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E D I T O R I A LE D I T O R I A L

Dear Reader,

It is one hundred years since the state that is now the Hashe-
mite Kingdom of Jordan was founded. It could have remained 
a footnote in history as it was only a temporary attempt by the 
British mandatory power to forge a balance between various 
diff erent interests and promises in the Middle East on a parcel 
of land that was inhospitable and poor in raw materials – but 
it was never designed to be permanent. 

The fact that over the decades it subsequently became an 
anchor of stability in the political landscape of the region, de-
spite all the tensions, can only be described as a success story. 
In this spirit, we would like to send our congratulations to the 
Kingdom and add another issue to our series of country booklets. After Lebanon and 
Armenia, for which we received a tremendous response from readers (see p. 28 et seq), 
we now turn our attention to Jordan. 

The articles in this issue deal with questions that are perhaps not so often addressed 
in the context of this anniversary: for example, an old Christian city in Jordan, the 
role of Evangelical churches and the interfaith spectrum – and of course the work of 
the Theodor Schneller School in Amman. We are especially delighted to have won 
over Her Excellency Haifa Najjar, member of the Jordanian Upper House of Parlia-
ment, to pen an article on the Jordanian education system. And we get an insight into 
the work of the German-Jordanian Society (DJG) with which the Schneller Associa-
tion has connections at various levels. For example, the two associations are each an 
institutional member of the other. 

The Anglican Archbishop in Jerusalem is also responsible for Jordan. In the mean-
time, a changeover has taken place here too. After 14 years in offi  ce, a solemn service 
took place on 23 April on the occasion of the retirement of Archbishop Suheil Dawani. 
At a similar festival service on 13 May, Hosam Naoum was inaugurated in offi  ce as the 
15th Anglican Archbishop in Jerusalem. We wish The Most Revd. Hosam good luck 
and God’s blessing for his ministry.

Best regards, 

Uwe Gräbe 
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There are many mustard seeds like 
these in the Middle East. The his-
tory of Christianity began here 

with us. Jesus preached about loving your 
neighbour, about helping, listening and 
giving support. That is how Christianity 
came into being. And like a mustard seed, 
the community grew. 

I would like to compare Christians in 
the Middle East with a mustard seed. Many 
social institutions have come into being 
through them and their faith. The Arab 
Episcopal Church alone (Episcopal Di-
ocese of Jerusalem and the Middle East) 
has 36 institutions that help not only 
Christians but the entire population. Our 
neighbours are Muslims. They can see 
what Christ has taught us and the source 
from which we live and work. We live to-
gether in mutual respect and acceptance. 
This is how our mustard seeds are able to 
fl ourish. 

In 2001, I was transferred by my bishop 
to Irbid in the north of Jordan. The parish 
hall was run down and the parish was very 
small. My wife and I thought about what 
we could do. We realised that blind and 
visually impaired children in Irbid only 
lived at home with their parents without 
any support. At the age of six, they had to 
attend a boarding school in Amman where 
they studied exclusively with other blind 
people. God gave us the idea to start a kin-
dergarten where visually impaired chil-
dren could learn and grow up together 
with sighted children.

We started in 2003 with fi ve children. 
Soon we dreamed that the children would 
start learning Braille at the age of three 
and a half. This meant that, when they 
were six, they could start with a Braille 
typewriter in the fi rst grade of one of the 
schools in the area. We contacted the 
schools but none of them wanted to take 
our visually impaired children. We asked 
God for advice.

My wife completed her studies as head-
mistress and we applied to the state for a 
public school permit. Our little mustard 
seed had sprouted and slowly started to 
grow. Today, we are the largest institution 
for inclusion work with visually impaired 
and blind children in the whole of Jordan 
and the second largest institution for work 
with the blind nationwide.

Currently, 269 students attend the 
school. 35 of them are visually impaired. 
75 children are Christians, 194 children 
are Muslims. They come from Irbid and 
the surrounding area to study with us from 
kindergarten through to grade eleven.

