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By Nabil Costa
Evangelical Schools in
Lebanon are key – for the
country and for the Kingdom

O

ften times, coffee breaks in our
offices in Beirut allow time for
reflection. Lately, I’ve been asking
myself, “Why in the world did the Baptist
missionaries found the Beirut Baptist School
(BBS) 60 years ago?
This year it has been very important for us
at the BBS to re-visit our Mission, Vision
and Values. What are the relative places for
academic and universal values with respect
to the Scriptures and spiritual values? Should
direct biblical teaching hold a primary place
in our curricula? How do the arts such as

dance, music, theater and sculpture, fit into
the program of an Evangelical school? How
do we foster balanced growth of the human
soul, mind and body in the lives of our
students, both Christian and non-Christian?
All Evangelical schools in Lebanon struggle
with the same questions: Given the
fact that 80% of the students of the
Evangelical Schools in Lebanon are
Muslim, what is our spiritual vision for
the ministry in our schools? How should
we express our spiritual mission? What
values should be highlighted in this
specific student context? I believe that
Evangelical schools can and do make
significant contributions to Lebanon
and its people in both academics
and the impartation of biblically
based values.
The 140 years of ministry through Evangelical
schools have been mostly a success story.
Evangelical institutions continue to have a
good reputation for the quality of their
education and for their role in community
development. Families have supported
and appreciated our Christian values, and
their children attend chapel and Bible
classes willingly.
During the 16-year civil war in Lebanon
(1975 – 1991), and during the following
years of rather constant tension (1991 to

the present), we have not heard of one
single BBS graduate becoming involved in
sectarian violence, ethnic cleansing or warrelated atrocities. We have not heard of even
one BBS alumnus who became a member of
a hate group or a militia. The impact of this
educational process – both at BBS and in
other Evangelical schools – has also involved
and touched the lives of teachers and staff
who are both Muslims and Christians.

we have not heard of
one single BBS graduate
becoming involved in
sectarian violence, ethnic
cleansing or war-related
atrocities.
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Lebanon is today experiencing unprecedented
social, demographic, religious and cultural
changes. In the 1950’s Christians were
the majority; today Muslims constitute
approximately 70% of the population. And
it appears that the Lebanese, both Christian
and Muslim, are becoming more religious
yet less spiritual. Religion has become a
justification for conflict rather than a reason
and catalyst for reconciliation.
In the educational sphere, a growing
number of students are now going to
schools affiliated to their own respective
denominations or religious groups and have
little or no exposure to other points of view
or doctrines – an aspect that may restrict
their level of tolerance or acceptance of
the other. This is especially of concern when
some schools go so far as to promote
violence and intolerance towards others
who are considered “enemies”.
The Evangelical community in Lebanon has
no better channel or venue to communicate
Jesus’ values of love, respect and acceptance
than through its schools. Because of their
high academic standards and reasonable
costs, Evangelical schools attract both
Christian and Muslim families, and through
their values, they influence the hearts and
the minds of the students. Evangelical schools
can preserve these students from the hands
of religious fanaticism and help to save the

students, their families and the country of
Lebanon from religious hatred and animosity.
Evangelical schools have an “implicit” or
“invisible” curriculum going beyond the
formal study program, in which teachers
and staff can powerfully communicate
“Jesus values” by their lifestyle, their words
and their respect for the students and for
one another.

Evangelical schools

CAN
preserve these
students from
the hands of
religious fanaticism

We are committed to
staying and living in Lebanon
to serve, regardless of the
political and economic
destiny of our country.
Our schools have not only contributed to
the transformation of “ordinary students”
into positive, influential citizens; we have
also schooled boys and girls who are now
government ministers, judges and other
high officials. And let us not forget that
Lebanon’s major product over the years of
its history has been human resources.
Lebanese children are highly trained; they
learn three languages and live in a pluralistic
society. Lebanese men and women later
become highly sought after all across the
world – in North and South America, in
Europe, in the Arabian Gulf, in Africa and
beyond. Our schools can influence them
as they prepare to travel to the ends of
the earth.
The life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth
have been a source of inspiration and
transformation for hundreds of children
and their families across religious and
denominational barriers. We are committed
to staying and living in Lebanon to serve,
regardless of the political and economic
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destiny of our country. We want schools
that teach students how to build consensus,
to make and keep the peace, to achieve
reconciliation, to appreciate diversity, to
accept differences, to resolve conflict, to
reject fanaticism – and above all, how to
discover, accept, enjoy and live out the love
of God forever.
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By Dr. Paul Sanders

“…the inexorable integration of
markets, transportation systems, and
communication systems… in a way that
is enabling corporations, countries, and
individuals to reach around the world
farther, faster, deeper and cheaper than
ever before, and in a way that is enabling
the world to reach into corporations,
countries, and individuals farther, faster,
deeper, and cheaper than ever before.”1

"CAN ONE SIZE FIT ALL?":
Should Theological
Education be Globalized or
Contextualized?

W

e live in a “globalized” world and
evangelicalism is no exception.
However, today’s globalization is

predominantly associated with the Western
world and its technological / material
domination. Thomas Friedman emphasizes
reach and cost savings in his definition of
globalization as:

We remember from Church history that the
relative “globalization” of the Roman Empire
became a vehicle for the propagation of
the Gospel and the spread of Christianity.
The system of Roman roads, laws and
pervasive military presence constituted a
form of globalization, though limited in space
(essentially the Mediterranean Basin) and in
means (the technological resources of that
time were obviously not comparable with
those at our disposal today).The persecution
of the early Christians caused the “seed of
the martyrs”2 to spread and impact the
world exponentially because of the unifying
forces present in the Empire. In retrospect,
we see that this was, overall, a good thing for
the spread of our faith.

1 Thomas L. Friedman, Longitudes and Attitudes. The World in the Age of Terrorism. New York (Anchor Books) 2003, p. 3.
2

Tertullian, Apologetic or Defense of the Christians against the Gentiles, chap. 50.

