal Conference, the Chaldean Churches of the USA, and Caritas of Italy.

			Members of this Commission, it is no exaggeration to say that without these private donors, the situation for Christians in Northern Iraq would have already collapsed and the vast majority of these families would, without question, have already joined the refugee diaspora now destabilizing the Middle East and Europe.

			I say this because, throughout this entire period of crisis, other than initial supplies of tents and tarps, the Christian community in Iraq has received no funding from any U.S. aid agencies or the U.N. The reason for this, we are told repeatedly, lies in the Individual Needs Policy rigidly—in the present case, we would argue, blindly—adhered to by the U.S. Government and the U.N., as well as other U.S.-backed aid agencies.

			Specifically, when we’ve approached any of these agencies regarding the provision of aid funding to the Christians, we’ve been told that we’ve done too well in our private efforts, and that the standards we’ve provided for our people exceed the minimum Individual Needs standards currently within the capabilities of those agencies. Counterarguments from us that the needs of our perishing population require a different standard of evaluation are met with vague sympathy but little else.

			With all this as background—and as the time of forced displacement is now over two years—our private donors are running out of the ability to sustain our current level of care. And this brings us to two critical points to share with this Commission this morning.

			First, while the standard of care being received by Christians may, in fact, marginally exceed that being provided elsewhere by the U.N. and similar organizations, there are no other groups in Iraq that are facing the existential threat now being faced by the Christians. This enhanced level of care is critical if we are to keep the Christian community viable in Iraq.

			Secondly, from a moral standpoint, the uniquely endangered status of the Christian population, in our view, requires that they be viewed not as individuals, using the standard Individual Needs assessment, but rather as a group threatened with extinction as a people, the victims of genocide and historical violence which seeks to remove them permanently from their ancestral homes.

			In response to a follow-up question from the chair:

			Mr. RASCHE. Yes, Mr. Chairman. As I said in my written testimony, the needs that we are meeting are fundamental daily needs: shelter, food, medicine. They’re not the type of needs that allow for us to tell people, ‘‘Hold on, it’s coming in 6 months or 8 months or 12 months.’’ They’re at our door every morning, and our situation is one where we say, ‘‘We wake up every morning and we rob 6 Peters to pay 12 Pauls.’’ We do that every day and we’ve been doing it every day for two years.

			We are responsible for these people, and in the absence of government aid, we won’t stop taking care of them. We will do what we need to do to find that aid wherever we need to find it.

			The people, especially the Christians of the Kurdistan region in northern Iraq, view the Americans at present as their natural partners, and in all frankness, believe that the U.S. has a special moral role to play in this rebuilding.

			But it is a real issue for us in that our donors are experiencing donor fatigue on their end. There’s only so long that you can be asking private aid dollars to take care of these situations.

			As far as how quickly removal of this aid would result in trouble for us, I fully expect that we would see riots in 30 to 60 days if this private funding that we’re now relying upon was pulled. There are indications that the people are close to that point. The people know that they are not receiving any aid from the U.S. Government. The people in the camps, the Christians in the camps, they know that they’re not receiving any aid from the United States, and they question why is that [sic]. And these are difficult questions for us to answer. Again, we’re not sheltered from these. People come directly to our faces every day and ask us about that. So the need for us, it’s acute.

			STATEMENT OF SHIREEN JERDO IBRAHIM, YAZIDI SURVIVOR OF ISIS ENSLAVEMENT6

			[The following written statement was provided in addition to Ms. Shireen’s testimony.]

			Ladies and gentlemen, Members of Congress, thank you for inviting me.

			My name is Shireen Jerdo Ibrahim and I am 31 years old. I am one of the thousands of Yazidi survivors. I grew up in Rambusi village, close to Sinjar town, South side of Mount Sinjar. Prior to August 2014, I was living a simple life with my family in our rural area, however, ISIS came and took over our homeland after the withdrawal of Kurdish Peshmerga forces. On August 3rd, 2014, my sister with her children were visiting us and we were preparing to celebrate our mid-summer feast (festival), when I heard the sound of gun-shots from Gerzarek, Seba Sheikh Khider and Tel-Azer (Yazidi complexes, Southern Sinjar), I called my cousin and my uncle, they said that Peshmerga security forces withdrew from the area and that ISIS has attacked our towns. My relatives advised us to escape.

			We prepared some stuff and locked the doors of our house. Then we all got into our little pick-up truck and headed toward Sinjar Mountain. By the time we arrived at the foothills of the Mountain, our vehicle broke down, we decided to continue on foot. While we were walking along the road, three cars loaded with ISIS militants arrived and stopped us, they asked all of us to give up weapons and cell phones. I turned off my phone immediately and putted it inside my sock. My family and I among many other Yazidi families were arrested by ISIS and moved to a wedding hall near Sinjar city.