The kingdom of heaven is like 

a mustard seed. Someone took the 

seed and planted it in a fi eld. 

It is the smallest of all your seeds. 

But when it grows, it is the largest of 

all garden plants. It becomes a tree. 

Birds come and rest in its branches. 

(Mt 13, 31-32)

Our little mustard seed has blossomed!
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Door of a small church in the village of Humud near Karak

Actually, this mustard seed was sown 
for me 28 years ago when God led me to 
Germany to learn German. For a long 
time, I wondered why I had learned this 
language of all languages. In Jordan, I nev-
er had the opportunity to speak German. 

But when money became scarce 17 
years ago because the school building had 
become too small and more teachers had 
to be hired for inclusion work, we came up 
with the idea of reporting about our work 
and the project in Germany. At last, I was 
able to do something with my German.

I found a lot of support from people 
and institutions. We received help from 
the Evangelical Mission in Solidarity 

(EMS), the Evangelical Church in Wuert-
temberg, the Evangelical Church Parish in 
Rottweil and others. The Niokolauspfl ege
 institution for the blind became our part-
ner school and helped with expertise. 
Many people supported us by networking 
with other institutions and collecting do-
nations. This allowed our project to grow 
like the mustard seed in the parable. 

The coronavirus pandemic is a big 
challenge for us. Distance learning for 
the blind and visually impaired is very 
diffi  cult because of the lack of technical 
equipment. Preparing the lessons is very 
time-consuming. We haven’t had to lay off  
any staff  yet, but since the children don’t 
come any more, the parents don’t pay 
school fees. We are short of a lot of money. 
In the past, 10% of parents did not pay any 
school fees. Today, this is 40%. Fortunate-
ly, the Diocese of Jerusalem and friends in 
Germany provide us with fi nancial sup-
port. This has allowed us to continue pay-
ing the teachers’ salaries. 

The way our Arab Episcopal School 
grew was no coincidence. God sowed this 
mustard seed 28 years ago so that it would 
grow and fl ourish. Every year, new doors 
open! Our dreams suddenly become pos-
sible. I often feel that God is behind us and 
wants to give the blind and visually im-
paired the chance to live their own self-de-
termined lives.

Samir Esaid is vicar of St Mary’s Anglican 

Church in Irbid and director and founder 

of the Arab Episcopal School.
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J O R D A N

Guaranteed seats in parliament, their 

own family law, easy church construc-

tion: Compared to many other coun-

tries in the Middle East, the situation of 

Christians in Jordan can be described 

as good. However, the situation is not 

free from tension.   

Offi  cially, Christians make up about 
4% of the total population in Jor-
dan. But according to current es-

timates, their share is now only slightly 
over 2%. This does not mean, however, 
that they have become fewer in absolute 
numbers. Despite emigration, the number 
of Christians in Jordan more than tripled 
from around 49,000 to 153,000 between 
1950 and 1979. The fact that at the same 
time their percentage fell from 8.2% to 
4.2% is due to the fact that they have not 
kept pace with the development of the to-
tal population which has grown rapidly.

The Christian part of the population 
lives mainly in cities such as Amman, 
Madaba, Fuheis, Ajlun, Kerak, Irbid and 
Zarka. They are allowed to build churches 
without any problems, the training of cler-
gy is possible. Christians have nine guar-
anteed seats in the 130-member Jordanian 
parliament. Christians are nearly always 
represented in Jordanian governments. In 
the army, too, 4% of posts are traditionally 
kept free for them, but usually, they do not 
become members of the high command. 
The same applies to the civil service. 

