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Christians in the Middle East

Ordination of
female Lebanese
pastors marks
precedent for Arab
Christians
Samar Kadi

Beirut

G

“

od does not love
men more than
women. We are
equal in the eyes
of God,” said the
Reverend Najla Kassab, the Arab
world’s second woman to become
a pastor of the Evangelical Church
in Lebanon.
Kassab and the Reverend Rola
Sleiman, who was ordained February 26 following a 23-1 vote of
the Evangelical Synod of Syria and
Lebanon, entered history as the
first Arab women to lead a church
in the Middle East where gender
discrimination is widespread in religion, politics and business.

Christ is love and
love does not
distinguish
between men and
women.

”

Rola Sleiman, the Arab world’s
first female pastor
“Nobody can convince me that
God loves men more than women.
Nobody can rob us (women) of our
ministry in the church,” Kassab
said. “We have a different style of
ministry in which our talents in the
service of the church are used to
complement the talents of men.”
A mother of three and wife of a
pastor, Kassab said she regarded
her ordination and that of Sleiman

the result of the natural growth of
the church.
“It is the outcome of a journey
that started some time ago when
in 1993 and for the first time the
synod gave a preaching licence for
a woman,” she said. “It ushered in
a new start in which women are allowed to preach in our churches.
Kassab has been preaching for
many years. Her work, she said,
was focused on empowering women in religion by creating awareness about “how their talents
can be used fully in the life of the
church”.
“I think the integrity of the
church in allowing women to fully
participate in the life of the church
would create more of a positive encouragement for women and show
them that in the eyes of God they
are valuable and they are equal
to men as human beings,” Kassab
said.
The ordination of two female
pastors is not expected to make a
big difference in the fight for equality between the sexes in Lebanon
or in the Arab world; however, it
did force an opening into a vocation that had been reserved exclusively for men.
Sleiman said her ordination and
that of Kassab were a “true expression of love and justice”.
“In principle, women should
find justice in the church,” Sleiman
said. “Women are being dealt with
unjustly and discriminated against
in the society; having them discriminated against in the church as
well would be a tragedy.”
“Any woman who has capacities
and is serving the church deserves

Different style. The Reverend Najla Kassab is seen at her ordination in Beirut.
to be recognised. We thank God
that the ordination of women has
occurred although I believe it came
a bit late,” she added.
Sleiman, who heads the Evangelical Church in Tripoli, in northern Lebanon, has been technically
performing all the functions of a
pastor, except for the sacraments
of baptism and communion, since
2007.
“I preached in the church and
presided at Sunday mass but I
could not do baptism and communion without the assistance of
a male pastor. Now I can do everything without any men of the cloth
to assist me,” Sleiman said.
Though their ordinations broke
long-established traditions and
cultural sensitivities, Sleiman
and Kassab said they were overwhelmed by the warm welcome
they received from churchgoers

and colleagues in the clergy.
“We thank God for acceptance in
our churches,” said Kassab. “The
recognition that we got from our
colleagues, the pastors, made this
change more of a natural move
than anything else. I personally
was so honoured that my ordination was attended by Catholic
nuns and priests, as well as Assyrian bishops.”
She hailed the “positive” move
by the Evangelical Church as this
year it marks 500 years since the
Reformation.
“In the Middle East and in Lebanon, we have a lot of capable
women and we don’t want them to
succeed only outside the church.
We want them to use their
talent in the service of the church
as well,” she said.
“The reformative movement
should be a continual process.

(Courtesy of Najla Kassab)

Female pastors can reach out to
women more than men because
they know very well their needs,
sufferings and struggles. Who is
better than a woman to preach
about God’s love, to talk to believers and to hold a child and baptise
him? The woman is a mother after
all,” Kassab added.
Sleiman said “God gave women
great roles in Christianity” from
the exalted status of Mary, the
mother of Jesus, and female saints
and Jesus’s first revealing himself
after resurrection to a woman.
“The ordination of women is like
a candle lit in the midst of darkness
in the region,” she said. “Christ is
love and love does not distinguish
between men and women. Christ’s
justice has been finally fulfilled.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections editor.