			We were ordered and threatened by ISIS militants to get off the trucks they had loaded us into. After we stepped out of the trucks, the militants shot three bullets into a young Yazidi man’s head killing him because he said he wanted to wait for his family to arrive. Our tragedy began from here as they moved all the abducts to the government office inside Sinjar district. ISIS militants separated Yazidi girls for the rest of us by force. My sister, Sahera, was about 15 years old and she was the second girl that was taken. Her hand was in my hand and she was throwing up and crying. She was wearing a dress I had made for her, I was crying and begging them to not take her. One of the militants hit my back with his weapon. Then they forced us all into buses and took us to Badoosh jail.

			The jail smelled dirty and there was blood everywhere on the floor. While were all crammed together and terrified, the jail was targeted by US coalition airstrike. As a result, they moved us to Tal-Afar district where ISIS leaders who are responsible for our kidnapping and selling were there. One of them called Haji Mahdi who is from Tel afar and another called Abu Ali from Mosul. I recognized Abu Ali on television when he was escaping from Talafar among IDPs where he was interviewed on Kurdish TV (Rudaw). He is responsible for separating me from my family and selling and enslaving me with many other Yazidi girls. I heard that he now lives in IDPs camp close to Mosul and there is no one to punish him for his crimes against me and against Yazidi community. There are thousands of ISIS militants like Abu Ali who committed crimes against Yazidis and today, they are free without punishment.

			From Tel -afar I was sold to a person from Raqa city in Syria, In Raqa they tortured me because I refused to talk. From Raqa they sold me again to a person from Mosul city. I was sold and bought as a cheap commodity for more than five times. Some girls were sold as cheap as few dollars. I spend nine months in captivity under ISIS; it was like hell. They performed an abdominal surgery on me while in Mosul city and until now, I am suffering from the effects of it. I don’t know why they operated on me or what kind of a procedure was done on my body. They committed all kinds of atrocious crimes against us including mass killing, sexual enslavement, and forced conversion.

			Today as I speak here before you, 19 members of my family and my relatives are missing. They may be killed or still in captivity but we don’t know anything about them. Many countries including United states and the United Nations recognized the Yazidi genocide, however our hope was there will be steps following that to provide justice and protection for my people. We are still waiting for action and the liberation of thousands of Yazidis from ISIS captivity. Today, in the liberated areas of Yazidi homeland, there are more than 40 mass graves.

			Our homes and lives were destroyed by ISIS, however, we still hope that our homeland will be re-built, so that Yazidis, Christians and other minorities can find peace again, because this was our ancient homeland where we once co-existed as brothers and sisters.

			In conclusion, I want to let you know of one thing which I hope you will take serious measures to consider; Yazidis, Christians and other religious minorities, especially the non-Muslim minorities, cannot survive in Syria and Iraq under the current conditions. Without serious action from you and the world governments many of these people will continue to flee their ancient homelands of Syria and Iraq. The protection of these minorities means that one day, my people will not become extinct. Thank you.

			As with all tragedies of such a scale as the disappearance of a group of people, there are few parties who are wholly innocent in this story. The roles of political Islam and radical Islamist ideology must be considered in any honest analysis of what has happened to the Christians in the countries under their control. Western foreign policy, international aid policy, and even the actions and behaviors of the Middle Eastern Christians themselves have all played a role in the tragically accelerating decline of the past few decades.7

			While the story of the Christians in Iraq is the primary focal lens through which the overall disappearance of Christians is examined, other remaining Christian populations of the Middle East, including those waiting for resettlement in the diaspora, will also be woven into the story. While working within the Church over the years, I often traveled to meet with clergy and laypeople from these countries as our stories and work were so often intertwined. Although a comprehensive survey of the endangered nature of Christianity in the Middle East is beyond the scope of this book, the overall pattern, it is hoped, will become clear.

			In my own journey, I had first arrived in Iraq in 2007 while the Bush administration reconstruction efforts were underway. As an international transactions lawyer, I signed on to an effort working on various infrastructure efforts within the country, primarily in the Kurdistan Region in the north. In 2010, under a new administration seeking largely to disengage from Iraq, our commercial reasons for being there were nearing an end, and I was dispatched to roll up operations.

			As my work was winding down, I made a courtesy call to the recently installed archbishop of Erbil, his Grace Bashar Warda, CSsR (the Redemptorists). I worked closely with many Iraqi Christians during the previous years, and I was reasonably well-known within the community. When I asked the archbishop what I could do to help them on my way out, his reply was characteristic of the blunt charm I would come to know well over the coming years.

			“Well,” he said, “you Americans have left us quite a mess here. You could stay involved and help me fix it.” So began a period of several years of pro bono work where I helped produce feasibility plans, worked to develop commercial interest in the Christian regions, and traveled back and forth between the US and Iraq several times each year.