The royal house 
guards the harmony

The situation of Christians in Jordan

While the majority of Christians be-
long to an Orthodox or Catholic church, 
there are some historical peculiarities 
in the group of eleven recognised Chris-
tian communities, each of which has its 
own court of family law. They include 
the Greek Orthodox, Roman Catholics 
(„Latins“), Greek Catholics („Melkites“), 
Maronites, Armenian Orthodox, Syriac 
Orthodox, Copts, Anglicans, Lutherans, 
Seventh-day Adventists and United Pen-
tecostals. In 2018, fi ve more groups were 
registered – not as churches with their 
own court, but as cultural bodies. They 
include the Free Evangelical Church, the 
Church of the Nazarene, the Assemblies 
of God, the Christian and Missionary Al-
liance and the Baptists.

While there are said to be around 6,500 
Christians with a Muslim background in 
Jordan, the greatest possible care is taken 
to avoid missionary work among Muslims. 
Individual missionary groups have been 
expelled in the past, and time and again 
the package containing the Schneller mag-
azines from Germany is delayed in cus-
toms because an overzealous offi  cial dis-
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An ancient cross carved in 

stone and a colourful mosaic 

in Umm Rasas bear witness to 

the rich history of the ancient 

biblical heartland.

covered the words „Evangelical Mission“ 
in the sender. Most of the time, such a mis-
understanding can be cleared up quickly. 
No-one at the Schneller School would try 
to turn a Muslim child into a Christian 
one. That is common knowledge.

Jordan is an ancient biblical heart-
land. The site of Jesus’ baptism on the Jor-
dan River, Mount Nebo from which Mo-
ses looked into the Promised Land, the 
Machaerus fortress of King Herod, the city 
of Jerash in the land of the Gerasenes, the 
land of Moab where Ruth, the biblical fi rst 
mother, came from, the Jabbok where the 
forefather Jacob had to wrestle with God 
himself, the region of the Ammonites with 
their capital Rabat Ammon (today‘s Am-
man) and fi nally Pella on the Jordan River 
where the early church of Jerusalem found 
refuge when the Romans destroyed their 
city – all these sites make the Christian 
population of Jordan proud to live where 
their faith once originated.

In Jordan you very often hear the grate-
ful phrase: „Harmony between Christians 
and Muslims is watched over by the Royal 

Family.“ There is even an offi  cial „Day of 
Harmony“. This should not be underesti-
mated. There are many issues that create 
tension in the Hashemite Kingdom. Since 
1967 at the latest, the balance of infl uence 
between the traditional Jordanian tribal 
society and the (predominantly Palestini-
an) urban middle class has been constant-
ly redressed – by the way, this even hap-
pens within the Jordanian Royal Family 
itself and recently led to some confusing 
news from the palace. 

Society is marked by the existence 
of several infl uential extended families 
(Hamoulehs). Besides broad layers of the 
population who live in abject poverty, 
there is also a small, very well-off  upper 
class. 

The fact that Jordan signed a peace trea-
ty with Israel in 1994 was never approved 
of by large parts of the population. As a re-
sult, Jordanian politics today has to ma-
noeuvre between those who would like 
to join the momentum that has recently 
emerged between Israel and other Arab 
states – and others who see this as a colo-
nial manoeuvre on the backs of the Pales-
tinians. It is really a good thing that, de-
spite all this, peace at least between the 
religious communities is guaranteed by 
the Royal Family.

Uwe Gräbe
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J O R D A N

Al Fuheis is a small town 15 kilometres 

west of Amman. On a clear day, you can 

even see Jerusalem from there. Despite 

many changes, the town has been able 

to maintain its unique fl air. 

Al Fuheis has a higher percentage of 
university graduates than any other 
town in Jordan. There are two local 

high schools, one belonging to the Roman 
Catholic Church, the other to the Greek 
Orthodox Church. Private church insti-
tutions have a better infrastructure and 
equipment than state schools. The major-
ity of the 20,000 inhabitants of Al Fuheis 
are Christians of various denominations. 
The largest is the Greek Orthodox Church 
followed by the Roman Catholic Church. 
There is also a Greek Catholic parish as 
well as Baptists and free churches. 