CAN LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT
BE GLOBALIZED?
We can also see the potential benefits of
globalization for the spread of the Gospel
and the training of leaders in our day. At
ABTS, we want to be a “missional educational
movement”, “on the move” in our region for
the development of missional leaders. The
instruments of globalization can help us
to make an impact that is much wider and
deeper than our little country and relatively
small institutional base.
But does the availability of global instruments
mean that we purely and simply import
(i.e. from North America, Europe or Korea)
resources of the type “one size fits all…”?
Surely common sense would tell us that
the instruments of globalization are not in
and of themselves a solution unless they are
employed in a way that will bring positive,
deep and long-lasting change. I wish to argue
that this kind of change is only possible when
globalized instruments are contextualized by
qualified local leaders in a given context.
How do you react to the following?
Because of the material and technological
advances of the West, there are so many
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western theological and leadership
training resources already available,
many of them being put to what seems
to be very good and effective use all over
the world. Can we not get greater “bang
for our buck” and avoid re-inventing the
wheel by simply translating them and
making them available?
The argument seems compelling as we look
at the challenges of our region, thus the
question could be reformulated as follows:
In light of so many competing priorities and needs, is
it really that important and
strategic for donor and partner ministries to be investing in the creation of original
theological reflection and indigenous training resources for the
leadership development needs of
the Middle Eastern/North African
Church?

from “context to text”, that is, from the
needs and realities of our region’s soil as
defined by qualified indigenous leaders
to the provision of effective human and
training resources.
2.	Shorter and mid-term investment in
resource development can benefit from
Western resources and technology,
provided that these too are properly
“contextualized.”
I argue here for an understanding of
contextualization that will help informed
business leaders, donors and highlycommitted partners from outside our
3
MENA region to think and choose in a
more far-reaching fashion regarding strategic
investments in our region.
WHAT IS CONTEXTUALIZA

As an expatriate missionary living and
working in Europe and the Middle East for
nearly 40 years now, I wish to state with
force two major convictions:
1.	Long-term investment effectiveness in
the Middle East and North Africa will give
priority to those projects which proceed
3 Acronym for “Middle East, North Africa” –encompassing the heart of the Arabic and Islamic world.
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2.	Secondly, expatriate bicultural and
bilingual workers who deeply respect
and love the local leadership and their
cultures (this is, unfortunately, not always
the case!), and are able to operate effectively within them. These expatriate men
and women can be effective bicultural
bridges for the introduction of innovation into their host cultures.
These two groups can be complementary
when the expatriates (who are passers-by
and guests for various lengths of time),
encourage and empower the national
workers in vital relationship with them,
and see a ministry of capacity-building and
bridging as their primary legacy over the
time they are in the host culture.

Contextualization is also the recognition
and desire for empowerment of local
leadership development ministries and
structures in a given area. Here I am not
only speaking about the strategic ministries
of the residential seminaries affiliated with
4
the MEATE network in Amman, Beirut,
Bethlehem or Cairo, but also of those
resource providers who have been engaged
on the ground in North Africa, the Gulf
5
and the Middle East for years, working
and training in very restricted-access (or
“creative access”) contexts. These are men
and women engaged at a variety of training
levels, from basic discipleship through churchbased leadership to pastoral and church
planting training. The diagram illustrates the
6
contextualization training spectrum :

In essence, strategic resource development
partnership often becomes most effective
when well-integrated expatriate leaders living
in the region can both interpret the needs of
the region to outside resource providers
and assist local leadership in contextualizing
appropriate resources for the needs on the
ground in the region.

4
3
2
1

Effective local leadership development and
contextualization are necessary, at each of
these levels, to accomplish the training task
and meet the challenge of greater synergy
between the residential training institutions
like ABTS which operates primarily on levels
3 & 4 and the area training initiatives which
focus on levels 1 & 2.
As we scan the spectrum of the Church
across the MENA, we observe a broad range
of developmental stages and needs of the
training ministries in place. All of these levels,
in order to be effective in the long-term,
need effective local leaders and properly
contextualized resources, operating from
“context-to-text”, from context realities to
resource development, and not the reverse.

Level 4: Denominational Leaders, Theology Teachers
Level 3: Pastors, Church Planters, Missionaries
Level 2: Church-Based Leadership
Level 1: Basic Discipleship

4	Middle East Association for Theological Education (www.meate.org), a network of 16 leadership development institutions, residential and non-residential, operating in the
Middle East and North Africa.
5 I will not mention names here for obvious reasons of security, but there are many!
6	Indeed, this diagram could be turned upside down to show that large numbers of trained disciples will « filter down » to the « higher » levels of leadership, beginning in
the local churches, then moving to leaders of local churches and mission endeavors, to leaders of denominations and training institutions.
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Yet such a contextual ideal is not always feasible
in the early stages of ministry development.
Here we need to define the parameters
under which contextualization of Westernproduced resources could take place.
WHAT ISSUES ARE
IN
“EXPORTING”
RESOURCES?

INVOLVED
WESTERN

1.	“Contextualized translation” can be
a positive expedient to create a first
generation of resources in and for a
given context. At ABTS, we have used
the annotated catalogue of Langham
Literature7 to identify resources that
could be strategically used in Arabic when
properly contextualized. Such contextual
translation can be accomplished, however,
only when, at a minimum, the following
conditions are in place:

 The resource to be translated must
speak to the needs, questions and issues of
the region. Only a very small percentage
of good-quality materials “made in the
West” and exported intact without
contextualization would be appropriate
to the Middle East and North Africa, and
here I am being generous!
7

 The translator must be qualified in
both the source and target languages (i.e.
English and Arabic), understand both the
source and target cultures and normally
be a native speaker of the target language.
The translator must understand the target
audience of the translation, or pass the
initial work on to someone who does and
can adapt the translation properly.

