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Pope Francis visits with the community at the Church of the Immaculate 
Conception in Qaraqosh, Iraq, March 7, 2021. (Paul Haring/CNS)  
 
ABOARD THE PAPAL FLIGHT FROM BAGHDAD — Pope Francis on March 8 
defended making a historic trip to Iraq, saying he was "aware of the risks" but hoped 
God would help protect people from infection. 

Francis said he was undecided about the trip but then prayed at length. He said the 
decision ultimately came to him "from within." 

Francis also responded during the press conference to conservative Catholics who 
criticize his focus in recent years on pursuing Christian-Muslim dialogue, saying he was 
only following the path set out by the 1962-65 Second Vatican Council. 

The pope said he knew he might be criticized for having a first-of-its-kind meeting in 
Iraq with Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, one of the world's most influential Muslim 
clerics. Francis' March 5-8 trip to Iraq included visits to six cities throughout the 
country. It was focused both on Christian-Muslim dialogue and encouraging the 
country's dwindling Christian community, which was persecuted by the brutal terrorist 
regime imposed by the Islamic State group in parts of the country from 2014 to 2017. 
Francis said his meeting with Sistani, whom many Iraqis consider an influential 
political and spiritual voice, "did good for my soul." The pope said that during their 45-
minute encounter he felt he was with "a great man, a wise man, a man of God." 

 
 

UR — Invoking the shared origins of Christians, Muslims and Jews steps from the Ziggurat 
ruins of the ancient city that the Prophet Abraham once called home, Pope Francis called on 
Iraq's religious leaders to help the country heal and rebuild following decades of violence.  He 
urged faith leaders to affirm that violence and extremism are "betrayals of religion" and that 
hatred of others is the "greatest blasphemy." 



The pope likewise pleaded that religious groups would not consider one another as enemies, 
referencing God's promise thousands of years ago to Abraham that his descendants would 
outnumber the stars in the night sky. 

"Anyone with the courage to look at the stars, anyone who believes in God, has no enemies to 
fight," said Francis. "He or she has only one enemy to face, an enemy that stands at the door of 
the heart and knocks to enter. That enemy is hatred." 

Some of the most dramatic moments of Francis' trip to Iraq came March 7 when the 
pontiff visited Mosul and Qaraqosh, two cities that had been overrun by the so-called 
Islamic State group and largely destroyed by the terrorists. Their churches had been 
desecrated and destroyed.  

 Pope Francis urged Iraqi Christians not to lose hope and not to seek vengeance over 
their suffering during the brutal Islamic State regime. 

 
 

Standing amid piles of the sand-colored brick rubble of four churches in a square in 
Mosul, under ISIS control from 2014 to 2017, the pontiff lamented the "tragic 
consequences of war and hostility," but said the desire for peace "can never be silenced 
by the blood spilled by those who pervert the name of God." 

Later at the al-Tahera Syriac cathedral in Qaraqosh, which was burned by ISIS fighters 
but organizers rushed to rebuild in time for the pope's historic visit, Francis said that 
even though much else would need to be rebuilt, the gathering "shows that terrorism 
and death never have the last word." 

These visits to Mosul, Qaraqosh and Irbil in the country's north are meant to encourage 
Iraqi Christians, who trace their lineage to the time of the apostles but have severely 
dwindled in numbers since the U.S.-led 2003 invasion and the rise and fall of ISIS. 
Hundreds of thousands have fled the country in the years since, because of the violence. 

Francis confessed, however, to feeling "much more tired" in Iraq than he had on his 32 
previous visits abroad. "The 84 years do not come alone," he said, in an apparent 
reference to his suffering from sciatica, a painful back condition that now forces him to 
limp. One journalist recalled to the pope, now in the eighth year of his papacy, how he 



had said in 2015 that he expected to have a short pontificate. Francis only smiled in 
response, holding out crossed fingers. Joshua J. McElwee of the National Catholic 
Reporter. 

 

 

 
 
 