For 40 years, Al Fuheis has celebrated 
Christmas on 25 December and Easter 
according to the Greek Orthodox calen-
dar. The fact that Christians of diff erent 
church traditions, who calculate their 
feasts based on diff erent calendars, agree 
on common days is something quite re-
markable in the Middle East. In Jordan, Al 
Fuheis has played a pioneering role here. 
Today, this arrangement applies to all 
churches throughout the country. 

Good cooperation is also evident at fu-
nerals, weddings and other church and 
non-church occasions. The clergy of all 
denominations in Al Fuheis takes part. 
The highlight every year is the Good Fri-

Christian tradition, 
a unique fl air  
Despite their differences, the people 

in Al Fuheis practise good coexistence

day procession which starts at the Roman 
Catholic Church in the old town and ends 
with a joint service in the cemetery. Repre-
sentatives of partner communities, such as 
the Arab Lutheran congregation and An-
glican parish, always take part. 

In Al Fuheis, refugees are greeted with 
open arms. This has a historical back-
ground. In April 1918, all Christians from 
Al Fuheis were forced to fl ee on foot to 
Jerusalem and Bethlehem before the ad-
vancing Ottomans. This event is now im-
printed in the collective memory. In re-
cent years, many Christian families from 
Iraq and Syria have found a new home in 
Al Fuheis. The willingness of the inhabit-
ants to integrate refugees and give them 
work has been overwhelming. Many only 

One of the churches in Al Fuheis is decorated for Christmas.  

on December 25 was launched from the parishes of this town.
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stayed until the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNCHR) could arrange for 
them to continue their journey to Europe, 
Canada, Australia or America. But their 
cultural and religious contribution was 
an enrichment for the whole city. 

Al Fuheis is also known as a cultural 
city. The annual „Al Fuheis Cultural Fes-
tival“ has become one of the largest in the 
Middle East. Several galleries and restau-
rants have become meeting places for peo-
ple of diff erent nationalities and religions. 
Cultural events and socio-political panel 
discussions make Al Fuheis into a popular 
destination. 

Tolerance and interfaith dialogue have 
given further stimulus to the ethical de-

bate on the contribution to peaceful co-
existence. The emphasis on stressing com-
mon ground and treating diff erences with 
respect are the foundation for good neigh-
bourliness and for peaceful coexistence 
between Christians and Muslims. The fact 
that this is also appreciated by the Royal 
Family is shown by the fact that Queen Ra-
nia Abdullah or Crown Prince Hussein bin 
Abdullah take over the patronage of the 
celebration every year when the Christ-
mas tree is raised. 

I am writing this article as the corona-
virus pandemic is spreading in Jordan and 
there have already been several deaths in 
Al Fuheis. The political, economic and so-
cial situation in Jordan is also very diffi  cult. 

The emigration of Christians from the 
Middle East is also making itself felt in Al 
Fuheis. Many families have found new 
homes in America, Canada or Australia. 
Their old churches in the middle of the old 
village centre are the landmark of a large 
community with diff erent denominations 
looking to the future. Many Christians 
see themselves as the salt of the earth. But 
their future depends on developments in 
the Middle East and Jordan. 

Musa Al-Munaizel is a board member of 

the Evangelical Association for the Schneller 

Schools and comes from Al Fuheis. From 

2004 to 2011, he was educational advisor 

at the Theodor Schneller School and during 

this time he lived in his natal town.

  The initiative that all denominations celebrate Christmas 
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J O R D A N

Next to the modern King Abdullah 

Mosque in Amman stands the equally 

modern Coptic Orthodox Church. This 

is more than a symbol. The Jordanian 

state together with its Royal Family is 

committed to religious tolerance and 

the coexistence of cultures despite all 

the tensions in the Middle East. 