 The translator does not render word
for word, but uses “dynamic equivalence”
in helping to create understanding of the
intention of the original, exchanging little
understood anecdotes and illustrations
from the original context for more
regionally-appropriate ones.
2.	Well-qualified local leaders are those
most qualified to contextualize. It is
extremely rare that missionaries or
other expatriate personnel are able to
do such work, for they are not able to
instinctively understand and then render
the essence of the foreign resource
into the ethos of the region. Expatriate
personnel should ponder the words of
John Maxwell paraphrased as follows:
Our legacy is not what we have left behind;
it’s who we have left behind.8

3.	The
truly
strategic,
longer-term
goal, however, should be the original
production of tools and resources from
within the region by people from the soil
of the region. In doing the contextualized
translation work described above, the
local person develops knowledge and
skills in the resource area involved,
potentially empowering them to make
original contributions to the needed
biblical and theological resources of the
region in their language and cultural
context – as the aforementioned example
of Langham Partnership illustrates.

 The basic question Western resource
funders should ask is: “How does this
project encourage and empower Church
leaders and resource providers from the
region?” Resource provision from outside
that does not encourage and empower is
of little value, and may well be counterproductive because it is driven by outside
agendas and concerns.
Ministry organizations from the West
sometimes fall into the trap of bringing
tools that meet the financial imperatives
of their own donors. Just as tools and
electrical appliances calibrated to North
American standards are of little use in

http://www.langhamcatalogue.org/page.php?page=grant_catalogue

8 John C. Maxwell, The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership – follow them and people will follow you, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007 – 10th anniversary edition, p. 224
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most of the world, the supposed “bang
for the buck” loses its bang when the
resource is not developed from within
the region. It will not last; it will not
take root; it will not grow in its purely
imported form.

logical but is actually an issue of definition.
Contextualization is sometimes associated
with the dilution of the Scriptural message to
make it palatable to a given religious group,
culture or people.This is syncretization and is
not what we mean by contextualization!

The capacity-building work of the Overseas
Council’s Institute for Excellence (www.
overseas.org) and the International
Council for Evangelical Theological
Education (www.icete-edu.org) are
examples of an empowerment strategy,
driven by majority world leadership needs
assessment and authentic partnership,
effective in professional capacity-building
for majority world theological school
9
leaders on five continents .

Worldview can be another obstacle to a
proper view of contextualization. Donor
organizations and even so-called “international
Christian organizations” (which are really
Western entities operating worldwide on
the basis of their own cultural ethos) can
have the kind of business mindset geared to
efficiency and bottom line practicalities.While
there are some very notable exceptions, the
organizations referred to above are often
in a hurry and committed to short-term,
measurable results that they can report in
rapid fashion to their constituency. This is
understandable, but helping donors see the
longer-term,strategic parameters of leadership
development is absolutely essential.

What is at stake in this level of leadership
investment is not only the long-term
spiritual health and maturity of God’s
people in the Middle East and North
Africa, but also the absolutely fundamental
contribution of empowered Middle East
Christian leaders to the global Church.
WHY IS CONTEXTUALIZATION
SOMETIMES RESISTEd by donors?
There may be several reasons for this resistance, the first of which is apparently theo-

Ethnocentric bias is a third reason for
resistance to contextualization. We may,
often unconsciously, feel that “our way is
best”. I believe that the reverse is true:
when we encourage and empower local
leaders across the world by helping them
acquire the proper tools and resources,
they will grow head and shoulders above

9 http://www.overseas.org/instituteForExcellence/default.aspx

expatriate workers in effectiveness. Effective
international companies have realized this for
decades, but Christian organizations, (often)
driven by mono-cultural leaders without
significant cross-cultural experience, have
lagged significantly behind. Unfortunately,
ethnocentrism often leads to a generalized
suspicion of the strategic leadership
capacities of indigenous ministry leaders,
with a resulting “lids and limitations” on
longer-term effectiveness in a given region.
A fourth reason for rejecting contextualization is provincialism, referring to a lack of
perspective or a lack of understanding of
the world. A French proverb says, “Everyone
sees noonday from his own doorway”.When
we look at the world and view its challenges
solely from our own doorway, from the “outside in”, we cannot deal with the aspects of
reality that can only be seen from the “inside
out”. These are, in reality, very complementary but can so often be neglected. A globalized perspective sees a given situation from
the “outside in”, whereas contextualization
sees the same reality from the “inside out”.
WHY
IS
CONTEXTUALIZED
INVESTMENT SO IMPORTANT?
Contextualization is vital first of all because
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the center of evangelical Christianity has
made a mega-shift to the Global South and
East. Ministry tools made in and for the West
have even more limited application to the
“majority world” than before.
Here is a typical scenario: A mega-church
or para-church ministry tool has resounding
success in North America and brings large
sums of money into the coffers of the church
or ministry. The natural response is to want
to take that product “global”, so publishers
are identified, regional people recruited and
this new product, realized thanks to the “big
buck”, begins to flood evangelical markets
abroad. These translated tools are full of
expressions, illustrations, applications and
questions that have little if anything to do
with the context which they are inundating.
This is the “one-size-fits-all” syndrome (or
“my-success-will-be-your-success”). But the
Achilles heel of such strategies is that of
need: do they really address in an effective
way the needs, questions, issues of the local
context? In the huge majority of cases,
they do not! So much money spent on
producing and marketing one person’s
success could have been used so much
more strategically.
Here I cannot but help thinking of the
contrasting example of Rev. Dr. John Stott.
10 See www.langhampartnership.org

