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“We believe in one God”, begins the Nicene Creed, stating the core tenets of Christianity, a symbol of the unity of the global 

Church. Christianity is a numerical minority in this part of the world, and yet, the region has churches that date back to the first 

few centuries of Pentecost. That they have survived this long, preserving the fundamentals of the faith, certainly says 

something. God has kept their lamp burning, though subdued over the centuries, as a witness of His name. To understand 

Christianity in the region, one must study these churches and Christian communities that have been here long before the 

Crusades.  

Our Master of Religion in Middle Eastern and North African Studies (MRel in MENA Studies) module, MENA Christianity, seeks to 

show the witness of God in Eastern Christian traditions and their incredible heritage that awaits rediscovery. Therefore, ministry 

workers who wish to serve God in the region will learn to listen, evaluate and appreciate these traditions reflecting the unity of the 

Triune God and bringing glory to Him as in Jesus’ prayer in John 17. In the words of Charles Malik1of Lebanon: 

The end is not the glory of man or this or that culture or this or that 

Christian community. The end is the glorification by us sinners of Jesus 

Christ before all men. The end is, as Christ himself prayed, that all who 

believe in him may be one, to the end that the world – this fallen, 

miserable, struggling, groping, drifting, proud, disintegrating world – may 

believe that God the Father had sent him. I find reconciliation and unity the 

simplest thing in the world if only men love Jesus Christ above everything 

else, and fix only on his Cross and his Resurrection.  

January 13 to 24 marked the students’ residency period. They had participated in 

online forum discussions and reflections during their ten-week pre-residency 

period. Having accumulated an extensive knowledge of the patristic writings of the 

Eastern Church, they were ready to witness its heritage firsthand. Coming from 

different parts of the world, students got to know each other on a more personal 

level and to gain insights from the lecturers in preparation for their module 

research project.  

1 Charles Habib Malik (1906-1987) served as the Lebanese representative to the United Nations. He was one of the founders and president of the Hu-

man Rights Commission (1948) and the president of the thirteenth session of UN General Assembly (1958), a member of the Lebanese Cabinet, and a 

devout Eastern Orthodox theologian. He also helped with the drafting and adoption of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  
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For instance, Zeina from Lebanon, who works with UNICEF, joined the MRel in October 2018. 

She says, “I want to link my studies in the MRel to issues of human rights, with a focus on 

children, in the region and Lebanon in particular. For this module, I think I will be doing a 

research on the position of women in the history of Eastern Christianity.” 

The residency period included in-class discussions and seminars in addition to visits to different 

monasteries and churches across Lebanon and meetings with different Eastern Christian 

leaders. One student from the US, who is part of a missionary team and has been working on 

church planting in the Levant for almost a decade says, “This is my first residency. It was a good 

balance of intensive discussion and getting to know people.” He then explains his rationale for 

enrolling, “Recently, the Lord has led me not to only serve with non-Christians but to lead Bible 

studies and disciple new believers in a local church setting. I was drawn to the MRel program, 

but I waited for the Lord’s leading. I knew it would equip me to be better at my ministry on a 

much deeper level.”  

On January 21, students went to the North of Lebanon and visited three monasteries. The first 

was part of the Balamand University, the Orthodox Theotokos Monastery. In fact, “Balamand” derives from the French word 

“Belmont”, named by twelfth century Cistercian monks as their first monastery in the Levant. The destruction of the Crusader 

states by the Mamluks diminished the prosperity of Belmont, but it thrived again in 1603 as a Eastern Orthodox monastery.  

You enter through the ancient gate into a square interior court with two churches situated on the north and west. Spacious halls 

and vaulted cellars lie on the south and east. Its outer walls are dressed with limestone, its windows with old, wooden shutters. 

The short doors and secret hideaways tell stories of fleeing persecution.  

“It makes me think more whether I am willing to sacrifice,” Tim from Belgium says. He has been in Zahle, Lebanon, for over a year. 

He and his wife work mainly with refugees through True Vine Church. They are involved in language teaching (both French and 

English), and they tell the people about Jesus. Tim adds, “The perseverance of the Eastern Church, their martyrdom and their 

refusal to deny Jesus encourages me in my own Christian walk. I now have a more informed appreciation of Eastern Christianity. It 

sets me up to be more sensitive to how people see things.” 

In all the churches they visited, iconography was predominant. Icon is the Greek word for image. Icons are theological statements; 

they were teaching aids during long centuries of illiteracy. In a church building, the icons are on the icon screen (or iconostatis), on 

the walls and sometimes all over the dome-like ceiling. Like a picture book or drama, they tell the story of redemption from the 

Old Testament to the New Testament. The gold background symbolizes the glory of 

heaven, where men and women of faith are in God’s presence. The eyes are large 

because they look at God and not at the world. 

At the end of their day, students lit one another’s candles and closed in prayer. Just as 

a candle loses nothing in lighting up another candle, we must love one another as 

Christ loved us.  

“During the residency, we heard from different Christian traditions, and this broadened 

our perspective,” a new student from the US shared, “I think it is useful in trying to 

understand why different communities think a certain way about God. This program is 

a rare opportunity to have a guided tour of both Islam and Christianity with an 

intentionally balanced emphasis on the theoretical and practical. It is quite unique.” By 

the end of their residency, students realized that though they may not agree with all 

the teachings of traditional churches, they had much more in common than they 

thought, and there was much to learn from their legacy. 