I was able to take part in Jordan’s biggest 
interfaith event in 1999. More than a 
thousand participants from all over 

the world and all religions attended the 
7th World Assembly of the international 
movement Religions for Peace. King Ab-
dullah II gave an impassioned speech at 
the opening. He said that the Middle East 
– as the cradle of Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam – must give completely new sig-
nals of understanding; that the Holy Land 
– and of course Jerusalem in particular – 
belongs to no-one exclusively but should 
become a pilgrimage site of peace for the 
world! 

This conference was an important step 
on the arduous path towards peace be-
tween religions. Without this, there can be 
no peace between nations, especially not 
in the Middle East. And there is still great 
irreconcilability among the population to-
wards Israel with whom Jordan has since 
long made peace at state level. 

This explains the continuity of the ini-
tiative for understanding coming from Jor-

Initiators 
of interfaith dialogue
Why the Royal Family sees itself committed 

to religious tolerance

dan. In 1994, Prince Hassan bin Talal, the 
King’s uncle, founded the Royal Institute 
for Interfaith Studies. He initiated peace 
talks on several occasions. 

Another milestone was the open letter 
“A Common Word” initiated in 2007 by 
Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad bin Talal, 
signed by 138 leading Muslim personali-
ties and sent to almost all leading Christian 
personalities (www.acommonword.com, 
also in German). It centres on the basic 
statement that Jews, Christians and Mus-
lims have a great common heritage in the 
double commandment of the love of God 
and one’s neighbour. This commandment 
is inextricably linked to the search for jus-
tice and religious freedom. The success of 
the so-called Islamic State (IS) showed how 
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strongly these statements can be contest-
ed. An interfaith coalition also took a stand 
against it. In a statement from Amman on 
24 July 2014, it said: “In these dark times, 
when we are witnessing a moral crisis of 
unparalleled dimensions, we should raise 
awareness of the Islamic concept of “haq el 
hurriya” and “haq el karama” (the right to 
freedom and the right to human dignity), 
which people of all faiths should enjoy.” 

Interfaith dialogue in Jordan is still 
largely seen as the concern of a small elite. 
That is why the Royal Institute for Inter-
faith Dialogue, under its current director 
Wajih Kanso, is trying to make a greater 
impact on Jordanian society as a whole. 
A recent study on interfaith dialogue in 
the Middle East, conducted by the Leba-

non-based Adyan Foundation, highlights 
that several other institutions in Jordan – 
such as the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for 
Islamic Thought – are striving to instil an 
interfaith impetus to further sustainable 
development work and strengthen the civ-
il society. It is a matter of transferring good 
intentions and declarations into the every-
day practice of attitudes and behaviour. It 
is especially important to reach the youth 
who have articulated their expectations 
and hopes for tolerance and openness in 
the context of the “Arab Spring”. 

And last but not least, there are great 
challenges in school education to work 
more towards interfaith understanding. 
The Theodor Schneller School, where 
Christian and Islamic religious educa-
tion have been exchanging ideas for many 
years, is still a special case for this future 
task. 

One of the recommendations coming 
from the Amman-based Catholic Centre 
for Studies and Media is to install a satellite 
for broadcasting television programmes 
that could promote interfaith dialogue 
and sustainable developments. However, 
it would also be important to take advan-
tage of local conditions and practical pos-
sibilities that could be used to address the 
younger generation in particular. 

Prof. Dr Johannes Lähnemann has been 

involved in interfaith dialogue for many 

decades on various committees and in 

several functions. From 2006 to 2018, he 

was a board member of the Evangelical 

Association for the Schneller Schools.

Good neighbours: 

The Coptic Church in Amman 

stands right next to the large 

King Abdullah Mosque.
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J O R D A N

Ahlan wa sahlan! (welcome) In Jordan, 
our welcome is always hearty and 
joyful. Even a whole tour group is no 
problem. Pour water in the soup and 
welcome everyone! But Jordan is not 
only a welcoming nation, it is also 
immensely diverse.