Certainly some of the 50+ books of this great
evangelical statesman have been translated
into various languages, but translation was
not his primary concern. His heart was for
developing local leaders, so he put all of the
royalties from his many publication successes
into a trust fund that became the financial
basis for Langham Partnership International
(John Stott Ministries in the USA) which
funds scholarships for doctoral students
from the majority world. Many of the top
evangelical leaders and theological school
heads around the majority world today are
“Langham Scholars” whose empowerment
was made possible through this ministry10.
Today ABTS has the largest concentration
of Langham scholars in the Middle East, with
four of our faculty members having received
their PhD degrees through Langham. These
leader-scholars are creating contextualized
resources, directly in the Arabic language,
for the questions, needs and issues of the
region as we live and work in the heartland
of Islam. Translated resources brought from
the outside have come and (more or less
quickly) gone, but leadership investment has
stayed and the ripple effect continues.
Allow me to give a “micro-example” of
contextualization
directly
from
our
theological school curricula. A classic
Western systematic theology course would

include things such as “classical proofs
for the existence of God” in the context
of refutation of atheism and agnosticism.
In today’s post-modern Western world,
mysticism and New Age spiritualities would
also be on the menu of a Western course
that seeks to be relevant and contextual.
However, in the Middle East and North
Africa, the existence of God is a cultural
given, woven into the fabric of the language
and worldview of the Arab world. The issue
in our region is not the existence of God,
but rather His nature. What sense does it
make to spend time and money translating
resources that answer questions that no one
in the region is asking?
Another illustration would be the doctrine of
the Trinity. As we learn in Western systematic
theology how to formulate this doctrine, this
same material taught in the MENA needs to
take into consideration the objections and
refutations of the Trinity by Islam.
In systematic theology, we formulate
Scriptural answers to the questions of the
context in which we are ministering. Those
questions are often very different as we
move across the world, from one socioreligious context to the next. In the Buddhist
and Hindu world, doing systematic theology
in relation to the doctrine of God needs to
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What does the pastoral theology of a
Western seminary have in common with
the needs of a Middle Eastern or North
African church leader, working in an Islamic
majority context, often in restricted access

North Africa”.
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ABTS is becoming a missional educational
movement, looking at our region from the
inside out. We invite likeminded partners
who wish to encourage and empower
our vision to join hands with us as we
are “on the move in the Middle East and

also Executive Director of the International
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Council for Evangelical Theological Education
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East Association for Theological Education
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Accrediting Association. He holds degrees
in history and theology from Oregon State
University and Western Seminary (USA),
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Far-sighted organizations and churches
who believe in long-term multiplication and
investment leadership strategies will seriously
consider investing in projects that empower
local leaders to produce the resources that
their regions need for the furthering of the
Kingdom.

Institutional Development at the Seminary,
assisting the seminary management team

CONCLUSION
In today’s globalized world and within global
evangelicalism and evangelical theological
education, the contextual imperative
becomes even more critical than before.

Baptist Theological Seminary since 1996 in
various capacities and is currently Director of

the University of Paris-Sorbonne. His wife,
Agnès, is a medical doctor working with
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Church History in the West is often taught
with emphasis on the first four centuries
after Christ, so-called “pre-Constantinian”
period. However, as we study Church History
in the MENA, we privilege understanding the
Church Fathers, discussions of the Eastern
and Middle Eastern Church, as well as the
western missionary movement which brought
Protestantism to our area. The classical
Western division of the Reformation as the
watershed event between the two halves of
Church History is better understood in the
East as being the Great Schism of the 11th
century. The heritage of the Eastern Church
Fathers as well as the careful study of
Eastern Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy and
Middle Eastern Protestantism is fundamental
to the identity of Christian believers in
our region.

conditions? What would MENA marriage
and family counseling courses have in
common with their Western counterparts
considering the stark differences between
marriage and family structures, contexts and
problems? Biblical and theological principles
will be global and common to all contexts,
but even their formulation will be affected by
the context in which they are expressed.

Tahaddi Compassion Ministries in Lebanon.
They have two adult children living in France

B

take into consideration the conception of
divinity prevalent in the eastern religions.
The Judeo-Christian understanding of a
Personal and Infinite God who desires to
enter into personal relationship with His
creatures strikes a fundamental opposition
with the concept of divinity in the religions
of the East.

and their youngest daughter lives with them
in Lebanon.
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By Najla Kassab
The Educational Mission of the
Church is a Serious Business1

A

pastor once made an investment in
a large piece of ranch real estate
which he hoped to enjoy during his
years of retirement. While he was still an
active pastor, he would take one day off each
week to go out to his land and work. But
what a job! What he had bought, he soon
realized, was several acres of weeds, gopher

holes, and rundown buildings. It was anything
but attractive, but the pastor knew it had
potential and he stuck with it.
Every week he’d go to his ranch, crank up
his small tractor, and plow through the
weeds with a vengeance. Then he’d spend
time doing repairs on the buildings. He’d
mix cement, cut lumber, replace broken
windows, and work on the plumbing. It was
hard work, but after several months the
place began to take shape. And every time
the pastor put his hand to some task, he
would swell with pride. He knew his labor
was finally paying off.

Many times Christian Education in the
churches is left to God alone, without serious
workers in the field.We wonder why Christian
Education is not paying off. Our fields do
not look prosperous. We wonder why the
members of the church are not fully involved
in the life of the church and why the teaching
of the Church does not impact lives.

When the project was completed, the pastor
received a neighborly visit from a farmer
who lived a few miles down the road. Farmer
Brown took a long look at the preacher
and cast a longer eye over the revitalized
property. Then he nodded his approval and
said, “Well, preacher, it looks like you and
God really did some work here.”