Middle East Christians bemoan plight of Egypt’s Copts
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

he twin attacks that ripped
through worshippers celebrating Palm Sunday in
Coptic churches in Egypt
shocked the Arab world,
sparking outrage and condemnations, especially in countries with
significant Christian minorities.
In Lebanon, the only Arab country headed by a Christian president,
the bombings of churches in Tanta
and Alexandria were denounced as
attempts to drive a wedge between
Christians and Muslims.
“What is targeted is coexistence.
They want us as Christians to fear
our Muslim neighbours who live
with us in the same building in the
same city,” said Antoine Courban, a
professor of philosophy of science
at Saint Joseph University in Beirut.
“The aim is to dislocate our diverse and pluralistic societies who
have been living together for ages in
a constitutional and national context… but they will not succeed.”
Courban argued that non-Muslims, be they Christian or Yazidi, are
a weak bracket in Arab societies in
which the collective religious identity is of great importance, taking
precedence over national belonging. “What happened in Egypt is
evidence that priority in our societies is for religious identity instead
of the national identity,” Courban
said.
He cautioned against the increasing speech of intimidation, hatred
and religious extremism. “It should
be literally uprooted in order to be

Ripple effects. Palestinian Christian and Muslim clergymen hold
candles and wave Palestinian and Egyptian flags during a gathering
in Bethlehem on April 10.
(AFP)
able to live together, otherwise we
are heading to suicide,” Courban
said.
“Whether in Egypt, Syria or Iraq,
it is the human being and the individual freedom (of worship) which
are targeted. The aim is to make
non-Muslims fear the Muslims who
are their partners in the nation,”
Courban added.
More than 40 people were killed
and more than 100 injured in the
church assaults, the latest claimed
by the Islamic State (ISIS) against
Egypt’s Copts. The jihadist group
has stepped up attacks and threats
against Copts, who comprise about
10% of Egypt’s population and are
the biggest Christian minority in

the Middle East. In February, scores
of Christian families and students
fled Egypt’s North Sinai province
after a series of targeted killings.
In Jordan, the incidents echoed
loudly among the Christian community whose members described
them as “vile” and “unbelievable.”
“Who would do such a thing to a
community celebrating a religious
holiday?” asked Marwan Abbassi,
61, a Christian shop owner. “Only
evil would kill in the places where
people find solace and peace. We
understand that nowhere is safe
but we will never give up.”
“They can never break us apart.
Here in Jordan we condemn what
they did and we stand with our

brothers and sisters in Egypt and
support them all the way,” Abbassi
added.
Jordanians flooded social media
with angry comments. Some blasted the attacks as “cowardly” and
others vowed support for the families of victims.
“It is outrageous. Attacking a
house of worship is a crime against
humanity,” said Norma Shawareb,
a Christian housewife. “We completely understand that what they
did has nothing to do with (Islamic)
religion and they just want to kill
peaceful people without any regards to human beings and places
of worship; we pray to God to protect our Jordan from killers.”
Iraqi Christians feel great solidarity, having been persecuted by ISIS.
“There is no explanation for
bombing Egyptian Copts in the
midst of Eid. It is a conspiracy
against all of us to push us to leave
the region,” said Samar Boutros,” a
Christian resident of Baghdad.
Boutros refrained from attending mass on Palm Sunday, fearing a
similar assault on churches in Iraq.
“ISIS can order [its] members in any
country to carry out such cowardly
attacks,” she said.
The Reverend Martin Hermez, an
Iraqi priest, blamed the persecution of minorities in the region on
the proliferation of takfiri ideology,
which deems non-Muslims as apostates.
“What happened in Egypt lately
and in Iraq earlier is politically motivated. Naïve and weak people are
being brainwashed and exploited
with the aim of emptying the region from Christians through aggression,” Hermez said.

Christians in the Palestinian territories said they do not feel threatened by similar attacks but share
fears that if Palestinian society does
not fight extremism through inclusive education emphasising respect
for other religions, things might
change.

The aim is to
dislocate our
diverse and
pluralistic societies
who have been
living together for
ages.

”

Professor Antoine Courban,
a Lebanese Christian
“As a Palestinian Christian I never
felt that I am a minority because in
Palestine, Christians practise their
religion freely but in Egypt Copts
are oppressed and treated very
badly by others,” said Dalia Rinawi,
who runs a beauty salon in Ramallah.
She said the bombings were
not attempts to scare Copts but a
straight-forward, violent message:
“If you do not leave Egypt, we will
bomb you anywhere.”
For Palestinian Christian Yusef
Daher, they were attempts to “wipe
out” Christians.
“There are no demands. They
want to kill as much as possible.
This is execution,” he said.
Roufan Nahhas in Amman,
Oumayma Omar in Baghdad
and Malak Hasan in Ramallah
contributed to this report.

