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A
Syrian desert monastery that was
once a hub for interfaith dialogue,
attracting tens of thousands, has

reopened to visitors after more than a
decade of war and isolation. “We yearn
for people to return. We want to see them
pray and meditate with us once more, so
that they may find here a space for calm,
silence and contemplation,” Father Jihad
Youssef told AFP, his voice echoing
through the dark, empty halls of the
monastery he heads. In 2010, 30,000
people visited Deir Mar Moussa Al-
Habashi (St Moses the Ethiopian), a 7th
century monastery perched atop a bar-
ren, rocky hill about 100 kilometers (62
miles) north of Damascus.

But the onset of civil war in 2011 and
the disappearance of Father Paolo
DallʼOglio, who had led and revived the
community since 1982, scared away visi-
tors for nearly a decade. With security
having improved in surrounding areas,
the monastery reopened its doors to visi-
tors this month. They must climb 300
steps to reach the stone monastery, built
on the ruins of a Roman tower and partly
carved into the rock. It has an 11th centu-
ry church adorned with icons, ancient
murals and writing in Arabic, Syriac and
Greek that says “God is love” and “in the
name of God, the Compassionate, the
Merciful”-a phrase that serves as Muslim
praise to God.

Symbol of coexistence 
DallʼOglio hosted interfaith seminars at

the monastery, where the Christian

minority and Muslims used to pray side
by side, turning it into a symbol of coexis-
tence that attracted visitors and worship-
pers for three decades. The Italian Jesuit
priest was expelled from Syria in 2012 for
supporting a mass anti-government upris-
ing, but returned a year later.

He disappeared in the summer of
2013, on his way to the headquarters of
the group that later became known as the
Islamic State in the city of Raqa, where
he had gone to plead for the release of

kidnapped activists. DallʼOglioʼs practice
of inter-religious coexistence was the
exact opposite of the intolerant, murder-
ous extremism of IS.

He was reported to have been execut-
ed and his body dumped in a crevice
soon after his capture, but his death was
never confirmed by any party. “IS most
likely kidnapped him. We do not know for
sure whether he is alive or dead,”
Youssef said, adding that no one contact-
ed the monastery to demand ransom.

An escape 
In 2015, the monastery came under IS

gunfire after the jihadists began two
years of control in the nearby Homs
countryside. “We were scared we would
be kidnapped or killed at any moment,”
especially after IS reached the nearby vil-
lage of Al-Qaryatain and kidnapped
groups of Christians there, Youssef said.
IS abducted the monasteryʼs former chief
Jacques Mourad from Al-Qaryatain for
several months in 2015.

The group razed a monastery in the
nearby village and locked hundreds of
Christians in a dungeon. They were later
freed, but a Christian community which
once numbered hundreds in Al-Qaryatain
has now fallen to fewer than two dozen.

“We experienced all kinds of fear,”
Youssef said, adding that they felt isolat-
ed in the desert monastery at the height
of the fighting, and later because of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

US-backed local forces defeated the
IS “caliphate” in eastern Syria three years
ago, while Syrian government troops,
supported by Russia and Iran-linked
forces, have recaptured much territory
from rebels. “This is a simple monastery
devoid of luxuries. There is no internet or
cell coverage, making it easier to escape
the hustle and bustle of the city,” Youssef
said. Two monks, a nun, and two postu-
lants live in the three-storey monastery,
which includes rooms for visitors, a bird
farm, and an expansive library. They live
off the land and drink from a nearby well.

In the early hours of the morning,

Youssef calls out to them for breakfast
from a courtyard overlooking caves
carved into the hill. The lonely hilltop
refuge basks in unparalleled tranquility.
Youssef Al-Halabi, 48, has been a monk
for 16 years but he said the lack of visi-
tors left him wondering what he could do
to fill his spare time.

“I started looking for ways to fill these
long hours... because sometimes we had
zero yearly visitors,” he said. After his
morning prayer, the white-bearded monk
usually heads to a nearby cave to make
candles. Sometimes he occupies himself
with farming. Halabi, who has devoted his
life to worship and to serving visitors, said
he hoped people would fill the monastery
once more “to share our way of life”.
“This is a space to breathe, away from
the noise and agitation,” he said. — AFP

Q: Why this surprise resignation?
A: Itʼs not a sudden decision. Iʼve

worked at the Paris Opera for 40 years. Iʼm
very proud to leave the company in great
shape, with a program set until July 2025.
(Six years) is more than I spent at the
Dance School as a “petit rat” (a nickname
given to students). I had always told my
team that I would leave at 50. There is also
a desire to live differently.

Q: So nothing to do with rumors that
you opposed the promotion of Francois
Alu (the companyʼs highest-profile
dancer) to principal dancer?

A: This is not reality. I have a very good
relationship with Francois. I have always
been in favor of his appointment, but it is
up to the general manager of the Opera.

Q: Do you think you have been
unfairly criticized for your leadership
style?