In her article “Think Globally, Preach Locally:
Constructing Vision in Twenty-First Century
Congregations,” Sally A. Brown describes the
changing contexts of congregations: “The
challenges of doing church in the highly
consumerist, mobile culture that seems
to cut across nearly every social stratum
.… Where dual-career household are the
norm, how do you recruit, train and replace
volunteers without competing too severely
with precious family time? … How do you
support Christian Education among families
who, if they are in town at all on a given
weekend, are torn between the sanctuary
and the soccer field?”3

The pastor, wiping the sweat from his face,
answered, “It’s interesting you should say
that, Mr. Brown. But I’ve got to tell you -you should have seen this place when
God had it all to Himself!”2

Although Brown speaks about the American
context, she also describes, to a great extent, the
changing context of churches in the Middle East.
The identity of Middle Eastern congregations
is changing rapidly, and the involvement of

1 Public lecture delivered at ABTS on January 12, 2009.
2 Ted W. Engstrom, The Pursuit of Excellence, 1982, Zondervan Corporation, pp. 23-25
3	Sally Brown, ”Think Globally, Preach Locally: Constructing Vision in Twenty First Century Congregations” The Princeton Seminary Bulletin, Volume XXVIII,No.3 (November
2007) p.319
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people in church life is becoming more difficult.
Thus, volunteers for Christian Education are
becoming fewer and fewer and volunteering is
no longer as spontaneous as it once was. This
changing context motivates us to take serious
steps to ensure that Christian Education is
relevant, empowering and edifying for the
church. We must be serious about how we do
Christian Education, for it is serious business in
the life of the Church.
Christian Education is a serious business
when it seeks excellence in ministry

The term “excellence” has a secular ring
that may seem alien to the church. However,
our children are called to excellence in all
aspects in their lives and the Church should
not lag behind. To do Christian Education
today is to do ministry with excellence.
In His letter to the Corinthians Paul calls
believers to excellence: “You excel in
everything - in faith, in speech, in knowledge,
in utmost eagerness, and in our love for
you - so we want you to excel also in
this generous undertaking” (2Cor.8:7).
Excellence in ministry is found first of all
in the gift given by God in Jesus Christ. It is
then appropriately reflected in the eagerness
and freedom with which we pass on the gift

The
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m e r e ly t o g e t t h e w o r k d o n e
to

do

so

j o y f u l ly

with

,

is

not

b u t r at h e r
excellence
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to others, not simply as a job, but a joy.4 The
task in Christian Education is not merely
to get the work done, but rather to do so
joyfully with excellence.

Christian Education is a serious business

Excellence ought to be reflected in all aspects
of Christian Education: from the facility
where Christian Education happens, to the
educational material used and the Christlike models who lead the educational work.
Christ deserves our best in every area of
life. We need to reevaluate the Christian
Education currently used in our churches and
restructure it with excellence in mind. The
quality of our activities reflects who we are,
what we believe and the seriousness with
which we view the mission of the church.

are volunteers, we may hesitate to hold

Such commitment is at the heart of our
teaching and impacts the message passed
on, consciously and unconsciously to the
younger generation about Christ and the
Church. To do Christian Education properly
is to do it with excellence.

educators, elders or any other category of

4 Daniel L Migliore, ”The Excellence in Ministry” The Princeton Seminary Bulletin, XXVIII, No.2 (July 2007), p.126.

when it is subject to accountability

Because those who lead Christian Education
them accountable and evaluate their work.
So often church educators are left to
themselves to deal with the good and the
bad moments in the exercise of their task;
they are rarely held accountable.
Accountability reflects how serious we are
about ministry. It allows us to give account
together before God in the ministry of the
kingdom, whether we are teachers, pastors,
church leader.This accountability structure in
the church could lead to deeper relationships
among those who serve and encourage them
to take their tasks more seriously.
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Accountability

reflects how serious we are about ministry

Christian Education is a serious business
when it helps the church achieves its
purposes.

One of the main risks in the teaching
ministry of the church is fragmentation.
Church education is often separated into
different compartments, without continuity
between teaching children, youth, women
and families. For Christian Education to be a
serious business in fulfilling the mission and
vision of the church, it must be coordinated,
with continuity and coherence in all that is
taught. This requires overseeing the choice
of teaching materials and their application.
More and more churches are discovering
that the pastor alone cannot coordinate this
work. They are realizing the necessity of a
move towards a multiple staff ministry. The
need for a staff person in the area of Christian
Education is becoming an increasingly felt
need in our Middle Eastern churches.
Christian Education is a serious business
when it relates teaching to real life
and invites compassion ministries into
its midst.

The world has recognized for a long time
that learning takes place in many ways,
however education in the Church has
remained essentially just verbal instruction.
We need to encourage our children to
relate Christian concepts to real life.
Rather than simply telling our children about
Christian compassion, involving them in a
compassion ministry is one of the best
involvement and commitment strategies
impacting our new generations. They need
to see the love we talk about, to live it,
hear it and feel it. This is why compassion
ministries ought to be part of every
educational program in the Church. A trip
to an orphanage, or a hospital or prison
would impact our children or families or
members in our churches more than the
best lesson or sermon delivered inside the
church building.
One Christmas, our two daughters picked
a name of a small girl in a sister church’s
orphanage. They bought her a gift and visited
her at Christmas. How involved they became
in her life! They wanted to know everything
about this girl. It was an emotional time,
a moment that changed their lives. That
Christmas they learned that there are

children who have no parents; they began
to feel the pain of others and learned that
they can do something about it even when
they are young. What they had only heard
about in church impacted real life. This was
their best lesson ever on the meaning of
Christmas. To be serious about Christian
Education is to invite Compassion ministries
into the midst of our programs.
Christian Education

is serious business

when it trains and mentors potential
servant-leaders.

To discover fully the seriousness of the
educational mission in our church, we need
to look closely at our leadership training
strategies and programs. Leadership training
secures the continuity and growth of all
those involved in the educational mission of
the church especially if it leads to a deeper
mentoring relationship.
Mentoring is the term used in today’s
popular management literature to describe
the positive relational dynamic that enables
people to develop their potential. Mentoring
is also a vehicle by which we can effectively
train others for ministry. Most laypeople
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Certainly churches in the Middle East are
burdened with significant financial needs,
but I strongly believe that when churches
take their educational mission seriously, it
becomes an open door for church revival.

[ ]
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Jesus said that our hearts would be with
what we treasure. Our seriousness about
the educational mission of the church is
clearly reflected in our church budgets. If
members of our congregations are eager to
contribute to a new building, for example,
and yet become upset about the cost of the
Sunday School program, perhaps their hearts
are not in Christian education. If we mean
business with the educational mission of the
church, we will see that priority reflected in
our budgets.

