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TITLE: The practice of being a Lebanese minister in the Uniting Church in Australia 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The aim behind this thesis is two-fold. It is designed to explore the practice of 

ministry of the first Lebanese Arabic-speaking evangelical minister into the 

Uniting Church. Through personal narrative and what has been described a 

‘loitering’ it provides an example of what ministry can be like if a somewhat 

reluctant migrant steps out of a monoculture and embraces ministry in highly 

culturally diverse region within one of the most multicultural cities in the world.  

This subjective experience is explored with reference to the three waves of 

Lebanese emigration to Australia. 

 Its second intention is to consider why other Arabic-speaking evangelical 

pastors in Sydney are very suspicious of the Uniting Church on Australia. It is 

regarded in the perspective of these believers as being too liberal and not really 

a true church. The points of contention have to do with the ordination of 

women, the practice of infant baptism, the willingness to receive those who are 

divorced into the practice of an ordained ministry and its attitude towards same-

relationships, -leadership and -marriage.  

Is it possible for the Uniting Church to manage its cultural and linguistic 

difficulty and these issues, especially those to do with same-gender? 

 This tension naturally leads into a reflection on how well the Uniting 

Church realizes its ecumenical calling and its self-proclaimed declaration of 
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being a multicultural church that seeks to live cross-culturally. Is it more of an 

aspiration than a declaration of having arrived?  

 These issues are explored by way of personal journey, call, and the life 

and witness of the Bankstown Congregation of the Uniting Church. 
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Chapter 1  

 The Call: 

   Anecdotes, Emails, Phone Calls, Loitering, Straw Men. 

 

An Unusual Call 

It is scarcely the standard practice to begin an academic exercise with a personal story full of 

anecdotal evidence and a flurry of telephone calls and emails. Such a practice has often been 

frowned upon: it seems to be insufficiently critical besides which theology has often 

demonstrated a considerable reserve with regards the personal, the subjective, taking centre 

stage. It seems to deflect attention away from the proper subject of theology which is God.  

Writing on this use of subjective experience has become common in cross-cultural 

theologies. It can be found in numerous examples of Asia-American theologies beginning 

with Jung Young Lee, Peter Phan and David Ng. 
1
 It is to be found in Australia and Aotearoa-

New Zealand through the writings of Sisilia Tupou-Thomas, Risatisone Ete , Hugh 

Woonggul Park, Aeryun Lee, Myong Duk Yang, Salesi Finau, Robin Yang and Seforosa 

Carroll.
2
 The underlying assumption is that there is a subjective dimension to theology which 

                                                           
1
 Jung Young Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology, (Minneapolis: Fortress, Press, 1995), p. 7; 

Peter Phan, ‘Introduction: An Asian-American Theology: Believing and Thinking at the Boundaries’, and, 

‘Betwixt and Between:  Doing Theology with Memory and Imagination’, in Peter Phan and Jung Lee, Journeys 

at the Margins: Toward an Autobiographical Theology in American-Asian Perspective. (Collegeville: Liturgical 

Press, 1999), pp. xiv-xv and 116. David Ng, ‘A Path of Concentric Circles: Towards an Autobiographical 

Theology of Community’, in Peter Phan and Jung Lee, Journeys at the Margins: Toward an Autobiographical 

Theology in American-Asian Perspective. (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1999), p. 82. 
2
 Sisilia Tupou-Thomas, ‘Telling Tales’ in Clive Pearson, ed, Faith in a Hyphen:Cross-Cultural Theologies 

Down Under, (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004), pp. 1-4; Risatione Ete, ‘Ugly Duckling, Quacking 

Swan’, and ‘Christ the Vale’, in Clive Pearson, ed, Faith in a Hyphen:Cross-Cultural Theologies Down Under, 

(Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004), pp. 43-48; 80-88; Hugh Woonggul Park,  ‘Searching for Jesus Christ 

in the Korean-Australian Culture’, in Clive Pearson, ed, Faith in a Hyphen:Cross-Cultural Theologies Down 

Under, (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004), pp. 94-103;Aeryun Lee, ‘In Search of a Christ of the Heart’,in 

Clive Pearson, ed, Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-Cultural Theologies Down Under, (Adelaide: Open Book 
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is not to say that theology is autobiographical. Jung Young Lee assumed that this 

autobiographical reference point bore witness instead to the providence of God. 

        In terms of the validity and reliability of such thinking Rebecca Chopp’s theory of the 

poetics of testimony is helpful. It is her conviction that the autobiographical – and, in my 

case, this loitering - is both public and private. Its subjectivity is more akin to poetry than 

prose. It builds upon ‘what one has seen, what one has experienced, what one knows to have 

really happened’.
3
 The subsequent testimony is made in public and carries a moral and 

theological intention. Its validity lies at the intersection, she suggests, of fact and fiction, 

given the way we perceive things from our individual point of view. Pearson argues that this 

poetics of testimony lends itself to ‘telling tales’ that ‘are told for the sake of life, the 

mending of life,  and for witness to survival and the possibility of overcoming extremity’. 
4
 

There is then a word of explanation necessary. The unfolding of this thesis depends 

upon a narrative of what it was like to become the first Lebanese, as distinct from an 

Armenian or Iraqi, minister of the Word in the Uniting Church. That happens to be my story.  

Its telling does not happen in a cultural vacuum. There are approximately fifty 

protestant or evangelical Arabic-speaking congregations in western Sydney. This thesis is 

seeking to do a couple of things. It is wanting to give an account of a Middle Eastern minister 

in a congregational placement within a mainline church—in this instance, the Uniting 

Church; it is also seeking to understand why the pastors of these other independent stand-

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Publishers, 2004), pp. 88-94; Myong Duk Yang, ‘From Wrapping Cloth to Suitcase’, in Clive Pearson, ed, Faith 

in a Hyphen: Cross-Cultural Theologies Down Under, (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004), pp. 39-43; 

Salesi Finau, Jesus the Haua: The Diasporic Theologian of a Tongan,(Palmerston North: Pasifika Occasional 

Papers, 2008); Robin Yang, ‘Kim-Chee Pie Theology: The Beginnings of a Korean-Australian Second-

Generation Theology’, in Clive Pearson, ed, Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-Cultural Theologies Down Under, 

(Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004), pp. 48-53; Seforosa Carroll, ‘Who is Jesus Christ for Me in 

Australia?’, In God’s Image, 19:1 (2000), pp. 58-64, 
3
 12. Rebecca Chopp, ‘Theology and the Poetics of Testimony’, in D. Brown, Sheila Davaney, and Kathryn 

Tanner, eds, Converging on Culture: Theologians in Dialogue with Cultural Analysis and Criticism, (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 56-70. 
4
 13. Clive Pearson, ‘Bodies of Knowledge’ in Clive Pearson, ed, Faith in a Hyphen: Cross-Cultural Theologies 

Down Under, (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2004), p. 31. 
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alone Arabic-speaking congregations give the Uniting Church a wide berth despite its being 

the only denomination in Australia that proclaims itself to be a multicultural church and 

polylingual. Four of these churches are willing to pay rent for the use of Uniting Church 

buildings for their services of worship and activities. 

 

Shortly after I arrived in Sydney in 2007 I found myself in the company of several pastors 

from Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors in Western Sydney. The occasions for such were 

varied: they had come to welcome me to my new position as a youth worker for the 

Bankstown District Uniting Church. They had come to offer support when our manse was 

burgled in our first few days. They came to be hospitable. There were meals and home visits. 

To some I was known through my previous work for the Bible Society in Lebanon and the 

occasional project I had done for the society in Australia. At some point in proceedings 

several questions to do with my call and the Uniting Church were raised. It was a very 

awkward grammar. The nature of a question expects a response, an answer that reveals 

something about me, my identity, how I understand my vocation. The questions they raised 

would be the same as those posed by priests from the Maronite, Catholic and Orthodox 

Churches. ‘Why are you doing ministry in the Uniting Church?’ 

 At one level this question could have been easily answered. Out of nowhere I had 

received a telephone call in January 2006 from the Rev. Bruce Walker, the minister of the 

Bankstown church. I did not know him.  He asked me if I would like to come and be with 

him in ministry, focus on the young generation and build a multicultural church. I was taken 

by surprise. I replied that I would pray about the matter and get back to him. At his request I 

promised to send on to him my curriculum vitae but the telephone call had left me very 

unsettled. I found myself wondering ‘what kind of voice is this?’ 
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 Walker’s call had left me confused. Inasmuch as one can my life in Lebanon was 

stable. I had blessed ministry. I was enjoying my work with the Bible Society.  I found a 

number of questions piling up on me. I do not know anything about Bankstown; I did not 

know where it was. I had never heard of the Uniting Church. Why would they want me? Why 

would they want someone from Lebanon? 

 I began to scour the internet. The reception was slow and weak. I wondered how I 

would open up the subject with my wife and son. I consoled myself on the fact that it would 

not be possible anyway because securing an appropriate visa for Australia is difficult and it 

takes time. Walker was persistent. He began calling me on the phone every week and sending 

emails with reports about the church and the minutes of the church council. Eventually I 

decided to visit him and meet him face to face in Sydney. I secured a visitor’s visa and spent 

eight days in Sydney. With the benefit of hindsight I now recognize that this was a very 

strange visit. In the course of this stay Walker did not show me the church or the manse; he 

did not invite me to the service of worship on Sunday. He asked me to prepare an order of 

service Easter—which was five days away—before I left. 

 On my return to Beirut my wife was upset. She did not want to leave her home and 

family in Lebanon. There were no push and pull factors that are said to accompany the 

decision to migrate. I made the decision to say no. In June 2006 Walker rang again: this time 

he informed me that the congregation had secured the necessary funds for the position from 

the Synod of New South Wales-ACT. I was now to apply to the embassy in Beirut for a 

religious worker visa. I was shocked. I now found myself in the uncomfortable space between 

wanting to stay where I am and councils within the church making ready to call me.  I hoped 

that I would not get a working visa.  
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 The way ahead was soon rather conveniently blocked. On 12 July 2006 war broke out 

in Lebanon between Hezbollah and the Israel Defense Force. It interrupted the planning for 

what was predicted to be a ‘record summer tourist business’ season.
5
 The tensions between 

the two sides had been rising from 2005 onwards, despite politicians asking Hezbollah to 

disarm following the withdrawal of Syrian troops in that year.
6
 The conflict broke out in 

earnest with Hezbollah firing a number of rockets onto Israeli border towns and carrying out 

an anti-tank missile attack on two armoured vessels.
7
 In response civil infrastructure as well 

as military targets came under fire. The Israelis were able to rely on air power, military 

bombardment and the blockade of ports.
8
 One part of southern Lebanon would be designated 

as ‘the killing box’.
9
 The conflict would last for 34 days during which time more than one 

million people were displaced. Lebanon paid a heavy price.
10

 During this time Walker was 

calling weekly to find out whether my family was safe—to which I would respond “can you 

hear the air strike and the sound of rockets?” In the words of historian Samir Kassir Beirut 

had become the ‘city of every danger’.
11

 

 For those outside a conflict zone the uncertainty as to how long the war might last and 

the threat to life might seem like an obvious push to leave the land of one’s birth as quickly 

as one can. It is indeed a recurring theme in the Lebanese story as told by Syrine Hout: home 

for ‘so many [becomes] gone’ as a consequence of ‘cataclysmic events’.
12

 The reality is 

much more complex. There is a heightened concern for the well-being of parents, siblings, 

and the extended family. Conversations to do with leaving can only heighten anxiety. It is a 

                                                           
5
 Augustus Richard Norton, Hezbollah, (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007), p. 132. 

6
 Ibid., pp. 133-135. 

7
 Ibid., p. 135-137. 

8
 Ibid., pp. 137-138. 

9
 Ibid., p. 138. 

10
 William Harris, Lebanon: A History 600-2011, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2012),  p. 

271. 
11

 Samir Kassir. Beirut, (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2010), pp. 494-520. 
12

 Syrine Hout, Post-War Anglophone Lebanese Fiction: Home Matters in Diaspora, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2012), pp. 1, 199. 
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delicate space. The discussion that needs to happen needs to be negotiated and time can 

determine how long that is possible. We made the decision to spend Christmas with my 

brother and my wife’s sister in France. There was no talk of Australia. We were seeking to 

make sure that our family unit was stable. I was still in Marseilles when Walker called again 

on the 6
th

 January 2007.  He advised me that we had received the necessary approval from 

immigration and that we should receive a call from the embassy in Beirut. On saying farewell 

to family in France I made the promise that if indeed we did go to Australia, then it would 

only be for two to three years maximum. 

 The decision to leave was not of the same nature as is reasoning of many migrants to 

Australia. The common tendency is to consider a better lifestyle, the pursuit of a career, an 

outdoor life, an improved education and set of opportunities for children.  I did not think of 

us leaving Lebanon as refugees. We were not. We did not have to leave because we were 

being forced out or because we had lost everything.  The decision to leave was one 

reluctantly made and done so on the basis of call and a theology of providence.  

 The reasons why people migrate to Australia has become a subject of much academic 

enquiry and governmental reports. It is not unusual to find up to eight or ten, maybe twenty 

discrete reasons for migration listed. Consultancies touting for business
13

 will list the quality 

of health care, education, weather and climate, world ranked liveable cities, even ‘the coffee 

culture’, the food, the pathways to citizenship and the strength and resilience of the 

Australian economy. Others would add family reunion, job opportunities, love, lifestyle, 

security and sports. These are deemed to be ‘pull’ factors. The ‘push’ factors may well 

include civil war, terrorism, genocide. In none of the many lists published in print and on 

social media is providence and the response to a religious call cited. 

                                                           
13

 For example, Austral Migrant Consultancy, https://australmigrate.com/top-8-reasons-migrate-australia/; 

Australia Migrate, https://www.australiamigrate.com/visa-types/sponsor-my-partner-or-parents/; Noble Career 

Gurus, https://noblecareergurus.com/20-reasons-to-migrate-to-australia/ 

https://australmigrate.com/top-8-reasons-migrate-australia/
https://www.australiamigrate.com/visa-types/sponsor-my-partner-or-parents/
https://noblecareergurus.com/20-reasons-to-migrate-to-australia/
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 The highly regarded Korean-American theologian Jung Young Lee has argued that 

the call of God can intersect with decisions to migrate.
14

 There are personal decisions to be 

made throughout the narrative of choice and decision. In the midst of this autobiographical 

witness and journey there can be an inward pressure of call that should be seen in terms of the 

activity of divine providence upon the self.  The decision to leave Beirut for Bankstown was 

part of a journey begun in Sidon and would lead me and my family to Sydney.   

 I prayed. I asked God for a sign: ‘if this is your call, then let the visa be granted 

without any other need of documents apart from passports’.  On 24
th

 January 2007 I received 

a call from the Australian Embassy asking me for an interview. I was busy at the time and 

asked them to call later: I was told they would do so at 2pm because they need to finalize my 

visa. I felt lost. The interview for the visa went smoothly; I required a medical test was set for 

a day that was, in fact, a public holiday. I was told that was not a problem as the various 

processes need to be completed promptly because the Bankstown Church wanted me to start 

in March. At the medical clinic the doctor who did the test wondered if I was a VIP: she 

could not recall a visa being processed so quickly.  

 The unusual nature of this call is a product of globalization. It is not only an example 

of how ecumenism has led to a greater sense of interconnectedness among churches of 

similar traditions around the globe. In its past (and continuing into the present) the Uniting 

Church has sought to respect its own origins in the ecumenical movement. It has established 

links with some churches that belong to the same denominations that went into union – 

especially the Presbyterian and Methodist traditions. It has fostered these lines of 

interconnection through receiving delegates from similarly related traditions to its triennial 

assemblies as well as sending its own representatives to the corresponding councils of its 

ecumenical partners. It has opened up the prospect of an exchange of ministers in certain 

                                                           
14

 Jung Young Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995). 
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cases. In this instance of my call to Bankstown was ‘made possible ....’ It was made possible 

by advances in telecommunications. Walker’s phone calls provided a voice but the text was 

by email. Writing on globalization the liberation theologian Leonardo Boff has identified 

how the internet has compressed time and place.
15

 It has created an urgency of immediacy. In 

a way that left me reeling the perceived inward pressure of a call from God to ministry in 

another land came through the phone and on email. 

It was not easy to leave. I left first. My family would follow in three months’ time. I 

arrived in Sydney on 2 July 2007. They came in late September: while out showing her the 

church and what was in the area all the possessions we had with us—including treasured 

personal items--were stolen. Our situation led to visits from Middle Eastern pastors with 

invitations to their homes... and the questions began. 

 

 Why you choose to serve with the Uniting Church? 

 Why are you working church that believes in the baptism of infants? 

 Why are you serving in a church that accepts and ordains homosexual 

people into ministry? 

 Why are you work in a church that accepts the ordination of women? 

 Why are you serving a church that welcomes divorced ordained ministers/ 

 Why have you chosen to work in a church that believes in ‘the holy 

Catholic church’? 

For the first five years of my ministry in Bankstown these questions—which are really a form 

of criticism—were put to me repeatedly. The tone of the questions always conveyed a note of 

disbelief, surprise and sometimes a sense of mocking. I had not experienced the like before. 

At first my simple reply was ‘I do not know a lot about the Uniting Church’.  

Hopes 

                                                           
15

 Leonardo Boff, Global Civilization: Challenges to Society and Christianity, translated by Alexandre 

Guilherme, (London and New York: Routledge, 2003/2014), pp. 6-9. 
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 I have continued to meet and engage with these pastors. I have done so with a mix of 

discomfort and hope. The uneasiness surrounds my wanting to avoid these searching 

questions. I had not realized that I would need to become an apologist for the Uniting Church.  

On the topics that feature in these sharp enquiries there is not much space for debate or 

alternative readings of why the Uniting Church has taken the steps it has. I am constantly 

placed on the defensive though there is a benefit here.  These encounters have forced me to 

think through what I believe to be the gospel: it is like engaging with a personal variation on 

the tension that churches through time have had to wrestle with: what is essential, what is 

not? In terms of the Christian tradition what should be regarded as adiaphora—that is, what 

are matters that are not essential to the faith but permissible? 

 The hope that I have is that the bonds between the Uniting Church and Middle 

Eastern Christians will be strengthened. That hope can take several forms. The first has 

always been one of hoping that some of these Arabic-speaking congregations and their 

pastors will make their way into the Uniting Church. It is not a naive hope. There are 

obstacles and sticking points that lie behind the series of questions. There are factors that lead 

the pastors to be wary; they also wish to protect their independence. It is also true that the 

Uniting Church has not yet fully realized its claim to cultural diversity and is not as far along 

the spectrum of cross-cultural competency as it sometimes imagines itself to be.  

 The second aspect of that hope is attached to the formation of the Middle East 

National Conference within the Uniting Church. The focus is not then on individual 

ministers. It is on the gathering of a community from the same or similar culture and its gifts. 

The conferences have no formal authority in the interconciliar composition of Uniting 

Church: according to Jason Kioa, writing on the largest, the Tongan National Conference, 

they are occasion for worship, friendship and hospitality, the nurture and encouragement of 

generations, and provide opportunities for reflection on matters of concern within the life of 
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the broader church as it is experienced within a minority culture. They may receive guests 

from the church in their country of origin; they receive and hear reports from Assembly staff 

and office bearers, including the President who will spend an extended time in their midst.  

These conferences can also be consulted by the Assembly on difficult and contentious 

matters coming to an Assembly meeting.
16

  

 The third aspect is the ecumenical connection with the evangelical denominations in 

Lebanon, Syria and Armenia. The very nature of the Uniting Church is to be ecumenical. It is 

indeed a product of the ecumenical movement and has forged a number of partnerships. The 

hope here is that having a recognizable framework of understanding with the evangelical 

churches in the Middle East will call into question the way the pastors dismiss the Uniting 

Church. Through exchanges and acts of solidarity the hope is that the Uniting Church will 

benefit from a Middle Eastern reading and interpretation of the gospel: that can then be 

placed alongside the understandings and insights of the other twelve national conferences in 

the Uniting Church as it seeks to live out its life cross-culturally in the service of the 

‘multicultural kingdom of God’.  

In coming to Australia I had left myself with the possibility of an exit and a return to 

Lebanon. In the language of one of my postgraduate colleagues in Sydney I left open the 

possibility of being a remigrant. That is the term used by a Samoan student, Peletisala Lima: 

he had been born in Samoa and then become a transnational.
17

 He was raised and educated in 

Aotearoa New Zealand  but had returned to his country of origin for the formation for 

ministry and subsequent placement in the Samoan Christian Congregational Church. It so 

happened to be more difficult than he imagined; his thesis was on a remigrant Christology as 

                                                           
16

 Isileli Jason Kioa, ‘The Role of the Tongan National Conference in the Uniting Church’, Unpublished D.Min 

thesis,  Charles Sturt University, 2020, 

https://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/ws/portalfiles/portal/71300363/SILELI_JASON_KIOA_Thesis.pdf 

 
17

 Peletisala Lima, ‘Perfoming a Remigrant Theology: Sons and Daughters Improvising on the Return Home ’, 

Unpublished PhD thesis, Charles Sturt University, 2012. 

https://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/ws/portalfiles/portal/71300363/SILELI_JASON_KIOA_Thesis.pdf
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he explored the spaces in between birth culture and diasporic life in an other country.  Were I 

to return to ministry in Lebanon I would not have been a remigrant in the same sense as Lima 

was. My time away would have been limited. The contract I had signed had been only for 

two years and perhaps I was more of a Lebanese ‘ex-pat’ than a potential remigrant. My time 

away would have been more like an interval, an experience rather than a breach, a rupture. 

My formative years had not been spent in diaspora: they had unfolded in Sidon in the south 

of Lebanon. I was not quite the transnational that Lima was, or so I thought. 

 

I was faced then with another crisis, a krisis, a time of judgement and discernment. I made the 

decision to return. The Bankstown congregation has now called me to be their minister for 

ten years, in addition to that initial period in youth ministry. Becoming the minister in the 

wake of Walker’s retirement gave me greater scope to exercise my understanding of the 

gospel and rhe evangelical distinctives of biblical preaching, the centrality of Christ, mission 

and outreach. In a way that I could not have foreseen at the height of the war in 2006 I have 

become the first Lebanese Arabic minister in the Uniting Church in Australia. I resigned from 

my church and the Assembly in Lebanon and committed myself to this ‘people on the way’ 

who ‘profess the conciliation of all things in Christ’ who ‘renews the church in his own 

strange way’.
18

  

I am wary of this subjective attention on the self. It is uncomfortable. It only done 

because of my being the only minister from a Lebanese evangelical background in this 

church.  The subjective becomes my interpretive lens. It is an orientation, a way of seeing 

ministry, that was established in Lebanon where two texts in particular shaped my ministry. 

 Philippians 1:6 “Being confident of this very thing, that He who has begun a 

good work in you will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ;” 

                                                           
18

 Uniting Church in Australia, The Basis of Union, https://assembly.uca.org.au/basis-of-union 

 

https://assembly.uca.org.au/basis-of-union


 

18 
 

 1 Thessalonians 1:3 “Remembering without ceasing your work of faith, labor 

of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the sight of our God 

and Father”. 

 

By way of an aside, it would be  matter of great interest and very revelatory if the Uniting 

Church sought out from its migrant ministers what are the organizational texts which lie 

behind their ministry and migration. Now after fifteen years in Australia I find myself 

inspired by Psalm 116:12. “What shall I render to the Lord for all His benefits toward me? I 

will take up the cup of salvation, and call upon the name of the Lord.” 

An Unusual Method  

 On the day of my induction into the congregation (11 May 2011) I was able to invite 

most of the Middle Eastern pastors. Some, not all, were able to attend.  Their presence at this 

pivotal time in my ministry in Australia discloses the purpose of this thesis. It is at one level a 

critical account of the practice of ministry by an evangelical Arabic-speaking minister who 

threw in his lot with the Uniting Church on account of a most odd call.  It is also an attempt 

to explain why other evangelical Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors from the Middle east 

have been unable to take that same step. It is not just an enquiry into why they cannot; it is 

also asking the question is there a cost to the practice of ministry if that is step is not taken. 

 The unusual nature of this thesis continues. In seeking to uncover these reasons and 

opinion the standard exercise would be to carry out a series of empirical surveys that allowed 

these pastors to answer the relevant questions for themselves. In this case, though, the pastors 

would not oblige:  for them the reputation of the Uniting Church is tarnished by the way it 

answers those awkward questions they have been asking me.  Our relationships are personal 

rather than ecumenical. In the circumstance I am indebted to Susanna Snyder for her rather 

idiosyncratic mode of theological reflection. In her work with refugees and asylum-seekers 
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she referred to loitering. 
19

 In technical terms she is wanting to put into action a ‘performative 

and liberatory theology’.
20

 That is the theory but it depended upon actually ‘encountering’ 

refugees and migrants. 

 Snyder’s loitering began in a drop-in centre  at Ladywood Methodist Church. She was 

in a ministry formation programme at the time and her task at the drop-in centre was one 

where she ‘taught fumblingly English and helped out in the creche’. She recalls ‘[w]e had 

parties and danced and had far too much cake’.
 21

  She described how ‘I listened to stories’: 

her subsequent disciplined research came about through her exposure to ‘the awful stories; of 

refugees and asylum seekers at Ladywood Methodist Church and then a similar sort of 

experience at Birmingham Cathedral. In her ministry Snyder reflected on how she has 

‘continued to try and stand alongside people seeking sanctuary’.
22

 The first step in her 

practical theology was one of subjective experience. Why was she doing this work?  It then 

involved the ‘gathering a range of experiences’ across those seeking assistance and those 

providing it. It would involve a deepening familiarity with forced migration studies, but 

initially this collating of data was one that was dependent on ‘loitering’. It meant placing 

oneself in a position to hear while going about everyday routines in centres like the one at 

Ladywood Methodist Church. It involved listening to stories and anecdotes as well as 

feelings and perceptions. It revolved around ‘encounters’ that would eventually feed into her 

action-reflection style of practical theology. It was an approach rooted in praxis and flowed 

from her awareness of what she named as ‘personal experience and the importance of 

reflexivity’.
23

 The loitering was a means by which she not only engaged with her own 

personal experience but she was then able to see from and within the context ‘an expanding 
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horizon’, ‘a shared multivocal context’.
24

 The loitering was part and parcel of a ‘bricolage 

approach’  that allowed space for wisdom, intuition, speculation to be placed alongside 

facts.
25

 The bricolage approach constructs something out of a diverse range of materials that 

happen to be available. It is inventive. 

 Over the course of my ministry in Bankstown I have worked closely with Syrian 

refugees especially. I have heard their stories and the congregation has sought to address the 

many complex needs they face. We have ‘loitered’ with intent. The way I am using loitering 

for the purpose of this thesis, though is a little different. In the absence of any 

quantitative/qualitative surveys from Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors and congregations I 

am drawing upon the conversations I have had with them. I am hearing their impressions, 

their judgements, their decisions. In a sense the Arabic-speaking evangelical pastor in this 

study is a composite figure—a ‘straw man’. 

This figure is at home in the forty-nine congregations to be found  in the Bankstown-

Liverpool area of western Sydney.  There were initially groups meeting in people’s homes. 

The first of these official Lebanese churches were Dulwich Hill in 1971, then Fairfield in 

1973. The great majority have been set up after 1985.  The common practice has been to 

become a tenant in an already built church – four are currently making use of a Uniting 

Church (Bankstown, Fairfield, Panania and Guildford). Those who serve as pastors were 

originally the equivalent of a lay preacher in Uniting Church categories of ministry. Only one 

of the forty-nine pastors would be acknowledged as  an ordained Ministers of the Word back 

in Lebanon.  I meet with these pastors for a fellowship breakfast every month. In other words 

I loiter in their presence.  They do not relate to the Maronite churches in Sydney unlike 

myself. There has been no scholarly work done on the life and work of these Lebanese 
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evangelical churches in Australia. In terms of this work I am both a participant and critical 

observer of this period and its effect in the ongoing life of both the homeland and the country 

to which the Lebanese have migrated.   

This narrative depends upon phone calls, emails, personal subjectivity and my 

equivalent of Snyder’s loitering. That is the first step in an action reflection spiral that allows 

me to place myself inside the question of how the Arabic-speaking evangelical Lebanese 

ministers relate to the Uniting Church and vice-versa. It sets me up to be a participant/critical 

observer according to the methodology of a performative practical theology. It also lends 

itself to exploring the diasporic experience of ministry in Lebanon and ministry in Australia. 

That task is part of a thick description that is familiar to standard practices of theological 

reflection. In this instance it means doing the necessary historical and cultural studies work of 

examining the background as to how the evangelical denominations in Lebanon (and Syria) 

came about as well as understanding the sociology of being a believer in this setting. The 

diasporic studies of the church are often unaware of the carry-overs from ministry in the 

country of origin into the new homeland. That is especially in the case of the Middle East 

where an evangelical faith is pitted against much older expressions of the Christian faith and 

can be viewed as a western-derived representation of the church. It is also an expression of 

faith that has been tested in the crucible of an inter-religious civil war. Without this kind of 

interdisciplinary work the thick description lies incomplete: it becomes very difficult for 

those in the Uniting Church who are not from the Middle East to understand the dynamics at 

work.  

In order to investigate why there has been such a reserve with reference to the Lebanese 

evangelical pastors to the Uniting Church it is important to place the practice of loitering 

alongside the history that describes the three waves of migration to Australia and how that 

has coincided with a desire to preserve a sense of cultural identity. At the heart of my 
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loitering is a willingness to be cross-cultural—in effect, stand in between two very different 

cultures and ethos and act as something like a bridge. For that to be plausible there is then a 

need to examine the statements issued by the Uniting Church with regards to matters that are 

deemed to be controversial within the Lebanese Arabic-speaking churches. The problems 

discerned in the thick description then turns to an exercise in cross-cultural studies: why has 

the Uniting Church not been able to support a cross-cultural theology that enters into the 

experience of these migrants and subsequent generations? Why is it not able to fulfil the 

aspirations that lie behind its sometimes confused and confusing rhetoric of being 

multi/inter/cross-cultural? Why is it not able to act on its promises and hopes?  

Writing on her experience of loitering Snyder argues that it inevitably leads to a 

provisional theology and fragmentary set of responses.
26

 This thesis ends on such a note. It 

leaves some fairly basic questions to do with the praxis of the Uniting Church suspended 

without resolve. 

In this particular instance loitering has involved the hearing of anecdotal impressions 

of the Uniting Church from Arabic-speaking evangelical ministers; that has taken place in a 

face-to-face mode as well as through emails and phone calls. Inasmuch as none of these 

pastors / ministers have had any direct participation in the life of the Uniting Church their 

impressions amount at times to the equivalent of rendering this church into a straw man. 

Those impressions create the sense of knowing what this church represents through a 

combination of hearsay, rumour and some factual truths. They create an illusion of being able 

to dismiss the case that might be mounted in its support through a series of informal fallacies 

or half-truths. 

 

                                                           
26

 Snyder, Asylum-Seeking, pp. 33-34. 



 

23 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 



 

24 
 

The Marks of a ‘Believer’. 

I had initially thought that a visit that I organized of leaders from the Uniting Church to their 

counterparts in Lebanon might be seen as a positive sign by my fellow Arabic-speaking 

evangelical pastors in Sydney. Such a visit would show a genuine interest in their potential 

inclusion and would be consistent with initiatives previously taken with ministers and 

churches in the Pacific Islands and Korea. The barrier to that hope lay in how a rigid idea of 

who constitutes a ‘believer’ or ‘true believer’ has been forged in Lebanon itself. The Uniting 

Church might describe itself as being ‘Reformed and evangelical’ in its Basis of Union: the 

dilemma that arises is how there is a potential difference in how term evangelical can be used 

and how this concern for being a ‘believer’ lends itself so easily to sectarian rather than 

mainstream tendencies in Lebanon.  

