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Forced to Flee the Onslaught of ISIS
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Religious minorities in Iraq have been pushed to the edge of extinction. While this process has
significant historical roots, the actions of the Islamic State since 2014 have greatly accelerated this
process. In March 2016, the United States Department of State declared that it believed that the Islamic
State had committed genocide against Christians, Yazidis, and Shiite Muslims. This was only the second
time in the history of the United States that an active situation had been declared genocide.
The actions of the Islamic State seemed to confirm that a saying found in the Middle East remains grimly
germane: “first the Saturday People, then the Sunday People.” The meaning is that it is often the Jews,
the Saturday people, who are first attacked and then the Christians, the Sunday people. Around 1950,
the Jewish community in Iraq numbered 150,000, many of them descendants of Jews who were first
carried to Iraq as recorded in the Old Testament. Today, in Iraq the number of known Jewish individuals
is four.
In the last decade, the Christian community in Iraq has gone from 1.5 million to 250,000 with many of
those internally displaced, separated from their home, their property, their job, their school.
The Islamic State captured the city of Mosul in June 2014. Mosul is the ancient city of Nineveh and one
of the most important cities in Iraq. Upon its capture, the Islamic State specifically targeted Christians
and other religious minorities. This included turning an 800-year-old church into a place of torture.
After the Islamic State captured Mosul, they began to expand into the greater Nineveh Plain. The largest
Christian village in that area was called Qaraqosh and had a population of 50,000. In August of 2014 this
city of 50,000 woke up one night and realized that the forces meant to protect them had fled and left
Qaraqosh without any defense. With the Islamic State on the horizon the capture of the city became
imminent and inevitable. Thousands upon thousands fled through a night of terror. It was as if they
were reliving the biblical context of Jeremiah and Daniel as an impending destruction emptied an entire
city.
Those who fled that night included a group of Catholic nuns. The nuns had a small van and they all piled
into the van with a few belongings hastily gathered. They described how the road heading out of
Qaraqosh towards Erbil was crowded with other vehicles and with many who were fleeing on foot. They
inched their way down the road late into the middle of the night knowing that the Islamic State would
likely capture their homes when the sun rose. People fleeing on foot began to literally pound on the van
and beg the nuns to take their youngest children in order to ensure that the children would make it to
safety before the Islamic State overran the area. The nuns took all that they could until they ran out of
room.
Within days of reaching the displacement camps around Erbil, this same group of nuns were helping
launch a medical clinic to care for the needs of the many thousands of individuals who fled from Mosul,
Qaraqosh and the surrounding Nineveh Plains.
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