When Christian education is weak, the
church is weak; when it is strong, it builds
the church. It is our serious business.

Our seriousness about the

educational mission of the church

and Lebanon.
She has Bachelors Degree in Christian
Education from Haigazian University

G

budget.

The Christian Education Department in
the National Evangelical Synod of Syria

and Near East School of Theology, and
a Masters of Divinity from Princeton
Theological Seminary, U.S.A.

O

when it is a priority in our church

Najla Kassab is the Director of

is clearly reflected in our church

I

Christian Education is a serious business

This was the strength of the Evangelical
churches in the early stages of church growth
in our area. In those early days, Evangelical
churches were described as places of
excellent meetings for children, women’s
groups, family evenings and Bible studies. We
were known by the other Churches in the
region for our serious educational ministry.
Our example provoked the other churches
to have their own Sunday schools, women’s
gatherings and other activities. We need
to return to that emphasis on Christian
education.

budgets.

B

do not enlist for ministry positions via
an announcement from the platform.
Furthermore, most cannot be fully prepared
for that ministry through mere sermons
-no matter how good they are. That is why
Jesus chose twelve disciples that He would
mentor. For Him, the Kingdom was about
developmental relationships. To be serious
about the educational mission of the church
is to train and mentor.

Y

T h e E du c a t io n a l M issio n o f t he C h u rch i s a S e r i o u s Bu s i n e s s

Najla is married and has 3 children.
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By Dr. Kevin Lawson
The Christian Education We
Need, and Why We Need It1

I

ntroduction

Throughout its history, the church has
had a clear need for strong teaching
ministries. In the early church, curricula like
the Didache helped ground new believers
in the beliefs and moral standards of “The
Way.” Later, catechetical lectures helped
prepare large groups of believers for baptism
and becoming full participating members
of the church. Leading up to, during, and
beyond the Reformation, catechisms were
1 Public lecture delivered at ABTS on November 3, 2008.

developed to teach the basics of the faith
to children, youth, and new converts. In
the 1700s, John Wesley utilized small group
ministries to promote growth in piety and
holiness for those who responded to the
revival of his time. In the modern era, Bible
study classes for all ages and small group
ministries for evangelism and discipleship
have become a norm in the church in much
of the world.
Yet for all of our teaching activity, many
church leaders still raise concerns that we
are not seeing enough of the kind of learning
outcomes we desire. Many who have
grown up attending church faithfully and
participating in Sunday School or other Bible
classes still show little knowledge of the
Bible. Others may know aspects of the Bible
story, but their lives show limited evidence
of real spiritual growth. Many Christian
education leaders around the world wrestle
with how to make our educational ministries
more effective.
As someone who has spent my life working
in this field and has wrestled with these
issues and reflected on the strengths and
weaknesses of my own ministry, let me
offer a few conclusions I have come to in
recent years. I hope the seven characteristics
summarized below will help you evaluate

your own educational ministry efforts and
consider ways to strengthen them.
What Characterizes the Christian
Education the Church Needs Today, and
Why?
1 We need teaching that helps
us know “The Story”
Much of current Christian education
presents Bible stories as disconnected
episodes with moral behaviors to be learned.
This may be okay when the main goals of
teaching are passing along Bible content
and encouraging specific moral behaviors,
but it has its problems. We can end up
with a disjointed knowledge of the Bible,
with bits and pieces of facts and moral
lessons but little understanding of the whole
story of how God has revealed Himself,
interacted with His people, and moved to
accomplish His purposes. We miss out on
seeing the glory, love, and justice of God
We

need to offer an education

that helps learners see the full
sweep of

God’s redeeming actions

and piece together the events of
the

Bible as a

coherent whole.
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portrayed through seeing the whole story
of His redeeming work. Instead, we need to
offer an education that helps learners see
the full sweep of God’s redeeming actions
and piece together the events of the Bible
as a coherent whole. Only then can each
of the pieces be appreciated for what they
teach us.
2 We need teaching that helps us
know the “Meaning of the Story”
Along with learning the full story, we need
to help people grow in their understanding
of the significance of the different elements
of the story. A story without interpretation
can be entertaining, but its significance and
connection with our lives may be missed
or misunderstood. Once the story itself
is understood, we need to teach what we
believe about these events and teachings in
the Scripture. Why did God judge the nation
of Israel and allow them to be conquered
and go into exile? What is the basis for
the Psalmist’s hope in God? Why does
Christ’s death on the cross have eternal
significance for us? Why can good works
never make up for my sin? Understanding
these kinds of things takes time, calling for
on-going teaching ministries to help our
people understand the meaning of the story
and why it is important.

3 We need teaching that helps us
know “Our Part in the Story”
The people of God are not just characters
who lived long ago when God used to do
exciting things. They are also His people
today, continuing to worship Him, learn from
Him, follow Him, depend on Him, and witness
about Him and His “good news.” The story
that started a long time ago is still going on,
and we all have to learn to take our part in
“His story.”
Unfortunately, too often children, youth, and
adults don’t see themselves as part of “The
Story.” They don’t understand that the God
who created the world, who chose Abraham
to be blessed and to be a blessing to all
the peoples of the world, who promised a
Redeemer and delivered on that promise
in the person of Jesus Christ, who birthed
His church at Pentecost and promised that
the gates of Hell will not prevail against it
– this same God has also given us His Holy
Spirit, called us sons and daughters, called
us out of darkness into the light and given
us an important mission in this world as

His ambassadors, to shine like stars in the
universe as we hold out the words of life.
We have a purpose, and our lives matter,
because we too are part of “The Story.”
We need teaching that helps connect God’s
work in the past to what He is doing in
the present. We need to have a clear
understanding of our identity as His called
out people and grow to understand what
this means for our lives.
4 We need teaching that helps us
learn how to “Live The Story”
As we begin to see our part in “The Story,”
we also need help in learning how to live it
out. This calls for more than teaching Bible
content or doctrine. We need to connect
what we believe with how to live it out. This
raises a new challenge: knowing what we
should do is easy; learning how to do it is a
challenge, especially learning to do things in
more than legalistic ways. Things like prayer,
studying the Bible, sharing the faith, learning
to love others, forgive those who harm us,
and respond to temptations with integrity,