     

Visiting Lebanon: 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the potential relationship between the Uniting Church 

in Australia and the forty-nine Arabic-speaking congregations which are held together under 

the umbrella of being Lebanese evangelical churches. This enquiry was taking place while 

the Uniting Church has been setting up a Middle Eastern National Conference similar to 

those which existed for other ethnicities. It also coincided with the first ever visit of the 

President of the Assembly, together with group of ministers—including the director of 

UnitingWorld— to Beirut in Lebanon in January 2017. In the course of that visit this team 

visited the Supreme Council of the Evangelical churches in Syria and Lebanon as well the 

Synod of the Presbyterian church, the Synod of the National evangelical church and the 

Union of the Armenian church in Syria and Lebanon. It is doubtful whether evangelical and 

reformed churches in other countries which host a Lebanese diaspora have made such a visit.  

During this visit the Uniting Church delegation visited the local government and the Near 
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East School of Theology. These initiatives took place partly as a result of the research 

question which lies behind this thesis. 

  It cannot be taken for granted that these initiatives will automatically win the support 

of the Sydney-based congregations. None of the evangelical churches in Lebanon provide a 

forum for their diasporas; their national assemblies are more committed to domestic issues. It 

has also become clear that the majority of those who exercise a pastoral ministry in Sydney 

have no connection whatsoever with the institutional life of any of the churches back in 

Lebanon.  

 The comparison can be made with the Maronite churches.  The seeds of that presence 

of the Maronites in Australia goes back to the diaspora of 1854. The Maronite denomination 

is, of course, the largest in Lebanon; in terms of its diaspora it has preserved a more coherent 

form of organisation and a polity of oversight of its clergy. There is a common identity which 

looks back to the Maronite Syriac Antiochene Catholic Church. Currently in Sydney there are 

three main churches and a cathedral in Redfern.  The first Bishop, the Revd. Abdo Khalife, 

was appointed (with the approval of Rome) to the Saint Maroun’s diocese of Sydney. There 

are at least eighteen recognized priests and more than twenty nuns. In terms of education the 

Maronite church possesses three large high schools. There is here a distinct organisational 

apparatus and formal connectivity back to Lebanon which is lacking in the evangelical 

churches in the Liverpool-Bankstown area. 

 It is indeed entirely possible that the local congregations might complicate this visit. 

The reason why this is so lies partly in the self-understanding of pastors and the 

congregations they serve. There is widespread tendency for communities to separate 

themselves on the basis of who is reckoned to be a “believer” – or, perhaps, a “true believer”. 

So much now depends on the working beliefs and practices of the congregations and 

their pastors. It is difficult to separate pastors and congregations because of the way in which 
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these churches were first set up. Whether the pastor concerned was raised in Lebanon or 

Australia, the past and homeland culture matters. Its history has shaped the way in which 

these Lebanese evangelical members understand themselves and others who differ from 

them.  

One of the most common words in the Lebanese evangelical conversation is whether 

or not a person is a ‘believer’:(  مؤمن Mo’men). At face value the question is about whether 

the individual concerned ‘believes’ in Christ and acts in accordance with those beliefs. It is 

the kind of question which is often said by way of an aside, a nod of the head, a sideways 

glance. It is more than a question: it is like a sign which is interwoven with the way you 

speak, how you dress and how you act.  Whether or not you are a believer depends upon how 

well these things hold together. 

It is the kind of question which may sound like or perform the function of a low-level 

enquiry which then initiates a conversation. It may sound innocent – but, in actual practice, it 

is not as innocent as it might first appear to be. “Are you” or “is that person over there a 

believer?”  Beneath the surface it is a question which is seeking out a point of association or 

disassociation.  Its purpose is like a marker of identity and belonging.  It can carry the 

suggestion that the person being referred to is, in fact, not a believer – at least, in the sense of 

not being like us. It is the kind of question which masks as such a sense of suspicion. It is also 

a question which harbours a yearning for trust: if you are indeed a believer, then you 

subscribe to the same values and aspirations as the group out of which the question is being 

asked. 

In order to understand its common, deceptively casual usage, the question needs to be 

given an historical and cultural context. The way in which the word ‘believer’ is used is 

situated inside the complex history of sectarian politics and everyday living in Lebanon. It is 

not possible to understand the attitudes (and suspicions) of the Lebanese evangelical 
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ministers in Sydney without some awareness of this background. The word is used to 

differentiate Christian from Muslim, evangelical from Maronite and Orthodox, and, further 

again, between differing evangelical churches.  

Here a distinction needs to be made. The term evangelical conveys a mix of churches 

that in many other countries would be regarded as mainline Protestant as well as those which 

have what might be argued are more sectarian in tendency. Those which are more mainline—

such as Presbyterian and Baptist—are more likely to maintain relationships with churches of 

the same traditions in other countries.  

That reference to the question being posed between differing evangelical churches 

requires closer examination. The Arabic word is مؤمنيين . Its origins and employment lie in 

the history of American-based mission to Lebanon during the nineteenth century. The term 

"evangelical" is translated as gospel, Injil, according to the teaching of the gospel, االنجيليين . In 

the Arab world and the Middle East the word Injileen is used more that the word Protestant. 

 

Being Evangelical / Injileen 

 

In the Lebanese context the word ‘evangelical’ does not necessarily mean the same as it does 

in a western setting. It does not possess the need to define itself over and against that which is 

more liberal. There is no such contest and history. There was no need for there to be the 

equivalent of Alister McGrath to write why the future belongs to evangelicals rather than 

liberals.
27

 In this Lebanese context the word evangelical is the equivalent in meaning of being 

Protestant. The word Protestant is not used in Lebanon to describe the church. Being 

evangelical is sufficient and should be seen by way of comparison with what it means to be 
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Maronite or Orthodox. The denominational and theological territory in which what it means 

to be evangelical is thus different in Lebanon from what it is in Australia.  

There is nevertheless a close resemblance in what makes up an evangelical 

conviction. The standard definition has been provided by David Bebbington in his history of 

Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s.
28

 The so-called 

Bebbington Quadrilateral or four qualities that have been the special marks of evangelical 

religion are conversionism, an activism (meaning lay engagement in good works), biblicism, 

and crucicentrism (that is, the centrality of the cross).
29

 

Bebbington’s description of what defines evangelicalism has become something of a 

standard to which others respond. One example of such is Brian Harris’ article entitled 

“Beyond Bebbington”.
30

 Harris understands himself to be writing in a time when 

evangelicalism is “in danger of becoming a hyphenated movement”. It is having to come to 

terms with an increasing level of internal diversity along with some evangelical options 

preferring to see themselves as conservative, post-conservative and younger evangelicals. 

The Bebbington Quadrilateral provides some “significant common ground” among these 

differing expressions of evangelicalisms. Harris, nevertheless, discerns a number of ways in 

which evangelicalism is re-imagining its understanding and practice of Bebbington’s four 

qualities. It is becoming more holistic and less focussed on the conversion for the self for the 

self’s own sake, for instance. It is becoming more interested in becoming a “community of 

passionate piety” which is “seeker sensitive”, meaning that the path to conversion is not 
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merely one of some particular decisive moment where a decision is made for Christ.
31

 It is 

becoming more concerned with transformation, relationships and more like a missional 

community of invitation and embrace.
32

 It is becoming more willing to interpret the cross 

from the perspective of restorative justice than from the need to appease an offended deity by 

way of a substitutionary act of atonement.
33

 Harris has wondered whether it is time to move 

beyond Bebbington’s Quadrilateral.  

Michael F. Bird has likewise felt the need to define what evangelical might mean. 

Even before he begins his ‘Prolegomena’ to his Evangelical Theology: Biblical and 

Systematic Introduction, Bird seeks to define the term.
34

 He acknowledges that it often used 

in a negative way and seen as the equivalent of being fundamentalist. It can also be a term 

which becomes more cultural and political rather than theological and ecclesial. 

 For the sake of its latter meaning Bird reckons that Bebbington’s Quadrilateral is 

“true enough” but requires some nuance. And so, that emphasis on the centrality of the cross 

is not intended to deny the resurrection; that emphasis on the Bible is not the same as 

bibliolatry. Bird also places alongside Bebbington’s “qualities” the “cardinal points” of 

Alister McGrath,
35

 as well as his own “six key factors” which led the formation of modern 

evangelicalism.  Those formative features are: i). The Protestant Reformation with the 

rediscovery of the doctrines of grace over and against medieval Catholic notions of salvation 

through merit and penance; ii). the convergence of Puritanism and Pietism in North America 

and the British colonies that brought together diverse groups in shared social and religious 

causes like seeking revival and working for the abolition of slavery; (iii). The missionary 
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movements of the last two centuries with newly planted churches established in the Majority 

World; (iv). The liberal versus fundamentalist controversies of the early twentieth century 

over core Christian doctrines; (v), the separation of “evangelicals” from the fundamentalists 

in the mid-twentieth century; and (vi). In the last quarter of the twentieth-century there has 

been a steady decline of Christianity in the West and a surge of evangelical Christianity in 

Asia, Africa, and South America: evangelicalism has thus become a global phenomenon.
36

  

Bird’s interest in qualities, cardinal points, and key factors are designed to serve his 

intention to place the gospel, the evangel, to the forefront of his evangelical theology. The 

gospel is the ‘canon within the canon’; it is “the glue between doctrine, experience, mission 

and practice”. Bird’s overriding concern for definition is not like that of Harris who was 

seeking to clarify the nature, identity and aspiration of what evangelicalism might mean when 

there seems to be a number of different types. Bird’s interest lies in how the term evangelical 

can lead to the privileging of the evangel in the task of theology which, he reckons, is 

essentially about “gospelizing” – “that is, making the gospel shape our thinking, preaching, 

teaching and ministering in relation to God.”
37

 Bird found it helpful to turn to the Bebbington 

Quadrilateral, nevertheless.  

Writing in The Cambridge Companion to Evangelical Theology Timothy Larsen both 

commended Bebbington’s definition and built upon it. Bebbington himself had noted how 

“the Evangelical religion has been moulded by its environment”.
38

  Larsen recognize the 

importance of being contextual. In his case he defined an evangelical as: i). an orthodox 

protestant; ii). one who stands inside the tradition of global Christian networks arising from 

the eighteenth-century revival movements associated with John Wesley and George 

Whitefield; iii). one who has a preeminent place for the Bible in his or her Christian life as 
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the divinely inspired, final authority in matters of faith and practice; iv). one who stresses 

reconciliation with God through the atoning work of Jesus Christ on the cross; v). and one 

who stresses the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of an individual to bring about conversion 

and an ongoing life of fellowship with God and service to God and others, including the duty 

of all believers to participate in the task of proclaiming God to all people. 
39

  

Larsen is conscious of how his five-fold thesis needs to be played out in particular 

contexts.  This awareness of the local and contextual nature of a global evangelical theology 

has also been emphasized in a collection edited by Jeffrey Greenman and Gene Green. The 

emphasis in one location can differ from another.  The five-fold pattern Larsen identifies is 

very familiar but Greenman and Green are very much aware of how this pattern plays itself 

out in one part of the world may be rather different from another. Their anthology is 

dedicated to an evangelical global theology which presupposes the critical face-to-face 

encounter between a western theology which has driven the history of mission and the many 

forms of non-western theologies which now seek to be heard.
40

 

In the list of non-western evangelical theologies Greenman and Green include the 

potential reference to Lebanon is hidden away under the heading of a “Middle Eastern 

Theology in Evangelical Perspective”.
41

  The author is Martin Accad, at that time director of 

the Institute of Middle East Studies at the Arab Baptist Theological Seminary in Beirut (and 

associate professor of Islamic studies at Fuller Theological Seminary). Accad is under no 

illusion. He acknowledges that the Middle Eastern Christian theological tradition is “quite 

poor”.
42

 That state of play harbours an irony, of course. This is the geographical setting in 

which the Christian tradition emerged. Accad’s judgement should be handled with some care. 
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The evangelical tradition of theology to which he is referring is Baptist and those that are 

more sectarian. The Protestant traditions of scholarship associated with the Near East School 

of Theology have always been more ecumenical and recognized for their standing and 

quality. 

 The task facing a Middle East evangelical theology is initially one of a shift from a 

“translation movement to theological tradition”. 
43

 The tendency of contemporary 

publications has been to translate western works and show more of an interest in devotional 

and ascetical materials. That emphasis on translation is in many ways a continuing of 

previous needs to translate from Greek, Latin, Syriac, Coptic, and Armenian. Accad notes 

that there is a lack of “sufficient literary resources to study theology at a higher level in the 

Arabic language”:  it means that students must study in an English program and not 

necessarily be able to convert their “limited theological vocabulary in the Arabic language” 

into a “theological idiom that is natural and fluent” and able to address the local context in a 

“relevant manner”.
44

  

In terms of an evangelical theology Accad asks the question what would make such a 

theology “more evangelical”.
45

 What Accad is recognizing here is how the term conveys 

much more than those biblical, theological and missional defining qualities associated with 

Bebbington. For him the word carries “some very unique connotations” – indeed, the word 

Injili is “more of a denominational rather than a theological category”. 
46

 

 

The Lebanese Context  
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For the sake of understanding the Lebanese evangelical churches in the Liverpool-Bankstown 

area, it is critical to be aware of the socio-political and cultural background to which Accad is 

pointing. The immediate setting for being evangelical in Lebanon is rather different from the 

English and American contexts, let alone the Australian.  There is more emphasis placed on 

being protestant. The country has also been ravaged by civil war (1975-1990) and occasional 

war with Israel; its proximity to Syria has meant that Syrian troops as well as refugees have 

regularly crossed the border in recent times. The various forms of armed conflict have 

affected nearly everyone in the country. The Christian faith is also situated alongside that of 

Islam.  The way in which the Sydney-based Maronite writer, Fouad Ali-Esber, views this 

combination of threats is seen in his The Rise and Fall of Christian Minorities in Lebanon. 
47

  

The way in which churches in Lebanon have been involved in these critical issues is 

also described in the Federation of Swiss Protestant Churches book, The Churches of the 

Middle East: Working Towards Peace. This book The Rise and Fall of Christian Minorities 

in Lebanon is the report of a delegation made by the representatives of the Swiss Churches to 

Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, Jordan and Israel in 2010. The FSPC described Lebanon as a 

“veritable powder keg” and “nervous”.
48

 The most recent publication in English is by Paul 

Rowe, John Dyck and Jens Zimmerman, (eds), Christians and the Middle East Conflict). This 

book is really concerned with the relationship between Israel and Palestine; it is helpful, 

however, because it deals with how people in the Holy Lands read and ‘use’ the Bible and 

strive for peace and reconciliation. Rowe himself writes on ‘In this world you will have 

trouble: Christians living amid conflict in the Middle East”.
 49

   

This context needs to be teased out further. It is highly sensitive – so much so that 

Lebanon has opted for what has been called a form of parliamentary confessionalism. This 
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political system emerged in the wake of Lebanon securing independence from France in 

1943. What this confessionalism means in practice is that the four primary political offices 

(President, Prime Minister, Speaker and Deputy Speaker of Parliament) must be held by a 

Sunni, a Shi’a, a Maronite and an Orthodox representative. At its foundation this political 

confessionalism recognized seventeen official Christian and Muslim sects. The former 

included the evangelical churches alongside 11 other Christian options: Assyrians, Syriac 

Catholics, Syriac Orthodox, Chaldeans, Maronites, ‘Rome’ Catholics, Greek Catholics, 

Greek Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, Armenian Catholic. Following the end of the civil war 

in 1990 the Copts became another recognized confession. The FSPC described the political 

arrangement as being one of ‘legal pluralism in a confessionalized society’.
50

 

The relative strength of each confession is a little difficult to gauge.  There has been 

no census since 1932. At that time Christians made up 53% of the population; in 1956 it was 

estimated to be 54% while Muslims made up 44%. Now, it is reckoned that 54% of the 

country’s population is Muslim (including the Druze) and about 40% is Christian. The 

Muslim share is divided equally between Sunni and Shi’a.  Only 1% is Protestant. It is clear 

from these figures, then, that being evangelical is a marker of a minority on the margins. The 

practice of evangelicalism also takes place in a country where Bebbington and Larsen’s mark 

of conversionism is set inside a context where there is declining Christian presence.  

That decline is due to the high levels of migration.  Since 1975 1.8 million people 

have left the country to diverse parts of the world: the Lebanese diaspora in Australia should 

be seen against a background of a much larger dispersal which includes countries like Brazil, 

the Ivory Coast, Canada and the Persian Gulf.  It is reckoned that the current Muslim majority 

is due to the level of Christian migration and higher fertility or birth rates. Augustus Richard 

Norton has noted that the average Shi’a family has nine members compared with the 
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Christian family’s six; the Shi’a also have one more child on average than their Sunni 

equivalent.
51

 Situated where it is Lebanon has also been host to well over half a million 

refugees for a total population (excluding refugees) of about 5 million.  

The Swiss delegation to the Middle East was made very aware of the concern at the 

level of the ‘Christian exodus from Lebanon’.
52

 The percentage of Christians is continuing to 

fall.  It was a topic which was to the foreground of most of the experiences the delegation had 

in the country.  

 

Theological Implications 

 

The context in which Lebanese evangelicalism is lived out is complex.  The high authority 

assigned to Scripture provides a frame of reference for identity, belonging and meaning. The 

focus on the cross can furnish an example of innocent suffering and, when associated with the 

resurrection, the prospect of ultimate victory. It justifies in so many ways. The call to 

conversion and mission in this setting is not directed to a secular agnosticism and indifference 

as in the west; here the call is directed towards Islam and rival Christian denominations. The 

Christian life is acted out in the midst of regular outbreaks of violence. What does the 

command to love one’s neighbour as oneself and imitate Christ mean in a neighbourhood 

which is frequently reduced to rubble and marauding planes fly overhead? What does it mean 

to honour the parable of the Good Samaritan in this kind of context? The tendency of 

equating evangelical with being protestant means that the various denominations which make 

up evangelicalism look back to Luther, Calvin as much as Wesley. These influences are 

further filtered through the legacy of the particular missionary or church leader who brought 

the particular way of being Christian to Lebanon.  
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There is need to pause here. This tradition of evangelicalism is western. It is 

Protestant in terms of its origins in the Reformation; the evangelical ministries who came to 

Lebanon in the nineteenth century were American as were those who set up the Methodist 

Church of God. Wanis Seeman has observed that the evangelicals have left themselves open 

to being regarded as a foreign transplant which has not really earthed itself in the eastern soil 

as have the Maronite and the Orthodox. Seeman believes that the protestant churches are 

forever running the risk of being seen as ‘western’ and ‘aliens at home’.
53

 There is one 

further difference in context which is not insignificant. The various forms of evangelicalism 

and the Wesleyan tradition elsewhere may have created a biblical imagery for themselves. 

The hymns which are often sung in this tradition not only reflect those five marks of 

evangelicalism; they also make use of biblical place names, geographical features, flora and 

fauna which is foreign to American and European contexts. By way of contrast Lebanon 

features in the Bible.  It is mentioned 71 times alone in the Old Testament; it is present as 

Phoenicia – as well as in Tyre and Sidon - in the New.  These biblical references are woven 

into the very being of Lebanese evangelicals in a way which is not possible for their 

equivalents in the United States, Europe or Australia.  In the circumstances it is worth noting 

what those references are and how they function in the life of those for whom the Bible is the 

supreme authority. My home town is Sidon in southern Lebanon.  

The way in which these references refer to Lebanon helps build a sense of piety, 

devotion and confessional simplicity. Writing on the experience of Palestinian Christians 

M.D. Calder refers to the need for the outside observer about how ‘the text and the 

individual’ function. The intention is “not to hear what others would say about [the Bible] but 

to go to the actual text and read it and live by that.’ 
54

There is not necessarily the same felt 

need to ask critical questions to do with authorship, dates and the original context of the 
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biblical writings. Some caution needs to be exercised here, of course. Those same references 

are available to the Maronite and Orthodox traditions – as well as to those who are Jewish 

and, in some instances, to those who are Muslim. It is also the case that Islam has its own 

holy places within Lebanon which feature in terms of festivals and veneration.
55

  Where the 

evangelical attachment to biblical place and reference may differ from Maronite and Catholic 

lies in differences of worship and piety. Seeman has shown how Maronite and Orthodox can 

be critical of what they deem to be a colourless emphasis on the sermon and Bible readings; 

the other side of the coin is the evangelical disdain of icons.  

The label Protestant embraces a range of different churches. It covers traditions to do 

with the Presbyterians, the Baptists, the Brethren and the Methodists amongst others. The 

particular church in which I grew up was Brethren.  In terms of my own religious upbringing 

my father could neither read nor write. He learnt biblical passages off  by heart. It was a pre-

critical faith. It was one which set members apart from others – even other Christians who 

could be regarded as ‘unbelievers’. 

The question of whether or not the other is a ‘believer’ has been shaped and nourished 

by Lebanese history. That history – and the suspicion upon which it thrives – has crossed into 

diaspora.  
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Chapter 3: 

Telling Tales 

Where are you from? 

Who I am and how experience informs my ministry has been profoundly shaped by this 

Lebanese context. It becomes important to describe how it intersects with personal formation 

and ministry. Those ordained ministers from other countries who make their way into the 

Uniting Church do not come as if they are a tabula rasa – a clean sheet. Their accounts of life 

in general and ministry in particular affect their ministry in the new church, the new land. 

Their experiences may provide otherwise hidden gifts for the new denomination and maybe 

furnish diplomatic entries and insights into the life and witness of their churches of origin. 

For that reason it is time to tell tales in order to effect a bridge between Lebanon and the 

transition from Beirut to Bankstown – and reception into the Uniting Church. I come with a 

history, with a story. This autobiographical turn in the method is consistent with ‘the story-

telling’ that accompanies much diasporic theology and can also be seen within the context of 

a theological reflective spiral that assumes a distinction between being an active participant 

and a detached observer. 

One of the keys to relating to a migrant church is via the telling of stories.  The simple 

question of ‘where are you from?’ can become the equivalent of a bridge. At face value it 

looks like a potential throwaway line that marks a casual encounter. It can attract closely 

related questions like ‘how long have you been here?’, ‘why did you leave?’, ‘why did you 

choose Australia?’, ‘where is home?’ and the like. This initial question is worthy of a much 

deeper enquiry, however. It reveals and hides much. As a language scholar Donna Banks 
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reckons it is a ‘complicated’ question which carries ‘multiple layers of meaning’.
56

  Luke 

Wong suggests that it can be the kind of question which may need to be ‘navigated’.
57

 

 In his capacity as editor of Theology Today Hugh Kerr gave this question a 

theological significance. Now the response to ‘where are you from?’ is likely to give off 

information about where the individual concerned has done their theological education and—

on that basis—what shape it might take. It becomes a ‘positioning question’. It is no longer 

‘superficial, casual and even accidental’.
58

 It enables detection.  

For a minister from the Middle East—and, more especially Lebanon—how this 

question is answered can convey whether or not they are the right type of believer. It is no 

longer an innocent question. It is more than act of curiosity. It can become a marker of 

Christian identity as well as the first step taken in a revealing autobiography. It can generate a 

raft of other related and dependent questions: ‘which village do you come from?’, ‘what is 

your church?’, and ‘are you a believer?’. It is not necessarily the kind of question a person 

wishes to answer. 

 On account of its turbulent history and levels of emigration there are several genres of 

writing which mediate the experience of staying and leaving Lebanon. Sometimes this 

business of ‘where are you from?’ is dealt with through fiction where the characters are 

exploring a theme of ‘homeness’. Syrine Hout, for instance, makes use of fiction to explore 

how several authors sought to negotiate a way through ‘their hard-hitting recollections of the 
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Lebanese Civil War and its long-term effects on youth’.
59

 Hikmat Kashou, now Pastor of the 

Resurrection Church in Beirut, writes of how frightened he was as a child:   

Our hearts would be in our mouths. Our stomachs were always upset. Our 

house was bombed a number of times, relatives lost their lives, and beloved 

friends went missing.
60

 

 The history of Lebanon is one which is ‘long and wounded’.
61

 It is marked by civil 

war and occupation. Its traumatic nature transforms the question of ‘where are you from?’.  It 

becomes a history marked by ‘the destruction of lives, families, institutions and 

infrastructure’.
62

 In the aftermath of a civil war which raged for seventeen years (1975-1992) 

the context becomes one of a ‘collective [public] amnesia’ of what unfolded and an archive 

of personal memory and experience.
63

 It establishes the theological setting for what Jürgen 

Moltmann has called ‘companion experiences’. These are ‘events in our past which never 

become “past” but are continually present to us’. They form and mould us: they are ever-

present beneath the ordinary experience of living but can come again to the surface. 

Moltmann links his discussion of companion experiences (which travel with us through time) 

to what he identifies as ‘limit situations’. Such episodes are moments of finitude or 

‘elemental experiences of love, life and death’. The possess a capacity still to ‘shake’ us even 

though they have happened some time in the past.
64

 

 It should come as no surprise that the grim realities of war, civil war and the sectarian 

conflict and tension between Muslim and Christian should mark the experience of the 
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Lebanese diaspora—al-shutat. They make themselves felt in themes of survival and life 

abroad. Hout notes that the way in which contexts and settings are so often described as ones 

of ‘here and now’ become instead ones of ‘there and then’.
65

 

The moment the question assumes these forms the location of where the core question 

is being asked has altered. These two variations will be posed in Lebanon whereas the ‘where 

are you from?’ question is the one which is asked on arrival in a new destination. For 

someone not from the Middle East the enquiry into ‘where are you from?’ may well be no 

more than an interest in geography—in other words, into what is the country of origin. For 

someone who has come from the same land, whether that is more recently or not, the matter 

is a great deal more complex: hidden away in the question and answer is what has been your 

experience? what did you do in the civil war? how did you survive? who do you support? 

where do you stand with regards to the issues that have made Lebanon a ‘powder keg’? 

‘Where are you from?’ can become ‘where have you been?’ and ‘where are you going?’. 

 These types of question are not removed from the practice of ministry. s Haddad 

found himself having to think through a biblical and theological response to emigration and 

repatriation. In other words, the issue is one of whether to leave or stay—remain away or 

return. Haddad himself spent thirty years in Canada before making the decision to return to 

Lebanon. Out of this experience he has identified a number of what he calls ‘inappropriate 

attitudes’ in how decisions are made. These includes the tendency to put security and safety 

for one’s own family on a par with God’s calling on one’s life.
66

 There is also the habit of 

thinking it is ‘our mission’ rather than the mission of God’;
67

 there is a failure to have in 
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place a framework for hearing and discerning the ‘voice of God’;
68

 all these things can 

happen, Haddad argues,  because ‘we impose our own worldview upon the Bible’.
69

 Haddad 

argues that the real issue at stake is not whether one leaves or stays but why. For him the 

critical dimension is one of vocation—what is the call of God saying to you? 

The Importance of Telling Tales: 

There have been several ministers from the Middle East who have made their way into the 

Uniting Church.
70

  I am the only Lebanese evangelical minister in the Uniting Church.  The 

others have been or are Armenian or Iraqi. The irony in this statistic is that the Lebanese have 

been present in Australia for a lot longer than many other cultures now to be found in the 

Uniting Church.  

What follows is a personal story. This autobiographical turn to theology has been 

justified by Jung Young Lee. Writing in Marginality Lee has not wanted to claim that 

theology is the same as autobiography. That would overemphasize the role of subjective 
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experience and effectively divert attention away from its being response to the reconciling 

works of God in and through Christ. Rather, Lee is arguing that our theological understanding 

reflects something of our personal journey through life. 
71

 In a similar vein David Ng 

commences his diasporic theology from the perspective of the ‘personal life story’.
72

  

This emphasis on the autobiographical is in keeping with an established practice of 

the cross-cultural practice of the Uniting Church initiated by Seongja Yoo-Crowe. One of the 

first steps in providing space for those who did not belong to the dominant culture was the 

practice of asking leaders from different cultures to tell their story. The first account in her 

anthology entitled You and I: Our Stories is the story of the Revd. Bui Chai who survived a 

prison cell in Communist Vietnam and became the minister of the Cabramatta church.
73

   

Myong Duk Yang and Helen Richmond followed a similar editorial path in their 

anthology on Crossing Borders.
74

 Here particular autobiographical fragments were placed 

alongside the claim of the Uniting Church to be a multi-/cross-cultural church and the various 

policies it had adopted. Writing on ‘The Face of Theology’ Clive Pearson observed how the 

personal story has emerged as the first step in moving from an implicit theology (hidden 

away in the autobiographical) to a theology that is explicit. It has often been followed by 

biblical studies exploring the relationship between emigrating and settlement in a new land, 

engaging with cultural diversity and then led to the first intimations of a Christology. 
75

 

The fact of the matter is that such accounts become examples for others. They have a 

life beyond the individual concerned.  In this particular instance the personal story can 

provide a window into the process of reception of ministers from overseas. Has it been warm 
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and welcoming, gracious? Or has it been more cautious and one of blocks and obstacles? In a 

way that an established polity might not always recognize, the reception of ministers from 

overseas and from another denomination sends signals to others. 

The tendency hitherto has been for there to be very little enquiry into what form that 

prior ministry may have taken. The emphasis falls upon educational checks, the legitimacy of 

ordination, whether the minister is deemed to be in good standing, and what is then required 

for the applicant to become a minister of the Uniting Church in Australia.  That may involve 

periods of study that are designed to make the minister to be received familiar with how the 

Uniting Church understands and practices its faith. None of that is surprising. It is to be 

expected. What is unsettling is the lack of any enquiry into the actual nature of past 

ministries. There is little attempt made by reception committees into the experience and gifts 

an individual may bring with him or her into the life of the receiving Uniting Church. 

In keeping with this observation the personal account can provide a bridge between 

life in Lebanon and life in Australia. The benefit of being a migrant minister – and, indeed, an 

‘insider’ with regards this kind of experience – is one of possessing a ‘double vision’. In this 

liminal, in-between space, it becomes possible to draw upon what the individual concerned 

sees and understands in both the sending and receiving cultures. It becomes a space that can 

interpret.  Obviously the telling of such a story is very specific. It is very personal. It must be 

accompanied by all manner of qualifications as such.  Lee was very conscious of how his 

autobiographical turn might resonate with other Koreans living in the United States, for 

example, but it was a particular story and not their story. In much the same way this is ‘my’ 

story and not someone else’s. It is not the story of a current refugee from Syria by way of 

Lebanon or that of a woman or a child - or indeed that of an Armenian who has made their 

way from Beirut to Sydney.  
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Each of those pastors in Arabic-speaking evangelical churches in Sydney have their 

own stories. Some bear the marks of recent war while others are a consequence of a different 

point in time in Australia’s history as well as that of Lebanon. Some possess family histories 

that  are marked by periods where those from ‘Syria’ and the Ottoman Empire were excluded 

from Australia due to the White Australia policy. 

The purpose of such a personal story lies in how it can be more than it first appears. It 

is not just a record of individual movements, It can, in this case, be a means of revealing both 

the attraction of the Uniting Church and the difficulties of becoming a minority minister in a 

church whose practices do not always measure up well to the intentional language of its being 

multi/cross cultural. Rebecca Chopp has underlined the importance of such a ‘poetic witness’ 

which is likened to a form of testimony which exists in between fact and fiction. 
76

 Pearson 

has also described the importance of such in terms of ‘telling tales’ – the word telling here 

referring both to the pressing need to break silence and tell a story and how that story can 

then become a mode of revelation. 
77

 For his part Lee believes the personal account bears 

witness to the doctrine of providence. Practical theologians like Elaine Graham, Graham 

Ward and Francis Watson suggest that this means of doing a practical theology is by way of a 

‘theology of the heart’ where the individual human person becomes a ‘living human 

document’.
78

 

In terms of the subsequent shape of my ministry I am both a participant and critical 

observer of a period that embraces the contemporary context of evangelical churches in 

Lebanon, the experience of civil war and migration to Australia. Here I am standing inside 

the role which Judith Thompson in her study of a progressive theological reflection described 
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as pivotal for a reflective exercise. I have participated as an ‘actor’ in the civil war and its 

effect; I am also seeking to be a detached observer. 
79

 I know what it is like to come from a 

denomination that was not recognized by the Uniting Church – and, as a consequence, was 

not willing to acknowledge my previous ordination. I know what it is like to negotiate my 

way through the reception and placement processes of this church.  I am in a position to 

practice a double vision of comparing church life in Australia with church life back in my 

country of origin. I know what it is like to be attracted by the rhetoric of the Uniting Church 

about being a multicultural church and I know what it is like to come to terms with this claim 

being at times more aspirational than real. I have a tale to tell.  