Hospitality permeates the whole of 
Jordanian society. What seems 
like an anachronism to us in Ger-

many is perfectly normal in Jordan. Our 
Jordanian hosts serve up so many delica-
cies that it can sometimes become a little 
scary!

Jordan is a multi-ethnic state that cele-
brates its centenary in 2021. Despite its ex-
tremely scarce natural resources and prob-
lematic relations with its neighbours, the 
country is doing very well with its mon-
archy. It is legitimised by the succession 
from the house of the Prophet Moham-
med and at the same time sees itself as the 
guardian of the memorial sites of Islam 
and Christianity in Jerusalem. Jordan is 
a biblical country that has an impressive 
list of memorials, such as the site of Jesus’ 
baptism, Mount Moses and Byzantine cit-
ies boasting magnifi cent mosaics in the 
ancient churches. 

The Royal Family appreciates and rec-
ognises the living history and culture of 
Christianity. As a symbolic gesture in 2008, 
King Abdullah II granted seven Christian 
congregations the land around the his-
toric site of Jesus’ baptism on the Jordan 
River to build churches. His father, King 
Hussein, appointed the Christian Mam-
douh Bisharat, a childhood friend, as the Sand bottles at a souvenir stand, a symbol of Jordan: Grains  

Building bridges between cultures
Active for almost 60 years: the German-Jordanian Society

sole Grand Duke of Jordan. The most im-
portant Christian holidays in Jordan also 
apply to the vast Muslim majority. Some-
times you can even see decorated Christ-
mas trees in Muslim homes. In short, Jor-
dan enjoys peaceful coexistence between 
religions within the same cultural context. 

On the other hand, no other country 
in the world has taken in as many ref-
ugees as Jordan. In 1948 and 1967, it ac-
cepted 2.2 million Palestinians. During 
the Gulf wars, many people came to the 
country from Iraq and since 2011, another 
1.6 million fl ed from Syria. This has placed 
a heavy burden on the 10 million Jorda-
nians. But there was always a collective 
solidarity to welcome the people. Unfor-

N
ab

ie
l K

hu
be

is



11

 of sand of many diff erent colours make colourful pictures.

tunately, due to the pandemic, many in 
Jordan like everywhere else in the world 
are struggling with high unemployment 
and existential fear.

In 1963, King Hussein and Honorary 
Consul Kurt Uihlein founded the Ger-
man-Jordanian Society (DJG). Originally 
intended as an aid organisation for refu-
gees, it was able to alleviate the refugees’ 
plight with donations. Through encounter 
trips and a lively youth exchange, the cul-
ture and history of the country have been 
impressively publicised to this day and 
many become friends of Jordan. Travel-
lers admire and support the achievements 
made by the Theodor Schneller School. 
Since its opening in 1966, it has been re-
garded as a beacon project.

DJG also supports other charitable 
Christian institutions in Jordan, such as 

Birgit Gassmann’s “Center of Hope” in 
Amman, an institution for children and 
young people with mental disabilities. 
Mrs Gassmann fi nances her remarkable 
work only through donations and im-
presses through her trust in God and self-
less commitment. DJG also supports bilat-
eral projects, such as the “Amali” project, 
which means “my hope”, in cooperation 
with the German Society for International 
Cooperation (GIZ) and the Center for In-
ternational Migration and Development 
(CIM). Women start-up entrepreneurs 
in Jordan are supported with courses on 
how to set up a business and build a men-
tor network. 

Other projects emerge from our en-
counter trips, such as the visit of a trav-
el group from the Karlsruhe University of 
Education to an UNRWA refugee school in 
Camp Hussein. A spontaneous collection 
was made for urgently needed musical in-
struments for gifted pupils. 