Let us pray for the continued presence and witness of churches in the region knowing 

that He will preserve His Church. May Christ followers here remember to love their 

neighbor in word and deed so that others would see what God is really like.  

                                                                by Teresa Sfeir, Communication and Editing Officer 
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Should the voice of youth be dismissed because they did not 

experience the Lebanese Civil War or its political life? Today, 

the country is theirs just as it is ours. They do not always get 

the opportunity to share their views on Lebanon’s politics, 

although the torch of reform might soon be theirs to bear. 

Accordingly, on January 31, we collaborated with Youth for 

Christ Lebanon once more to provide youth from different local 

churches with a safe space to wrestle with the country’s issues 

in a way that is pleasing to God. 

The outcome was a pleasant surprise. The surprise was not that 

youth had a lot to say. It was the insight they exhibited and the 

well-informed contributions on the country’s current state. One 

could see in them glimpses of future leaders. Opinions shared 

were often conflicting yet enriching, and there was much to 

learn from the youth’s drive and strong passion for utter change. 

The facilitators coached the participants in thinking through 

issues in a Christ-like way, referring to peaceful revolutions such 

as those of  Nelson Mandela and Martin Luther King Jr.  

The youth saw videos that went viral during the October 17 

revolution, and from there they discussed prominent 

controversial themes in two groups, each group representing 

one side of an argument. They respectfully tested their own 

opinions and attitudes against those of others. Topics discussed 

included freedom of speech, censorship, the role of journalism, 

peaceful demonstrations and political partisanship. 

As the people’s distaste with the new government continues to 

grow, and the local currency continues to lose its purchasing 

power, several questions arise. For instance, how can a 

government protect the right to free speech while keeping the 

country safe? Are violent demonstrations permissible if the 

ruling class does not respond to the people? Can Lebanese 

people let go of the sectarian, partisan mindset? More 

importantly, how can we, as Christ followers, answer such 

questions? 

In answer to the question on partisanship, one of the youths 

shared, “The problem lies in the political party leaders. They are 

after publicity and money at the expense of the people.” He 

then added that his involvement in the country’s affairs does 

not have to be biased. He says, “I could have political views 

without building walls between me and those who do not share 

my views. As a Christ follower, it is best not to take sides but to 

work with those who want a better country.” 

When asked whether they feel like leaving and giving up on the 

country, answers were varied. Some were not planning to leave 

at all. They wanted to stay in anticipation for the change that is 

to come. God wants to see communities restored through the 

Church, and this new generation of Lebanese Christ followers 

might just become future pioneers of change in the country. 
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Pray with Us: MRel and Third-Year Residential Students 

MRel Students 
 

Student from US: Pray for my ministry with both refugees and 

university students in the Levant. Many want to know Christ, 

but the fear of social (sometimes family or legal) pressures 

hinders them. Pray for protection and wisdom as we venture to 

serve them. 
 

Tim from Belgium: My wife and I are having a new baby! She 

has been pregnant for two months. This is new to us, and we 

are so excited. Pray for the baby’s healthy growth and for us as 

we go through this new experience.  
 

Student from US: Please pray for the salvation of souls, for 

people to know the Lord. Pray that God grants me wisdom with 

ministry decisions, finances and support raising as a missionary. 
 

Pene from Singapore: One of my prayer requests is discerning 

what is next after MRel and where God is leading me. I am in a 

discerning period as to which country and what kind of 

partnership to go into for future ministry. 
 

Rami from Egypt: Pray that God grants me focus as I work on 

my MRel projects and assignments. My family and I live in a Gulf 

country, so pray that God uses us as a light and true witness.      

A Christ follower is called to shine wherever he is placed. 

Janette from Lebanon: Pray for me to balance between serving 

my family as a mom, serving my local church and studying so 

that I finish well.  

 

Third-Year Students 
 

Rafed and Hiba from Syria: Please pray for our future as we 

move back to Syria and as we head into ministry. Pray that the 

Lord gives us peace and shows us what He wants us to do. Pray 

that our children adapt to the move back to Syria. 
 

Student from Egypt: Thank you for praying for my classmates 

and me as we finish our last year at seminary. Pray for our 

ministries back home and that the Lord continues to guide us as 

we seek to serve Him. 
 

Nabou from Syria: I ask you to pray for us as we near the end of 

the year and for our ministry with the Kurdish people. 
 

Elia from Sudan: Pray for my ministry back home and for the 

new ministries we are trying to start. Pray for my community 

and for my family. Pray that I may be able to see them when I 

go back, as I haven’t seen them in over 11 years. 

Join us for our Middle East Consultation 2020 
Biblical Foundations for Engaging Politics and Society in the MENA Region and Beyond  

For more information and for registration,  

www.ABTSLebanon.org/mec2020  |   MEC@abtslebanon.org 

http://www.lsesd.org
http://www.mebo.org
https://abtslebanon.org/institute-of-middle-east-studies/mrel/
http://www.ABTSLebanon.org/mec2020
mailto:MEC@abtslebanon.org