   

Ministry with a difference: 

I came to Australia in 2007 much to my surprise. My practice of ministry up until that time 

had been mainly in Lebanon where I had been the minister of what might be described as the 

first multicultural church in Beirut.  That congregation had come about by way of a process 

of church planting. It had come about through observing the increasing number of migrant 

workers from the Philippines, Ethiopia, Korea and Sri Lanka in particular. In due course the 

majority of members would be Filipino. There appeared to be no church for them. The first 

meeting was of six Filipino women in my home; the next time there were sixteen. The 

numbers grew so that a hall was hired and within six months the church had grown to over 

three hundred members. Within little more than a year similar congregations were set up in 

Byblos and Tripoli (in the north of Lebanon) – and eventually in Larnaca – (in Cyprus) and 

Dubai. The church was international in membership as well as in its geographical setting. 

This church became known as the Church of God Filipino Global Ministry – 

Lebanon. From 2001 I was its pastor; it was duly acknowledged by the denomination to 
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which I belonged at that time and which then ordained me in 2003. That denomination was 

the Church of God in Syria and Lebanon – one of a number of denominations held together 

under the umbrella term of being evangelical. 

This congregation was the first of its kind in Beirut. The membership was initially 

made up of women from many cultures; the services were held in English which was the 

common language. The possibility of its being established presented itself through my having 

worked previously and subsequently for the Bible Society in Lebanon and the Gulf (1986 / 

2007). The Society would change its name during my time to the Bible Society of Lebanon 

and the Levant. In this capacity I was able to work in Lebanon across the different traditions 

of the Christian faith, travel around the Middle East and in and through Europe, especially to 

Hungary. I had also done postgraduate theological work in the United States. It would be fair 

to say that, by way of comparison with the other evangelical Lebanese ministers in the 

Liverpool-Bankstown areas, I had probably had a greater ecumenical and cross-cultural 

experience. In that respect the Uniting Church’s declaration of being “A Church for All 

God’s People” (2006) which I encountered on my arrival in Australia was attractive. 

Prior to my call to Bankstown Uniting Church as a youth worker my association with 

Australia in general was rather limited. I had visited three times in the past due to my mother 

having family here as well as on work purposes for the Bible Society. I did not envisage 

migrating. It was not an easy decision. My knowledge and exposure to the Uniting Church in 

particular had been non-existent. In a manner which echoes Haddad’s reasoning for staying 

and leaving I wondered what was God wanting me to do. I set a test for myself and my family 

as a consequence of which I accepted the invitation to come to Sydney. 

The call itself was unusual and made up of a number of coincidences. It was 

dependent upon a number of chance encounters in Lebanon and Bankstown’s desire for a 

youth minister suitable for its demographic make-up.  In the following years I was received 
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as a Minister of the Word within the Uniting Church and have continued to practise my 

ministry in the Bankstown congregation. In the Bankstown-Liverpool area there are 48 such 

ministers practising their ministry but I am the only one who is a part of the Uniting Church: 

the others keep their distance. Why is this so?  

The answer to that question is partly subjective. Unlike the other Lebanese 

evangelical ministers in Sydney I arrived in Australia with a background of crossing 

boundaries and working in a culturally diverse church. Over a period of time the Bible 

Society had transformed my understanding. It had acted like sandpaper on my assumptions. I 

was not able to subscribe to the sectarian tendency to divide believers and non-believers into 

the equivalent of Jesus’ distinction between sheep and goats. I was open to a church that 

confessed itself to be a work of ecumenism because my past ministry had been ecumenical.  

The Bible Society had also put time and energy in leadership programmes which I can look 

back on as being deeply formative.  It allowed me to travel widely, including travel to 

Hungary where Dr. Richard Hoffman of the Lutheran World Federation, told me that I 

needed to go to theological college. I did as I was told and studied for a short time at the 

Raday Bible College in Budapest—hence not simply within the range of colleges within  

Lebanon. Later, I would also study by distance from the college at Concordia in the United 

States. In addition to this ecumenical experience the Uniting Church is a coming together of 

the Presbyterian, Methodist and Congregational traditions.  I had been baptized into a church 

which owed much to that Methodist heritage. For this mix of reasons my background in the 

church at large pulled me towards the Uniting Church in a way which it might not for those 

evangelical traditions in Lebanon which are more grounded in the Baptist and Anglican 

churches –or the Brethren. 

 

 The Church of God in Syria and Lebanon: 
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The church in which I was formed for ministry and in which I was ordained was the Church 

of God in Syria and Lebanon. It was not the church of my upbringing, however. My 

grandparents on my father’s side had been Cypriot Orthodox but had converted to 

Catholicism on coming to Lebanon. In Lebanon my father, while living in Sidon and working 

in Beirut, had been attracted to the Open Brethren. On meeting and marrying my mother he 

moved to Sidon (Saida, in the south of Lebanon) where her family were Closed Brethren. At 

that time Sidon had been a largely Christian city; being not far from Galilee it featured in the 

New Testament accounts of Jesus’ ministry and was a site from which the apostle Paul 

embarked in the course of his missionary journeys. It would remain Christian until the war 

with Israel and Hezbollah’s subsequent liberation which led to it now being overwhelmingly 

Muslim. It is also home to large Palestinian refugee camps. 

 My journey out of being Closed Brethren to becoming an ordained minister in the 

Methodist Church of God was by way of a detour through the Baptist church in Beirut. I 

would in due course take studies in a diverse range of denominational colleges—the 

Mediterranean Bible College (1988-1992), the Arab Baptist Theological Seminary in 

Mansourieh (1993) the Near East School of Theology (2000), Luther Rice Theological 

College, and Bob Jones University (2003-2005). From the perspective of the Uniting Church 

these colleges—with the exception of NEST—are conservative.  

My interest in theological studies was to learn more about the Bible and its 

intersection with pastoral care in a troubled land. The reason why I made the move from the 

Baptists to the Church of God was due to the experience of the latter being more active in the 

practice of loving the neighbour than in the mere teaching of theological doctrines. That 

focus was informed and shaped by war and civil war. 
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In the context of relating to other Lebanese evangelical ministers in Australia it 

matters what are the denominational allegiances. It matters because the history of American 

mission especially to the Middle East invariably led to issues to do with who belongs to the 

“true church”.  Woven into this denominational belonging are family, kinship and communal 

relationships.  For that reason, for the sake of engaging with other Lebanese Evangelical 

leaders, my background—“where I come from in faith”—matters, hence the need to explain 

something of the history and beliefs of the Church of God.  It was not until I came to 

Australia that I learnt more of this history. 

The Church of God was established in Lebanon and Syria in 1912 by an American 

missionary, Miss Levlen. At the time it was known as the Methodist Holiness Church of God. 

Her work was initially among women—and indeed this church ordained its first women in 

1920 . It was eventually recognized that the denomination required a Bible college to train 

ministers in a large area covering the eastern Mediterranean (Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and 

Egypt). The Church of God Bible College was set up in Beirut in 1954 as a consequence. 

To this day this Methodist church has an affiliation with the Church of God 

‘movement’ back in the United States. That reference to movement rather than a 

denomination is taken from its Mike Atnip’s on-line history. The reason for that terminology 

lies in the way in which a number of different sub-groups sprang from the original church 

that looks back to Daniel Sydney Warner (usually known as D.S. Warner) at the close of the 

nineteenth century. It was Warner whom followers would come to see as ‘the last reformer 

who finally brought about the perfect restoration of the New Testament church’.
80

  

 This insider’s history notes that Warner was born in Bristol, Ohio in 1842. His father 

kept a tavern and it was said that ‘alcohol flowed freely’ in the home; his mother was of a 
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Pennsylvania Dutch background and reckoned to be ‘sainted’ by way of comparison. As a 

young man he was known to be a good speaker but, following a short time of service in the 

Civil War, ‘he decided to be an infidel, apparently from the lack of a genuine spiritual vitality 

in the Lutheran and Catholic community he grew up in.’
81

 In the wake of a short-lived 

conversion experience (through singing some hymns) he was eventually more fully converted 

at what was called a protracted meeting in a local school-house in February 1865. In due 

course he joined the Church of God (Winebrennerian) which looked back to the revivalist 

preaching of John Winebrenner. From this influence Warner acquired a dislike for 

denominations, sectarianism and what he described as a ‘human-organized church’.
82

 The 

Evening Light ministry would emerge and be nicknamed as the ‘come outers’:  preachers 

went from town to town exhorting would-be followers to ‘come out of Babylon’ and leave 

behind human denominations, doctrines and creeds.
83

 Warner became an evangelist in an era 

‘when repentance meant forsaking sin’ in stark contrast to the ‘easy-believism’ that the 

anonymous historian believes is evident today. Warner proclaimed the gospel throughout 

Ohio, Indiana and then Nebraska. On his return to Ohio (1877) he broke with the 

Winebrennarians, partly through having now become exposed to the Holiness movement and 

its doctrine of ‘a second definite work of grace, subsequent to justification’. The emphasis 

Warner placed upon sanctification was deemed to the second reformation.  The break was 

further due to the some Winebrennarian churches accepting freemasonry.
84

   

 With five others Warner broke away from the existing structures of the Churches of 

God in order to set up an open fellowship of believers who were not restricted by creeds and 

organisation. Their ‘new’ Church of God (or ‘true house of God’) saw itself as being 

established ‘in the perilous times of the last days’.  They resolved to live holy, righteous and 

                                                           
81

  Ibid., 3. 
82

  Ibid., 8. 
83

  D.S. Warner, The Evening Light Ministry, (Prestonburg: Reformation Publications, 2012; original, 1895). 
84

  Ibid, 10. 



 

52 
 

godly in Christ Jesus; to adhere to no body or organisation but the church of God, bought by 

the blood of Christ, organized by the Holy Spirit, and governed by the Bible; to ignore and 

abandon the practice of the preacher’s licence as without precept or example in the Word of 

God and be known instead by ‘our fruits instead of by papers’; and  to forsake the snares and 

yokes of human parties and stand alone in ‘one fold; of Christ upon the Bible – and in the 

unity of the Spirit. They regarded themselves as being ‘truly regenerated’’ and ‘sincere 

saints’.
85

 Of particular interest was their commitment to pacifism: ‘There is no place in the 

New Testament wherein Christ gave instruction to his followers to take the life of a fellow-

man.’ 
86

They believed that their true church of Jesus had now passed through the reformation 

of Luther, then of Wesley and finally Warner.
87

  

 Following his death in 1895 the Church of God became a fast-growing movement. In 

those initial two decades there were missionaries ‘sent out into many parts of the globe’— 

including the Middle East. (By way of a detour William J. Seymour, the pastor of the 

Apostolic Faith Mission on Azusa Street had been associated with the Church of God).
88

 That 

outward spread was compromised by internal division over subsequent decades on matters to 

do with the wearing of adornments (for instance, a necktie), interpretations of the book of 

Revelation, and sanctification in general.
89

 Warner was himself a prolific author.
90

 

 

   Evangelical Churches in Lebanon 
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There is no published history to do with the actual arrival and establishment of the 

(Methodist) Church of God in Lebanon and Syria. There appears to be only one account of 

Miss Levlen, a column in a journal, written in Arabic. The Protestant churches that made 

their way to Mount Lebanon and Syria during the nineteenth century shared many similar 

aspirations and needed to negotiate similar styles of problems that have an ongoing 

significance. The first of those missions were Presbyterian, then Anglican and 

Congregational. They were subsequently followed by others like the Baptists and the Church 

of God in the immediate pre-First World War period. 

These missions came as western expressions of faith. They were not indigenous 

Christian traditions like those of the Maronites, the Orthodox (both Greek and Antiochene) 

and Catholic. The impulse that lay behind them was the emergence of an evangelical interest 

in the Holy Lands (“reclaiming Bible lands”) as well as a desire to make converts from other 

Christian traditions that were perceived to be less scriptural. The prospect of making mass 

conversions from Islam during the Ottoman Empire was negligible. So much depended upon 

the level of tolerance and religious pluralism the Muslim rulers would allow. Usama Makdisi 

has also demonstrated how the fortunes of these evangelical missions were dependent upon 

the disposition of American foreign policy in the Middle East. Through until the Presidency 

of Theodore Roosevelt the United States was able to distance itself from the perceived 

imperialism of the European powers of France and Britain. That perception altered when 

Roosevelt, on a visit to Cairo in 1910, encouraged the Arab world to be patient with regards 

independence while praising English civilisation.
91

 Makdisi notes how the United States 

moved from being “benevolent America” to one of “betrayal”. 
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It was evident that the great appeal and mode of securing a role in the life of Lebanon 

at this time was through education. The American University, for instance, was founded by 

Presbyterians from the United States.  The tensions that needed to be negotiated included the 

rival claims of a traditional, stable, confessional biblical faith and insights arising from 

evolution and a critical enquiry. There was also an increasing need to trust local Lebanese 

with the responsibility of teaching and how to manage that with a particular type of racism 

missions attracted from their home base back in the United States. It is highly likely that the 

denominational experience closest to that of the Methodist Church of God was that of the 

Baptists. Of potential relevance here is Melanie E. Trexler’s recent work on the emergence of 

a Baptist congregation in Beirut from 1897 onwards through the subsequent strained 

relationships between the so-called “Arab Baptists” and the Baptist congregations and 

conventions in the southern United States. 
92

  

 

 

 

   Believing: 

The Church of God in Syria and Lebanon stands within the holiness tradition of the  Christian 

faith  with roots in Wesleyan pietism and also in the restorationist traditions.  Both roots 

emphasized the role of Scripture: the focus of the holiness movement was on the doctrine of 

salvation. The character of the Christian life is made up of the way in which grace, faith and 

holiness in heart and life relate to one another. The Reformation understandings of election 

and predestination are set aside. Wesley believed in original sin and our inability to justify or 
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save ourselves. He also believed that grace comes before faith. That grace is available to all 

and not just to an elected few. It is available to all who hear the gospel, repent and believe in 

Jesus Christ. Wesley agreed with Luther that salvation comes through faith alone and not 

through good works. Nor did he think that salvation was a mere feeling. It is a work of the 

Holy Spirit; the individual is saved through the substitutionary sacrifice of Christ on the 

cross; the one who believes in the merits of Christ’s saving work may receive the inward 

witness of the Spirit to their new found freedom from sin. The holiness tradition then 

assumed a process of regeneration. Genuine faith should be marked by an improved moral 

character that is both inward and outward. Wesley looked towards a ‘Christian perfection’ 

rather than an ‘absolute perfection’; it was marked by an ever-increasing maturity of faith. 

This emphasis on prevenient grace (this grace which comes before faith and is available to 

all) differed from my experience of being raised in the Brethren church.  

The other tradition which went into the Church of God was the restorationist. Here the 

focus is on a form of Christian primitivism. There is a looking back to the early church; the 

underlying assumption is that the church has increasingly deviated from its originating beliefs 

and practice the holiness tradition of Methodism is combining with the search for a more 

‘pure’ church.   

In terms of my own exposure to the beliefs of the Church of God came through study 

at the church’s college. The Brethren background from which I had come was more than 

deeply suspicious of Bible and theological colleges.  Now I was a student in a college that 

possessed a statement of belief. It read: 

“We believe in one eternal, holy, and loving God who calls us to respond in faith. 

We, therefore, give the following testimony of our faith, realizing that for 

testimonies of faith to be Christian they must conform to God's revelation in the 
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Holy Scriptures. Although we can never put into a short document all that we are 

taught in the Bible, we do affirm the following. 

 

We believe in one God in three persons — Father, Son and Holy Spirit — who 

created all things visible and invisible, and out of chaos created order. Our hearts 

are made glad that God is fully revealed in the Lord Jesus Christ, the incarnate 

Son of God, who was born to the Virgin Mary through the agency of the Holy 

Spirit, and lived on earth as both fully human and fully divine. We are grateful 

that the Holy Spirit leads us into all truth, convicts us of sin, leads us to and 

incorporates us into Christ, and empowers us for Christian witness. 

 

We believe the church is the fellowship of the redeemed, the body of Christ, the 

people of God, chosen by God for mission in the world. At the beginning of time 

God created humankind to be partners in mission. However, humankind failed in 

this partnership. In the course of time, though, God chose Israel to bless all 

peoples. But in the fullness of time it was in Jesus Christ that God brought 

salvation for all people. And until the end of time God has chosen the church to 

be the body of Christ with the mission of making disciples. It is for this purpose 

that God continually reforms the church so that it will be conformed to the image 

of Christ.” 

 

The statement was designed to commit its faculty and students to being a particular 

kind of community. That community was not episcopal like the Maronite and the Orthodox. 

It was one which saw itself as being steeped in a biblical faith and as a form of testimony 

made in response to the initiative of God.  It bears the mark of being evangelical with its 



 

57 
 

focus on the Bible and mission. In terms of doctrine it is perhaps unusually stronger on the 

Incarnation that the Cross, although the redemptive work of Christ is emphasized. The 

statement is indeed Christocentric expressed within an openly declared Trinitarian 

framework. It also possesses a strong sense of what the church is called to be – it is to be 

conformed to the image of Christ. One area where this statement differs from the Brethren 

body of basic beliefs lies in its concern for the ‘salvation for all people’. It is not closed in 

that respect to the ‘elect’. 

The College statement was the same as that of the denomination. In the college setting 

it marked out an expectation or requirement of belief. It was placed within a context  which 

presupposed a level of academic integrity organised around a number of principles and 

intentions. They included a love for persons and a responsible relationship to the created 

order and all humankind. The academic nature of the work to be done in the College was 

matched by a clear concern for a Christian spirituality and faithful practice. To this end the 

College was sensitive to the need for facilitating the spiritual growth of the seminarian. It 

valued spiritual formation as a central integration point of preparation for ministry. This 

integration complements the academic disciplines with responsiveness to the divine presence 

of the Lord in word and deed. Students and faculty were encouraged to share together in the 

community life of faith through chapel attendance, small prayer groups, spiritual formation 

groups, and personal meditation. Active participation in the life of a local congregation was 

also highly desirable.  

This call to ministry did not happen in a vacuum. In this denomination there was no 

formal period of discernment like there is in the Uniting Church in Australia. It was less 

structured than that. In my case my early ministry was in a variety of lay positions. It began 

in a house fellowship back in 1986 which was essentially one of music. It was a joyful 

ministry among young people running praise and worship events. It developed into a youth 
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ministry which revolved around Sunday School, youth camps, and organising praise and 

worship events with young people.  

With the benefit of hindsight it is now clear that my formation for ministry was in some 

respects different from the standard pattern. Those who began their studies at the same time 

proceeded to ordination at their completion. I did not. I believed I should have more 

experience and went to Hungary and worked in a youth ministry program with the Bible 

Society and parachurch organisations. It was through this route that I ended up planting the 

multicultural church and being ordained ten years after I had completed my studies at the 

church’s own college. 

 

   Formation through civil war: 

This process of formation and practical ministry took place against a background of the civil 

war in Lebanon. 
93

 The effect of such on individuals and societies is traumatic. There is an 

effect which is intimate and personal as well communal. In terms of the personal experience 

which informs my Christian life and ministry the war left many scars: I lost members of my 

family. My home in Sidon was partially demolished by a bomb while I was still inside; with 

my two sisters and brother we were strafed by Israeli jets while coming home from school 

through an olive grove suspected of hiding PLO militia. I became a refugee within my own 

home country on three separate occasions. Like others during this war / civil war that lasted 

from 1975 through to 2006 I was repeatedly surrounded by blood, fire and death at every 

turn.  
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My parents had insisted that when war broke out in the south that I should leave Sidon. 

Our house had been destroyed, my father’s business ruined. They made their way to property 

in the hill villages above Sidon. Lest I be co-opted into the militia they insisted that I make 

my way to Beirut where, for fifteen days I would be homeless.  Someone then took me into  

their home and showed me kindness. Instead of ending up in the militia I worked for the Red 

Cross tending to the injured and those blown to pieces. I have a diploma in nursing. 

The call to follow Christ and serve him in this kind of context is very demanding. Jesus 

himself spoke about wars and rumours of war. There is an apocalyptic dimension to the 

message he proclaimed. There are choices to be made. In my case I found myself wondering 

about the grace of God and the nature of his faithful promises. I found that I clung to verses 

like that taken from Psalm 34:  “The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek 

the LORD lack no good thing”.  From the gospels John 10:27-28 was a source of comfort: 

“My sheep listen to My voice; I know them, and they follow Me. I give them eternal life, and 

they will never perish. No one can snatch them out of My hand”. 

This experience of civil war has played a part in forming who I am and in the unfolding 

of my life – and, in this case, ministry. I am not alone in this kind of experience, of course. It 

is widely shared within the Lebanese diaspora – both Christian and Muslim – in Australia.  It 

has informed my understanding and practice faith: it has led me to cherish and value the 

compassion and mercy of God and how all people are created in the image of God. It has 

made me profoundly aware of the neighbour who is wounded, shell-shocked by life and has 

been left with little.  

Hout notes how the effects of war creates an ambiguous feeling about where ‘home’ is 

and may lead to a certain tension in the heart and mind between Lebanon as an ideal, its 
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cedars, its biblical heritage, of what might be and the reality of trauma, fear and dashed 

hopes.
94

 

The significance of these formative and companion experiences arising out of the civil 

war are both personal and communal. Ghassan Hage and Abbas El Zein have described what 

it is like to be Arab-Australian coming out of a Lebanese background.
95

 The diasporic 

communities have arisen because of these formative traumas. Hage and El Zein have both 

noted how the Lebanese diaspora continues to be exposed to this level of ongoing trauma—

and fresh incidents like the harbourside explosions in Beirut in 2020.
96

 That is because the 

diaspora continues to have immediate access back to events in the homeland through family 

connection, television and internet connectivity and the publication of Lebanese newspapers 

in Sydney.  
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Chapter 4: 

From Beirut to Bankstown 

Settlement 

The narrative I tell does not stand in isolation. As will be seen my role in this method of 

theological reflection is dependent upon the rather unusual nature of a call that led me to 

move from Beirut to Bankstown. My being an active participant and detached observer 

depends upon this call. It is distinctive and different – but it should not be seen in isolation as 

to how, when and why other Lebanese peoples move to Australia in a series of waves. This 

history is largely unknown to the Uniting Church in Australia. It is a silence that needs 

redress, partly from the perspective of better understanding members of the church from a 

Middle Eastern background. It is also necessary because of the way in which dog-whistle 

politics and racial profiling by the police has affected the Lebanese diaspora and its 

reputation. 

This telling tale reveals a personal story. It differs from almost all other accounts of 

ministry told by other ministers who have migrated from their home land to Australia and 

become members of the Uniting Church. The tendency to be found in the anthologies 

overseen by Seongja Yoo-Crowe, Helen Richmond and Myong Duk Yang normally describe 

the individual minister’s role in establishing a church or faith community on arrival in this 

country. That is a worthy theme to be explored.  

In a way that is seldom understood by those who have not migrated there are 

particular stages that need to be negotiated in the process of setting up migrant-ethnic 

churches. It is a process which the Melbourne-based sociologist of religion Gary Bouma has 
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called ‘the settlement of religion’.
97

 It is one which describes the forming of communities of 

belief, the securing of property for worship, the raising of finances, identifying leaders, and 

putting into position a minister. It can be a far from easy time. There is a history of splits in 

the initial community—a phenomenon which has not been explored by the host 

denomination, in this case the Uniting Church.  

From the accounts of Yang and Kisoo Jang it is clear that these kinds of ministry 

often exercise functions that lie beyond those done within well-established congregations. 

Jang, in particular, has demonstrated how Korean congregations like those which he has 

served in Sydney and Melbourne perform distinctive roles.
98

 The common practice is to 

provide a community centre of identity, belonging and language in a land that is strange. That 

strangeness is systemic and is expressed through a language that is not the language of the 

migrant’s heart: it can often be first felt in the search for housing, work, and the challenge of 

negotiating a way through taxation and banking systems that are alien.  Beyond this function 

the ministers of these culture-based churches frequently act at the intersection of members’ 

lives and social welfare agencies, immigration matters and sometimes support for those 

whose visas have expired. The Australian interdisciplinary Jungian scholar, David Tacey, has 

described the act of migration as an ‘ongoing trauma’.
99

  

The one significant exception to this habit of concentrating on what happens on 

arrival is the storyline of Bui Chi Ai. It is possible to uncover accounts of his ministry at 

Cabramatta among Vietnamese, Lao and Cambodian migrants and citizens. The activities 

include English language classes, fellowship meals for the needy, bus trips, hospital and 
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prison visiting.
100

 In You and I – Our Stories, edited by Yoo-Crowe and Colville Crowe, Bui 

Chi Ai describes his life in war-torn Vietnam, his time in a Communist Re-education Camp, 

and his escape and eventual arrival in Australia.
101

 

There has been insufficient effort put in by the Uniting Church to hear and record the 

stories of those who have exercised ministry prior to their coming to this new land.  The 

practical effect of such neglect is that part of one’s life is seemingly removed from the 

ongoing business of everyday living. In the matter of seeking to establish good, reconciling 

and faithful outreach to other newcomers there is little background personal narrative upon 

which to draw and which can then  exercise a ministry of hospitality and welcome. It 

becomes difficult to build bridges. It means that in practice there are very few leaders in the 

Uniting Church who have any intimate, working knowledge of Lebanon (and other countries 

in the Middle East). There is no agency to connect with evangelical Arabic-speaking 

communities from that part of the world resident mainly in western Sydney. 

Racial Profiling  

That lack of capacity should not simply be accepted. The reasons are historical. The far too 

common image of the Lebanese population in Australia have been ones of ‘Leb gangs’, 

‘drive-by shootings’ and ‘Leb crimes’, including the much publicized Sydney gang rapes led 

by Bilal Skaf in 2000.
102

 It is often strongly associated with the police profiling of those of 

‘Middle Eastern appearance’. The criminologist Scott Poynting has described stereotypes and 

caricatures in the anthology he edited on Bin Laden in the Suburbs:
103

 he has argued that 

these portrayals allow Australian politicians at times (especially during the Howard regime) 
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to play dog-whistle politics and demonize the Arabic-speaking other. 
104

 This imposed 

reputation is not recent, however. Monsour has identified how Lebanese during the first half 

of the twentietnh century were called ‘dirty’, ‘primitive’, ‘poor types’, whose ‘standards of 

living do not conform to those of Western civilization’.
105

 

The most vivid example of a hostile and negative representation of migrants and 

citizens from a Lebanese background occurred during the Cronulla Riots of 2005.
106

 Those 

troubles which shocked Sydney arose out of a conflict over ‘the cultural public sphere’ of the 

beach between Anglo-Celtic ‘locals’ and those of ‘Middle Eastern appearance’.
107

  It had 

been reported that ‘convoys of Lebanese youth armed with baseball bats, stones and iron bars 

[had]headed for Cronulla’. Radio shock jocks like Alan Jones incited a mood of fear and 

hate.
108

 In what was regarded as one of the most disturbing expressions of cross-cultural 

cultural violence in the recent history of Australia the churches were silent. Only Clive 

Pearson broke ranks and posed the question of how one should engage with the ‘alienated 

neighbour … for Christ’s sake’. 
109

 The anecdotal evidence would suggest that it was much 

harder for Lebanese to get a visa to come to Australia in the immediate wake of the Cronulla 

riots. Convy and Monsour have also noted how events overseas have impacted upon 

perceptions. What has been to the fore—and led to a closer ‘public scrutiny’ with regards the 

‘desirability of Syrian/Lebanese as immigrants’—have been two Gulf Wars and 9/11to which 
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could be added the spectre of Hezbollah and the fear of terrorism.
110

 Jock Collins noted that 

9/11, the Cronulla riots, the rape gangs coming so close together ‘sensationalized and 

racialized public discourse ‘ with regards to Lebanese in Australia; it left Lebanese 

‘stigmatized’.
111

 

The occasions when agencies of the Uniting Church have shown interest in the 

Middle East have been relatively rare. The most obvious connection to the region has been 

through pilgrim tours of the Holy Lands, a tradition in the Christian faith which reaches right 

back to the fourth century and was begun by Emperor Constantine’s mother, Helena, between 

326-328 and recorded by Eusebius.
112

 In terms of Assembly decisions what stands out is the 

resolution successfully proposed by Krikor Youmshajekian to recognize the Armenian 

genocide. The timing of such coincided with the 100
th

 anniversary of the genocide; the 14
th

 

Assembly stood for a minute’s silence and requested a prayer to be composed that would be 

made available to the church at large to be offered annually on the day set aside to mark the 

sufferings of the Armenian peoples.
113

  

This history of ignorance and caricature fails to discern the history and size of the 

Lebanese diaspora in Australia. That blind spot is partly due the legacy of nineteenth century 

Australian missionary endeavour. In the wake of declaring itself a multicultural church in 

1985 the Assembly staff of the Uniting Church set about the task of establishing a retreats 

with ministers from its Korean and Tongan ministers. Those retreats led to the establishment 

of the first national conferences for these two minority cultures within the Uniting Church. 

This step was taken because of the ‘special relationship’ that existed between the churches in 
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Korea and Tonga respectively and the Presbyterian and Methodist traditions that came 

together in the Uniting Church in 1977. They also constituted the two largest minority 

cultural groups within the Uniting Church: that state of play was a result of the change in 

immigration policies initiated by the Labor Government led by Gough Whitlam. 

By way of comparison the Lebanese and, by extension Syrian and Armenian presence 

in the Uniting Church in its early days was minimal—perhaps non-existent. That absence 

requires a deeper understanding of the waves of Lebanese migration to Australia which goes 

back further in time: in a way little understood within the Uniting Church the Lebanese 

presence in Australia is actually much larger than that of the Koreans and the Tongans.  It 

should come as no surprise that those who can trace their ancestry back to modern-day 

Lebanon have held high office in Australia, most notably Governor and Premier of New 

South Wales. 

 

Waves of Migration 

The telling tale I have recorded stands inside this much broader sweep of history. Paul Convy 

and Anne Monsour note that the Lebanese migration to Australia is made up of several 

waves, each one in some respect different from the others both in terms of timing and 

cause.
114

 This convention of framing the Lebanese diaspora to this country into three waves is 

told from the perspective of the receiving country—Australia. It enables comparative studies 

to evaluate ‘what happened’ in Australia with ‘what happened’ in the United States, Canada 

and, to a lesser extent, New Zealand. That is how Brian Aboud proceeds.
115

 Margaret Ghosn 

examines the emigration of Lebanese Maronites to Australia from the opposite direction. She 
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identifies two waves—‘two periods of mass migration’. The first unfolded between 1898-

1914 (‘when approximately 100,000 emigrated from Lebanon’); the second period was 

between 1975 and 1990 (‘when some 274,000 emigrated’).
116

 When the line of vision is 

altered to fasten upon the sending country an anomaly appears. In writing on the Lebanese 

emigrant Butros Dau notes ‘that of all the Arab countries from Morocco to al-’Iraq  Lebanon 

is the only one with no nomadic element in its population to replenish its blood’.
117

 

The practice of dividing immigration from particular ethnicities to Australia up into 

waves is not uncommon. Writing from a position within the Uniting Church Yang explored 

diverse records in order to determine the various waves of Korean migrants to Australia—

and, in the process, was able to discover isolated individuals arriving in Australia for a 

specific purpose, usually study, long before any of the nominated waves had occurred.
118

 This 

method of making use of metaphors is especially helpful when a particular ethnic background 

has attracted less coverage that have other cultural communities. In Australia there has been 

substantial work done on the English, German, Italian, and Jewish migrants;
119

 by way of 

comparison, Convy and Monsour argue, that the Lebanese have not attracted the same level 

of research interest; they have often been invisible, though that has partly been due the 

distinction between Lebanese and Syrian not being made until 1954.
120

 Prior to Lebanon 

becoming a nation in its own right  the tendency was for migrants to identify more with their 

village or kin. The post-1973 emphasis on Australia being a multicultural society has 

heightened visibility as well: these changes to government policies ‘encouraged people to be 

more open about their cultural and religious backgrounds’.
121

 The relative silence in research 
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is ironic: Jim McKay noted that the Lebanese are actually ‘one of Australia’s oldest 

immigrant populations’.
122

 

Trevor Batrouney follows the three-fold pattern established by McKay in his 

Phoenician Farewell. The first wave occurred between 1880 and the outbreak of World War 

II; the second was part of Australia’s post-World War II immigration program and the third 

covered the period of the Lebanese Civil War from 1976-1990.
123

 Monsour prefers an 

alternative model based on a distinction between restricted and unrestricted which is 

essentially based on the pattern of reception in Australia. The act that set Monsour’s 

distinction in place was the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 which put in place the White 

Australia policy.
124

 The pressure to conform over the ensuing decades was great. 

