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Smoke rises over Gaza as seen from Israel Jan. 16, 2024, amid the ongoing conflict
between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas. Violence and attacks have
spread throughout the Middle East region, including Iran's launch of ballistic missiles
late Jan. 15, 2024, on neighborhoods of Irbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan, which has
left the Iraqi Catholic community feeling unsettled. (OSV News/Reuters/Amir Cohen)
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Pope Francis called for dialogue and cooperation between neighboring nations and
appealed for restraint against any actions that could escalate tensions in the Middle
East.

After missiles struck Irbil, the capital of Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan region, Jan. 15
and killed at least four people and wounded six, the pope expressed "my sympathy
and solidarity with the victims, all civilians, of the rocket attack."

"Good relations between neighbors are not built with such actions but with dialogue
and cooperation," he said Jan. 17 at the end of his general audience in the Paul VI
Audience Hall.

"I ask everyone to avoid any step that increases tension in the Middle East and other
scenarios of war," he added.

Iran launched 11 ballistic missiles late Jan. 15 at the Kurdish region in northern Iraq,
targeting what it said were Israeli "spy headquarters" in Irbil and launched four other
missiles at locations allegedly linked to the Islamic State group in northern Syria,
according to the Associated Press.
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Cardinal Louis Sako, the Iraq-based patriarch of the Chaldean Catholic Church, said
the attack on innocent lives was "reckless and irresponsible," "a blatant violation of
the country's sovereignty and people's lives and a grave sin according to Islamic
law."
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"The responsibility of states, their forums and peoples is to promote the values of
peace and coexistence, and to achieve a dignified and happy life for citizens, and
not to create wars and conflicts that do not bring peace," he said in a statement
published on the patriarchate's website.

"The civilized method for resolving outstanding problems is dialogue, tolerance and
mutual respect," he added.

Meanwhile, Masrour Barzani, prime minister of the Kurdish region, told reporters Jan.
16 while attending the World Economic Forum in Davos, "There is no reason for
these attacks and there is no excuse," according to the AP. "These attacks should
not remain without a response."

At his general audience, the pope asked people to not forget all countries in the
world that are at war. "Let us not forget Ukraine, let us not forget Palestine, Israel,
let us not forget the inhabitants of the Gaza Strip who are suffering so much."

"Let us pray for so many victims of war, so many victims. War always destroys, war
does not sow love, it sows hatred. War is a true human defeat," he said.


