ADDRESS OF HIS EMINENCE

ARCHBISHOP GREGORIOS OF THYATEIRA AND GREAT BRITAIN

TO BRITISH PARLIAMENTARIANS,

MEMBERS OF THE BRITISH ALL-PARTY PARLIAMENTARY GROUP ON CYPRUS,

AT A LUNCHEON HELD AT THYATEIRA HOUSE

ON THURSDAY, 15th SEPTEMBER 2011

It is a great pleasure and blessing for me to be able to welcome you to Thyateira House, the headquarters of the Archdiocese of Thyateira and Great Britain and the power-house of the spiritual life of the diocese under the spiritual authority of the Oecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in this country.

First, I should like to greet you in the name of the prime bishop of the worldwide Orthodox Church, His All-Holiness our Patriarch, Vartholomaeos I, whose interest in matters relating to the European Union is well-known and who follows the developments in the life of the Island of Cyprus and the progress of its Church with the greatest of interest.  Indeed, it was only a few days ago that he was able to welcome His Beatitude Archbishop Chrysostomos of Cyprus to his headquarters in the Fener district of the Great City.  As you may know, a Synaxis  - a Meeting – took place in Constantinople on the initiative of His All-Holiness at which the Heads of the most ancient Patriarchates (that is to say, of Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem) and the Head of the Autocephalous Church of Cyprus met to discuss the problems facing Christians in those areas where there have been recent social and political developments.  In addition, they also discussed environmental problems and ways in which to help the sensitive area of the Middle East.

Yesterday, you discussed the Religious Cultural Heritage of Cyprus following the address of Bishop Porphyrios of Neapolis of the Church of Cyprus, who heads the Office of the Church of Cyprus at the European Union.  So may I take this opportunity to welcome you, my dear brother in Christ, and wish you every success in your sensitive and very important mission.

I am sure that your goodselves will all be aware of the vandalism and deliberate destruction of religious monuments in northern Cyprus, of which there is a rich photographic archival evidence.  Churches and chapels have been demolished or converted into stables, restaurants, gymnasiums, pigsties - and even a souvlaki bar.  We are well-aware that many of those living in both Turkey and the north of the Island are opposed to this vandalism of the Holy Places of our Faith in Cyprus, seeing it as being contrary to the respect for those of other Faiths referred to in the Koran.  However, the fact remains that this vandalism not only exists but is on-going, and that our movable religious heritage has landed up in auction houses in the United States of America and elsewhere.  And, indeed, the same could be said for our Cultural Inheritance.

And, beyond this, there are the emotive actions whereby graveyards are desecrated.  All civilised people pay respect to their deceased forefathers and mothers, respecting their burial places.  Is there any justification for opening up tombs of those who are deceased (perhaps for decades) and of throwing their remains to the four winds ?  Is this the action of those who claim to be believers in the One God ?  I think not; and their co-religionists in this country and elsewhere condemn such actions and justify these condemnations through references to their sacred book and its associated traditions.  In other words, these actions have no connection with the Faith that the perpetrators claim to profess.

The invasion of the northern part of the Island of Cyprus in 1974 has resulted in the arrival in this country of tens of thousands of refugees, some of whom came here with little more than the clothes on their backs or with black and unforgettable memories that still cause nightmares and physical pain.  This hospitable country embraced those uprooted from their homes and all that is associated with a ‘home’ – memories, personal possessions of no monetary value but of immense intrinsic significance and meaning, insignificant items but yet ones of great personal and sentimental value.  They left behind them members of their families not knowing even today - all-but forty years later - whether they are alive or dead, captives in prison camps or executed and thrown into some ditch or sewer.  The agony of those who have relatives who are among the ‘missing’ (the ‘agnooumeni ’) is repeated day-after-day in the families of those who have lost loved ones.  I myself have a nephew who is among those who are missing - a young man who was a student, enjoying a holiday from his studies at the University of Thessaloniki in Greece; and this or something very similar is true of just about every Christian family in Cyprus, who will have one or more relatives of whose fate they at present know nothing.

The Archdiocese of which I am the spiritual head has not failed through its places of worship, its charitable organisations and its members – above all, its members – to ease the lot of those who have come to this country, as well as of those who have remained in Cyprus in the refugee villages that have been established in the south of the Island but which are now taking on the appearance of something more solid and permanent.  Anyone below the age of forty from the occupied North will have no recollection of life there before the uprooting, the evacuation (often under horrific circumstances) and the bitter life of a refugee.  And yet, not only we, but many members of this country’s charitable and hospitable peoples, have embraced our homeless, uprooted refugees.  Together with civic and political leaders, they have embraced our people, opening their homes and dipping deep into their pockets to cater for the needs of these people.  Greek Orthodox people are always deeply attached to their churches, and places of worship have been found for us through the generosity of many Christian people – in particular, the Church of England and the Catholic Apostolic Church.  Many politicians in this country fought and continue to fight for the human rights of those who have been deprived of their possessions, livelihoods and homes.  How gratifying it is that these efforts frequently get results.

Those of you who are our representatives in Parliament and who are with us today are all people whose sensitivity, culture and ethos have led you to take a more-than-usual interest in the welfare of refugees from Cyprus and you have put your names to motions and petitions.  Some of you are well-known to me, others I am meeting for the first time today.  To all of you, I extend my thanks for your interest in the Island which we as Orthodox Christians consider to be an Holy Island, with its many churches, monasteries and venerated shrines, an Island where the feet of some of our Lord’s Disciples have trodden – people such as St. Paul, St. Mark and St. Barnabas.  The brother of the last-named is traditionally considered to have been the brother of St. Aristobulus, who preached Christ to the inhabitants of these Islands.  For this reason, as well as for many others, the people of Cyprus are proud of their Apostolic Faith and have remained steadfast in it up to the present day.

So, both as an hierarch of the Orthodox Church and as one born on the Island of Cyprus, I sincerely thank you for your efforts on behalf of our people both there and here.  I know that I have no need to repeat and emphasise how much the People of Cyprus - clergy and laity, the government and the politicians - value your support and your continuous efforts in the Mother of Parliaments, as you raise your voice on behalf of Cyprus and its Culture, for its reunification and, in particular, for its Christian future.

I apologise for speaking at length about things that you have heard many times; but I think that it is proper to repeat them and remind everybody that, unless the problem of Cyprus is solved with justice and prudence, and the Christians and their heritage are safeguarded, Christianity risks being uprooted from its origins, in the same way as have the Christians of Palestine and other countries of the Middle East.

I therefore thank you for what you are doing for Cyprus and for being here today and for having accepted my humble invitation to share this meal with us; and I pray that Almighty God – Who, albeit under different names, Jews, Christians and Moslems venerate and adore – will grant you and your families health and strength so that you may continue your ‘good works’ for those who are in need and who simply seek the restitution of that which is theirs, their human rights and the return to their own hearths and villages.  Thank you for coming and may God bless you all.
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