Batrouney’s dating of the first wave is perhaps potentially misleading. It is actually 

hard to determine who was first Lebanese to arrive in Australia and effectively call this 

country ‘home’. Monsour queries whether that honour should go to Terry Aboud who was an 

early convict. She makes that suggestion due to his surname being Lebanese.
125

 There is 

anecdotal evidence for some arrivals prior to 1850 including another convict, Fardy Logue, in 

1815. James Hugh Donohoe places Logue among ‘the forgotten Australians’ who were ‘non-

Anglo or Celtic convicts’. 
126
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Convy and Monsour agree that the Lebanese began to arrive ‘in increasing numbers 

during the 1880s’.
127

 This first wave coincided with a mass emigration from Lebanon to the 

New World due to Turkish Oppression in the Ottoman Empire, the violent conflict between 

Christians and the Druze, the influence of foreign Protestant missionaries and pressures upon 

the land due to an exploitative feudal system. Convy and Monsour note that some of those 

who came to Australia either thought they were headed for the United States or would have 

preferred that country to be their destination.
128

   

The origins of the higher percentage of Lebanese to be found in Sydney to this day lie 

in this period. Sydney was the point of entry.  It is the ‘core of the Lebanese Diaspora in 

Australia’.
129

 It seems as if those who first made it to Sydney were from the Bekaa Valley. It 

is clear that some Lebanese would move into regional centres and cluster communities grew 

up in Sydney—mainly in areas like the so-called ‘Syrian colony in Redfern’
130

 (rather than 

the future western Sydney).
131

 Redfern was sometimes referred to as Little Syria, Little Beirut 

and Little Lebanon.
132

 The Redfern quarter would gradually decline—initially through those 

who were better-off being able to move to “better suburbs”, and then through the slum 

clearances of the 1950s.
133
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Over the ensuing decades Sydney would become ‘home’ for the greater majority of 

Lebanese migrants and their descendants.
134

 Rather than being known for highly negative 

caricatures the Lebanese were known for their hawking and trade in souvenirs from the Holy 

Land.   

This first wave was brought to an abrupt end as a result of ‘severe restrictions’ and 

‘discriminatory policies’ imposed by the first legislative act passed by the newly established 

Commonwealth government. The Immigration Restriction Act (1901)
135

 sought to exclude 

‘undesirable immigrants’ through a dictation test involving fifty words conducted in any 

European language. The records indicate that not one person passed the dictation test between 

1910 and 1946. Immigration studies reveal that there is always at work a mix of push and pull 

factors.
136

 Those deemed to be push are the condition which led to peoples leaving their 

homeland while the pull component lies in the attraction of the new society to which they 

emigrate. The push factors within Lebanon at this remained: what the Immigration 

Restriction Act signified was the removal of their corresponding pull drivers. There were 

occasional exceptions—discretionary ‘special cases’—but a prohibition on the migration of 

Lebanese/Syrians was enacted with the outbreak of World War 1. They were deemed to be 

enemy aliens as they were subjects of the Ottoman Empire.
137

 In the wake of the Immigration 

Restriction Act through to the early 1920s they had also been deemed to be Asian: 
138

 there 

had been talk of ‘Syrian hordes’. 

The second wave comprised those who were seeking to escape further economic and 

social upheaval in their homeland. The numbers who came to Australia in this period was 

never large. Only those who already had family or friends living in Australia were able to 
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migrate. Convy and Monsour noted that for this reason the period was noted for a ‘pattern of 

chain migration and clustered settlements’. There was no assisted programs of immigration as 

there were for those from the United Kingdom. That this was so is consistent with  

Batrouney’s theory that this particular wave was shaped by policies designed to assimilate.
139

  

The third wave was a consequence of the Lebanese civil war.  Unlike the previous 

wave this one included a large body of Muslims. The majority came from the north of 

Lebanon, around Tripoli and rural regions. What is stands out about these Muslim 

communities is where they chose to live: Collins has identified how they did not follow the 

previous pattern of Redfern and the inner west. The suburbs to which they gravitated were 

further west—firstly, Campsie, Lakemba and Wiley Park and then Bankstown and 

Milperra.
140

 

One of the most distinguishing features of this third wave is how it coincided with the 

reinvention of Australia through policies designed to be multicultural. It represented a change 

away from the silence of the second wave when Lebanese were inclined to try and mask their 

identity and language. The speaking of Arabic was discouraged; children were encouraged to 

speak English.  Writing about that time David Malouf refers to how his father’s silence about 

his Lebanese origins led to a ‘shyness between us’. It was as if his father had a whole layer of 

other experience that constituted an ‘alternative being’ that was hidden from his son who 

would not know the pressure and shame of legislative discrimination brought about by the 

White Australia policy.
141

 This third wave more deeply underlined how the Lebanese 

diaspora in Australia is not homogeneous. 
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The Lebanese migration and presence has continued in the wake of these three waves. 

For the sake of making connections with the Arabic-speaking evangelical congregations it is 

a constructive step to overhear themes and concerns that have arisen. The processes of 

migration and settlement are complicated. Far too often the mainstream church in Australia is 

more than likely simply to follow a path of assimilation and not engage in time and patience 

to hear what have been termed the narratives of migration. In the field of sociology a 

distinction has been made between a thick and thin relationship. The latter is more like a 

chance encounter; the former presumes a commonality of interests, lines of trust and 

knowing.  For a church that is keen to reach out to the other, to ethnic minorities, the 

challenge is how to move from a low-level of understanding of knowing and contact to one 

which is marked by the things that thicken a relationship—friendship, recognition, hospitality 

and interest in who you are and where you have come from. 

Living in Diaspora 

The most recent of these waves of migration has prompted considerable and continuing inter-

generational interest and debates around hybridity and identity. In some respects that has 

been a consequence of the level of Muslim migration from Lebanon and how that is to be 

reconciled with a political emphasis on ‘Australian values’. The way in which this tension 

has come to public notice has frequently been aligned with what Scott Poynting has called a 

‘moral panic’ about Lebanese youth gangs. Once incident after another can lead to media and 

talk back radio focus on ‘foreignness’, alienation, ‘youth out of control’. Poynting argues that 

the manner in which this ‘panic’ is conceptualized  is both unfair and inaccurate. It fails to 
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take seriously enough matters of class, racism, selective policing and the obvious risk of 

homogenizing an ethnicity through a cohort in most difficulty.
142

 

 Margaret Ghosn is likewise interested in diasporic youth.  Her route into the 

discussion is not through policing and criminology but faith and spirituality.  These factors 

are situated within an overarching concern for identity. The very act of migration and 

successive generations creates imaginary and fluid identities—and much uncertainty.
143

  For 

Greg Noble and Paul Tabar the task is one of negotiating a way of hybrid living of ‘in-

betweenness’ between ‘pre-existing identities’ and a new third space’that is neither Lebanon 

nor the ‘typical’ Australian. The empirical evidence bears witness to managing a ‘strategic 

Lebanese-ness’ while ‘looking woggy’ but living in a homeland that is not the preceding 

generations’ country of origin.
144

 

 This sense of dislocation can also be felt in and through sentiments of nostalgia and 

yearning. The Melbourne-based sociologist Ghassan Hage has identified how this need is 

both met and fed by exposure to ‘news’ back in Lebanon that is available through many 

media. Some of that news is of enduring troubles and is to be found in ‘the world’ section of 

the mainstream print media. It is frequently alienating. This source is balanced by local 

Arabic-speaking and -reporting platforms as well as subscription digital services. The 

Lebanese news and news about Lebanon is received with differing degrees of intensity and 

feelings of implication. It possesses the capacity to re-present conflicts in a new land as well 

as to induce a sense of ‘migration-guilt’ along with the sending of much-needed remittances 

                                                           
142

 Scott Poynting, ‘“Street Arabs” and “Mug Lairs”: Racism, Class Relations and Moral Panic about Lebanese-

Australian Youth’, in Ghassan Hage, ed, Arab-Australians Today: Citizenship and Belonging, (Melbourne: 

Melbourne University Press, 2002), 145-160. 
143

 Ghosn, Young Australian Maronites, 52-56. 
144

 Greg Noble and Paul Tabar, ‘On Being Lebanese-Australian: Hybridity, Essentialism, and Strategy among 

Arabic-Speaking Youth’, in Ghassan Hage, ed, Arab-Australians Today: Citizenship and Belonging, 

(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2002), 128-144. 



 

75 
 

back to families. It is a complex situation in which the diasporic communities find 

themselves.
145

 

It has become clear that there is a body of grievances that sit alongside the benefits of 

now being in Australia. Hage had noted how the way in which some basic rights—like access 

of social security and some forms of medical care—are not always as easy as it might be for 

other peoples. Hage is conscious of how the Arab other is frequently demeaned and 

citizenship is no longer so much about rights, but about the capacity to hold one’s head high. 

To this end he introduces the notion of a relevant honourability. It serves as a counter to 

policies he discerns that thrive on an instrumental sense of ‘what kind of migrants we need’ 

rather than the dignity and worth that is bestowed through respect and ‘mutual obligation’. 
146

 

Too often first generation migrants are left feeling that they are ‘guests’ which in Arabic 

experience can carry a sense of shame. It can refer to someone who has not been invited; it 

has the potential to simply see the one who has migrated as ‘needy’.
147

 In place of imposing a 

sense of shame and doubt Hage proposes that it is time to escape from a ‘multicultural 

claustrophobia’ where the focus falls on the diversity which happens to be found within this 

political and geographic territory; it is time to recognize the worth of the migrant’s culture of 

origin.
148

 

 What is evident in these descriptions of  the Lebanese diaspora in Australia is a 

reflection of what Abbas El Zein has described:  ‘Migration as mutilation or amputation’.
149

  

It is expressed through the loss of ‘the concise language of familiarity and shared 
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memory’.
150

 And yet it is at the same time a ‘rebirth’, ‘a form of freedom’, that comes with 

‘new eyes’, ‘new ears’ and maybe ‘a new tongue’.
151

 

My coming to Australia differed from those preceding waves both in terms of the 

push/pull factors and also in matters of location. The coming to western Sydney—Bankstown 

in particular—was at odds with the settlement patterns of the first two waves. For the first 

four decades Redfern was the suburb where Lebanese arrivals congregated. Gradually they 

followed the tram lines to Coogee, Kingsford and Kensington. Those who would become 

wealthy moved to Bellevue Hill, Vaucluse and Strathfield. With an increasing number of 

migrants arriving settlement would spread to other inner west suburbs like Marrickville, 

Croydon, Campsie, Hurlstone Park The pattern of chain migration would see migrants from 

the same village settling in the same suburb in Sydney—for example, those who came from 

Bann settled in Thornleigh, those from Kfarsghab in Parramatta and those from Hadchit 

settled in Westmead and Harris Park.
152

  Michael Humphrey reckons that this pattern of 

migration helps provide a sense of tradition and can ease the pathway into a new society.
153

 

Collins notes that three-quarters of Australia’s Lebanese Christians live in Sydney.
154

 

Hidden away in that statement is a distinguishing feature of Lebanese Christian affiliation. 

Convy and Monsour draw attention to how other Mediterranean migrants to Australia tend to 

belong to the one Christian tradition: the Greeks are Orthodox, the Italians, Maltese and 

Spanish are Roman Catholic. The Lebanese differ. They belong to a number of different 

traditions and as such reflect the situation back in Lebanon itself.
155
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Through to 1947 almost all Lebanese migrants to Australia were Christian—but they 

were not evangelical.  They were mainly Maronite and also Melkite and Orthodox. Apart 

from a small number of Druze who had made their way to Adelaide in 1891 the only other 

exceptions had been some Muslim families (Sunni and Shi’ite) during the 1950s.The first 

churches were in Waterloo 1895 (Melkite), Redfern 1897 (Maronite) and Surry Hills 1898 

(Orthodox). 
156

 

Abe Ata has argued that religion and specific lines of allegiance shape Lebanese 

identity in the diaspora as well as back in the land of origin. There is a preference to marry 

within the Lebanese community, within one’s own religious tradition or denomination, along 

with mutual suspicion.
157

 Abdallah Mograby suggests that there is an awareness that other 

communities cannot be trusted but it is, nevertheless, possible to co-operate in those matters 

where there is a mutual interest.
158

 

 The tendency of most historical and sociological descriptions of the Christian 

religious practices of the Lebanese diaspora in Sydney is to comment on the establishment of 

Maronite, Melkite and Orthodox churches. Convy and Monsour also note that the Lebanese 

who had moved into rural areas were inclined to attend the Roman Catholic and Protestant in 

the towns in which they now lived: from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries rural 

cluster communities had emerged in Goulburn, Crookwell, Cootamundra, Tumut, Cooma, 

Braidwood, Broken Hill and Albury-Wodonga.
159

 For important occasions—Easter, 

Christmas, baptisms, marriages and funerals—they would make their way back to Sydney in 

order to attend the church of their homeland.
160
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This description of Lebanese Christians is incomplete. It is as if the evangelical 

Arabic-speaking churches to be found in western Sydney do not exist.  There has been no 

research done on their presence and ministry. There are no published comparisons that can be 

made with the three dominant traditions. It is noticeable that Convy and Monsour make no 

mention of the evangelical churches in western Sydney. Those who did migrate from 

Lebanon were more likely to move to the United States, no doubt due to the connection back 

to the nineteenth century Protestant missionaries. The great majority of the evangelical 

Arabic-speaking congregations in the area came into being in the period between  1983 and 

2005. 

What is significant about this dispersal of the Lebanese within Sydney is not difficult 

to discern. The evangelical Arab-speaking churches are to be found in western Sydney at a 

remove from where the first Lebanese Christians made their homes in Sydney. It is a region 

which has also seen the substantial effects of migration through the third wave. The 

evangelical churches are to be found in those parts of Sydney which are more closely aligned 

with Muslim immigrants.  

 

The Call to Bankstown 

The other notable difference is myself. I did not come as a refugee from the protracted civil 

war, though that conflict has profoundly shaped who I am. The push and pull factors which 

led to my leaving Beirut for Bankstown were vocational. Nor did I come to Australia in order 

to be a hawker or trader as was the case with those who first made their way to the Syrian 

colony in Redfern. It is true that I had been to Australia on several occasions prior to 

migration as members of my wife’s family live in western Sydney—but I did not come to 

Australia as a ‘special’ case seeking family reunion.   
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My coming to Australia was a response to a particular call to ministry in the 

Bankstown Uniting Church. I was responding to a call to become a youth pastor in a team 

with an Anglo-Celtic Australian minister. My mode of coming was thus rather different from 

those evangelical pastors in the Arab-speaking congregations who had come during the 

course of the civil war. It was also significantly different in nature from those Maronite, 

Melkite and Antiochene Orthodox priests who had migrated to Sydney in order to minister in 

congregations like Our Lady of Lebanon in Harris Park where the membership is, as the 

name suggests, mainly Lebanese. 

The type of congregation was also very dissimilar. It was not made up of Lebanese or 

other Middle  Eastern peoples. It was not Arabic-speaking. It belonged to a denomination that 

had come into being through the ecumenical movement and was self-consciously an 

Australian church. In terms of my own past ministry it was unlike those congregations in 

which I had served before: on arrival in Bankstown it was essentially an Anglo-Celtic 

congregation with a handful of others in its membership. 

The Bankstown church lies at the very heart of the suburb. The custodians of the land 

are the Bidjigal peoples. At the time when the first wave of Lebanese/Syrians made their way 

to Redfern Bankstown was largely a rural settlement on the outskirts of Sydney. It has since 

become a thriving, culturally and linguistically diverse city. According to the 2016 census the 

number of people who can trace their origin back to Lebanon resident in the heart of the city 

is second only to the Vietnamese. There does not appear to be a published history of the 

suburb. 

The current Bankstown and District Uniting Church belongs to the Uniting Church.  It 

is very different from previous congregations where I have been in ministry. The 

multicultural congregations to which I have previously belonged were ones where I was 
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involved right from their inception. They were new communities in Christ responding to a 

lack of church buildings, worship and pastoral oversight. They might be described as 

examples of church planting rather than well-established where the membership is becoming 

progressively more culturally diverse.  They were also churches that came into being in lands 

with a biblical past and inheritance. By way of comparison the Christian faith can be seen as 

an immigrant faith to Australia. It is not indigenous.  

 The present institution of the Bankstown Church is a product of the ecumenical 

movement. It is not the work of a church plant responding to a perceived social and liturgical 

need. It is a congregation within the Uniting Church in Australia which came into existence 

through a process that followed a vote taken throughout the country in 1972: should the 

Methodist, Presbyterian and Congregational denominations unite? The decision was taken 

that the new Uniting Church would come into being on 22
nd

 June, 1977.  

The coming together of three denominations at a local parish level is far from 

straightforward. There are multiple decisions to be made with regards parish boundaries, 

ministers, church buildings, activities, the shape of liturgy as well as future mission and 

outreach. In the case of Bankstown one of those matters was easily resolved. The 

Congregational minister resigned from his Yagoona and Bankstown churches and was called 

to another parish. The boundaries were settled prior to union coming into being—in 1973. 

What was deemed to be a provisional parish was set up in 1974. 

 With the establishment of the Bankstown and District parish one of the most sensitive 

tasks was how weave together a number of different congregations and rationalize the church 

plant.   The formation of the parish had brought together ten churches. Some needed to be 

closed in order to make the parish more viable. The churches at Chester Hill and Greenfield 

Parade closed shortly after union as did Church Road, Yagoona. Following a decision made  
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in 1985 to have only two ministers services at Highway, Pringle Avenue and Cragg Street 

churches was discontinued. Eventually the life of the parish became concentrated upon the 

renovated church in Kitchener Parade right in the heart of Bankstown itself. 

 From the outset the new parish sought to continue the past practice of the contributing 

congregations with regards social responsibility. At the inception of the Uniting Church there 

had been a Statement to the Nation.
161

 It declared how the new church wished to 

uphold basic Christian values and principles, such as the importance of every 

human being, the need for integrity in public life, the proclamation of truth 

and justice, the rights for each citizen to participate in decision-making in the 

community, religious liberty and personal dignity, and a concern for the 

welfare of the whole human race. 

 

The Statement effectively set forth a number of ethical principles and concerns. It referred to 

the desire to stand against injustices ‘wherever they occur’ and, in particular, ‘work for the 

eradication of poverty and racism within our society and beyond’.  In a way that was rather 

farsighted for the time the Statement expressed its concern for ‘the basic human rights of future 

generations’ and specified a desire to encourage a ‘wise use of energy, the protection of the 

environment and the replenishment of the earth's resources for their use and enjoyment.’ 

In the course of time this reference to basic human rights, injustice, and racism  would 

take on fresh meaning in the life of the Bankstown congregation. Its first sense of social 

responsibility was reflected through a concern for child care,162 education 163 and aged care.164 

Throughout the 1990s—and thus before my arrival— the parish had run a mission resource 
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centre, bowls and crafts groups, a school for seniors and a mid-week service. There were art 

shows, men’s dinners, and cups of tea at the courthouse. The Bankstown Uniting Centre was 

opened in 1997 and provided a home for one hundred people in hostel and independent living 

accommodation. Within eighteen months this facility was handed over to Uniting Care.  

This was the congregation to which I came in 2007 as a youth worker. In 2011 I was 

authorized to administer the sacraments and became the only Minister of the Word in 

position. I was eventually received into the Uniting Church and became the minister of the 

congregation. In the course of this ministry the congregation has become very culturally 

diverse; it reflects the suburbs in which it is set. It has initiated English-language classes, set 

up a Christian bookshop, developed a strong lay leadership, nurtured a lively cross-cultural 

youth fellowship, and taken the lead in a ministry to Syrian refugees.   

The report of the Georges River Presbytery to the Synod of New South Wales-ACT in 

2017 provided an overview of some of the Bankstown ministries. It reads: 

Through the work of the congregations of the GRP 56 Airfare Tickets have 

been donated from Beirut & Jordan to Australia. In addition there is outreach 

to Children Refugees Camp in Lebanon: These children are Syrian and Iraqi 

refugee children that escaped the war zone in their home land, and are now 

living in refugee tents the border between Lebanon & Syria. Bankstown 

District Uniting Church also continues its Outreach Ministry in Cambodia. 

Some of the young people from Bankstown District Uniting Church were able 

to travel to Cambodia to spend time and outreach to the children of Cambodia 

through different kind of activities as well presenting the word of God. 
165

 

 

This report reckons this work to be one of the ‘highlights’ of the presbytery’s mission and 

ministry since 2017. It testifies to the extent to which the Bankstown congregation has been 

intent on being sensitive to conditions in countries of origin as well as what is happening for 

those who have come to Australia as migrants or refugees. The church has a double vision as 

such. It can look both ways. With reference to the Arabic-speaking evangelical congregations 
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in western Sydney it is this congregation which has demonstrated the most sustained concern 

for the political complexities of the Middle East.  Through such work it presents itself as the 

congregation most able and well-positioned in the Uniting Church to be in dialogue with 

those in ministry in the surrounding independent Arabic-speaking evangelical churches. 
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Chapter 5 

A Church for all God’s People? 

 

The setting up of Arabic-speaking evangelical churches from the Middle East differs 

markedly from how Catholic and Orthodox Churches associated with the first wave of 

migrants from the Middle East were established. It could be argued that in some respects my 

own desire to establish closer links between these evangelical pastors and their congregations 

and the Uniting Church is closer to this tradition. It is seeking to place otherwise independent 

congregations into a more formal link with a recognized denomination in both the ethnic 

country of origin and the country of residence and a second citizenship. Why such a desire 

seemed attractive to me was due to a number of statements made by the Uniting Church. It 

seemed as if this church -  at least on paper – was wanting to be inclusive of a plurality of 

cultures. 

On my arrival in Bankstown from Beirut I began meeting with Arabic-speaking 

pastors on an informal basis. Some were nearby, others a little distant. Immediately I was 

faced with variations on that positioning question identified by Kerr: where are you from? 

from which village? where did you study? are you a believer? In the midst of this set of 

questions was a new one. Why are you in the Uniting Church?  

The last of these questions needed to be negotiated carefully. It possesses a double 

edge. In the first instance it implied a concern for their own status and line of connection to 

denominations back in Lebanon as well as in Australia. The second had to do with their 

compromised view of the Uniting Church. Was it really a church of believers? 
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The First Wave of Churches\ 

 

With regards the first of these unspoken concerns the comparison could be made with the 

other religious traditions that had made their way from the Middle East to Australia. The 

establishment of the Maronite, Melkite and Antiochene Orthodox Church in Sydney at the 

end of the nineteenth century had not happened without institutional links back to the relevant 

authorities in the country of origin. Those in positions of liturgical and pastoral ministry had 

been formed in their rites and traditions and were ordained according to the practices of the 

churches from which they had come. None of this should be taken for granted. It set in place 

a practice and expectation to be followed into the future and meant that the congregations in 

Sydney were never independent in the sense of being sole parishes. 

Convy and Monsour note how the Sydney-based Melkites, for instance, had sent a 

request to the Patriarch Gregory Joseph as early as 1890 asking for a priest.
166

 It had so 

happened that Archimandrite Silwanos Mansour, a priest from the town of Ras-Baalbeck, and 

he was authorized to remain.
167

 It was through his ministry that the Eastern traditions were 

maintained, language nurtured for children and the building of the first church of St. Michael 

the Archangel.
168

 It became the first non-western church in Australia. 
169

 From its foundation 

it had the support of the Roman Catholic diocese in Sydney: the commemorative plaque was 

engraved with the name of Cardinal Moran. For nearly a century the parish was served by the 

Chouerite fathers; the manner in which the Melkite church was able to maintain its links back 

to Lebanon and Syria is evident through the appointment made by the Melkite Holy Synod of 

Bishop George Riachi of the first Melkite for the Melkite Eparchy of Australia. The oversight 
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of the eparchy was eventually extended to New Zealand through a decree of Pope John Paul 

II in 1999.
170

 The eparchy is self-consciously aware of its observing the international 

Byzantine Rite.
171

 

As far as Mansour is concerned he had been formally prepared for ministry.  Cunneen 

and Simmons record that he had served in the Shuweirite monastery of St John the Baptist at 

Khensharra in January 1875; he then proceeded to studies at Ain-Traz clerical college and  

was ordained priest with the religious name Sylwanos, on 14 January 1880. He came to 

Sydney on the back of experience in multiple parishes, as secretary to Bishop Atta of Homs 

in 1886 and in 1887 .
172

  

In a variation on this theme the Maronite church in Australia came into being through 

the Patriarch back in Lebanon establishing a mission in 1893 through the ministry of Fathers 

Abdallah Yazbek and Joseph Dahdah.
173

 Once more local Maronite migrants had sent a 

request back to the mother church. On arrival Cardinal Moran placed Yazbek and Dahdah 

with churches observing the Latin rite in Redfern and Waterloo. In due course Moran would 

bless the first Maronite church in the city—that was in 1897. Over time new churches have 

been established in western Sydney—Our Lady of Lebanon being the largest Maronite 

church in Australia—and St. Maroun’s Cathedral was built. The first bishop of the newly 

established eparchy, Abdo Khalife, an Ignatian, was consecrated in 1973. 174 

According to Ghosn the Maronite community in Sydney has thrived for a diversity of 

reasons. It has been able to maintain the allegiance of successive generations partly due to 

‘residential concentration, maintenance of culture, practice of language and cuisine’—and a 
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notable trend towards ‘in-marriage’ amongst a second generation. What allowed these things 

to happen and gave enhanced value was ‘the obvious willingness to establish Churches, 

community centres and education facilities’ over recent decades.
175

 The latter practice had 

offset the tendency to send children to Roman Catholic schools. The Maronite Church has 

able to capitalize upon its intrinsic sense of Lebanese identity and nationality.
176

 

The tension Ghosn thereupon discerned is how to be an ethnocentric church without 

becoming ‘a cultural ghetto’.
177

 Her focus on Maronite young adults leads her to consider 

how are they to be helped in negotiating a pathway through having been ‘influenced by a 

family oriented culture and religious values, while experiencing a Western secular lifestyle’. 

Ghosn is clear about the challenge: how will the Maronite Eastern Rite Church. ‘become 

culturally open and spiritually relevant to its congregants and the country and culture in 

which it finds itself.’
178

 For this reason Ghosn agrees with Geoffrey Abdallah that the 

diasporic church should not be seen as a community of ‘foreigners’ in the Maronite Church 

of Lebanon:  

We are requesting that the Maronite Church in Lebanon itself move from 

being a nationalistic church into a global Maronite Church embracing all 

Maronites, regardless of their ethnicity and culture.
179

 

 

Ghosn concurs: it is preferable to refer to the Maronite Church in Australia rather than the 

Australian Maronite Church. 
180

  For support for this claim Ghosn cites numerous papal 

encyclicals that support the idea of the enculturation of the church.   
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The settlement of the Antiochian Orthodox church was a little more complex and took 

longer to realize. The reason for this lay in the initial decision for the Orthodox church to be 

inclusive of those who were Greek, ‘Syrian’ and Russian. In order to meet this cultural and 

linguistic diversity the Patriarchate of Jerusalem initially sent priests who were certainly 

adept in both Greek and Arabic—and sometimes Russian. The first of these was Father 

Seraphim Phokas, a Greek Orthodox priest from just south of Gallipoli in Turkey.
181

 Like his 

Melkite and Maronite equivalents Phokas had received theological training—in his case, four 

years at the Theological School of the Cross in Jerusalem. Prior to coming to Australia he had 

founded schools in Cyprus and Alexandria. He was ordained in 1885 by the Greek Orthodox 

Patriarch of Alexandria and would duly serve as a priest in Port Said, Rhodes and Jerusalem 

before being appointed the parish priest in Sydney: his coming to Sydney was a response to a 

request from Greeks and ‘Syrians’ asking for a priest able to lead the liturgy in Arabic as well 

as Greek. That decision was authorized by the Patriarchate of Jerusalem.
 182

 
 
 

This ‘pan-ethnic’ approach was not able survive changes back in country of origins. 

Arabic-speaking members of the congregation were faced with the need to come to terms 

with a shift in oversight away from Jerusalem to Greece which meant that services were to be 

celebrated in Greek.  The ‘Syrians’ thereupon began meeting in individual homes. Some 

families sent their children to Anglican or Protestant Sunday Schools. Father Nicholas 

Shehadie was duly sent to investigate what was required: the outbreak of the First World War 

prevented his return. Shehadie recognized the need for an Antiochene Orthodox church. 
183

 

In each of these three traditions there was a clear line of authority and connection 

between patriarchs and councils and the situation in Australia. Those commissioned to lead 
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the ‘divine liturgy’ were all ordained and sent explicitly to perform that role alongside other 

pastoral duties. From small beginnings with an individual church and congregation each of 

the traditions grew to establish a cathedral and, in the case of the Melkites and Antiochene 

Orthodox, establish an eparchy. In the case of the Maronites and Melkites there was a close 

relationship with the Roman Catholic diocese. The benefits of such settlement is that it 

enables educational and caring services that go beyond the life of a stand-alone congregation. 

The Multicultural Uniting Church 

 

By way of comparison the Arabic-speaking evangelical congregations lack this level of 

organization and settlement. 

Of all the mainline churches in Australia the Uniting Church is the one which would seem to 

be most likely to establish a formal relationship with the Lebanese evangelical churches in 

this country. There are two reasons for this claim. The first has to do with the traditions in 

which it stands. Paragraph 10 of The Basis of Union declares that Uniting Church stands 

inside the Reformed and evangelical traditions of the Christian faith. It shares a protestant 

ethos that looks back to the Scots Confession of Faith (1560), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), 

the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), and the Savoy Declaration (1658). It expects   

 

its ministers and instructors to study these statements, so that the congregation of 

Christ's people may again and again be reminded of the grace which justifies them 

through faith, of the centrality of the person and work of Christ the justifier, and 

of the need for a constant appeal to Holy Scripture.  

 

The second reason lies in how the Uniting Church was born out of an ecumenical concern. It 

has sought in the past to establish covenantal relationships with various churches in Africa, 

Asia and the Pacific. Shortly before my arrival in Bankstown it released the second of its 

three statements on being a church made up of many cultures and languages: its title bore 
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witness to a desire to attract—A Church for All God’s People. It followed on from the 

declaration We Are A Multicultural Church (1985). The embedded theology and the practical 

steps envisaged in these Assembly decisions give the impression of an Australian church 

seeking to cross cultural boundaries and organize its life in a way that reflects an increasingly 

pluralistic culture. These two documents—and a third, One Body, Many Members (2012)—

constitute the grounds on which an outreach to the Arabic-speaking congregations should be 

made. For that reason they warrant close scrutiny. 