			Then came the ISIS onslaught of 2014, beginning with the storming of Mosul. As reported in The Guardian on June 11, 2014, “Iraq is facing its gravest test since the US-led invasion more than a decade ago, after its army capitulated to Islamist insurgents who have seized four cities and pillaged military bases and banks, in a lightning campaign which seems poised to fuel a cross-border insurgency endangering the entire region…. Senior government officials in Baghdad were…shocked, accusing the army of betrayal and claiming the sacking of the city [Mosul] was a strategic disaster that would imperil Iraq’s borders…. The developments seriously undermine US claims to have established a unified and competent military after more than a decade of training.”8

			My scheduled trip to Iraq in July was postponed because of the uncertainty surrounding the takeover of Mosul, just over an hour by car from the Kurdish capital of Erbil. Through an uneasy July, where the Kurdish Peshmerga forces held a wary watch in the towns to the east and north of Mosul, the Christians waited. By August, a full-blown crisis had arrived. In another wave of lightning attacks, ISIS fighters blasted their way into the remainder of Nineveh Province so that, by the third week of August, there were nearly one million displaced people fleeing Mosul, Sinjar, and Nineveh, close to 200,000 of them Christians.9 The pleas for help came almost immediately from all of those that I knew in the Christian community, including the archbishop. But how could I help?

			I was fully engaged in multiple projects in the US at the time, and whenever I raised the issue of Iraq with my colleagues and friends, the response was distant, cautious, and, often, afraid. The sheer barbarism and violence of ISIS was being broadcast nonstop. Americans were weary of more horrific news coming from a wounded and failing country.

			Still, for reasons that remain unclear to me, and after a period of difficult discernment, I resolved to go. While I tried to rationalize over the futility of it all, I had many of these Iraqis’ photos on my wall. They were my friends. They were calling out in dire need. I was sure I could do something, even if I did not know precisely what it was. A long afternoon spent in discussion with an elderly Lithuanian priest at the Franciscan Monastery in Kennebunkport, Maine, helped me to trust in the sense that this call had purpose.  He had survived the Nazis and then the Soviets before finally arriving as a refugee in the US many years earlier and understood fully what was at issue both for myself and those I would be trying to serve.

			By December of 2014, I had cashed in whatever chips I had available, and just after Christmas, I boarded a flight from Boston to Frankfurt then onto Iraq and Erbil. Erbil, at that time, was one of the largest concentrations of displaced people on earth. In a short time, I was fully installed within the staff of the archdiocese, handling every task that any international lawyer might know, and many more that they would not. For better or worse, aside from family and the closest of friends, I left my US world behind for the next four years.

			There in northern Iraq, in a country fully at war, I settled in with a handful of clergy, sisters, and laypeople. The responsibility of nearly 150,000 homeless Christians had been laid upon us. We lived oftentimes without power and water, freezing in the winter, scorched and parched in the blazing inferno of summer. Daily, we looked at each other and at the responsibility in front of us. Thousands of desperate and desolate people coming to our door, standing patiently in our simple offices, asking for help. They needed some money for food, help getting medicine, and a place to live or at least to sleep. Through this all, we worked, we persevered, and we prayed. And as each new day would come, we would move through it all over again.

			My heart will always be with them, with those who were there in the darkest days and know what happened. This story, in the end, is theirs, and I pray that I will have done them justice in my telling of it.

			This book is not intended as an authoritative history. It is instead a story of what happened, and what is happening now, to the Christians of Iraq and the Middle East. It is written, for the most part, from things seen or experienced firsthand. It was not written from the comforts of a research center with regular amenities like power and water, but in the midst of a country at war. Much of it was compiled with written notes or voice memos captured in spare moments when peace and quiet could be found. Such moments were often few and far between.

			As the draft manuscript of this book neared completion in the spring and summer of 2019, the streets around the church complex where we lived in Erbil were increasingly patrolled by heavily-armed security teams on the watch for ISIS and other terrorist operators. Warnings of specific threats now followed one after the other. On Easter Sunday, as the world watched, reports were issued out of Sri Lanka about the bombings of church goers.10 We all knew that the same evil existed around us, lurking, waiting for an opportunity to kill again. We had all been resigned to its existence and its smoke hung above and around us always.

			Perhaps in due time, there will be a more scholarly study of the complex history and environment of the Christians of Iraq. As for us, we were exhausted down to our very marrow after nearly five years of war, displacement, and struggle. In my room in Erbil, I kept a reproduction of Albrecht Dürer’s Saint Jerome in His Study and wondered if ever there would come a time when any of us could work in such tranquility. But for this book, there was nothing ideal about trying to write it now, except that now is when it is needed. I hope that the reader will understand the stretched circumstances in which we lived and worked and forgive any shortcomings, both in this book and in what we have done, as best they can.

			One final word. In January of 2020, just as this book was going to press, a broken and paralyzed Iraq became the open battleground between the U.S. on one side and Iran and its proxies on the other. While the final impact of this conflict may not play out fully for many months or even years, the plight of the Iraqi Christians there will remain, together with their small rays of hope for survival. In whatever state Iraq may exist at the end of the U.S.-Iran showdown, the realities faced by the Christians in this book will need the same understanding and response if they are to avoid a final disappearance in our lifetime.
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