
 

 

CLASS FOR WEDNESDAY MAY 13 
 
St. Joseph of Damascus. (1793-1860) 
 
This evening my topic is one of the saints of Antioch of the 1800s.  We know him as St. Joseph of 
Damascus.  He was born May 15, 1793 in Beirut.  His was born Joseph George Haddad Firzli.  He died as 
a martyr on July 10, 1860.  This one year before our civil war.  His death occurred during a tragic 
religious conflict in Damascus during which many Christians lost their lives. 
 
Before I speak about St. Joseph I would like to speak about the religious situation in the the region of 
Lebanon and Syria.  This will be necessarily brief, but I hope it will help understand the conditions that 
led to his martyrdom. This has to do with the various religious groups that lived in that part of the world 
at his time. 
 
These would be: 
I.   Christians 

1. Orthodox 
2. Roman Catholics 
3. Maronites Catholic 
4. Melkite Catholic 

      5.    Protestants 
      6.    Syrian Orthodox (Non Chalcedonian) 
      7.   Armenian Orthodox. (Non Chalcdonian) 
II. Jews 
III. Sunni Moslems are the largest group of Muslims. The disagree with the Shia over the       
succession of leadership after Mohamed 
IV. Druze 
V.  Alawites 
 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
I. The Christians were in Antioch during the time of the Apostles. 

II. Some Christians in Egypt, Syria and Armenia did not accept the Council of Chalcedon 0f 451.   Non 

Chalcedonian Orthodox have existed since that time. (Copts, Syrienne Orthodox and Armenian 

Orthodox and some others. 

III. The Maronites. In 609 the Patriarch of Antioch, Anastasius II died. At that point Constantinople 

began to appoint “titular” patriarchs who lived in Constantinople.  In 685 the Maronites elected John 

Maroun of Batroun as the Patriarch of Antioch.  Constantinople rejected this action.  It was approved 

by Pope Sergius I. Their history is controversial.  They were centered around Mt. Lebanon. 

IV. The Muslims conquered Syrian 634-638 AD, Most Moslems in Lebanon/Syria are Sunni. 

V. The Schism between East and West is commonly dated as 1054 AD 

VI. In 1095 the Crusades begin 



 

 

VII. The Druze  They come into existence in the eleventh century. Their  religion is quite secretive. 

They form an army against the Crusaders. The share some similarities to Islam but are not Moslems.. 

Their oldest settlements were around Mt. Lebanon.  They would later be persecuted by the Moslems. 

VIII. The Alawites are a sect of Shia Islam. The origin of the genetics of Alawites is disputed. Local 

folklore suggests that they are descendants of the followers of the eleventh Imam, Hasan al-Askari (d. 

873) and his pupil, Ibn Nusayr (d. 868) 

 

 

1516 The Ottoman Turks take over.  They are Moslems but not Arabs. (1453) 

 

IX.   The Melkites.    

From 1342, Roman Catholic clergy were based in Damascus and other areas, and worked toward a union 
between Rome and the Orthodox. In ways that were not always edifying.  They provided education for 
the children of the Orthodox.This resulted in a a pro-Western party. The Christians could have strong 
allies, the pope and the French king.   
 
In 1724 Cyril VI (Seraphim Tanas) was elected in Damascus by the Synod as Patriarch of Antioch. 
Considering this to be a Catholic takeover attempt, Jeremias III of Constantinople imposed a deacon, the 
Greek monk Sylvester to rule the patriarchate instead of Cyril. This led to the creation of the Melkite 
Catholic Church.  Their services are identical to ours. 
 
1516-1918. Ottoman rule of Syria.  
Religious groups divided into millets: Shia Muslim, Greek Orthodox, Maronite, Armenian and Jewish. 
 
 
1860 Druze–Maronite conflict  
 
The 1860 Druze–Maronite conflict was the culmination of a peasant uprising, which began in 
the north of Mount Lebanon as a rebellion of Maronite peasants against their Druze overlords. It 
soon spread to the south of the country where the rebellion changed its character, with Druze 
turning against the Maronite Christians.[. Around 20,000 Christians were killed by the Druzes 
and 380 Christian villages and 560 churches destroyed. The Druzes and Muslims also suffered 
heavy losses. 
 
July 1860, fighting spilled over into Damascus. With the connivance of  the military authorities 
and Turkish soldiers, Druze and Sunni Muslim paramilitary groups organised pogroms which 
lasted three days (July 9–11). 25,000 Christians were killed, including the American and Dutch 
consuls.   Churches and missionary schools were set on fire. Many Christians were saved through 
the intervention of the Muslim Algerian exile Abd al-Qadir and his soldiers, who brought them 
to safety in Abd al-Qadir's residence and the Citadel of Damascus. The Christian quarter of the 



 

 

old city (mostly inhabited by Catholics), including a number of churches, was burnt down. The 
Christian inhabitants of the notoriously poor  district outside the walls (mostly Orthodox) were, 
however, protected by their Muslim neighbors. 