We Are A Multicultural Church made good a deficiency that was in the Uniting 

Church’s foundational document, The Basis of Union (1977). The earlier document was 

designed to bring together three denominations into union. Those churches—the 

Presbyterian, Methodist and the Congregational—had their origins in the United Kingdom 

and had been transplanted into Australian soil. The Basis of Union held out the prospect of 

other denominations making their way into this union. The new church was described as the 

Uniting Church rather than the United Church. The Basis had thus caught the spirit of 

ecumenism: it also envisaged that this new church was uniquely Australian. It may have been 

a part of the one, holy catholic and apostolic church and bore those classical marks. Its 

ministry and mission was nevertheless directed towards Christian witness in Australia 

alongside of which it was placed a commitment to church partners in the Asia-Pacific region. 

The Basis had made no reference to the indigenous Aboriginal peoples; nor did it 

seemingly imagine a vibrant membership made up of those from the Asia and Pacific regions 

now living in Australia. The declaration We Are A Multicultural Church sought to address 

that absence through a set of nine paragraphs. It assumed that Christ was the head of the 

church, that unity is a ‘gift of God’ and a response to the prayer of Christ that his disciples 

might be one’.  The declaration looked back to Paragraph 2 of The Basis. It was now re-read 

in the light of cultural diversity: at the time of the inaugural assembly in 1977 more emphasis 
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had been paid on the coming together of ‘three former denominations’. Now there was more 

awareness of how the paragraph drew attention to how ‘Christians in Australia are called to 

bear witness to a unity of faith and life in Christ which transcends cultural and economic, 

national and racial boundaries.’ It now became a paragraph that advanced a core theological 

claim with reference to the intersection of church, gospel and cultures. It did so in a fashion 

that possessed an ethical and practical consequences. 

In some respects the declaration was a response to shifts in migration policies made in 

1973. The Uniting Church thus welcomed the progress that has been made in the last 20 years 

towards the formation of a society in Australia in which people of many races and cultures 

live together. This period of course covers the onset of the Lebanese Civil War and the third 

wave of migration. The Assembly rejoices that successive governments have substantially 

removed racial criteria from the policies covering the selection of migrants and the reception 

of refugees, and that in particular significant groups of people from Asia and the Pacific have 

been welcomed to this land.This demographic shift in society was reflected now in the 

composition of the new church. Its membership now comprised ‘people of many races, 

cultures and languages’. This cultural and linguistic diversity was, firstly, ‘a reminder that the 

church is both product and agent of mission.’   

The confessional foundation for the church to be multicultural is established in the 

claim that ‘Jesus Christ has made peace between people of every race, culture and class’.  

This emphasis upon peace is bound up with this ‘unity’ between and among cultures, races 

and classes being ‘a gift of God, a foretaste of the reconciliation of all things in Christ.’  It 

was recognized that life in the church, however, fell short of this state of being in Christ. In 

terms of the everyday witness and service of the church this confession of peace, gift and 

reconciliation was more aspirational than realized. The declaration was sufficiently honest to 

discern that its fulfilment is ‘a goal to be achieved’. There was here a tacit reminder that the 
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church is not an end itself. Its purpose is to participate in the mission of God for the sake of 

the kingdom of God.  Something of that role was captured in a recognition of how the present 

finds itself in ‘the ambiguity of the tension between the old age which has not yet passed 

away and the new age which has not yet fully come.’ In this in-between time the 

‘multicultural’ vocation of the church is not simply a witness to the unity which is a gift of 

God: it is also a promise and a ‘sign of hope’ to the Australian community. 

The ethical imperative was expressed through a commitment as ‘one fellowship to 

achieve justice, affirm one another's cultures, and care for any who are the victims of racial 

discrimination, fear and economic exploitation.’ In terms of the life of the church the 

provision of ‘full participation of Aboriginal and ethnic people, women and men, in decision 

making in the councils of the Church’ was deemed to be essential. That participation was 

necessary in order ‘to ensure that these groups have equitable rights in the use of Uniting 

Church properties and access to its resources’. The agendas of the church must feature ‘their 

concerns and perspectives’. It was imagined that that the Holy Spirit would lie behind ‘the 

creative contributions of people of different racial and cultural groups’ to the life of the 

church. 

The implicit ecclesiology in the declaration was conscious of both benefits and blind 

spots in a church made up of a diversity of cultures.  It was acknowledged that there was a 

great variety among the ‘ethnic congregations’. The most obvious benefit for a church 

organized along ‘ethnic’ lines is its capacity ‘to worship in familiar languages, to hear the 

Gospel in terms of our several identities and cultures, and to provide pastoral care for all our 

people.’ It also provides a kind of ‘close security’ for those who have recently arrived in a 

new land. The way in which this reasoning was expressed was clearly in agreement with the 

first round of discussions subsequently held with ministers and lay leaders from the   Korean 

and Tongan communities worshipping in Uniting Churches.  Those discussions were led by 
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Assembly staff members, Revd. Dr. John Brown and Seongja Yoo.  In terms of polity and 

oversight the dilemma was one of novelty. The Uniting Church had not yet even completed 

its first decade. It represented a coming together of three different denominations. The 

Koreans were mainly Presbyterian background, the Tongans mainly Methodist. It was not a 

straightforward task to leave behind cultural patterns of worship and church discipline in a 

new land and to do so in a new church.
184

  The challenge was compounded through the 

experience of migration. Myong Duk Yang has described the default practice of cultures 

coming together in a monocultural churches in order to retain elements of identity.
185

 Aeryun 

Lee later described the difference between singing and praying in one’s own ‘heart language; 

(in her case, Korean) rather than in the ‘language one gets by in’ (English).
186

  In a variation 

on that theme Esther Kim identified what it was like to be ‘lost in translation’. 
187

 This kind 

of experience led Kee-yeon Kim to explore Christology through the theme of ‘Christ the 

Interpreter’.
188

 

The declaration balanced the benefits with an awareness of risk where an ethnic 

congregation did not participate in the life of the wider church. The language of different 

members of the body of Christ was not used but it could have been: the declaration was 

mindful of how ‘the rest of the church [might become] insulated from the hurts and struggles 

of Australia's minorities.’ In order to lessen that possibility the declaration called for 

‘opportunities; to be made ‘for bilingual worship and for fellowship across racial and cultural 

boundaries.’ There was also a desire to establish ‘multicultural parishes’. It anticipated a time 

‘in which ministers of different ethnic backgrounds will plan and share the ministry in 
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congregations, some of which are culturally mixed, and some of which meet separately for 

reasons of language.’  

There was obviously a good deal of work required to realize this 

multicultural/bilingual hope. One of the key areas was deemed to be in the area of ministry—

hence attention was given to ‘the need for special ministerial education programs to prepare 

people for ministry in multicultural parishes and ethnic congregations.’ The expectation was 

those who were to minister in these multicultural parishes should be familiar with 

‘sociological studies on contemporary urban society where different cultural groups live side 

by side and interact’. It was anticipated that such ministers would be aware of ‘what is 

happening at the points of interaction between different racial and cultural groups in 

Australia’. In a rather radical suggestion it was recognized that ‘theological study in both 

countries’ would be desirable in the interests of better understanding the life situations of 

members of the culturally diverse congregation’. It would no doubt ‘enhance’ and render 

more ‘effective’ the ministry required. 

This declaration does not exist in isolation. It should next be read in the light of a 

further statement passed at the 11
th

 Assembly held in Brisbane in 2006: A Church for All 

God’s People. The aim of being ‘witnesses to the hope of reconciliation’ set the tone for the 

desire to being now not simply a multicultural church but also a ’cross-cultural community’.  

 

A Church for All God’s People  

 

The language of vision was now used for the first time. By simply using such language that is 

a recognition that this kind of church has become a hope: it is not coming into reality as 

quickly as might have been imagined by those who proposed that the church be a 

‘multicultural church’ in the first place.  
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In much the same way as the 1985 Declaration had done the new statement 

acknowledged the indigenous peoples of Australia. That has been a distinguishing feature of 

the call to be a multi/cross cultural church. In a way which is seldom known or realized this 

recognition was claiming more than had been the case in 1985. A Church For All God’s 

People acknowledged the ‘unique place of Indigenous people in God’s creative plan for the 

land we call Australia’. What that place might be in God’s plan was not clear though the new 

statement hoped for a time when the faith and spirituality of Indigenous people can truly 

shape who we are as a Church’. 

 This introduction to the 2006 statement raises several issues. For Christians from the 

Middle East Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Egypt are lands and nations which are 

associated with ‘God’s plan’. That is a deeply biblical, textual witness. There is no reference 

in A Church For All God’s People that recognizes that the church in Australia is gathered 

from ‘indigenous peoples’ from many lands and some of those lands feature in the biblical 

promises and history.  

 There is a triune shape to the statement. The plan belongs to God; Christ is a source of 

unity thus maintaining the ecumenical momentum outlined in both The Basis of Union and 

We Are A Multicultural Church. The Holy Spirit is the ‘transforming power’; the work of the 

Spirit is to be ‘ever renewing God’s people’.  

 It was recognized that coming to terms with diversity and difference can be ‘both a 

joyful and painful journey’.  One way in which this document called members of the church 

to embark on this daunting journey ‘on the way’ was to consider a number of ‘biblical 

underpinnings’. That these principles should have been biblical themes rather than a 

wrestling with a theology of what it means to be a culturally diverse church is a sign of the 

role Scripture plays in the contributing cultures. The biblical themes and texts provide a much 

more accessible and devotional point of contact: the Bible is itself common to the cultures of 
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the church members called to proceed along this way.  It is, of course, likely that the 

Scriptures are regarded and used in different ways from one culture to another, but the text 

remains the same.  

 The hermeneutical task is both one of opportunity and risk. Which themes or biblical 

clusters is a particular cultural community likely to privilege? There are several sides to that 

question. The first has to do with how the gospel is commonly understood through the life of 

that culture as a rule. The second has to do with which texts come to the surface in that 

culture’s experience of migration and across the variables of gender and generations. The 

third has to do with how a minority culture then relates to other minorities, the dominant 

culture and the claim of the church to be multicultural. 

 The biblical underpinnings the Assembly of the Uniting Church agreed upon for the 

sake of this latter consideration is organized around six key themes: the practice of the 

Uniting Church is to invoke repeatedly that all are made in the image of God. It is a claim 

that is often made on behalf of social justice and concern for the most disadvantaged. In this 

particular context a common humanity is assumed. The Noah covenant is woven into the 

Priestly account of creation in order to demonstrate how ‘[w]e are connected to one another, 

[and a] part of the wholeness and goodness of God’s creation’.  The story of the Tower of 

Babel (Gen.11) is then interpreted in the manner of a reminder ‘of the danger of monocultural 

arrogance’ and as an affirmation of ‘cultural and linguistic differences’ being understood as 

being ‘a part of God’s plan for humanity’. This common humanity is further emphasized 

through the implied reference back to Adam as the ‘one ancestor’ through whom God ‘made 

all nations’ (Acts 17:26). 

 This confessional stance of a common humanity is thereupon qualified in way that is 

consistent with the claims made in We Are A Multicultural Church where such diversity is 

seen as a sign of hope and a foretaste of the fulfilment of the kingdom of God. The second 
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theme revolves around welcoming the stranger.  For All God’s People cites numerous stories 

from the Hebrew Bible (Gen. 18:1-8; Ex. 22:21; 23:9), Lev. 19:33 and Deut. 10:19 and 

24:17-18). This theme of the stranger takes several forms. To those who are already 

established in the land Israel becomes a type of the call to ‘exercise justice and compassion’ 

to aliens and strangers.  It is recognized that God can come into the midst of the people in the 

form of a stranger. Abraham and Sarah effectively serve as types or models for those who 

migrate and ‘go ... to the land I [the Lord] show you’ (Gen. 12:12). They venture into the 

unknown as an article of faith. The underlying assumption is that ‘strangers enhance rather 

than diminish the life of communities’ (Lk. 24:13-35; Acts 10:34), Rom. 12:13 and Heb. 

13:2). For All God’s People insists on how ‘[o]ur cross-cultural ministry is heir to this 

tradition’. There are many examples in Scripture of those ‘who go on crossing journeys’: 

whether by choice or by exile they ‘discover God’s will for them in a new land’. With a nod 

to the contemporary concerns in a culturally diverse Australia these biblical figures ‘struggle 

with issues of identity [and] they come to a deeper understanding of who they are as God’s 

people and who is the God who sustains them’.  

 The third of these themes brings together into one two different threads.  It makes 

explicit the theme of crossing boundaries. The way in which Jesus did so is exemplary. The 

episodes cited included the encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well (Jn. 4:4-26) and 

the praise Jesus bestows upon the Roman centurion (Mt. 8:5-13) and a Samaritan leper (Lk. 

17:11-19). This crossing of boundaries is not simply seen as cultural. Jesus ate with outcasts, 

crossed ‘to the other side’ (Mk. 4:35; Lk. 8:22), and ‘reached out to those who were 

marginalized by his religious community’ (Mk. 2:13-17; Mt. 9:9-13; Lk. 5:27-32; 19:7). Of 

particular note for the Arab-speaking evangelical diaspora in Sydney is the paragraph’s 

reference to the faith of the Syro-Phoenician woman (Mk. 7:24-30). The purpose behind the 
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inclusion of these textual references and this theme in For All God’s People to emphasize 

how Jesus ‘shows us that love rather than fear needs to determine relationships’.  

 This feature of Jesus’ ministry is a sign of how hospitality and welcome is ‘the 

hallmark of the kingdom community’. The parable of the great banquet (Lk. 14:15-24) 

projects an image of hospitality; the commitment to social responsibility in the Uniting 

Church is reflected in the invitation made to the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind. 

The desire to be inclusive that so marked the initiative which lay behind. We Are A 

Multicultural Church is evident in a recognition that in Christ ‘people will come from north, 

south, east and west and feast together’. The tenor of this biblical text is that there is no 

geographical or cultural constraint on being a member of a church which seeks to be one for 

all God’s people. In a way which echoes the writing on Christine Pohl on hospitality and 

‘making room’
189

 this welcome is established not in our own endeavours but in Christ: there 

is no option. The invitation closes with Paul’s exhortation to the church in Rome: ‘welcome 

one another as Christ has welcomed you’ (Rom. 15.7). 

 The critical function of a ‘native’ or first language was reflected in the final of these 

themes: ‘the Church born at Pentecost is multicultural from the beginning’ (Acts 2:8).  A 

Church For All God’s People culminates its sequence of biblical underpinnings through 

turning attention onto the emergence of the early church as found in the book of Acts and the 

epistles. The key accounts are those which overcome the distinctions between Gentile and 

Jew—most notably the first council in Jerusalem, baptism in Christ (Eph.2:19; Gal. 3:28), a 

new creation, (2 Cor.17; Eph. 2:11-19. The household of God is one of equal members, ‘a 

great multitude that no one count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 

language’.  
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The way towards the ‘promised end’ which is featured in The Basis of Union lends 

itself to the vision of the heavenly banquet made up of people from ‘every nation, tribe, 

people and  language’ (Rev: 7-9).   The biblical underpinnings conclude with an allusion to 

how ‘the rainbow mix of people we have in the Church today can be seen as a foretaste of life 

in the heavenly kingdom and a reminder that “my house shall be called a house of prayer for 

all peoples’ (Is: 56-6-8).  

 This set of biblical themes supported by diverse texts represented an advance on the 

initial declaration of We Are A Multicultural Church. For migrant-ethnic congregations 

steeped in a Reformed and evangelical understanding of the Christian faith they possess a 

capacity to attract. They set out the hope for an inclusive culturally diverse church on biblical 

rather than sociological grounds. They do through a privileging of an exemplary 

understanding of the Incarnation and a reading of Pentecost. With the benefit of hindsight 

there are omissions, however, by which this case could have been strengthened. 

 It is with some surprise that there is no reference to the word of the cross. The listing 

of themes moves from Jesus’ life and ministry and jumps to Pentecost and the early church. 

The lack of any specific reference to Easter is troubling. The evangelical ethos is noted for its 

emphasis on the cross. For a church seeking to be a church for all God’s people it would have 

been to have cited Rom. 6:1-8: this text which speaks of dying to the old self and rising to 

new life in Christ would have allowed for a link to be made between the cross, on the one 

hand, and baptism and a new community, a new creation on the other. The Uniting Church 

has so far failed to explore how this passage lends itself to its members being raised to life 

through baptism into a new culture that is the culture of Christ. It has not made use of how 

the early Christians were referred to as a ‘new race’ because of the way in which baptism 

assembled them ‘in Christ’ regardless of past cultural and gender divides. Through ‘ethnic 
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reasoning’ Denise Buell has demonstrated how first Christians saw themselves as a new 

‘ethnos’ that was distinct from Jew, Greek and Roman.
190

 

 The selection of texts also steered away from any reference to ‘believe’. The set of 

texts were more relational than confessional in terms of subscription to key doctrines. The 

absence of such creates the impression of a work incomplete. The authors of an inclusive 

church may have wished to give a wide berth to nominating beliefs that might prove to be 

contentious and divisive but the failure to address their absence and how they might relate to 

texts selected is problematic.  

 The one other glaring omission is the omission of any reference to neighbour. The 

parable of the Good Samaritan and the summon to love one’s neighbour as oneself is every 

bit as important as the choice of texts made. The theme of the neighbour is able to resonate in 

multiple ways:  

 The document, For All God’s People, was actually divided up into four component 

parts. The Biblical underpinnings were part 2 and led into a section on key principles for 

building a cross-cultural community. These were identified as ‘affirming our unity and 

diversity in Christ’, ‘mutual sharing and learning’, ‘hospitality and inclusiveness and ‘living 

out the gospel of hope and reconciliation in God’s world’. 

 These principles paved the way for an affirmation. Through these Biblical 

underpinnings and key principles the Uniting Church understood itself to ‘witnesses to the 

hope of reconciliation’. With this intention in mind the church declared that it would seek to 

recognize the place of Australia’s first people, reflect the love of Christ for all people, 

contribute to the building of an inclusive Australian society, seek to minister effectively 

within a culturally diverse society and build bridges with people of different cultures and 

faiths. 
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 The church declared that it would seek to be a ‘welcoming community’. It will affirm 

and celebrate diversity, share the hospitality of Christ and commit itself to overcoming 

‘prejudice and racism and develop a spirituality of trust, respect and mutuality’. The strategy 

was to ‘encourage all members to embark on a journey of cross-cultural learning’. 

 The final set of affirmations promised to ‘provide space for people from different 

cultural groups to maintain language and cultural patterns and traditions that are life giving’. 

The church would seek to reflect this ethnic ‘in a visible way in our worship, life and 

leadership’. It anticipated meeting the needs of a diverse membership and developing 

‘policies and processes to assist the full participation of all members’ along with a sharing of 

resources. The affirmations concluded with an echo of We Are A Multicultural Church  with 

an expressed desire to use ‘gifts of all God’s people’ and an expectation that the Spirit would 

transform the church as a result. 

 A Church For All God’s People ended in a prayer crafted in a Trinitarian fashion. 

God our Creator, 

You brought this Uniting Church into being.  

You  have  called  us  to  be  your  diverse  and  multi-coloured  people.  

Show  us  how  to  value  one  another  as  those  made  in  your  image. 

 

Christ Jesus, 

You  reached  out  across  the  barriers  that  divided  Jews,  Samaritans  and  Romans,  

Enable  us  to  cross  the  barriers  that  separate  us  from  one  another.  

 

Holy Spirit,  

You are the Giver of Unity, 

Unite your people in love that we may be a   

community of  justice,  love  and  reconciliation 

- A  Church for all God’s People! 

 

Amen   

 

From Theory to Practice 

The passage of this document through the Assembly of the Uniting Church inevitably raises 

questions as to its likely audience and effect. Coming several decades after the initial 
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declaration We Are A Multicultural Church it was, in some respects, a reflection of a lack of 

fulfilment of the original hope. That was evident in the need to shift the language from being 

a multicultural church to a ‘true multicultural church’ and the call to ‘live cross-culturally’. 

This new statement was thus an exhortation to those already in the Uniting Church rather 

than a document of outreach to those outside its oversight but interested. Had it been the 

latter, it may have been framed a little differently in some parts. There may have been some 

use, for example, to draw upon the standard text of ecumenism taken from John 17:21: Jesus 

prays that his disciples ‘may be one’.  It was thus the kind of statement that might be 

discovered on coming into the Uniting Church, on having been received, rather than one 

designed to address an inquiring body.  For someone like myself having recently arrived in 

Bankstown it seemed visionary. 

 

The Word of the Cross  

The difficulty that faces the Uniting Church in the passage of its resolutions is how they then 

take effect. It differs considerably from most others: it is an inter-conciliar approach based on 

consensus-decision making. The merits of this approach have been advanced by Terence 

Corkin and Julia Kuhn Wallace. They believe that a process which is designed to be 

consultative, negotiates its way through several stages of discernment and aspires after a 

resolution of matters where space is a created for all involved to make known their thoughts 

and feelings is better than what so often happens: they liken many church decision-making 

processes to a ‘shootout at the OK corral’. They take seriously how so often such a 

confrontational approach leaves many ‘dismayed and hurt by the “winner takes all” 

tactics’.
191
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 The value that the Uniting Church attaches to its consensus decision-making 

processes depends on several factors, however. The first of these has to do with clarity as to 

what discernment actually means. In its current understanding it often represents a process 

whereby the benefits and disadvantages of a particular course of action is determined through 

an exchange of ideas. Is that sufficient? The obvious risk is that the decision that is discerned 

may still end up being little more than the agreement negotiated among those who happen to 

be at the appropriate meeting at any given point in time. The refrain sometimes made that ‘it 

felt like the Holy Spirit was with us’ may not quell the criticism of those not present.  

One of the contributing issues here has to do with the Uniting Church not having 

made a statement on discernment. There is no document available as to how the process of 

discernment sits with the New Testament understanding of discernment where the work of 

the Spirit is invoked to discern the mind of Christ—as well as those more unruly ‘spirits’. 

The research done by Beatrice Panne on ‘the communal practices of discernment’ in the 

Uniting Church is scarcely known.
192

 The emphasis in a period of discernment used more 

broadly for those considering forms of ministry is essentially learning about the faith, the 

church and one self. In its A Manual of Meetings the Uniting Church acknowledges that a 

process, a meeting is still able to be manipulated by a small minority and what arises out of 

its discerning and deliberative processes may be a ‘pseudo-consensus’.
193

  

One of the key issues that imposes itself upon this reading of discernment is the level 

and extent of cross-cultural participation and discernment. How effective are the practices of 

the Uniting Church in this regard is a critical feature in an evaluation of the infrastructure of 

support to declarations like We Are A Multicultural Church and For All God’s People.  The 

inter-conciliar nature of the church presents a particular challenge. It is assumed that each 

council of the church has its own area of responsibility: it is not supposed to an hierarchical 
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structure flowing downwards from Assembly through synods to presbyteries and then to 

congregations. It is an inter-conciliar understanding of the church that is based on functions.  

The issue that arises with documents like For All God’s People is how it is then received and 

put into practice by synods, presbyteries and congregations.  

 

On my arrival from Beirut to Bankstown I was heartened because the synod of New South 

Wales-ACT had a multi/cross cultural reference committee as well as as a consultant attached 

to its Board of Mission. At an Assembly level there was an equivalent structure which was 

supported by and was reported to by a series of national conferences dedicated to the work of 

particular migrant ethnic communities.  

The first of these conferences had been set up by Assembly staff, Seonja Yoo and 

Rev. Dr. John Brown, in the wake of the 1985 declaration. Jason Kioa has recovered the 

intention which lay behind the reaching out of the Assembly to Tongan ministers and some 

lay leaders in the Uniting Church. It was the second step in a deliberate policy: it was 

recognized that the procedures of the Uniting Church and its understanding of ministry 

differed from those of the Korean and Tongan communities within its midst. Time was set 

aside to discuss these matters along the lines of an orientation complete with Bible Studies of 

what it was like to be a culturally diverse church as well be in a situation of exile and 

diaspora.  These meetings took place in 1987 and set up the first two national conferences. 
194

 

There are now twelve. 

Out of his experience of twelve years as chair of the Tongan National Conference 

Kioa has raised the question what is its status and role. It is a question well put: apart from a 

handful of congregations the annual gathering of the Tongan National Conference is the 

largest event in the life of the Uniting Church. It has become a forum for discussion on 
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matters of concern to do with identity and belonging, worship and hospitality, and 

intergenerational ministry and the nurture of second and subsequent generations. It also 

enabled the Tongan membership to consider difficult and divisive issues within the wider 

Uniting Church—such as those to do with same gender relationships and leadership—in their 

own language. Kioa further noted that regular addresses to the Conference were given year 

by the Presidents of the Uniting Church as well as the Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga and 

also the executive director of UnitingWorld. Kioa’s question was designed to invite reflection 

on what is the place of national conferences in general—and this one in particular—within 

the inter-conciliar polity of the Uniting Church. In the polity of the church as it is the national 

conference are purely advisory at best—and, while that may be a disappointment to Kioa and 

others—the Uniting Church has put into place a structure that is designed to encourage 

minority communities. 
195

 

On my arrival in Bankstown I would become a member of both the Assembly’s and 

the synod’s multi/cross reference committee. In so doing I would be exposed to an emerging 

body of theological literature that was seeking to understand what it might mean for this 

church to be a church ‘for all God’s people’. The early work that had recorded 

autobiographical stories of migrant ministers and Bible studies for people settling in a new 

land had given way an explicit theological concern for what was life in Christ like for those 

in diaspora and how might minority cultures relate to the dominant majority—and do so ‘in 

Christ’. The climate was one of theological energy and innovation. 

The most significant work at that time was an anthology on Faith in a Hyphen. It set 

out to do a number of jobs. The first was to situate the cultural and linguistic diversity now to 

be found in the Uniting Church within what has been called the ‘reinvention of Australia. 

Anthony Moran had used that term to describe the effects of the shift in immigration policy 
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overseen by the Labor Government on 1973.
196

 It was indeed this shift in policy that made 

the third wave of Lebanese migration to Australia possible. It spelt an end to privileging 

migration of British subjects and gradually other Europeans. Gwenda Tavan would later 

lament the ‘long slow death of white Australia’
197

 and Hage would protest against the 

‘paranoia’ he sometimes detected in the highly politicized language of ‘Australian values’.
198

  

There was no denying the shift that had taken place, however. It was a shift that was warmly 

endorsed in We Are A Multicultural Church and would make itself increasingly felt in a 

church that had been born through the coming together of three denominations that had 

migrated to Australia from the United Kingdom. 

The terminology of being multicultural was being disputed, however. James Jupp 

argues that the lack of a precise definition lends itself multiculturalism being a ‘motherhood 

statement’—that is, a platitude with which it is difficult to disagree.
199

 From an altogether 

different context Stanley Fish has made a distinction between a ‘boutique’ and a ‘strong’ 

multiculturalism.
200

 The boutique variety is the one that celebrates ethnic restaurants, 

weekend festivals, and ‘various other flirtations’. According to Fish it is ‘superficial or 

cosmetic’. It differs from the strong option where multiculturalism signifies a celebration of a 

plurality if cultures carried through into political practice. 

It begs the question whether this neologism from the 1960s is the best word for the 

job. Jon Humphries did not think so. In his experience  
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we live out our lives in an intercultural manner. We engage in 

relationships with multiple cultural groups other than those with which 

we primarily identity… Our identities [in Australia] are woven or 

braided from the different cultural contexts we come from, our 

interaction with a variety of cultural groups and our movement in and 

out of a variety of cultural spaces.
201

 

 

Of particular interest was Humphries recognition that he himself could not ‘speak from any 

significant experience of migration’. As an Australian of an Anglo-Celtic identity he had 

never had ‘to struggle to find my place in church or society’. The only marginalization here 

could detect was his seeking to write on an Australian contextual theology when he lacked 

these other formative influences of being marginalized through being a minority.
202

 He 

likened the experience to one of conversion away from a monocentric theology to one that 

was community-centred and adept at crossing cultures. For that purpose it required someone 

from his background to ‘listening to each other’s hearts’, which he argued, ‘should entail a 

deep crossing into the experience of the other’. 

 Humphries recognized that this listening would not be easily achieved, despite the 

best of intentions. There were imbalances of power; the vehicle of communication would be 

in English which Aeryun Lee had discerned was the language that she, as a Korean migrant, 

‘got by in’. It was the language by which she had to function rather than the language of her 

heart.
203

 Humphries was mindful of how participants in this act of deep listening—what 

elsewhere has been described as orthoakousis
204

—did not have same facility in spoken and 

written English. It was further likely that there would be differences across generations. 

 What was distinctive about Humphries’ line of approach was his insistence on the 

need for a cross-cultural theology rather than one that was multicultural. He had noted, as 
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does For All God’s People, that Jesus himself crossed over from one region to another and 

from one ethnicity to another in his acts of healing. Jesus did not set out to form a 

multicultural society. His call to follow—hence the cost of discipleship—involved a 

willingness to take up one’s cross. The life of discipleship flows from baptism which 

becomes the identity marker for being in Christ and a member of this new creation. 

Following through on the Romans passage (6:1-8) it can be seen as a dying in Christ (through 

the cross) to an old life (a birth culture) and being raised to new life in this ‘new’ Christian 

‘ethnos’ / ‘race’. 

 Humphries argued that multiculturalism actually only lends itself to a ‘surface 

engagement’. It can be seen as a relatively ‘static and descriptive model’. There is ‘no 

reference point to how social interaction’ across cultures should begin. There is no need to 

‘enter into the linguistic and symbolic experience’ of the other. It allows a society—or a 

church—to conceive itself as being made up of a series of concentric circles which have no 

need of actually engaging with one another.
205

  They may but there is no need to do so.  

The first distinction Humphries makes is with an intercultural model. Its benefit lies in 

the step it takes away from a closed, more integrated concept of cultures where they may 

exist side by side, but with little interaction. An intercultural understanding presupposes some 

degree of overlapping and a blurring of boundaries ‘that we all experience as being a part of a 

globalised society’.
206

 Humphries prefers the idea of being cross cultural, however. It is a 

term which has the habit of crossing from one space to another already built-in. It depends 

upon movement. It is also deeply theological in a way in which the rival notions of multi- and 

inter-cultural are not: ‘[i]t allows its users to relate to the most central icon of Christian 

identity with an Australian political and social reality’.
207
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Humphries constructed a series of circles to express the differences between these 

three models. In the cross-cultural option there was one large circle inside of which were 

smaller circles of varying size. Some of those were overlapping as per his thinking on the 

intercultural. The large circle reflected the dominant majority.  In the centre of this circle was 

placed a cross: in other words, the cross of Christ lay at the very heart of these cultural 

engagements. Its beams stretched upwards, downwards and sideways.  It did so in such a way 

that Christ also lay at the intersection of each culture’s encounter with another—in addition to 

which the iconic cross reached out from the centre and touched the margins of the much 

larger circle.
208

 

Humphries preference for the cross imagined that this model of culture-to-culture 

encounter was grounded in Christ and ‘the word of the cross’. The obvious theological 

reference point had other advantages due to the peculiarities of the English language. It is 

possible to speak of being cross in the sense of being angry as well as of being double-

crossed. It possesses the capacity to harbour a moral dimension. It is not uncommon for there 

to be an imbalance of power in intercultural and multicultural relationships; the metaphor of 

the cross enables a voice of protest, of anger, of being cross at such injustice. Humphries 

notes that a double cross conveys a meaning of betrayal and ‘by way of an extension, can 

reflect back to the dialectic of the cross of Christ, which incorporates elements of handing 

over and denial.’
209

 

This reading of a cross cultural theology coincided with the publication of Douglas 

John Hall’s work on Christology in a suffering world.
210

 Writing in the wake of 9/11 Hall 

sought to distance himself from theologies of glory: in a very deliberate manner he drew 

upon the traditions reaching back to Martin Luther to do with a theology of the cross. Hall 
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was responding to a Muslim sense of having been humiliated over a long period of time and 

how a Christian theology of power and glory had contributed to that state of being: he was  

not addressing the type of cross-cultural experience that Humphries was addressing back in 

Sydney but that does not diminish the worth of his theology of the cross in this very different 

circumstance. The theology of the cross is a theology of humility, of suffering, of being 

disempowered. It is intimately connected to the Easter event upon which the Christian faith— 

and its evangelical expression—is bound. 