A: I ran the company with all my heart. I
did the best I could, I questioned myself
many times. I followed my artistic vision.
That the media say things that are some-
times false, unfortunately I cannot escape
it. Over the six years, there have been

many, many developments. I set up very
regular meetings with the dancers. I feel I
really introduced new things in terms of
communication.

Q: What challenges were you not
expecting?

A: I always felt legitimate because as
an ex-star, when I program classical bal-
lets, I take a lot of pleasure from passing
on the roles (to a new generation).

But I realized there were pressures that
I didnʼt worry about when I was a prima
ballerina: the occupancy rate, sales... We
were 98 percent full even after the pan-

demic. We went up to an average of 23 or
24 million ticket sales under my direction,
against 17 million before.

Q: What are you most proud of?
A: To have succeeded in highlighting

everyoneʼs talent. There are dancers who
are made to be stars, who excel in classi-
cal dance, others in contemporary. Iʼm
quite proud of having taught them to high-
light their qualities and not their faults.

During the pandemic, we did everything
to keep them motivated, and psychologi-
cally supported. This is an extremely curi-
ous generation and open to the world.
They inspired me, I wanted to make them
independent by inviting choreographers
who came from everywhere.

Q: What can you say about your
projects?

A: I have a book project where I talk
about my journey. I will lecture on
resilience. I want to spend more time with
my two boys aged 14 and 11. (And) a
childhood dream: Iʼm going to take on the
artistic direction of a musical. — AFP

Yours sincerely:
Singles charmed 
by Japan letter 
writing scheme

S
ick of swiping and tired of Tinder?
Old-fashioned love letters may be
the answer, says one Japanese

city whose unusual matchmaking
scheme has been a surprising success.
Singles in southern Japanʼs Miyazaki
are being encouraged to put pen to
paper in a low-tech search for their
soulmate, part of municipal efforts to
boost the low birth rate. The charm of
handwritten correspondence has
attracted so many young residents that
organizers have decided to expand the
program to people living farther afield.

Compared to online dating, “it takes
longer, and inspires you to imagine the
person youʼre in communication with,”
said Rie Miyata, head of a local con-
sulting firm commissioned to run the
scheme. “Itʼs less about how good your
penmanship is,” she told AFP, “and
more the fact that you write every sin-
gle character sincerely and with care,
thinking deeply about the person
youʼre writing to.”

“Thatʼs what makes letters so power-
ful,” she said. Since 2020, when the
project began, 450 people have signed
up-more than double authoritiesʼ initial
estimates-with around 70 percent in

their 20s and 30s. Applicants are
screened by Miyataʼs team and paired
with potential suitors based on informa-
tion they submit about themselves like
their favorite films, books and sports.

But unlike dating apps, the only thing
revealed about each new pen pal is
their age, with identifying details like
their full name, job and address with-
held-and of course, no profile pics on
display. “Looks are often a decisive fac-
tor” when searching for a partner, “but in
letters, you are judged by your person-
ality,” Miyata said.

Letters are posted to the organizers,
who give them a quick read to make
sure the note contains no obscenities
or insults before sending it on to the
eager recipient. So far, 32 pairs have
set up face-to-face meetings, with
romance blooming for 17 couples who
have started a relationship. One partic-
ipant, a 25-year-old Miyazaki resident,
said the idea had brought back fond
memories. “As a kid, I used to write let-
ters to the girl I had a crush on,” the
man, who wished to remain anony-
mous, told AFP. “I like how old-fash-
ioned letters are. That made me want
to join the program.”

Despite the cityʼs original approach,
itʼs not unusual for local governments
to fund matchmaking programs in
Japan, which has the worldʼs oldest
population and one of the lowest fertili-
ty rates. In 2021, the number of babies
born hit a new record low of 811,604,
and women are now expected to have
an average of 1.3 children in their life-
time, far below the rate needed to
maintain a population. — AFP

Monks and nuns sit in prayer and contemplation at Deir Mar Moussa Al-Habashi (St Moses
the Ethiopian monastery).

A picture shows a view of Deir Mar Moussa Al-Habashi (St Moses the Ethiopian monastery), one of the ancient monasteries in Syria in the mountains
near the desert in the Nabek area in Damascus countryside. — AFP photos

Monk Youssef Al-Halabi makes candles at Deir Mar Moussa Al-Habashi (St Moses the
Ethiopian monastery).

A picture shows Father Jihad Youssef at Deir Mar Moussa Al-Habashi (St Moses the
Ethiopian monastery).

Monk Youssef Al-Halabi makes candles at
Deir Mar Moussa Al-Habashi.

T
he resignation of Aurelie Dupont, ballet director at the Paris Opera for the past six years, was a surprise, but the former prima
ballerina insists there was no controversy behind it. The 49-year-old replaced Benjamin Millepied in 2016 and succeeded in
pulling in audiences and opening the famed French company to young choreographers. But there was also controversy, with a

leaked internal survey in 2018 revealing widespread upset about her leadership style and the management of the fabled institution
more broadly.

Former director of dance for the Paris
Opera Ballet Aurelie Dupont poses during
a photo session in Paris. — AFP 