We need teaching that helps connect God’s work
in the past

to what He is doing

in the present
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all need practice and encouragement from
others. We need a teaching approach that
is more “coaching” than telling. Learning to
do things takes time and feedback. You don’t
learn to pray by reading a book on prayer.
You learn to pray by taking what you know
from Scripture and putting it into practice,
with someone there to guide you. Too often
we move on each week to a new lesson,
as if knowing would automatically result in
doing. Our teaching ministries have to have
room for revisiting past lessons, examining
opportunities to put what we learn into
practice, sharing our efforts, encouraging,
correcting, rejoicing, and persevering. We
need to do so in the midst of a caring
fellowship of fellow disciples, offering
encouragement and support to each other
in the challenging task of learning how to live
out our faith.
5 We
need
teaching
that
encourages
genuine
transformation, not just gaining
knowledge or changing behaviors
Paul wrote that “...the goal of our instruction
is love from a pure heart and a good
conscience and a sincere faith” (I Timothy
1:5). As a people of The Book we are
called to more than just a knowledge of
the book or a legalistic obedience to its
content. Our teaching needs to encourage

[

You don’t learn to pray by
reading a book on prayer.

You learn to pray by taking
what you know from
Scripture and putting it
into practice, with someone
there to guide you.

]

an internal transformation of the person
where knowledge takes root in the heart,
changing our values and desires, impacting
our wills, resulting in new behaviors that
reflect a changed heart.
Two dangers stalk us in our efforts. Dead
orthodoxy can result from teaching for
right knowledge without attention to the
heart. Legalistic orthopraxy can result from
teaching for right behavior without attention
to the heart. God desires change of the
whole person, so that our behaviors are not
“put on” and “taken off” at will, but flow

from who we are becoming as the Holy
Spirit works to transform us. Two images
help me conceptualize this: First, God wants
us to grow new skin (who we are), not
just put on clean shirts that can easily be
removed again. Second, a Christmas tree
looks beautiful because of ornaments hung
on it, but it has no life in it. We are to be
more like fruit trees that bring forth their
fruit from the life that flows within them.
This kind of growth takes time and attention
to the entire person, not just what they
know or what they do.
6 We need teaching from people
committed to modeling and
encouraging the life of the learning
disciple
In light of what I have described above,
teachers need to see their roles as teaching
in partnership with the Holy Spirit so He
can take the truths of Scripture and work
them into our souls and bring forth the fruit
of righteousness and love. It takes a special
kind of teacher to do this, one who is first
learning from God before attempting to
teach others. If we expect those we teach
to grow and mature in Christ, we must first
model for them what it means to be taught
by Christ, to be a disciple who seeks to know
God better through His Word and to grow
to be more like Christ in obedience and
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How does this compare to what you have
experienced in your own educational
ministries? Are we settling for too little?
Do we have the right goals in mind? Do
our lessons help our people know “The
Story,” understand it’s meaning, and know
how to live out their part in it? Does our
teaching help promote a response of the
heart to God that allows new behaviors
to flow from His work in us? Are we, as
teachers, modeling what it means to be a
learning disciple, and are we committed to
helping those we teach follow after Christ
throughout their lives? Our task is too
important to settle for less than this. May
God help us to learn to teach in ways He can
use to accomplish His purposes.

A

Conclusion

education for eleven years. Dr. Lawson
also serves as Editor for the Christian
Education Journal, published by Talbot

O

The kind of teaching ministry described
above requires a clear vision and strong
commitment from church leaders. We
need to see that the task of teaching and
learning is an on-going one with a goal of
the transformation of the whole person.
Discipleship calls for a lifetime of following
after Christ, seeking to be conformed to His
image. Catechetical and discipleship classes
for youth and new believers can be an
important foundation for spiritual growth,
but they are the beginning of what we need.
The church needs to provide educational
ministry for all ages and encourage a lifetime
of study of the Scriptures – not as a content
to be mastered, but as a means for God to

Dr. Kevin E. Lawson serves as

School of Theology in cooperation with
the North American Professors of

I

7 We need a church committed
to providing teaching for life-long
learning

be Master of our lives. When this is done
well, church members are able to be a
witness in this world. In addition, they are
increasingly equipped and ready to use their
gifts in ministry to others because of what
God has brought about in their own lives.

Christian Education (NAPCE).

B

love toward God and love toward neighbor.
Teachers need to model this themselves, and
encourage it in their students. They need
to take time to reflect on the implications
of what they are learning, to open their
hearts to God for examination. They need
to prayerfully approach their teaching with
a desire to encourage growth, not just
knowledge.

Y

If we expect those we teach to grow and mature in Christ, we
must first model for them what it means to be taught by Christ
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Educators, parents, and community

By Nancy De Ford

leaders need to look broadly at
the needs of children for their
future, not our past or present.

They set a vision and move inexorably
toward achieving it. As educators, parents,
and community leaders, we all have to grapple
with the key education leadership questions:
What do we want for our children? What
kind of schools and communities do we
want for them? For what future do we want

Leadership for What all
Children Need - What all
Children Deserve

to prepare them?
The continuing efforts of the Lebanese Society
for Educational and Social Development
(LSESD) to reach out to educators and
communities, challenging them to lead

Do we lead or merely manage? Do we spend
our time dealing only with today’s issues,
or do we think strategically to create new
structures and strategies to make a different
tomorrow? Do we take the time to look
critically at ourselves and have the courage
to stop doing things that are not productive
even though we have always done them?
Are we satisfied with the way things are and
unwilling to make changes?
Effective leaders begin with the end in mind.

toward more effective schools, is a model for
strategic thinking. The October seminar at
the Middle East University in Beirut brought
educators together and gave them a chance
to think about the future of their schools.
The most important part of the opportunity
was probably the dialogue among colleagues
who care deeply about what they do with
the understanding that the decisions that
each school makes affect the future for the
children they serve.