 Hall’s reaching back into the Christian tradition and recovering a much neglected 

theme could function as an antidote to what might be called a form of theological positivism 

that can sometimes afflict the Uniting Church. What this term alludes to is the tendency to 

think that a resolution once passed, an aspiration once voiced, then it is immediately realized. 

A Church For All God’s People was a recognition that this was not the case. There was still a 

long way to go in order to put fully into practice the declaration of 1985.  

 A Church For All God’s People had invited members of the Uniting Church to live 

cross-culturally. That was the first time that particular summons had been made. It was very 

consistent with another article published in the anthology, Faith in Hyphen. Sarah Mitchell 

described the challenge of ‘risking the cross-cultural way’ through the concept of 

communitas. She believed that this idea taken from the work of Victor Turner offered a better 

way for a society, for nation and church, than the apparent virtue of tolerance (of difference). 

Mitchell was hesitant about the use of community language within a culturally diverse 

church. Its risk lies in how it ‘can imply no strangeness—only acceptance, understanding and 

tolerance’. 
211

 In other words, it can homogenize cultures a failure to appreciate deeply 

enough difference. Communitas is not the same. In some ways it is dealing with the 
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intercultural space into which a cross cultural theology can be inserted. Mitchell cites Sarah 

York: 

 

Communitas is what happens when a whole group of people cross a 

threshold and together enter liminal time and space … In that threshold 

space, they experience a bond, and it is not like any bond that they may 

experience in their ordinary, structured lives.
212

 

 

 

 

This language of communitas was strange to me. It is not even commonly used in the 

English-speaking church, but it was part of a vision I encountered when I arrived in 

Bankstown from Beirut.  This talk sits with the work on a cross-cultural theology and 

declarations like A Church For All God’s People. It had not taken me long to realize that few, 

if any, of the evangelical Arab-speaking churches in western Sydney had a connection back 

to Lebanon. None of them seemed to have the kind of institutional framework and structure 

that the Melkites, Maronites and Antiochene Orthodox have. None had a comparable 

relationship to an Australian denomination at the level at which the Melkites and Maronites 

have with the Roman Catholic church. It seemed to me that the ideas being expressed in the 

Uniting Church would provide an opening to these churches and do so with words of 

welcome, hospitality and life together in Christ. 

           For the Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors there is an obvious merit in this talk of the 

word of the cross. One of the most distinctive themes of an evangelical theology is to the role 

of the cross and how it is bound up to the call for conversion.  The way in which a theology 

of the cross might intersect with a diversity in the cultures in one particular denomination is 

admittedly not likely to be satisfied with a merely personal or individual appropriation of the 
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cross. That is not done away with: it remains. What the biblical underpinnings put into place 

for the sake of all God’s people imagines relationality and communitas as well. In these 

changed circumstances then the symbolism used to interpret a theology of the cross can take 

on new life. 

         The cross is associated with a number of discrete but related biblical themes. They have 

to do with redemption, reconciliation, victory, atonement, and sacrifice - for example. Its 

‘violent grammar’ imagines a dying that is then countered by the rising of the resurrection 

into a new community. For the apostle Paul the word of the cross is not only reflected in the 

baptismal life of the church; it justifies with God those who bear the name of Christ. 

           There is still work to be done on what a theology of the cross might mean for a church 

seeking to live cross-culturally. The signs are promising though. It is work where the coming 

together of diverse cultures is not the work of a committee, an interest group, or individual 

leaders. They may play a part but it is, rather, a work of Christ. It is called to being through 

baptism and is justified only in and through Christ. It thus represents an act of Christ’s 

reconciling will that seeks to redeem the injustices that lie between cultures, both now and in 

the past. It is a coming together of cultures in Christ which assumes Christ’s sacrifice and is 

much more costly than could be imagined through the rival terminology of intercultural and 

multicultural. 
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Chapter 6 

 

                  Sticking Points 

 

 

From Active Participant to Detached Observer 

 

These calls to be a multicultural church and a church for all God’s people I found very 

attractive.  In terms of Thompson’s methodology of theological reflection they created within 

me the desire to be an active participant. The dilemma that arises emerged out of being a 

detached observer. The statements are highly aspirational: they are not always fulfilled or 

treated with the disciplined intentionality that they deserve. The Uniting Church also has its 

own self-understanding as to what kind of church it believes that it must seek to be. It can end 

up making decisions on diverse aspects of ministry that create sticking points for its own 

minority cultures, let alone those culturally-based congregations outside its fold. 

The naming of the Uniting Church was no accident. It was deliberately cast in the 

form of a present participle. There were other churches around the world like, for example, 

the United Reformed Church in England that had taken the past tense. That choice of name 

created the impression that the work of ecumenism with regards to this English church union 

had run its course. There was no further likelihood of addition and perhaps even evolution in 

response to fresh overtures. The Uniting Church saw things differently. Through its use of the 

present tense it indicated a desire to be open to the future and the possibility of other 

denominations becoming a part of this movement. The underlying intention was to be less of 

a denomination and more one of a pilgrim people on the way to promised end.  

 That hope has not been realized. There have been working groups that are effectively 

dialogue groups with the Anglicans and the Lutherans and discussions around mutual 

recognition of ministries. What has happened instead is rather different. Pearson describes 
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how the ‘face’ of the Uniting Church has changed ‘a great deal since the opening celebratory 

service of worship in the Sydney Town Hall’. 

 

It is now more colourful, more textured, and more polylingual in 

practice than it was, as recorded in black and white [film] in 1977.
213

 

 

The comparison was drawn with the 2012 Assembly held in Adelaide.  One of the evenings 

on that occasion was set aside for the celebration of Korean communities within the Uniting 

Church. The comparison could also have been made with the 2015 Assembly where the Bible 

studies were set aside for a Pasifika interpretation of Scripture through a hermeneutic of 

‘unrolling’ and ‘sitting on the mat’ as per customary practice. These studies were led by 

James Bhagwan from Fiji and Seforosa Carroll, a Rotuman minister within the Uniting 

Church itself.  These more recent assemblies are symbols of a change of face. The process of 

uniting has continued but under the cover not of formal denominational unions but through 

the inclusion of migrant communities and a diversity of ethnicities.  

This coming together of so many different cultures requires careful management. The 

ever present risk is one of assimilation.  It cam be so easy fpr the dominant majority to imply 

that all cultures are the same and simply expect the newcomer to forsake its distinctive 

cultureal identity and conform to what is already in place—now, and most likely, in the 

future. In this instance that would be contrary to the intention of We Are A Multicultural 

Church. It imagined the gifts of minority and migrant cultures being used by the Spirit to 

transform the Uniting Church. It gave a wide berth to any hint of such co-option. The 

dilemma that presents itself, however, is that in seeking to be hospitable and welcoming to so 

many cultures there emerges a potential conflict of worldviews. 
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A Housing Problem 

  

Writing out of her Pasifika experience Lydia Johnson has identified how worldviews create 

ways of looking at the world and determining what is valued and what is not. They determine 

how people relate to one another and what is expected: they are like ‘the air that we breathe’. 

Some emphasize being over doing; some prefer relationality over the autonomy or freedom 

of the self. In a multicultural society there is widespread scope for significantly different 

understandings of what it means to be a part of a community and the extent to which 

worldviews are retained, modified or assimilated. 

It is complex territory: the frameworks of communication cannot be taken for granted 

and may need to be ‘decoded’: there is always the possibility of a ‘rupture in relationships’.
214

 

It is not always clear where meaning is to be found: is it in what is said or what is heard, or 

somewhere in between that needs to be negotiated? Eric Law here refers to the need of 

building a ‘communication bridge’ along a spectrum of ‘high-’ and ‘low-’ context peoples: in 

the former tradition, linear authority, maintaining the status quo, matters and conduct is often 

‘ambiguous, indirect, and non-confrontational’ with a desire not to lose face. The opposite is 

where the low-context subject takes charge, moves quickly, seeks a solution and there is not 

the same inward need to share the context of others.
215

 The problems compound when 

misunderstanding leads to conflict between and among cultures because the way the 

worldviews operates may then lead to different options for handling conflict.
216

 

 The risk before a multicultural church that is seeking to live cross-culturally is that it 

may not have in place an understanding of the multiple worldviews within its midst. It may 

simply assume that the worldview of the dominant culture is the norm and the one that should 
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set the expectations placed upon others. It may not possess measures and strategies designed 

to recognize when there are competing worldviews and what may be required to handle 

‘resistance’ and a lack of participation in processes designed to lessen potential 

misunderstanding and rupture. It can indeed become difficult to come to terms with how 

easily the established pattern of doing things, established in a particular culture’s worldview, 

can pass into a relatively unnoticed racism. In her account of Nice Racism Robin DiAngelo  

describes how ‘so-called open white people’ who express the best of intentions with regards 

to racial equality and opportunity so often fail.
217

 In a similar vein Reni Eddo-Lodge laments 

how ‘the vast majority of white people simply do not see structural racism’.
218

 For a church 

that describes itself as a multicultural church, a church for all God’s people, the risk is 

surprisingly high because the language of aspiration and self-description is already in place.  

It can create the illusion that all the work required is done. 

In the institutional life of the church there are points at which cultures may conflict 

with one another if an appropriate strategy has not been put into place. The issues here are not 

necessarily the ones which naturally arise out of language and whether or not statements and 

policies are promptly translated into diverse vernaculars. Nor is the difficulty to do with the 

recognition of ministers from another denomination—and, especially so if that denomination 

is not ecumenically recognized by the Uniting Church—as was the case with me. The Uniting 

Church has also put into place guidelines with an accompanying theological justification for 

the sharing of property in ways which are designed to meet the risk of the intercultural 

relationship becoming one of landlord and tenant.  These are all matters that can be managed; 

they do not deal with worldviews, ethos and the much under-appreciated discernment of how 

there is a plurality of approaches as to how gospel and culture relate to one in another in the 
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same church. It could be argued that these issues which come to the surface now and then are 

signs of a ‘housing problem’ within a church that is seeking to be inclusive. In the short 

history of the Uniting Church these points of conflict have been played out most obviously in 

debates surrounding same gender relationships.  Less visible—but equally important—are 

differences to do with women and ministry, baptism, and how Scripture is understood and 

interpreted. All these things colour the perceptions of Arabic-speaking evangelical leaders 

with regards the Uniting Church. 

 

Women in ministry 

It is not uncommon for migrant communities to become caught is what is called a ‘frozen 

moment’. These moments can colour the response to the church in the new land. In the case 

of the Arabic-speaking evangelical churches in Sydney one such response concerns the 

ordination of women. On my arrival from Beirut I was often left having to defend the Uniting 

Church’s decision to do so. That kind of reaction was certainly to be expected from those 

who stand in the Catholic traditions of the Maronites and the Melkites; in a similar vein 

would be the response of the Antiochene Orthodox.  

That is despite the Maronite Church at its synod in Mount Lebanon back in 1736 

recognizing the role of women deacons: Phyllis Zagano notes that their duties involved 

overseeing the entrance of women into the assembly and to a seat, assisting women in the rite 

of baptism, anointing women for baptism, confirmation, and extreme unction as well as 

catechizing. This synodal decision leaves a wider legacy for the wider Catholic tradition that 

is summarized by Zagano: 

Women have need of and deserve ministry, and many women are 

already are ministering too women.   Would not that ministry by and to 

women benefit from the grace and charism of orders?
219
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These are Christian traditions which have always stood by a male priesthood 

conceived on the basis of the priest being an icon of Christ. For the Orthodox there is no need 

to accommodate the feminine in ministry because of the status of the theotokos (the mother of 

God) who is deemed to be ‘more honourable than the cherubim and more glorious beyond 

compare with the seraphim’.  

None of these Middle Eastern churches have needed to engage with the feminist 

critique of this pattern of priesthood to be found in the liberal democracies of the west. The 

more positive response to those like the French thinker Elisabeth Behr-Sigel (1907– 2005) 

who have campaigned for the ordination of women in the Orthodox church 220 is confined to 

a handful of theologians who either live or have lived in the west. They include as 

Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, Kallistos Ware, Olivier Clement and John Zizioulas: each has 

argued that ‘there are no compelling reasons against the ordination of women.’221  

For these traditions the practice of the Uniting Church in ordaining women is part of a 

much larger response of not recognizing the ordination in general of Ministers of the Word in 

the Uniting Church. The Arabic-speaking evangelical churches share the patriarchal cultural 

view of these traditions, though without the theological arguments that support a Catholic and 

Orthodox priesthood. 

 It is not likely that any of these congregations in western Sydney would seek to 

engage with the statement made by the Uniting Church on the matter. This definitive 

statement sought to address the question, ‘Why Does the Uniting Church in Australia Ordain 

Women to the Ministry of the Word’. It should not come as surprise that this church should 

do so. Each of three denominations coming into union had already accepted the ordination of 
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women prior to 1977. The Congregational Church had ordained Winifred Kriek in 1926, the 

Methodists had ordained Margaret Sanders in 1969 while M.J. Thalheimer was the first 

woman in the Presbyterian Church of Australia to be ordained. That was in 1974.
 222

 

The report on why was approved by the Assembly Standing Committee at its meeting 

in March 1990. The status of this report was that it was not a study document but rather an 

‘official Assembly document’—in other words it constituted policy. The intention which lay 

behind its formulation was one ‘for educational purposes within the church and for 

ecumenical dialogue’.
223

 The report was released because ‘we hear words of astonishment 

directed at us’ for taking this initiative.
224

 The argument for ordination was duly established 

on a mix of biblical and theological grounds.  It was assumed that the ordination of women 

can be justified on the grounds of its being ‘a fundamental implication of the gospel of God’s 

love in Christ for all human beings’.
225

  

The document might be said to have embraced three purposes. It was designed to be 

educational, ecumenical and apologetic. Its tone was a mix of considered exegesis alongside 

comments of ‘deep concern’, ‘astonishment’, ’horror’, and ‘being called in Christ to conquer 

these things’—sin, jealousy, suspicion and domination. 

 It sought to ‘reject’ the arguments customarily made against the ordination of 

women. The authors of the document  

 

Looked forward in prayer to the day when the whole church will reject 

the exclusion of women from the ministry of the Word with the same 

vigour with which it rejects any refusal of ordination on the basis of 

culture, race or class.
226
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The argument in favour of the ordination of women was confidently put. It rested on a 

hermeneutical decision well-known to the Uniting Church. The key was clearly how to read 

Scripture. In terms of a potential ecumenical critique it was vital to meet the charge that the 

Uniting Church is simply wishing to change the practice of the church through being driven 

by ‘the spirit or opinions of the age’.
227

 In a way that might not always have been understood 

by minority cultures within the church the distinction was made between ‘What is the gospel 

of Jesus Christ?’ rather than ‘What did the New Testament writers think about this?’. In other 

words the position adopted depended upon the Word being regarded as Jesus Christ rather 

than the Scriptural text. The position adopted by the Uniting Church did not believe that it 

was ‘introducing something new’ despite the near universal practice of the past that had 

denied women the exercise of and call to the ministry of the Word. The claim was made that 

this church was simply ‘at last acting on an imperative which was part of the gospel of Christ 

from the beginning’. It had been ‘obscured’ in the past.
228

 It was assumed that New 

Testament exegesis would ‘reveal cases where the writers fail to see the full implications of 

the gospel’.
229

 

The question then became ‘What does the gospel imply for the ordering of the 

church?’
230

 The response is made on the basis of the ‘new equality’ between the genders in 

the ministry of Jesus, the inclusion of women around Jesus and the Pauline claim that there is 

neither male, nor female in Christ.
231

  

It is through that principle of equality that the report distances itself from the texts in 

epistles and the Christian tradition which have professed the subordination of women
232

 and 
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insist on the priest being an icon of Christ—thus male.
233

  The emphasis instead was placed 

upon the gospel rather than the gender of Christ. It was reckoned that the gospel was 

‘winning’.
234

 

The appeal was made to the Holy Spirit who ‘calls women as well as men to the 

ministry of the Word’.  To deny that the Spirit has equipped women with the necessary gifts 

and graces for such service was reckoned to be ‘fighting against the Spirit who gives the gift, 

against Christ who calls into service.’
235

 In considering the role played by women in the early 

church the report argued that ‘[w]e believe that Jesus called forth a discipleship of equals’.
236

 

Consistent with this theme was the assertion that Paul made ‘a great theological 

breakthrough’ in his formula that in Christ ‘there is neither male, nor female’ (Gal: 3.28). The 

position adopted in this Assembly document was that ‘this key expression’ arose 

independently of Paul and reflecting the ‘self-understanding of the Christian missionary 

movement’.
237

 The underlying assumption was that in Christ there is a new creation (2 Cor: 

5.17). The distinction between male and female is being remade in the image of Christ and 

that image ‘transcends male/female’. 
238

 

The merit of the ordination of women was reckoned to be attested to by ‘the 

congregations to which they have been appointed, which have seen their ministries 

abundantly blessed by God.’
239

  

Andrew Humphries has noted that the role of women in ministry in the Uniting 

Church is so widespread that ‘we almost take them for granted’. The former President of the 

Uniting Church, Deidre Palmer, commented that ‘the Church’s affirmation of the ordination 

                                                           
233

 Ibid., 30-31. 
234

 Ibid., 9. 
235

 Ibid., 5. 
236

 Ibid., 14. 
237

 Ibid., 16. 
238

 Ibid., 18. 
239

 Ibid, 3. 



 

123 
 

of women is [indeed] foundational to its identity as the Uniting Church.’ The level of 

‘acceptance’ is such that:  

If you’re a girl growing up in the Uniting Church, you don’t think 

“maybe I can’t do that because I’m a girl or a woman”, instead there is 

an opportunity to think “I’m going to express the gifts that God has 

given me in whichever way I’m called and the Church will support, 

affirm and walk alongside me”.
240

 

  

For the Rev. Sandy Brodine this call to ordained ministry is a response is understood 

as a call ‘to be’ the person God created her to be. It goes ‘to the very heart of who she is’. 

This call to ministry should not be seen in terms of ‘being good enough to do the job’. It is 

not about ‘what I do’ but about ‘my being’. 

Those women in an ordinary ministry in the Uniting Church are sometimes aware of 

how this church’s position is not shared in ecumenical or interfaith events. Brodine noted 

that: 

I was at an event as one of the guest speakers. Everyone was invited to 

the top table during proceedings, yet I wasn’t included in that and 

ended up sitting at the table with women, even though I was actually 

there as a member of the clergy and guest speaker. There was even a 

group photo, but they also failed to invite me up for that, and I was 

standing there watching this photo being taken thinking to myself, 

“they can’t even see me, they don’t even know I’m here”.
 241

 

 

The women Humphries interviewed for this article on women of the Word for the synod of 

Victoria and Tasmania saw themselves as belonging to a ‘progressive church that values 

women in positions of leadership’. They realized that ‘some religious organizations’ were 

more reluctant to do so.  Rev. Sherrin Jackman referred to the ‘very patriarchal nature’ of 

some cultures and of how some ‘ultra-conservative denominations are just stuck in that idea 

around men in leadership’. This basic stance was confirmed and justified through the 
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recourse to a ‘a few selected Bible passages and they can’t move any further than that and 

that’s just the way it is.’ 

 The declaration about why ‘we ordain women’ and the subsequent witness to that 

ministry is probably not nuanced enough. It is right that the objections to the ordination of 

women lie in the way cultures that are organized and selected biblical texts are used. The tone 

of the declaration itself is apologetic and uncompromising. The extent to which the ordination 

of women lies at the heart of ethos and identity of the Uniting Church is made clear through 

the question put to future ministers of the Word and deacons at their ordination. It was noted 

that candidates were required to ‘adhere to The Basis of Union’ where Paragraph 14 referred 

to how   

[t]he Uniting Church, from its inception, will seek the guidance 

of the Holy Spirit to recognise among her members men and 

women called of God to preach the Gospel, to lead the people 

in worship, to care for the flock, to share in government and to 

serve those in need in the world. 

 

In the report this adherence was modified into an expectation that candidates for ordination 

‘must understand and affirm the Basis of Union before their ordination can take place’. The 

authors argued that if candidates  

cannot in good conscience affirm the ordination of women or 

work together in joint settlement with women ministers, we 

believe it would be wrong … to ordain them to a ministry in the 

Uniting Church.
242

 

 

The Assembly document then concluded that the ‘matter of ordination of women should be as 

close to “the substance of the faith” as, for example, the ordination of black persons’.
243
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What is not in the report or Humphries’ article is any reference to the different ways in which 

each diverse ethnicities are inclined to relate culture to gospel, how change happens and this 

notion of ‘frozen time’. 

 The Arabic-speaking evangelical churches in Sydney stand inside a more patriarchal 

culture. That is despite the evidence of Convy and Monsour that Lebanese / ‘Syrian’ women 

in the second wave of migration and settlement took on roles beyond home and family to an 

unexpected degree.
244

  It is a stance that ignores the political role played in the life of New 

South Wales through former Governor Marie Bashir (2001-2014) whose father was a medical 

graduate of the American University of Beirut and Premier Gladys Berejiklian of Armenian 

descent. 

 What is missing in the response of the Arabic-speaking pastors in Sydney whom I 

have met is either a lack of awareness or disregard for shifts in the churches back in Lebanon 

itself. Two ‘preachers’ Rola Sleiman and Najla Kassab were ordained by the National 

Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon in Tripoli and Beirut in February and March 2017 

respectively. Sleiman’s ordination was deemed to be a ‘milestone’: it represented the first 

ordination of a woman in any church in the Middle East.  It marked the next step forward on 

a journey that had begin when women had been given the licence to preach. Obaidah  Hanna  

overstated the case in saying that the ‘male monopoly over the church has been shattered’ in 

the Middle East.
245

 

On her ordination Sleiman declared: “Christ’s justice has finally been fulfilled.”
246

 

The decision to ordain her she reckoned had taken her by surprise: the vote in the Synod had 

been 23-1 in favour. Prior to her ordination she able to perform all the functions of 

ministry—for instance marriages and funerals (although an ordained male pastor had always 
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been present on such occasions)—but not celebrate the sacraments of baptism and 

communion.
247

 That restriction had been in place for some time prior to ordination even 

though she had been  in a position of an interim ministry due to the absence of the incumbent, 

firstly though war and then by his migration. 
248

 Through her ordination Sleiman was now 

seen to have a ‘spiritual authority’ in a Lebanese (and Arab context) where organizations like 

Human Rights Watch of 2013 had declared women to be ‘unequal and unprotected’. Media 

columnists like Halim Shebaya situated her ordination inside the wider context of rights 

rather than  
249

  

Both Sleiman and Kassab are aware of the historic nature of their ordinations and how 

they now as role models of others. Kassab is insistent: 

Nobody can convince me that God loves men more than women. 

Nobody can rob us (women) of our ministry in the church. 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.
250

 

 

Sleiman notes that ‘[a]t least a door has been opened’.
251

 In November 2018 Rev. Dr Rima 

Nasrallah was also ordained, thus becoming the first ordained woman on the teaching Faculty 

at the Near East School of Theology.
252
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 In a manner that may not be so well known in evangelical Arabic-speaking circles in 

Sydney these three ordinations have been a reflection of a much more extensive women’s 

ministry in the countries of origin. In his acknowledgement of the ordination of Nasrallah, 

George Sabra, the President of the Near East School of Theology in Beirut described in its 

newsletter how the seminary  

has been a major supporter of women’s causes and issues: it had the first woman 

pastor and professor (the Late Rev. Elsa Farr), the first woman Seminary president in 

the Middle East (Dr. Mary Mikhael); half of its full time faculty today are women; it 

has the highest ratio of female to male students among all seminaries in the Middle 

East; and the first two Middle Eastern women who were ordained last year are 

alumnae of NEST.  

It is a stance that far removed from the one which greeted Mikhael when she first applied to 

the Near East School of Theology to do a B.A. in Theology: she was rejected. on the grounds 

that ‘she was a woman and would never be able to get a job with such a degree’. She would 

become in due course the ‘first woman in the entire Middle East to be a president of a 

theological seminary’.
253

 At the other end of the spectrum from Mikhael’s rejection is the 

election of Kasaab as President of the World Communion of Reformed Churches at its 

General Council in Leipzig, Germany. On taking up this position Kassab: 

Here I stand, a Middle Eastern woman in the pulpit of Luther; if just 

Luther imagined that, this could have been his 96th question to the 

church—not why there is a women in this pulpit, but why did take this 

long?  

 

 The progress that has been made along the way is women’s ministry is reflected in an 

article by Grace Al-Zoughbi Arteen and Graham Hill dedicated to eighteen Arabic women 

whose ministry ‘you should know about’ and who are ‘pioneers’. It testifies to a substantial 

and growing body of biblical and theological literature, in music, spirituality and liturgy, 
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missiology and leadership, as well teaching ministries in education, the support of refugees, 

peace-building and non-violence, gender equality and justice, counselling, reconciliation and 

conflict resolution.
254

 There have been a number of theological works on women in the 

church and the Bible published.
255

 

 

Interpreting Scripture 

 

The thinking that lay behind the Uniting Church’s stand on the ordination of women discloses 

yet another sticking point for Arabic-speaking evangelicals in Sydney. On repeated occasions 

the document refers to the need for interpretation of the text through the ‘mind of Christ’ and 

the leading of the Spirit. It labours the point that there are inconsistencies and flaws in the 

witness of the New Testament writers.  Hard texts like 1 Timothy that rule out the possibility 

of women exercising leadership must ‘be conceded’.
256

 Its hermeneutic is established in a 

fundamental question: 

 

whether with regard to the Bible, or tradition or trends in society: 

[what matters is] ‘What course of action is truest to the mind of Christ, 

insofar as we are able to understand it’.
257

 

 

It is conceded that the ‘witness of Scripture, … gives us certain guidelines and principles’.
258
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That concession needs to be seen in the light of Paragraphs 5 and 11 of The Basis of 

Union. There is no formal declaration of the authority of Scripture. The language of witness, 

testimony, reception and interpretation is invoked. There is no reference to inspiration. In the 

report on the ordination of women it said that  

   

the New Testament is not a textbook of systematic theology, still less a 

code of Church law, but rather a collection of occasional writings from 

the Church’s formative period which provides us with windows into a 

number of different early Christian communities. 
259

 

 

 Rather than being the Word of God it is through Scripture that the church hears and knows 

the Word of God. For those coming from a more conservative theology and culture the 

confessional claim with regards to Scripture that the Uniting Church has adopted will seem 

light. It  

 

acknowledges that the Church has received the books of the Old and New 

Testaments as unique prophetic and apostolic testimony, in which it hears the 

Word of God and by which its faith and obedience are nourished and regulated. 

When the Church preaches Jesus Christ, its message is controlled by the Biblical 

witnesses. The Word of God on whom salvation depends is to be heard and 

known from Scripture appropriated in the worshipping and witnessing life of the 

Church.  

  

The criticism often made by Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors in Sydney is that the 

Uniting Church is too liberal. It is a criticism which stems from this understanding of 

Scripture and the way in which Paragraph 11 expresses the need for ‘faithful and scholarly 

interpreters’. This need cuts two ways. It means that the Uniting Church is accepting of the 

‘literary, historical and scientific enquiry of … recent centuries’. It enters into that inheritance 

and lays claim to aspiring after an ‘informed faith’. The most obvious dilemma that emerge 
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out of this position is the potential for a populist reaction. It can create the impression that a 

theological education is required to hear the Word of God. The other side to this coin is that 

the Uniting Church demonstrates that it is open to new issues that ask searching questions of 

the biblical witness. The criticism that the Uniting Church is too liberal is inclined to be 

raised because it its apparent willingness to engage with a range of current ethical issues. The 

most divisive of these in recent times has be to do with same gender relationships. This 

openness is consistent with the specified aim ‘to sharpen its understanding of the will and 

purpose of God by contact with contemporary thought’. Its future reference is evident in the 

prayer that the church ‘may be ready when occasion demands to confess the Lord in fresh 

words and deeds.’ 

This interpretive practice was already evident in the document on ordaining women. 

The necessary step taken had to do with how to counter texts that might suggest an alternative 

to the Uniting Church’s understanding on the role of women. It was not enough merely to say 

that the Bible needed to be interpreted by the gospel: difficult texts to do with ‘not touching a 

woman (1 Cor:7.1); ‘the head of a woman is her husband’ (1 Cor:11:2-16), and women 

keeping silent in church (1 Tim 2:11-15), remain. In like manner are the household codes to 

be found in Colossian and Ephesians that assign a subordinate role to women.  

 In dealing with these texts those responsible for the report demonstrated the readiness 

to use various methods of biblical criticism. What this meant in practice involved reference 

back to discussions on how many letters Paul wrote to the church at Corinth,
260

 as well as a 

recognition of a lack of ‘familiarity with contemporary circumstances, customs and concepts 

which we do not have’, and an exegesis of what words like rosh/kephale/head might mean. In 

a manner that would seem rather strange to Arab-speaking evangelicals in Sydney the report 
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was willing to respond to claims that Paul ‘was the original male chauvinist’.
261

 Texts like 

those to do with whether or not women should pray or prophesy without wearing a veil (1 

Cor:11:2-16)  are understood as if it right for a woman to do but they must to do so in a way 

at odds with custom and hence as ‘pseudo-men’.
262

 Some inconsistencies in Paul are noted. 

Through the employment of a literary and textual criticism the command for women to keep 

silent in church meetings (1 Cor: 14:33b-36) is considered to be ‘a later insertion into the 

original letter’.
263

 The report accepts the scholarly distinction between Paul’s writings and the 

post-Pauline authorship of Ephesians and Colossians.  

The apologetic task before the report was to make the case for the ordination of 

women in the face of received traditions to the contrary. The texts that subordinate women 

were deemed to arise out of contexts in the early church where ‘the community [had to] 

exemplify those household virtues which that world holds in the highest regard’. It was 

reckoned that the arguments in favour of gender equality arose ‘directly from reflection on 

the gospel’; the contrary case is ‘prompted by a prudential concern for the Church’s image in 

society’.
264

  With reference to the ecumenical traditions the report was raising two separate 

but related questions:  

i). whether reasons have been given over the centuries which would 

cause this church to reconsider its opinion, and ii) whether the fact of a 

continuous tradition of the non-ordination of women to the priesthood  

is itself reason to maintain this tradition.
265
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The Assembly determined that those who engage in ecumenical dialogues on behalf of the 

Uniting church should use this document as an ‘exposition’ of its position. 

