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EWTN To Showcase Plight of Christians in Iraq

New Documentary Series Brings Worldwide Attention to Untold Story
Irondale, AL (EWTN) – EWTN Global Catholic Network will focus worldwide attention on Christian persecution in Iraq with a series of three documentaries by Italian filmmaker Elisabetta Valgiusti. At great personal risk, this single woman traveled into Iraq – alone – to talk to Christians and find out about their daily lives.

“The Western media has focused much attention on the tragedy in Darfur and the difficulties of the Tibetan monks,” said EWTN President Michael P. Warsaw. “But few, if any, media outlets have given much attention to the plight of Christians in Iraq – until now. That’s why these original documentaries are so important to EWTN.”
Valgiusti went into Iraq armed with little more than personal courage born of her faith.
 “I went there and I didn’t know anybody and it was so risky and so dangerous,” she said. “It’s something which really makes you think [about] life. … [T]he Lord showed me and I just followed.”

Valgiusti, who is known for filming the dramatic destruction of Orthodox monasteries in Kosovo in March 2004, now wondered:

· What is it like to live in Iraq if you are a Christian?

· Are Christians able to practice their faith? 

· What dangers do they face? 

· Why do some Iraqi Christians stay in their country while others flee? 

· How can the Western world help?

These are just a few of the questions that are answered in a series of three documentaries, to be televised this summer and fall on EWTN. 

“Christians of Nineveh” showcases the daily lives of Christians in 2005, before persecution became a big problem. 

“It shows my surprise,” Valgiusti said. “I found myself in some villages in which [the Iraqi Christians] live like [we do] in some Italian villages. I didn’t expect them to be so shining, so peaceful and so loveable…. This peaceful feeling, [it’s] like a miracle, something you don’t expect.”

However, in the two years following the making of that first documentary, conditions changed. The members of one of the families Valgiusti profiles in her second documentary, “Iraq’s Christians,” were forced from their home and their jobs. The family has been split apart and forced to move many times while the husband of one of the women was murdered. 
A third documentary, “Christians in Syria and Jordan,” which is being co-produced with EWTN, is still in production and will air this fall.

The stories of Christian persecution in the region have struck a chord with some in the U.S. Caldean Catholic community, who had the opportunity to preview them. Kamal Al Sawaf has two brothers who had to flee Iraq with their families. 
“We were very happy that somebody took a look at this and reported about it,” he said, after viewing the first two documentaries. “They were very well done. It’s very sad to watch what these families have been through. We’re hoping that something can be done.”
The courageous Valgiusti admits she was afraid to enter Iraq before the filming of her second documentary, but she didn’t allow her fears to keep her from returning to a country and a people she has come to love. Amazingly, Valgiusti was able to film not only the Iraqi people, but many priests and bishops, who freely spoke about their situation on camera.

“They’re never afraid,” she said. “That’s something that scares me a lot. Most of my fears are for them. I think they are very courageous to speak out. But … they feel that’s their country. They’re very proud to be Iraqi. … You can feel they love their country. … They are the original inhabitants of that area. Christians [have been] there since the first century of Christianity. They kept being there after Islam came in 633.”

While most people think the only solution to the crisis is to provide visas to embattled Christians, Valgiusti said that the Western world needs to help those Christians who want to remain in Iraq to do so.

Despite the dangers they face from what Valgiusti calls “fundamentalist criminals,” her powerful films showcase the incredible and lengthy history of Christians in Iraq, the strength of the local church and the many churches and monasteries that dot the hills and plains of Iraq. It’s something most Westerners have not had the opportunity to view.
“I think the plight of the Christian in Iraq is one of the great untold stories of our time,” said Doug Keck, EWTN Senior Vice President of Programming and Production.

Valgiusti says she hopes her work demonstrates that “Christian culture has been part of the beginning of Islam – so culturally, there is a bridge, a way in which Islam grows … on the Christian traditions … It would make a lot more sense to talk about these things instead of [about] conflicts between Christians and Muslims.”

Valgiusti would like to help build that bridge, and she encourages the outside world to do the same. The filmmaker says that Westerners can help Christians remain in Iraq by helping to build schools and to create jobs. Historically, Christians in Iraq are fairly well-to-do, thanks to a good education and good jobs – and that benefits everyone.

“If Christians have their work, if they are doing fine, relationships with Muslims are much easier,” she said. 

Valgiusti would also like to see Christians in the West, particularly Iraqi Christians – as well as all people of good will in the United States – bring more attention to the suffering of their brothers and sisters in the Middle East.

“Make things happen,” Valgiusti said. “Stimulate public opinion, stimulate churches, [stimulate] the media” to talk about this problem and to let the Iraqi government know that the world cares.

One of Valgiusti’s Iraqi Muslim friends noted that Sunni and Shite people in the West often help Muslims in the East, but “Western Christians [generally] don’t help Eastern Christians.”
Valgiusti is especially concerned about the lack of media attention. When a bishop is killed, she says the media will spend a day or two talking about it, but then the silence resumes. But even when hundreds of Christians are killed or tortured, she says there is almost no publicity.

“It makes you hysterical,” she said. “It makes you feel very sad, very upset … When you have to go do things, you are alone and nobody really helps.”

Valgiusti is grateful to EWTN for helping bring the world’s attention to her documentaries about the Iraqi Christians’ plight and for co-producing her third documentary on the subject.

“I feel like I have some friends,” she said. “I feel like there are people [who] care. That makes me so happy. I feel like it’s a miracle that [EWTN] found me.” 
Note: Visit our website, www.ewtn.com, for dates and times of these documentaries, a podcast of EWTN’s exclusive interview with the filmmaker, and an excerpt from “The World Over’s” exclusive interview with President Bush in which he acknowledges Christian persecution in Iraq for the first time.

EWTN Global Catholic Network, in its 27th year, is available in nearly 150 million television households in more than 140 countries and territories. With its direct broadcast satellite television and radio services, AM & FM radio networks, worldwide short-wave radio station, Internet website www.ewtn.com and publishing arm, EWTN, is the largest religious media network in the world.
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