The trouble with most of us is that we would
rather be ruined by praise than saved by
criticism.
—Norman Vincent Peale
Many education systems follow patterns
that are familiar and comfortable. They are
basically the same as the systems that we
experienced as children. We continue to do
what we know because we think it worked
for us, but if we are to grow, we have to think,
question, challenge, and learn for ourselves
what children need. The future of education
requires rigorous intellectual examination
and questioning. To be successful citizens
in the future, children need skills beyond the
intellectual. They have to develop emotional,
social, aesthetic, and physical aspects as well.
They have to learn to think, lead, work with
others, and be lifelong learners. Educators,
parents, and community leaders need to look
broadly at the needs of children for their
future, not our past or present.
In recent years, educators in many countries
have felt battered by rigid testing as a way
of measuring student outcomes. The broad
needs of children for creative expression,
health, challenge, and support have sometimes
been pushed aside in what seems to be a
single-minded pursuit of narrow goals of
academic achievement as measured by tests.
If we are keeping the end in mind, the
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standardized testing focus does not make
sense unless the outcome of education is to
have young people who can take tests well.
To educate children for their future requires
thinking about 21st century skills such as
technological literacy and critical thinking
skills. The idea of assessment needs to be
reconsidered to find tests and measures that
require students to demonstrate broader
skills. There is an old saying in education
that “what is tested is taught,” meaning that
teachers will naturally focus their instruction
on the skills that mandated tests require.
Assessments need to change to focus on
what we really want students to know,
understand, and be able to do.
A recent study of science achievement by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) revealed that Finland
had the highest scores on scientific literacy.
The study also pointed out that Finland relies
totally on local performance assessments in
science. That finding backs up research in
the United States that shows that students
in states using performance assessments do
better on the national exams. Performance
assessment that requires children to actively
accomplish challenging and significant tasks
deepens learning and acknowledges the
complexity of 21st century skills.
Some leaders have begun to change the
conversation about education to place the

[ The idea of assessment
needs to be reconsidered
to find tests and measures
that require students
to demonstrate broader
skills.

]

focus on the needs of the individual child. A
broad-based international group created The
Whole Child Compact, which calls upon the
parents, community leaders, and educators
to become involved in creating places where
children can be healthy, safe, supported,
engaged, and challenged. This move toward
emphasizing needs-based learning is not
without criticism. Some believe that test
scores are the only way to measure success
and that if a child learns to read and compute,
the rest will take care of itself. However,
Diane Ravitch, education historian at New
York University, sums up the premise of
whole child learning in this way:
Education must aim for far more than
mastery of the basics, far more than
the possession of tools for economic
competitiveness. Certainly it should
aim for enough content for an
examined life, enough for civic virtue,
and enough for those mental habits
that incline one to think, to read, to

listen, to discuss, to feel just a bit
uncertain about one’s opinions, and to
love learning. (Education Week, Jan. 17,
2008 in an article by Kathleen Kennedy
Manzo)
Every child comes with the message that God
is not yet discouraged of man.
—Rabindranath Tagore
What should schools be like? Clearly, each
community’s schools will reflect the vision of
the leaders in that community and the skills
of the teachers and administrators involved.
Thinking about the whole child means that
each school community must consider the
following rights of children:
 Health: Children need to be healthy in order
to learn effectively. A climate where adults
model healthy lifestyles and incorporate
physical activity and nutrition into the school
environment enables children to be ready
to learn.
 Safety: Every child has the right to be
physically and emotionally safe at school. A
climate of safety, civility, order, and respect
enables all children to thrive and succeed.
 Engagement:To learn at high levels, children
must be motivated and interested in the
work. A climate of active and cooperative
learning enables children to develop an
understanding of the connection between
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for their future, not our past.
Children are the living messages we send to a
time we will not see.

 Challenge: Every child has the right to be
challenged and inspired to perform at high
levels. Access to a well-balanced curriculum
with 21st century content and skills and to
teaching that uses emerging content such
as global awareness and economic literacy
makes learning exciting and relevant.

Find out more about The Whole
Child.

vice-president of DeFord Ltd. and the
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immediate past-president of ASCD, an
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Find a copy of The Whole Child
Compact.

175,000 members in 130 countries.
teacher, administrator, and consultant
in the USA, England and France. In
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www.wholechildeducation.org/

international education organization with
The former superintendent has been a

www.wholechildeducation.org/resources.
dyn/LearningCompactPoster.pdf

her current position, she volunteers
with several non-profit foundations on
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projects related to education. Her current
consulting interests include program
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planning,

principled

She holds a bachelor’s degree in art
and history and a master’s degree in
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curriculum and supervision from Trinity
University in Texas. Her doctorate in

basics and willing to
continue to learn.

differentiation,

decision making, and facilitation.

I

competent

prepare

G

assessment, creativity, gifted education,

curriculum and administration is from

B

The only thing we know about the future
is that change will come ever faster and
that information will grow exponentially.
We cannot prepare children for specific
jobs when we cannot even imagine what
those jobs will be. We can prepare children
to be competent in the basics and willing to
continue to learn. We can be sure that they
are emotionally strong, flexible, confident,
and collaborative. We can prepare them to
lead in solving problems in their community,
their nation, and the world. With strategic
leadership such as that offered by the LSESD
and the Whole Child Compact, educators,
parents, and communities can plan and work
together to create exciting and effective
school environments that prepare children

—John W. Whitehead

Nancy Tondre DeFord is the

Y

 Support: Children need the support of
caring, qualified adults who understand their
social and emotional development. A climate
of competence, belonging, usefulness,
potency, and optimism will support both
students and teachers.

O

what they are learning and their real world.

the University of Southern California.
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