 

For the Arabic speaking evangelical churches in western Sydney this line of interpretation is 

contrary to their received understanding. The recurring theme in the way which they are 

inclined to represent themselves on social media is through repeated reference to texts taken 

from John’s gospel, nearly always revolving around the theme of believe.  It is a familiar 

refrain to be found at Jn. 1:12; 3:14-15; 3:16; 5:24; 11:20-25; 14:11-12; 17:20-21; 20:27; 

20:30-31.  Patrick Sullivan has identified that the Greek word pisteuw is indeed used over one 

hundred times in this gospel.
266

 This gospel speaks of the overriding importance of believing 

in Jesus and who has sent him. The purpose of this gospel is that the reader may know and 

believe. It sits alongside high views of the authority of Scripture and its inerrancy in these 

communities. Those that are affiliated with the Pentecostal Australian Christian Churches 

accept that ‘the Bible is God’s Word. It is accurate, authoritative and applicable to our every 

day lives’. 
267

 One Presbyterian congregation declared that  

 

we believe the whole Bible is the Word of God in written form, that the Bible 

is not mistaken in anything it says, that is the final authority for the church’s 

beliefs and practices and the ultimate guide for all mankind. Therefore we 

believe that hearing God’s Word carries with it the responsibility to obey 

God’s will.
268

 

 

This understanding of Scripture is far removed from the ‘principles and guidelines’ shape the 

way in which the Uniting Church responds to new issues.  
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Baptism 

 

The frequent reference back to ‘believe’ in this self-understanding of Arabic-speaking 

congregations in Sydney should not be unexpected. It loops back into the positioning 

question of whether one is a ‘believer’. It is also a marker of sectarian identity: the immediate 

context may no longer be the towns and villages of Lebanon. They have been exchanged for 

the suburbs of Sydney.  The word ‘believe’ creates a sense of belonging in a larger, more 

culturally diverse society. It defines: it includes and excludes.  It is as such a very kind of 

sectarianism than what Ussam Makdisi depicted in nineteenth century Ottoman Lebanon.
269

 

 This reference to ‘believe’ is also an entry point into a further sticking point with 

regards the response of these churches to the Uniting Church. The tendency of the 

evangelical speaking churches is towards a believer’s baptism.  According to Paragraph 7 of 

The Basis of Union the Uniting Church declared that it ‘will baptise those who confess the 

Christian faith, and children who are presented for Baptism’.  This position within the 

Uniting Church has not come about without contention. Robert Bos has, in fact, described 

baptism ‘has probably been the second most controversial issue’ in the life of the church.
270

 

Almost immediately the Assembly found itself needing to address two separate questions 

both of which have some bearing on the potential response of Arabic-speaking pastors: (1) 

‘How far should the church go in accommodating those who do not accept infant Baptism?’ 

And, (2) ‘How can the church guard against cheapening Baptism through indiscriminate 

administration?’
271

 These issues continued to surface over a period of eight years altogether, 
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despite the publication of study documents and various (interim) statements. The Fourth 

Assembly at its meeting in 1985 issued what was reckoned to be a ‘definitive ruling’. The 

position adopted was that of Paragraph 7 of The Basis while, at the same time, a call was 

made for another ‘clear statement’ of baptism, this time alongside Holy Communion and 

confirmation.  Baptism was declared to be unrepeatable.
272

 By 1988 the focus of discussion 

had turned to the task of considering ‘whether a Minister of the Word in the Uniting Church 

may be allowed as a matter of conscience to refuse to baptise infants’. The issue at stake had 

effectively become one of whether or not ministers may hold differences of opinion and 

practice in matters deemed not to be essential of the faith. The Seventh Assembly (1994) 

eventually determined that the church stand by its position according to Paragraph 7 in The 

Basis of Union. It determined that ‘ministers and the councils of elders are required to 

practice Baptism’ according to this position. 

 Bos has described the long convoluted process which the Uniting Church observed in 

order to reach this end. Some parishes and ministers withdrew from the church. Bos noted 

that what was at stake were ‘two quite different views of the Christian life’. The option closer 

to that thinking of most of those Arabic-speaking congregation gathered around the language 

of ‘believe’ assumed that baptism is a response to a personal encounter with Jesus, marked by 

repentance and acceptance of God’s gift of salvation through faith.  The official position 

adopted by the Uniting Church was more open to accept that the grace of God takes the 

initiative and can operate through though the church and sow the seed of the faithful life. It 

was also more likely to see that requests for baptism that came from parents who were not 

members of the church as an opportunity ‘to explain the Christian faith and to express God’s 

gracious hospitality’.
273

 The tendency of the Arab-speaking evangelical churches has become 
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increasingly one that is closer to a Baptist or charismatic practice. Those who preferred this 

option either left or were required to conform. 

 

Same Gender Relationships 

 

Bos had described these differences over baptism as the second most important to be played 

out in the brief history of the Uniting Church. The most bitter and divisive has been over 

same gender relationships. It is an issue that represents yet another significant obstacle to 

Arabic-speaking evangelicals engaging more favourably with the Uniting Church.  It has lent 

itself to the occasional anecdotal claim that the Uniting Church is not a ‘true church’. 

Of all the denominations in Australia it is the Uniting Church that has been most 

willing to address the challenges presented by the increasingly public profile of same gender 

relationships. In a way that could not have been foreseen at the time of union this issue 

became the most divisive and contested in the church.  It was played out on a number of 

fronts: is homosexuality a sin? can a leader or a minister be a ‘practising homosexual’? 

should the church approve same gender marriage and allow such marriages to take place in 

church buildings? might a minister celebrate such marriages? 

 This whole area has been described as a ‘big little issue’. That description was applied 

by two English evangelical theologians, Mark Bonnington and Bob Fyall.
274

 It recognized 

how this ‘issue’ has the capacity to become lightening rod for many other questions to do 

with the nature of belief and profession: what does it mean for us to be human? what does it 

mean for us to be made in the image of God? what is sin? what is salvation? what is the 

gospel? how should we read the Bible? what kind of church / community of Christ do we 

seek to be? The dilemma before the church is compounded because the word ‘homosexuality’ 
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and the distinction between practising and celibate is of relatively recent origin. For the 

Uniting Church these issues are difficult to avoid because of the need it perceives to interpret 

Scripture and be open to new knowledge. Is gender the same as sexuality? If it is not, then 

what is to be made of the orders of creation where there is a complementary division 

separation into male and female? what is marriage if it is no longer between husband and 

wife but between two partners? 

 The debates and decisions that have taken place in the Uniting Church attracted much 

media attention. They have been much more high profile than decisions concerning ‘why we 

ordain women’. They have also exposed irreconcilable positions within the church across 

theological persuasion and among and between cultures and generations. One of the most 

marked features of the discussions surrounding every debate to do with same gender 

relationships was the discomfort, if not strong opposition from migrant-ethnic communities 

for whom matters of sexuality in general, and homosexuality in particular, were shocking.  

 

This extended sequence of debates commenced with the report on sexuality to the 8
th

 

Assembly held in Adelaide in 1997.
275

 It was the work of task group and covered more than 

70 pages as its dealt with matters ranging from friendship, celibacy and marriage through to 

being a ‘homosexual person’, bisexual and transgender. It was a comprehensive report as it 

sought to fulfil the brief it had been given to it by the Assembly Standing Committee in 

March 1992. Those terms of reference are indicative of how the Uniting Church has 

committed itself to address new issues as they arise: the task group was asked to report on 

changing patterns of human relationships and sexual activity in our society, with a 

view to promoting healing and wholeness in human relationships. It is recognised 

that consensus is probably not possible and may not be desirable. The report 
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should provide suggestions on how to minister to those struggling with issues of 

sexuality, rather than provide a set of rules.  

The process was designed to ‘analyse the changes which are occurring’ in the wider society 

through a ‘framework’. Those shifts were like a paradigm shift in which sexuality is much 

more openly discussed and there is better education on the subject; it was noted that attitudes 

towards marriage has changed and more people were living in de facto or common law 

relationships while the divorce rate was now ‘at all time high’. Other social factors included a 

greater prominence being given to feminism and sexual abuse; there is now widespread 

experimentation in sexual activity and pornography was more readily available than hitherto. 

With reference to same gender matters the task group reported on how ‘the nature of sexual 

orientation is [now] more widely understood’.
276

   

In the circumstances the underlying intention was to work towards a Christian sexual 

ethics of character rather than one of rules. It was imagined that this character was a response 

to the Christ who ‘calls us to find life in loving God, neighbour and self’.
277

 This emphasis on 

character would then play itself out in behaviour—and hence a tendency in the direction of a 

virtue ethic. The report set out a range of questions for reflection: 

 What impact does this sexual activity have on the wider community faith?  

 Is the sexual activity reflecting a faithful, committed relationship?  

 Will this sexual activity enrich or enhance our relationships?  

 Was the vulnerability likely to be opened up be respected by all parties?  

 Is this decision to engage in sexual activity a truly mutual one?  Does each 

partner respect the others ‘no’?  

 Will this action create hurt or cause long-term distrust in the community?
278
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In response to these ‘changing patterns’ the task group discerned how the church has 

received ‘a mixed legacy of teaching’.  For much of its history it had viewed the human 

subject as a dualism made up of the spirit (which was ‘good’) and body (which it considered 

‘evil’). The dominant tradition had also imagined the male to be ‘superior’ to the female. This 

received tradition was less likely to endorse these shifts in society. What placed the Christian 

faith in general—and the Uniting Church in particular—in a rather different space was the 

‘comparatively recent’ insight that ‘sexuality is a good gift of God’.
279

 Elsewhere in the 

report it would describe sexuality as ‘both blessed and broken, gift and dilemma’.
280

 The 

report accepted that the framework in which the church should consider a person’s sexuality 

was within a covenantal framework of grace and sin. There was no desire to stand inside an 

Augustinian tradition which bound original sin to sexual desire. 

The call to discern the way ahead for the church was, firstly, via ‘the witness of 

Scripture’, noting ‘a variety of ways in which Scripture is interpreted’. The process should 

also seek to examine the ‘various ways’ in which ethical decisions are made—hence be 

mindful of different ethical typologies, including natural law, situational ethics and a 

communitarian ethic. The need to attend to matters of sexuality and spirituality as well as 

pastoral issues relating to human relationships and sexual activity was recognized. The 

ecumenical ethos of the Uniting Church was evident in the instruction to consider reports 

from other churches on the subject and the desire to be consultative was reflected in the 

instruction to ‘hold hearings, make available study material, lead studies, and encourage 

broad and open discussions’, including ‘face to face conversations between people holding 

different opinions on their experiences’.
281
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 The work of the task group had proceeded in the frank recognition that the Uniting 

Church is a ‘diverse church’. It found itself needing to wrestle with questions to do with 

where does ‘our unity’ lie and ‘are there limits to diversity’? Is it indeed possible to ‘accept 

or even celebrate that within our Church there are different understandings about Christian 

life and witness?’
282

 Whether its way of dealing with the depth of difference was adequate is 

a point for debate. It was evident that there were irreconcilable positions within the task 

group itself. That was most notably obvious in the section dealing with homosexuality.
283

 

The common refrain within the document was how the church was called to be a new 

community established in the very term that was causing so much difficulty – love, all be at 

love of God, oneself and neighbour. Love was deemed to be ‘the heart of the matter’.
284

 It 

was reckoned to be a summon s for the church to be a community of ‘inclusive friendship’.
285

 

The rhetoric wove together the language of being a ‘new people’, ‘a new humanity’, ‘a 

community of friends in Christ’. It did so without sufficient awareness of the Easter events. 

That is not to say there was no recognition of the shadow side of sexual relationships arising 

out of vulnerability and assertive power. It was indeed the responsibility of the church to 

address matters of domestic abuse and child abuse.
 286

 There was a weakness in the minimal 

references to how the word of the cross was to be interpreted and how it might be applied or 

inform the matters under discussion. In its place was a reliance on the church needing ‘to 

model right and just friendships in its own life and maintain the quality of community life as 

an expression of the Gospel’.
 287

 The weakness with most obvious and in the section 

surrounding the Bible and homosexuality. The task group arrived at the conclusion that 
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agreement about particular biblical passages is not the central 

challenge for the Church the continuing challenge is to understand that, 

and the light of our faith, the one duty we owe one another is the duty 

of love.
 288 

The scope of this report may well have been too broad. It sought  to cover so much 

ground that it was constantly running the risk of not dealing with particular issues with 

sufficient depth. It set aside sections on sexuality and spirituality, adolescence, friendship, 

living on one’s own, ‘living together’, celibacy, chastity, homosexuality, bisexuality, 

transgender, marriage and divorce. It should not have come as too much of a surprise that it 

was same gender relationships that attracted to the most significant reaction and set the scene 

for further reports and division 

In order to engage with these matters the task group observed much the same kind of 

hermeneutic to be found in the report on ordaining women. The task was partly one of how to 

be faithful to the textual authority of the Bible while recognizing how through the work of the 

Holy Spirit the Scriptures can speak in a new ways to each generation. In the light of how 

The Basis of Union refers to an openness to new scientific knowledge there were occasional 

references to psychology and due recognition of how many popular perceptions of gay and 

lesbian people are ‘simply untrue’.
289

 Violence against homosexual people, homophobia and 

discrimination was denounced.
290

In keeping with the relevant paragraphs of The Basis of 

Union once again Jesus Christ was identified as ‘the Word of God’ who is ‘the living Word 

active within the church as a community’. Insofar as Jesus is ‘the ultimate revealer of God’s 

nature and will’ he is the ‘criterion for reading and interpreting the Bible’.
291

 

 In such a hermeneutic so much depends upon what kind of Christ is then presented. 

The task group set down some guidelines for reading Scripture among which was a 
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privileging of Jesus’ ministry in proclaiming through word and deed the reign of God. It was 

an understanding that fastened upon ‘the radical nature of the gospel and the values of the 

Christian community’.
292

 This particular hermeneutic was designed to give sense to an 

holistic understanding of Scripture rather than one that depended upon individual passages 

taken out of their literary and historical context. It was reckoned to be important to consider a 

more canonical approach to Scripture identifying with key interpretive themes rather than 

elevate the exegesis of a handful of individual texts. 

 The task group had noted that ‘we live in a time of great cultural diversity’: it was 

conceded that ‘values and attitudes to sexuality and human relationships vary greatly across 

the various groups in our community’.
293

 The ensuing controversy over same gender 

relationships revealed more than a theological difference between liberal and evangelical 

wings of the church: the latter established its own lobby and pressure group, the Assembly of 

Confessing Congregations in response to Resolution 84 which was put to the 2003 Assembly 

and designed to address whether or not those in same gender relationships could be ordained 

and exercise ministry and leadership in the church. The impression created was that the 

Uniting Church, the third largest denomination in the country, was on the brink of making a 

decision to ordain practising gay and lesbian ministers. The Anglican archdiocese in Sydney 

responded by issuing an invitation for ‘refugees’ from the Uniting Church to join their more 

biblically-based denomination.  It had become very clear that these discussions over same 

gender relationships were very difficult for all minority migrant cultures. That this should be 

the case did not bode well for any overture to be made to Arab-speaking evangelical pastors 

and their congregations in western Sydney. The deepening tension in the Uniting Church 

between its commitment to multiculturalism and same gender inclusion came to the surface 
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with the presentation of Resolution 84 to the 10
th

 Assembly in 2003. The issue at stake was 

whether or not the Uniting Church should now accept those in same gender relationships for 

candidature and ordination. The 1997 report had sought to explore diverse issues but now the 

point of contention had been sharpened. It had been doing so over the intervening years and 

was not helped by a relative lack of clarity in the decisions taken by the 2003 Assembly. The 

President of the Assembly, the Rev Dr. Dean Drayton  needed to release a letter of 

explanation reporting the actions  taken at the August meeting of the Assembly Standing 

Committee. There had been much ‘confusion, anger and pain’. The original Assembly 

resolution had ‘recognized’ rather than ‘noted’ that there were members of the church who 

believed that ‘celibacy in singleness and faithful in marriage’ was ‘a faithful Christian 

standard for sexual others’: others had accepted ‘right relationships’ for the same standard. 

The language of recognition (rather than noting) possessed the capacity to confer formal 

approval. It was not difficult then for those disaffected by that prospect to charge the 

Assembly as having put into place a ‘new’ position with regards to same gender leadership 

and ministry. The decision made by the Assembly Standing Committee incorporated a 

statement of apology and regret.  

 Towards the end of his presidential letter Drayton had emphasized how ‘we’ were 

‘partners in the service of the Gospel’. He referred to ‘our common faith’ and prayed that ‘we 

will know the peace of Christ and the unity of the Spirit’.  The letter claimed that with 

regards to ministry that the church ‘does not hold two mutually exclusive standards’ but 

rather  

we are a church within which there are differing opinions on same gender 

relationships and where councils, ministers and members are able to give 

voice to those different opinion and make decisions about what that means for 

ministry in their place. 
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That reference to councils and decision-making likewise lent itself to further 

difficulties. The polity of the Uniting Church is distinctive and unlike what most migrant 

cultures were familiar with. It is a church that relies upon being interconciliar: its councils are 

set within different spheres—assembly, synod, presbytery and congregation. In theory these 

councils are not hierarchically arranged. They have particular, distinctive functions. With 

reference to candidature and ordination the determination with regards to acceptance of 

candidature and the rite of ordination belongs to the responsibilities of a presbytery. It has 

been assigned an episcopal role in that regard. With reference to call and placement the 

congregation makes its own decision. It cannot have another council imposing its choice 

upon its membership. 

The Assembly resolution noted both positions were held within the Uniting Church. It 

was a function of presbyteries to deal with matters of candidature, ordination and 

commissioning. The presbyteries were reminded that they should proceed upon a ‘case by 

case basis’ and a decision on the suitability of a candidate ‘depends upon a wide range of 

criteria and may include consideration of the manner in which the applicant’s or candidate’s 

sexuality is expressed’.
294

  

The mere fact that the Uniting Church was debating this matter attracted national media 

attention. It would not have been possible for Arabic-speaking evangelical leaders and 

congregations to be unaware of these developments. They were not in a position, of course, to 

enter into these discussions but the responses of ‘many migrant and multicultural 

congregations’ within the Uniting Church testify to the difficulty of being a minority voice.  
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 In response to this possibility there was a repeated acknowledgement of how many of 

the congregations regarded the Uniting Church as their ‘home’ and appreciated the 

‘welcome’ and ‘hospitality’ they had received. It was acknowledged that within every 

congregation there would be a diversity of opinion on matters of same gender relationship. It 

was still unclear to what a second generation of migrant churches might feel on the matter. 
295

 

It was nevertheless very clear that the overwhelming majority of these diverse cultures would 

not feel able to affirm the prospect of gay and lesbian people in positions of leadership: it was 

‘a step very few migrant and multicultural congregations can take’.
296

  Even the mere having 

a debate or a series of studies on the matter (which is a stock Uniting Church approach) was 

reckoned to be inappropriate. One response after another reckoned discussions on sexuality, 

let alone homosexuality, were taboo subjects. It was clear that the Resolution represented a 

‘blow’ to the multicultural ministry of the Uniting Church.
297

  

 It should come as no surprise that the ensuing reaction drew attention to differences in 

biblical interpretation. The hermeneutic used in the 1997 report and accompanied Resolution 

84 was not deemed to be compelling. If anything The Basis of Union opened up the 

possibility of multiple widely divergent interpretations of the same texts. The widespread 

feeling was that ‘biblical truth had been compromised’.
298

 The Korean Council made its 

views known not just to its own congregations but the wider Korean community throughout 

Sydney through publishing its position in the vernacular newspaper: i). we confirm that the 

homosexual relationship is not Biblically correct; ii). we do not except gay people to become 

leaders in the church; and, iii). we will continue to pray and do our best at the UCA go to the 
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right path in this matter.
299

 Several submissions asked for the Assembly Standing Committee 

to provide scriptural support for the idea and practice of ‘right relationships’. 

 For another culture looking in on the Uniting Church the internal hurt would have sent 

a word of warning. The controversy and fall-out from Resolution 84 was a ‘painful 

experience’. The debate and media coverage had taken members of congregations by surprise 

and created a ‘great shock’.
300

 There was concern that the Uniting Church was acquiring the 

reputation of being ‘the gay church’. The reference committee’s report anticipated the sense 

of ‘shame’, ‘betrayal’ and ‘embarrassment’ that was noted in submissions from national 

conferences of various Asian and Pacific cultures.
301

  There was indeed widespread concern 

at the level of reputational damage. For some it diverted attention away from the ‘desire to 

get on with other things and move beyond this polarising debate’: they wished ‘to engage 

with the burning needs facing their communities’.
302

 

 What was perhaps not so clearly appreciated by the wider church was the implications 

for the role and function of a migrant church. The report from the Assembly Multicultural 

reference committee bore witness to how ‘many migrant people know what is to be 

marginalized and to face discrimination’. 
303

 This concern was most well put by Rev 

Benyamin Susilo on behalf of the Indonesian National Conference.  He described how the 

Resolution had provoked a crisis in the Indonesian community. Some congregations were 

‘dismembering’. Susilo understood how migrant communities  

have gone through the experience of being uprooted, have a deep need 

for stability, and affirmation of their self-identity. That is given to them 

through their faith which is based on the authority of the Bible. These 

churches provide an anchor, help their people cope with changes  

                                                           
299

 Ibid., 5. 
300

 Ibid., 1 
301

 Ibid., 1 
302

 Ibid., 4 
303

 Ibid., 1 



 

146 
 

allowing members to maintain a connection with their cultural heritage 

while they find their way into mainstream Australian life.
304

   

What was also not so well appreciated was the manner in which these congregations 

were now being caught in a tension between their ‘home churches’ back in the country of 

origin and the Uniting Church. In some of those churches, like that of the Cook Island 

Christian Church, heterosexual marriage was a pre-requisite for ministry. Some of these 

home churches expressed strong disapproval of the Uniting Church position but asked their 

members to ‘stay put’ and ‘keep struggling with the issues’. 
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Chapter 7 

    The Call to Live Cross-Culturally 

 

The Reflective Spiral 

The practice of theological reflection is like a spiral. It begins with the subjective engagement 

with a presenting issue. In this case that spiral began with me migrating to Australia and 

loitering in the presence of  Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors in western Sydney. That 

issue had to do with the adverse reputation of the Uniting Church among these pastors and 

their congregations – despite the claims that the Uniting Church aspires to be a multicultural 

church for all God’s people. The spiral  required in this instance a thick description or hard 

analysis into the very nature of what it means to be a ‘believer’ in this cultural context that 

has been deeply affected by civil war and invasion back in the country of origin. Being an 

active participant seeking to be a detached I have needed to place myself within that dynamic.  

 The diverse statements the Uniting Church has made with regards to its desire to be 

inclusive and comprehensive has served as the foundation for the theological interpretation of 

the tension between that hope and the struggle for its fulfilment. Now the practice of 

theological reflection is faced with the ongoing -  and yet to be fulfilled process – of 

attending to how its intentional language and the promises made along the way might still 

win a hearing with this sceptical and suspicious audience that is the Arabic-speaking 

evangelical congregations. Is this analogy of the spiral able to suggest any next steps in order 

to engage with churches from a Middle Eastern background – or are such initiatives to be 

consigned to the too hard basket and an inadequate politic of mission? 
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Orientation 

The business of living in diaspora in a multicultural society is a far from straight forward 

task.  It is not simply a matter of the conventional issues of rupture, settlement and belonging. 

These things need to be negotiated; nor is it a case of maintaining residual links back to one’s 

country of origin and becoming more used to using a language that is not one’s first 

language. There is a rather critical decision to be made with regards orientation and 

disposition. Is it the intention to live in close connectivity to peoples from one’s own cultural 

background? Or is the aim to immerse oneself in the opportunities than present themselves of 

living across cultures? 

It is well known that minority migrant cultures on arrival in a new land often gravitate 

to suburbs and neighbourhoods where residents of their own culture live. They become 

‘gateway suburbs’ or what James Jupp, Andrea McRobbie and Barry York referred to as 

‘zones of transition’. 
305

There is a long history of that happening in Sydney: the Vietnamese 

and Cambodians found their way to Cabramatta; the urban theorist Kevin Dunn has used this 

example to demonstrate the beneficial effects of ethnic congregations and a politics of 

difference as distinct from the constant pressure to assimilate. 
306

 The Tongans made their 

way to Auburn and Dee Why, the Koreans to Eastwood, the Italians to Leichhardt, the Greeks 

to Newtown, the Indians to Harris Park, and the Turks to Auburn. The most recent cohorts of 

Syrian and Iraqi refugees settled in Liverpool / Fairfield where there were already people of 
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their own cultures and various social support services in place.
307

 This pattern of gathering. in 

one’s own cultural community was also a feature of the initial Lebanese/’Syrian’ settlement 

in Sydney—in this case in Redfern. This pattern of settlement has also been described as 

‘gravitation migration’, meaning that subsequent arrivals have gravitated towards areas where 

others have settled before. 
308

 It led to the creation of what Jock Collins calls ‘ethnic 

precincts’.
309

 

Over the passage of time this concentration of residence has become more dispersed. 

Its traces remain but the local neighbourhoods become more mixed. The ‘ethnoburb’ gives 

way to a cultural mosaic.
310

 Suburbs like Blacktown can be home to more than 140 

ethnicities.
311

 Within Sydney that has led to the emergence of a style of postcode theology. Its 

purpose has been two-fold. The first is to recognize that inhabitants of the city live, work, 

play, study and socialize in different postcodes—and the composition and issues arising in 

these postcodes are often very different from one another. What might be required of an 

active Christian discipleship might not the same in the postcode of residence compared with 

the postcode of work. The second distinguishing mark of such postcode theologies is the 

discerning of soteriological necessity. Clive Pearson has defined this necessity in terms of a 

probing question: ‘what is it about this particular people in this particular time in this 
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particular place that requires healing, compassion, justice, integration, freedom, peace, 

forgiveness ... the presence of Christ’?
312

 

This line of approach is indebted to theologians like Jürgen Moltmann, Douglas John 

Hall and Clive Marsh. In his The Way of Christ Moltmann makes the case for ‘the therapeutic 

relevance’ of the gospel.
313

 For the gospel to be gospel it needs to be good news. It must heal 

and save, redeem and restore. Moltmann perceived the importance of setting personal 

salvation within a wider range of critical questions to do with the healing of structures. In his 

Professing the Faith Hall gave prominence to the New Testament title for Jesus of 

Emmanuel, ‘God with us’.
314

 It is a title that has seldom been given much attention in 

theology: Hall insisted that it invites us to consider
315

 who the ‘us’ is and what is the shape of 

their need for salvation. Through his reading of the North American context Hall noted how 

easy it is for the proclamation of the gospel to be expressed in categories that miss the mark 

of the particular community’s need. Into this mix came Marsh’s revision of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer’s question that has inspired so much contextual theology: ‘who is Jesus Christ 

really for us today in a world come of age?’. Mash’s version is ‘where is Christ to be found?’: 

he looks for traces and resonances of the Christ story in everyday life, in practice, beyond the 

confines of the church. 

Taking leave of Lebanon for Australia has been for me more than an act of migration. 

It has been more than negotiating the rupture of exchanging my country of origin for a new 

society where my culture ‘the language of my heart’ is in the minority.  It has been an act of 

faith, another stage on the ongoing journey of discipleship in the company of Christ for the 
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sake of the gospel. Leaving Sidon and Beirut for Bankstown presented me with a choice that 

resonates with Marsh’s concern of where is Christ to be found in this very different society. It 

has prompted the question of who is the ‘us’ I am seeking to serve. Is it the people of my own 

first language and birth culture or is it a call to step out into something new? Faced with fresh 

issues, some of which had not surfaced in my previous ministry in the Middle East, in what 

ways can the gospel be good news for those whose soteriological necessity is very different 

from my own? 

Coming to Australia I found myself in the ministry of a church that had already 

declared itself to be a ‘multicultural church’ and ‘a church for all God’s people’. The 

particular church in Bankstown was not a monocultural church. Its worship was in and 

through English. In the course of my ministry the church became progressively more 

culturally diverse and other languages were used on occasion. It differed from 

Youmshajekian’s first church in Sydney then for his first placement was with an Armenian 

congregation within the Uniting Church.  It was unlike those Arabic-speaking evangelical 

congregations in western Sydney and it was unlike the Maronite congregations that have 

sought to preserve a strong connection and a sense of identity back with Lebanon.  

With the benefit of hindsight I can now see that I took up a position that was likely to 

open up fresh questions and demands for me in my ministry. I had become the first minister 

in the Uniting Church from the Middle East to serve in a church that was not made up 

overwhelmingly by members from that part of the world. My entry point into the life of the 

church (in general) in Australia was not the same as that of the Arabic-speaking evangelical 

pastors in my wider neighbourhood. 

 

Negotiating Baptism 
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On coming into this church I found myself in a denomination that had already confirmed the 

decisions of its contributing traditions to the ordination of women and the baptism of infants. 

Neither of these practices had been observed in the churches I had belonged to back in 

Lebanon. I had grown up in a church where the practice of infant baptism had been regarded 

as a mistake. It did not fill well with the language of ‘are you a believer?’. As an adult I had 

become a Baptist.  

Within this tradition baptism is an ordinance rather than a sacrament.
316

 That is a 

conviction even more strongly held within the Brethren churches. The noted evangelical 

scholar, Stanley Grenz, has obseved how there is a ‘basic unanimity’ about the practice 

(which he describes as the ‘initiatory ordinance’) across the churches; it has, nevertheless, 

‘produced much disagreement among Christians’.  The traditions to which I had belonged in 

the past had seen baptism ‘as a powerful means of grace, which the Holy Spirit utilizes in the 

process of regeneration’. These traditions assumed the conscious decision of individual 

repentance, the acceptance of God’s forgiving grace, and the willingness to undergo then a 

believer’s baptism.  The distinction that Grenz drew, as a Baptist theologian himself, was 

with an understanding of baptism as a ‘sign and seal of God’s promise of grace towards the 

participant’. It allowed for the possibility of infant baptism, though at its best it expected the 

parents of the infant to promise that the child would be nurtured and surrounded by the 

community of the faithful.  Grenz argued that Baptists held a third view: ‘baptism is the 

public response to the gospel and a sacred testimony’.
317

 It is a an ‘outward sign of an inward 

reality’.
318
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It is thus a declaration and a testimony. In this line of tradition baptism becomes ‘the 

divinely appointed public entry point in this confessing community’—the church which is 

‘comprised of those persons whose allegiance belongs to Jesus the Christ’.
319

 It represents 

through union with Christ the forgiveness of sins and reception of the Spirit. It signifies the 

sealing of a covenant with God. One of the ‘impacts of baptism’ Grenz has described bears 

witness to my own experience. For the baptismal candidate the rite  

can be an event to remember. Throughout one’s subsequent life one 

can look back to the day of baptism and call to mind the serious 

commitment made.
320

 

 

In keeping with Grenz’ observation the ordinance of baptism meant a great deal to me: I 

know from personal experience the significance of baptism and how it binds the one baptized 

to the life of discipleship—and, in some cases, leads to the call to ordained ministry. The 

words on baptism from Martin Luther’s Larger Catechism (XIII, Part Four) have meant much 

to me: 

Thus we must regard Baptism and make it profitable to ourselves, that 

when our sins and conscience oppress us, we strengthen ourselves and 

take comfort and say: Nevertheless I am baptized; but if I am baptized, 

it is promised me that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both in 

soul and body.  

 

The believer’s baptism is part of my Christian formation. That is the tradition out of which I 

have come. Grenz has defended its practice to the exclusion of infant baptism on the grounds 

of ‘the conscious faith of the candidate [being] necessary’. The ordinance should not be seen 

simply as a ‘depicting in symbolic form the essence of the Christian faith’. For the believer it 
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is a ‘bold’ and ‘personal’ public declaration ‘to the presence of the underlying spiritual reality 

in that person’s own life’.
321

  

On being received into the ministry of the Uniting Church I came into a denomination 

that stood within an ecumenical tradition that accepted infant baptism. The Lima document of 

the World Council of Churches had acknowledged that ‘baptism upon the personal profession 

of faith is the most clearly stated pattern in the New Testament documents’. 
322

 That did not 

necessarily exclude the possibility that the apostolic church had baptized infants as members 

of households of faith. The expectation on churches that hold to this practice was that at some 

later moment in life the one who baptized as an infant a personal confession will be made. 
323

 

The Uniting Church into which I came had a strong sense of how the baptism of an infant 

depends upon the ‘corporate faith’ of the congregation and the parents. In the course of my 

ministry at Bankstown I have practised both baptisms. That in and of itself is a recognition of 

cultural diversity: quite apart from the Uniting Church practice is the customary observance 

of other cultures, notably those of Pacific Island background, where baptism of the infant is 

the norm.   

The willingness to celebrate both kinds of baptism represents an extension of my 

personal beliefs. I know from my meetings with other Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors 

and leaders in the region it is a step that they cannot, will not take.  It would compromise the 

boundaries that are placed around their understanding of the church being a community of 

believers.  

Negotiating Same Gender Relationships 
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What was more demanding on me was the debate over same gender marriage. Unlike 

Youmshajekian I had not needed to participate in the earlier debates surrounding the 1997 

and 2003 Assemblies. In a similar manner to him and his ministry among the Armenians I 

found my face to face to mount an apologetic stance on behalf of the Uniting Church. On 

reflection I do not remember same gender relationships, let alone marriages, being under 

discussion in the first forty years of my life. The subject was a matter of taboo in the Middle 

East: Article 534 of the Lebanese Penal Code prohibits sexual relations that ‘contradict the 

laws of nature’. Such acts are punishable with a sentence of up to a year’s imprisonment.  

It is true that some judges—including a military judge—have now determined that 

this Article should not be used to prosecute same-sex practices. There have been isolated 

public statements that call into question the cultural assumption that homosexual acts are 

unnatural. The Lebanese Psychiatric Society has made known its belief that homosexuality is 

not a disease and does not cause ‘any defect in judgment, stability, reliability or social and 

professional abilities’.
324

 The timing of this statement came in response to some doctors on 

prime time television insisting homosexuality was a disease. The psychiatrists also rejected 

the practice of gay conversion therapy and asked the public to ‘rely on the ‘science’. There 

had been a number of claims of gays being ‘cured’ by prayer and therapies. In spite of these 

concessions the Pew Research Centre carried out a poll in 2i020 that showed that 85% of the 

Lebanese population rejected homosexuality. 
325

 

The Arabic-speaking evangelical congregations in Sydney fall within this standard 

reaction towards same gender relationships. In the poll on the subject of marriage this region 

was one of the most opposed to the inclusion of the same gender option, probably on the 
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grounds of its diverse cultural composition. In advance of this plebiscite, like 

Youmshajekian, I was required to be an apologist for the Uniting Church on this issue as well 

as the other twobaptism and the ordination of women. To these could be added the ordination 

and acceptance into positions of leaderships those who were divorced. On arrival in 

Bankstown I was visited by a number of evangelical pastors, each one of whom wondered 

how I could belong to the Uniting Church on account of these practices which showed (so far 

as they were concerned) that it was not a ‘true church’. 

 I was not comfortable with the earlier decisions on homosexuality. Because of the 

timing of my arrival I had not been put into a position to make a personal decision with 

regards the future of ministry in this church. That happened as a consequence of the 

Assembly held in Melbourne that approved the two modes of marriage. I attended that 

Assembly and was one of the male leaders from a CALD culture criticized by Hannah-Jones.  

I was conscious of how the Assembly had resolved to address the questions of should its 

clergy celebrate at such services and approve the use of its buildings for such was a response 

to an external pressure: the law was about to change.  

In an anticipation of the plebiscite the President of the church, Stuart McMillan, had 

called for a ‘space for grace’ and careful conversations within the church. The issue was 

framed as one of being 

[h]ow as the people of God in the Uniting Church in Australia do we engage - 

firstly, with one another within the Christian community recognising the range 

of theological diversity; and secondly, how do we engage with the wider 

Australian community?
326

 

In the wake of the survey results becoming known McMillan conceded that  
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[s]ome members of our Church will greet this legislative change with great joy 

whilst others will be deeply concerned about what they see as the 

consequences of the change.
327

 

McMillan acknowledged that there had been a great deal of ‘fear and anger, and hurt for 

which we grieve’. It is a ‘difficult season’ for the church. In his role as the outgoing President 

he reminded the church of how everyone is created in the image of God and of how ‘our 

humanity in made whole in Christ’. Those who were in ministry were advised of their role:  

they 

have particular responsibilities to demonstrate leadership that all with whom 

they engage, whether directly or through various social or other media 

platforms, hear and experience the witness of the gospel to the God given 

dignity of all people.
 328

   

 

According to the Constitution those who believed the decision to be wrong had the 

right to ask the Assembly to reconsider the position arrived at on two grounds: the decision 

‘includes a matter vital to the life of the church’ and there had been ‘inadequate consultation 

prior to the decision’. The request needed to be made within six months and come from half 

the presbyteries in half of the synods. That threshold was not met. In her capacity as the 

newly inducted President, Deidre Palmer, emphasized the call to be a reconciling community 

while recognizing that  

I know that there are Uniting Church members who have been 

hurt and have felt distress – either by the decision on marriage, or 

the possibility of the suspension of the decision. Let us remain 

conscious in the weeks and months ahead that this is a time for us 

as a Church to pastorally support one another, to act 

compassionately toward one another, and to hear Christ’s 

invitation to love each other, as Christ loves us, with grace, 
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healing and hope. This call for us to love as Christ loves is at the 

heart of God’s mission.
329

  

The decision on same gender marriage caused me much distress; I found myself needing to 

negotiate my way through a series of competing responsibilities.  McMillan’s request for 

those in a specified ministry to be mindful of and responsible for the congregations in which 

they were placed was uppermost in my concern. The church and mainstream  media was then 

full of references to freedom and justice in the wake of the decision. There was critical 

coverage of the difficulties now facing those who had dissented from the majority view at the 

Assembly. 

I needed to consider my response and feels about the Assembly decision along with 

my responsibility to the congregation and my own personal conviction. According to the 

Synod’s Terms of Placement the minister of the Word is in a three-way relationship between 

God, the church and him/herself. The ordination vows (and what is then expected of a 

minister received into the Uniting Church through his/her induction) imagined that the 

minister in placement would be a faithful pastor who build up the body of Christ. The 

promise is made to stand alongside those who suffer and work for justice and peace in the 

world. 
330

 It was expected that a minister of the Word would allow him/herself to be guided 

by The Basis of Union and submit to the discipline of the church. What was required of me? 

What were my options? Had those Arabic-speaking evangelical ministers been right to 

criticize so strongly the Uniting Church? 
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The Assembly itself was very stressful. Hannah-Jones made a distinction between 

male and female CALD delegates. I spoke on the basis of the proposed revisions to marriage 

represented ‘a new theology’. It was different in kind from previous conversations in the 

Uniting Church. The Assembly staff had sent out in advance the report that was to be 

presented to the plenary and it was translated into a number of languages. Taking out the 

addition of the translations the document was similar in method to previous study guides and 

reports on sexuality, same gender and right relationships. 

The report being presented to the Assembly was about 70 pages long.
331

 It was 

difficult to digest. I argued the need for more time. To be fair it was true that the Assembly 

had released much study and discussion material over the preceding three years. There had 

been documents called docbytes on a handful of topics that had some bearing on the 

controversy: what does it mean to be biblical? what is the substance of the faith? what is it to 

be part of the one holy catholic and apostolic church? what does it mean to be apostate? what 

is unity in diversity? in what areas do we hold diversity of beliefs?
332

   

What the decision-making processes failed to address was how cross-cultural learning 

requires a great deal more than a window of time and more information and studies. That 

latter tendency tends to imagine that opposition to this new theology of marriage is based on 

a cognitive deficit. That may be a factor given a certain reluctance in many cultures to discuss 

openly matters of sexuality.  It is arguably the case that a more constructive approach to 

cross-cultural collaboration and communication be put into place.  

In terms of cross-cultural competency and agility the decision-making around same 

gender marriage demonstrated an awareness of cultural difference but that is all. That point 
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on the spectrum recognizes that there is a level of difference between one’s own personal 

worldview and that of another. It does not necessarily suggest that there is any deep-seated 

knowledge of the other worldview—and, in the case of sexuality and marriage, how these 

aspects of life fit into a Middle Eastern culture, for example. Nor does it signify any 

particular skill in dealing with such differences.   

The Uniting Church has not set out an effective equivalent to the guidelines put out by 

the federal Department of Home Affairs on the principles and training required for cross-

cultural competence.
333

 Whether its Space for Grace process is adequate for the task when 

there are such deep-seated cultural and theological differences is doubtful. It relies more upon 

the desire create a ‘respectful, empowering and inclusive decision-making process’. 
334

 It is a 

process that seeks to create a ‘margin of grace’ in between different positions held on an 

issue. It is perhaps best described as an intercultural toolkit that promotes a civility of 

discourse. It makes use of symbols, the Bible and commends active listening, storytelling, 

mutual invitation, and proceeds by a series of steps. The. Facilitator Guide does make 

reference in passing to views on God: it is the absence of a Christological reference point that 

becomes problematic as the creating of this space is designed more for how peoples with 

different views engage with one another. There is no reference to how Christ may be the host 

and guest in this space—and potentially ask a very different set of questions from those being 

privileged in this under-utilized process.  

I found that with the exception of a handful of colleagues and others from diverse 

ethnic backgrounds as there was little support in place for those whom Hannah-Jones 

identified as potential leavers.  On my return home I found myself wondering ‘what shall I 
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do?’. ‘shall I stay? Or ‘shall I resign?”. After a week of prayer and reflection I found a voice 

whispering to me that I was in this placement to the effect ‘that I am here to witness to the 

truth of the love of God and his faithful Word to his own people and community’. I had come 

to realize that my leaving would have had a catastrophic effect on the congregation. 

It so happened that the Assembly decision enabled me to exercise my freedom of 

conscience. I made it known to the Bankstown congregation that I would not celebrate a 

same-gender marriage; given the cultural diversity of the congregation it was not surprising 

that the church council also decided that the church building could not be used for such 

services. Two families left the church because of the Assembly decision. My decision to 

remain led to my being on the receiving end of harsh comments from other pastors and 

priests from Middle Eastern backgrounds. 

Had I not migrated to Australia and become a minister in the Uniting Church I would 

not have had to wrestle with this contentious issue as deeply as I have had. If I had remained 

in Lebanon the issue would never have arisen. Out of this experience has come a new way of 

understanding my ministry for which the Uniting Church is responsible.  

Staying 

What this example reveals is how the Uniting Church is able provide room for a discontented 

minister to remain within its being. It is a position of nuance. It is not the same as saying that 

the minister, in this case myself, actually agrees with the decision on same-gender marriage 

arrived at in the Melbourne Assembly of 2018.  That is clearly not the case: the nuance lies in 

how the Uniting Church presented options whereby the disaffected minister and congregation 

might retain the integrity of being opposed to a decision but remain within ministry. It was 

not easy: it is a very under-researched theme as to why one stays rather than leaves. 
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 In a way that I could not have imagined the name of the church itself supplies the key. 

The Uniting Church makes use of the present participle rather than the past participle 

‘united’.  To describe an entity as uniting implies that there are differences and forces that 

can be disuniting. The ethos of the church actually assumes conflicted positions, no matter 

how it makes use of the notion of reconciliation to be found in Paragraph 3 of The Basis of 

Union—or, for that matter, how often its Presidents call for peace. It seems as if being 

different, being other is to be expected. It is most likely makes the church something of a 

coalition  of positions ‘in Christ’ that sometimes sit uneasily alongside each other. 

 It is a standard claim of many ecclesiologies to declare that no church is perfect. It is 

in its nature to be flawed. Daniel Migliore introduces his ecclesiology by way of describing 

what he calls ‘the problem of the church’.
335

 The difficulties are not simply the obvious 

scandals that now regularly hit the headlines with regards sexual abuse. Migliore reflects on 

how the church is an all-too-human affair and repeatedly fails to live up to its theological 

calling. Far too often the institution triumphs over the Spirit; the church fails to practice what 

it preaches;  it is never too difficult to isolate a flaw, an imperfection in the life of the church. 

Writing in his Not Every Spirit Christopher Morse makes the same sort of claims. 
336

It can be 

all too easy to opt for ‘Jesus, yes; church no’. 

Being Responsible 

The difficulty that the same-gender debate has presented to those Arabic-speaking pastors is 

that it confirms the reputation of the Uniting Church being a liberal church. Its stand on may 

public issues ranging from climate change through sexual orientation to euthanasia is well 

known.  It can lead to the rather ironic claim sometimes made by those in the secular media 
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that if the individual concerned belonged to the church, then it would be to the Uniting 

Church.  

 Pearson has preferred to explore this reputation through the language of the Uniting 

Church being a church which prides itself in being responsible.
337

 It is a claim worth 

exploring because it possesses the potential to reveal why some evangelical cohorts are not 

attracted to the Uniting Church despite  Paragraph 10 of The Basis of Union effectively  

declaring that it stands inside a Reformed and evangelical heritage.  Pearson has identified 

how often the Uniting Church has turned to the language of responsibility in order to engage 

with a wide range of political and public issues. That tendency goes right back to the 

inception of the Uniting Church when it released a public ‘Statement to the Nation’. In 

addressing these issues Pearson noted that the theological support for such stands is often not 

as strong as it might be. So much is made of how the whole of humanity is made in the image 

of God and thus attracts dignity. There may be some passing references to sin, a biblical text 

and the ministry of Jesus who serves as an exemplar for a Christian response to an injustice. 

There is much less reference to the Word of the Cross; the way in which the church 

configures itself as being responsible is taken to be prophetic.  

That relative absence to the Easter events in its public pronouncements means that the 

Uniting Church can be seen to be in some form of imbalance. It is inclined to focus on the 

Incarnation of Christ in its response to social justice issues.  Pearson’s concern is even a little 

deeper seated than that. The rhetoric of responsibility creates the impression that everything / 

so much depends upon what ‘we’ do.  It seems to signal the retreat of God. The theologian 
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Gerard McKenny has warned that too frequent a use of ‘the concept of responsibility 

coincides with the withdrawal of God from the world.’
338

 

Pearson notes that there is very little awareness of how dependent this summons to be 

responsible flows first from God’s response in Christ to our human condition. The 

responsibility of the church is response to God who responded to ‘us’ first.  Behind the 

frequent charge that the Uniting Church is too liberal—at least in its leadership—may lie an 

inability to hear some key words that the gospel would normally be expected to attract. It has 

not paid sufficient attention to what Pearson calls ‘the anatomy of responsibility’.
339

 With 

regards to those Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors, its vocabulary is very different.  

For my ministry in Bankstown this language of responsibility in the sense that 

Pearson and McKenny use the word appeals. It does not need to be tied to being ‘too liberal’ 

which can become a lazy judgment that does not warrant closer scrutiny. With the 

congregation at Bankstown I have been able to stand inside the tradition of this ethos of 

responsibility and initiate an evangelical ministry of outreach, support and care to Syrian 

refugees as well as other vulnerable communities in the district  

In seeking to reach out in a pro-active way to the these other Arabic-speaking pastors 

using theological points in not likely to be very persuasive. Why that is so is partly because 

the Uniting Church has had an expectation of the need for theological training and formation 

for ministry. None of the evangelical pastors I have met, except for one Baptist pastor, has 

studied theology to a degree level.  Few, if any—with the exception of the Baptist pastor—

have undergone a process of formation and readiness for ministry. For all the merits of their 
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work in migrant communities there is next to no engagement in the equivalent regulatory 

standards to be found in the Uniting Church.  

For any one of them to come into the Uniting Church would mean that they would not 

only need some study to become more familiar with Uniting Church perspectives as part of 

their reception; their claims to be ordained would be tested against ecumenical criteria. They 

would need to become familiar with the polity and discipline of the Uniting Church which is 

rather removed from the independence of ministry they and their congregations currently 

enjoy. In other words, some lines of restraint and accountability for ministry practice would 

be put into place for any who might decide to enter the Uniting Church,  

Terms of Placement 

What is it then that holds me? What is it that attracts me, despite the many ‘in spite ofs’ and 

difficulties encountered? What is it that has me wishing that more pastors and congregations 

who broadly share my evangelical ethos, language and cultural come into the Uniting 

Church?  What is it that leads me to think that the inclusion of Arabic-speaking evangelicals 

from the Middle East might enhance and enrich the Uniting Church in Australia? Why might 

this hope still be in place despite Hage’s searching criticism of ‘fundamental Australian 

values’ and the periodic police profiling of those of ‘Middle Eastern appearance’?  

 The way in which I answer these questions takes two forms. The first is inward. It has 

to do with call and an understanding of vocation. The second has to do with the opportunities 

for ministry that a mainline church has provided and which would not have been available in 

a stand-alone monocultural congregation. The two intersect. They both have bearings on 

Terms of Placement. 
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 The evangelical and Reformed ethos understands that an ordained ministry is a gift of 

God to the church. It comes about through what John Calvin described as the ‘condescension 

of God’ who entrusts human agents, ‘earthen vessels’, for this task. The call to ministry has 

an inward and outward dimension to it. The inward is personal and subjective. It can take the 

form of an insistent pressure to respond to the continuing ministry of Christ Jesus. The 

external dimension has to do with the summons and assessment of the church. The balance 

between the two is fulfilled in a placement. 

 On arrival in Australia I was gradually invited to serve on a number of committees at 

national, synodal and presbytery level. Some of these were deeply frustrating. For someone 

coming from my cultural background the Uniting Church can at times seem to depend too 

much on a meetings-based ecclesiology. It can feel like it meets, talks and there is no time 

left to act. One of the instruments of the Uniting Church to discern the call to ministry is the 

period of discernment. It is a disciplined time of a set limit in which an enquirer does some 

study, performs a number of tasks, reflects and creates a portfolio that seeks to express 

his/her sense of call to any one of a number of ministries. It differs in this respect from what I 

knew back in Lebanon where the call to ministry depended on one of the church leaders 

recognizing gifts and a fitting character. 

 This system is not perfect. Nor does it stand on its own. Throughout the period of 

formation for ministry through to the readiness of ministry and subsequent placement there is 

supervision. Every five years there is an exercise in the vitality of call that is designed to 

examine whether there is an ongoing match between the minister and placement. For those 

who prefer to be pastors in stand-alone monocultural congregations and who prefer their 

independence these lines of accountability are likely to seem daunting and exacting.  The 

more positive interpretation is that if these processes are followed well—and performed 

correctly within the polity of the church—then they can be beneficial. They allow the sense 
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of call to be tested and for the fruits of that ministry to be shown. By coming into the Uniting 

Church I placed myself within this structure of call.  

In a variety of ways this surprising call to ministry to western Sydney has been 

validated. The work of this congregation among newcomers and refugees has been well 

described in articles in the local Synod’s journal.  In response to the government’s decision to 

allow 12,000 Syrian refugees into the country the Bankstown congregation demonstrated 

‘real care’ in many ‘small acts’ (like shopping, donations of furniture, organizing job 

interviews and providing English lessons) mixed in with the more substantial support like 

helping secure housing.
340

 The church has acted as a guarantor to real estate agents or 

provided subsidised house in church property in what is a very expensive housing market. 
341

 

In this kind of setting the task of ministry was to open the eyes of the congregation to 

see the need through asking questions, based on Jesus’ teaching, along the lines of ‘how can 

we be the light for the world and salt of the earth’?
342

 The foundations are laid in an 

understanding of the gospel and the life situations and trauma out of which the ‘newcomers’ 

come. It is established in biblical exemplars: ‘Abraham was a refugee, Jesus was the first one 

in the New Testament who became a refugee or asylum-seeker.’  Coming from a troubled 

history in Lebanon I was aware of how ‘they were missing everything’. They had left behind 

what they had known and what was familiar. The controversy surrounding same-gender 

marriage ends up being put into a different perspective. 

These people are our people … We lived such a life in Lebanon for 

40 years of a civil war and we’ve been in a situation like this and I 

know very well how is Syria, how is Aleppo, how is Damascus and 

other villages – what kind of life they used to live. And they are here 
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and today I can understand why I am in Australia, for a time like this. 

I’m here for these people and I’m with them every day.
343

 

 

The newcomers are assisted through regular bus trips to become are of their 

environment beyond the local suburb. The motive force behind this  cross-cultural ministry is 

to show the love of God and exhibit  friendship. It is a ministry that takes seriously how   

Jesus was going from village to village, preaching and healing people. 

He had no money and no place to lay his head on. He didn’t ask 

anyone for money.
344

  

 In response to the contentious saga and decisions around same-gender leadership, 

relationships and marriage some of the CALD ministers had declared their desire to attend to 

other matters of mission. They did not agree with the Assembly decisions in 2003 or 2018 but 

their reserve, shock, anger did not mean they wished to sacrifice their ongoing ministries. In 

terms of ministry in Bankstown that has been expressed through a flourishing multicultural 

commitment. By the mid-2015 the Assembly website described how this congregation that 

had been once monocultural was has become home to twenty different nationalities and 

seventeen languages.
345

  

It has led to a rather unusual situation where this Lebanese, Arabic-speaking minister 

serves a Tongan congregation that is a part of the Bankstown placement. There is no other 

minister from the Middle East in western Sydney who is in this very specific kind of cross-

cultural ministry.  It is a position that also across the common Tongan desire for one’s own 

congregation to have someone from the same culture. 
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 This example of cross-cultural ministry is the very opposite to what is found in the 

Arabic-speaking evangelical congregations. The level of cultural diversity now to be found in 

the Bankstown Church is a reflection of Assembly policies put into place in 1985 and 2006—

that is, before my arrival. It now needs to be seen in the light of a further declaration made in 

2012 which spells out the call to ‘living faith and life cross-culturally’. At the 12
th

 Assembly 

held in Adelaide 2012 the Uniting Church a resolution that put into place a set of guidelines 

for a church that saw itself as being ‘one body, many members’.  

 Where this declaration differed from the previous two lay in its tone. It spelt out the 

importance of the practice of affirmative action and concluded that there was need to 

‘monitor action and progress in its cross-cultural life’. It argued the need for ‘the 

establishment of a body and processes through which monitor all settings of the church on 

matters of: 

 cultural and linguistic inclusion and exclusion in the UCA’s 

worship, witness and service, 

 training and placement of ministry agents and programs, 

and 

 equitable and just sharing of resources for ministry’. 
346

 
 

 

That body has not yet been set up. These hopes may not have been realized and it does seem 

as if this declaration conveys an element of frustration. It now refers to the call to be ‘a true 

multicultural church’ rather than just ‘a multicultural church’ as in the past.
347

 In the 

Bankstown congregation there has been a determination to learn about each other’s culture. 

Alan Zhang of the church council was reported as saying  

Working cross culturally requires mutual respect and understanding of each 

other’s cultures and particular ways of thinking. The Church Council has been 
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working very hard at finding ways of working that are acceptable to each 

other’s culture.
348

  

The congregation featured in a film, Un Dimanche, shot and then shown by a French 

company in the Museum of Contemporary Art. It was a celebration of multiculturalism. 

 This muted response does not negate the hope which lies behind the vision of a 

culturally and linguistic diverse church. It signifies a work in progress.  It is one that needs to 

overcome obstacles and the recurring habit of many to prefer their own cultural company.  In 

her work on Maronite youth Ghosn has described how Lebanese young people are helped to 

find their identity in the national church. Out of conversations it has also been clear that 

Arabic-speaking evangelical pastors have made it clear that they are afraid that their younger 

generations will lose their sense of identity and belonging to culture if their congregations 

become part of culturally diverse church. Those convictions ignore the work which the 

Uniting Church has done on second generations and the space they occupy between cultures. 

It is a theme at every national conference of a minority culture.  

 Being a mainline church has helped my ministry in other ways as well.  Its reputation 

for a socially responsible church has commended itself to New South Wales and I have been 

a police chaplain since 2012. It has been an honour to be the first Christian Lebanese police 

chaplain.  It is a very different kind of ministry from congregational ministry: being a 

chaplain has meant attending critical incidents and providing pastoral support to those who 

are in the force and have great authority but are very fragile. Its work within the wider 

community has indeed been recognized in the State Parliament. The local member, Tania 
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Mihailuk, acknowledged the ‘valuable work of Bankstown District Uniting Church and 

thank[ed] them for their tremendous contribution to our local community’.
349

  

 

The institutional benefits are also ecumenical. None of the Arabic-speaking pastors in 

western Sydney have an institutional commitment back to the churches in the Middle East. 

The Uniting Church has implemented a number of partnerships with denominations in Tonga, 

Niue, Fiji, the Philippines, and Korea—for instance. The visit of the Uniting Church 

delegation to Lebanon in 2017 opened up the possibility of some sort of ecumenical links 

with the Armenian Evangelical Church, the National Evangelical Synod of Syria and 

Lebanon and the National Evangelical Church of Beirut.  The visit coincided with the setting 

up of the Middle East National Conference within the Uniting Church. These bodies have 

often been able to facilitate the bridge-building between churches in the country of origin and 

the Australian church. Such relationships are not possible for isolated monocultural 

congregations.  The Western Australian synod magazine, Revive, reported that the Assembly 

was currently working with UnitingWorld  on a ‘new potential partnership’.
350

 It has not yet 

been realized. 

 The importance of such ecumenical adventures and agreements cannot be denied. 

They furnish opportunities for solidarity, exchanges and allow other perspectives of what it 

mean sot be in Christ to surface. For the Uniting Church there is the invitation to become 

more aware of what it is like to read Jesus, Paul, indeed the New Testament through Middle 
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Eastern eyes. On his return to Australia, McMillan, President at the time, conceded that the 

‘impact of our time in Lebanon upon us has been profound’. In times of great trial for the 

peoples of Lebanon and Syria he spoke of them not being abandoned by ‘the global Christian 

community’. McMillan was moved by one evangelical leader declaring that the Christian 

presence in these and was informed by a ‘theology of impact’. McMillan summarized the 

benefits of an ecumenical partnership:  

How might the Uniting Church in Australia live out our commitment in the 

Basis of Union to serve the world, in the Middle East? We are called, as stated 

in the Basis to: “bear witness to a unity of faith and life in Christ which 

transcends cultural and economic, national and racial boundaries.” 

Our friends have asked us firstly to pray, to pray for peace in the Middle East, 

to pray for the Christian communities, and to pray the love of Christ is 

evidenced through the people of God, for all people, regardless of their faith. 

There are other ways we might strengthen our new relationships and find 

together how to answer the call to serve the mission of God for the world. 

There is clearly much we can learn from our sisters and brothers in the Middle 

East. Please join me in prayer for this Christian community and for the next 

steps in our growing relationship.
351

 

 

The attraction of the Uniting Church lies in the way in which it is open to a diversity of 

cultures’ it possesses a commitment to being socially responsible. It creates sufficient room to 

hold in tension—sometimes an awkward tension—a raft of theological positions and moral / 

ethics perspectives. It is far from perfect: it has, nevertheless, provided an opportunity for a 

small handful of ministers from the Middle East to engage more deeply in Australian society  

and across this plurality of cultures than would have been otherwise the case had they been 

confined to a monocultural, monolingual stand alone congregation. It has enabled them to do 

that as an aspect of call. 
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Conclusion 

Since its inception in 1977 the Uniting Church has become a church of many cultures and 

languages. The term, CALD, meaning culturally and linguistic diverse, has even been 

invented in order to describe this aspect of the Uniting Church.  The most common cultures 

other than those which are Anglo-Celtic are Korean and Tongan but there are many other 

migrant-ethnic communities from the Pacific, Asia and Africa.  

The way in which each of these cultural communities of faith have been initially 

established and then made their way into the Uniting Church differs greatly. Sometimes the 

link with the Uniting Church has been through shared traditions – for example, Presbyterian 

(Korean), Methodist (Tongan) and Congregational (Samoan). These shared traditions have 

led to the mutual agreements of recognition between the Uniting Church and what have 

become known as the ‘homeland churches’.  

Sometimes the overture made to the Uniting Church has come through the work of an 

individual minister or congregation. Given the nature of some of these migrant-ethnic 

churches, it is not always easy to separate the minister from the church he/SHE is serving.  

The Uniting Church has set up a number of processes by which a minister is received into its 

ministry and a congregation becomes a part of the denomination. 

In the course of this nearly forty years of various types of relationship there have been 

frequent points of tension arising between existing policies of the church and new issues 

raised. Those points of tensions have often had to do with the reception and recognition of 

ministers, the basis upon which property is used, and differences in language and culture.  For 

some cultures there has been a suspicion of the Uniting Church in its practice of the 

ordination of women and, more strongly, with its approach to matters to do with same-sex 

relationships. There have been times when a number of migrant-ethnic congregations left the 

Uniting Church over Assembly resolutions– like, for instance the majority of Indonesians. 

That is only one side of the story. The great majority of migrant-ethnic cultures have 

remained and indeed others have joined (for example, Niuean). The reasons for this ability to 
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overcome suspicion lies in the work done in and through national conferences, workshops, 

the theological and ethical formation of new ministers, and otherwise good relationships. 

This is the wider ecclesiological context in which exercise in loitering, bricolage, and 

responding to call has taken place. There has been a double vision at work in this dissertation 

that has arisen out of my personal background of being a Lebanese minister in the Uniting 

Church in Australia.  At one level it has been subjective but it has been so in the way in 

which many diasporic theologies begin with a ‘life story’ (David Ng) or an 

‘autobiographical’ dimension (Jung Young Lee). The intention is not inflate the importance 

of the self but rather use that perspectival narrative to throw some light on broader concern. 

In this case the critical testimony or witness has been designed to explore what it has been 

like to come into the Uniting Church from well outside the usual lines of partnership this 

ecumenical church   had formed throughout the Asia-Pacific region. It has in that regard 

sought to stretch and extend the scope of the Uniting Church’s own understanding of itself 

expressed in Paragraph 2 of its Basis of Union. At its inauguration the Uniting Church saw 

itself being committed to the church in the Asia-Pacific sector but did that aim extend beyond 

the Indian sub-continent?  Will it now form a partnership in solidarity with evangelical 

churches back in Lebanon,, Syria and the Middle East in general? 

 The other eye in this double vision has been cast upon the Arabic-speaking 

evangelical pastors with whom I regularly have fellowship over a meal. They are deeply 

suspicious of the Uniting Church. It is far too liberal for their liking. It allows for lifestyles 

which they deem to be contrary to being a true church. Beyond that now very familiar 

criticism lies an unaddressed but implied counter question.  Does the nature of their stand-

alone congregations limit their ministry in this new land? Does it confine them too closely to 

a monoculture in one of the most culturally diverse cities in the world—and, indeed, in the 

most culturally diverse part of that same city? The example provided of a Lebanese 

evangelical ministry in the Uniting Church has disclosed opportunities for ministry and 

serving the gospel that are possible within a well-established, mainline church.  

 

Future Work 

The Uniting Church has put into place a number of key statements to do with being a cross 

cultural church. There is still much work to be done in order for it to fulfil its claim to be a 
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sign of hope and a witness to the multicultural kingdom of heaven. There is an urgent need 

for the diverse councils of the church to become better acquainted with these documents and 

to be willing to put them into practice. That may require a closer examination of the risks that 

an aversive racism present to such a hope. The decision-making bodies of the church must 

reflect more of the cultural and linguistic diversity that makes up the church.  It is not enough 

for a presbytery simply to put into place a ‘multicultural committee’ and leave it to its own 

devices and not allow such to inform assembly, synod and presbytery policy at every level.  

       One of the difficulties lies in the failure so far to develop a coherent theology that 

underpins this kind of ecclesiology. There have no reports presented to the Assembly on what 

should be the relationship of gospel to culture, let alone cultures to the dominant culture 

under the umbrella of the gospel. It is hard to see where the initiative for this kind of work 

may come. 

      In term of the Arabic-speaking evangelical churches there is a first step that can be made. 

It is so important for that ecumenical to Lebanon by the leadership to be followed through to 

a completion. The failure to do so creates its own message of disinterest and failed promises. 

It creates shame and a sense of disrespect. Were the Uniting Church to respond in a more 

positive vein it would be noted by the Arabic-speaking churches. It would create a vital link 

back to a number of Protestant churches in Lebanon and do so in a way that no other 

Australian church has sought to do. 

The purpose of a theological reflection is to reflect on a personal experience while 

seeking to be a detached observer. It is time for the Uniting Church to become more aware of 

the experiences of those who dwell in this kind of liminal, cross-cultural space. These people 

who loiter within the Uniting Church are potential bridge-builders for this kind of work. 
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