When we organised a memorable con-
cert tour by the Johann Strauss Orchestra 
to historical sites such as the Hercules 
Temple in Amman, the Dead Sea, the Bap-
tism Site as well as in Aqaba on the Red 
Sea, we succeeded in demonstrating our 
intercultural work through the unifying 
language of music which created a wave 
of sympathy among the audiences. We 
are currently planning a project on waste 
management with the One World Net-
work, the German-Jordanian University 
and the Center of Hope. We want to con-
tinue building bridges between cultures in 
the future. 

Nabiel Khubeis is the Executive Chairman 

of the German-Jordanian Society. 



12

J O R D A N

Humans are Jordan’s most invaluable 

asset. The resourcefulness of our hu-

man capacity will always be our main 

source of hope and reassurance. This 

applies in particular to the education 

sector which must tread new paths in 

times of the pandemic.  

The pandemic has dictated our 
school doors to close across the 
Kingdom but it has opened virtual 

doors that, although intangible, are doors 
of hope and possi-
bility. The nation-
al movement to 
online learning 
has demanded 
immense eff orts 
from educators 
to relearn how to 
educate across the 
internet. This has 
not been an easy 
journey to experi-
ence as it has tak-

en everybody out of their comfort zones 
and placed them at many points of high 
tension. 

The challenge also varied in intensi-
ty with the diff erent economic capacities 
of diff erent households. The pandemic 
posed the dilemma of prioritizing health 
at the expense of learning, and we know 
that such a tradeoff  involves loss. Addi-
tionally, the economic divide has made it 
even more diffi  cult with the varying qual-
ity of educational services off ered.

The public opinion on educational pol-
icies devised during this period has also 

The chance to tread exceptional paths  
Reflection on the pandemic and educational policy in Jordan

been divided and debatable. Nevertheless, 
Jordan has been able to enforce an achiev-
able minimum with much lessons to learn 
for the future. And that is an asset made 
possible by our teaching task force and the 
increasing involvement of parents in the 
process. 

Vaccination eff orts are on the rise to 
support educational endeavors, particu-
larly with a promise to prioritize edu-
cational personnel, so that a return to 
schools will become feasible in the near 
future. And despite the uncertainty of 
when this will happen, increased eff orts 
are made to envision many possible sce-
narios.

Having established a rather solid infra-
structure for online learning, and becom-
ing more literate and attuned to synchro-
nous, asynchronous, and hybrid models, 
educators, students, parents, and educa-
tional policy makers are learning and re-
learning patience, and acquiring an ex-
perimental/experiential spirit. This will 
manifest itself in the future in form of 
new educational policies, more choices, 
and further opportunities to improve.

Under exceptional circumstances, pol-
icy making becomes exceptional; hence, 
educational policy is passing through a 
transitional period under Jordanian mar-
tial laws currently eff ective during the 
pandemic. And while we need not blind 
our eyes to the temporariness or even arbi-
trariness of such a condition, we also need 
to see the potential of such a situation in 
devising new educational policy that is in 
favor of learners and learning. 

Haifa Najjar: “Educators 

are a most invaluable 

asset.”
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Generally speaking, our educational 
policy in Jordan, as in many other parts of 
the world, has not accommodated for un-
traditional educational paths before. This 
deprives those with special circumstances 
from opportunities that can enhance their 
educational endeavors. Accordingly, with 
the potential of stretching educational 
policies to accommodate for untraditional 
learning paths, we will be better able to di-
versify and diff erentiate learning to meet 
the needs of more learners. 

The pandemic has unrobed us in ways 
that might appear to be unfavorable in 
many ways. Media carries many unnerv-

ing reports of the poor 
conditions of education, 
health care, policies, and 
living conditions in Jordan 
that put one under an im-
pression that the situation 
is devastating and irre-
deemable. However, there 
are always at least two sides 
if not more to a story. We 
still need to learn how to 
validate what we hear and 
see.

We still need to know 
how to sift what is account-
able from what is not. We 
still need to ask good ques-
tions and hold back judg-
ments. We still need to 
accustom ourselves to al-
ternative thinking and 
generating alternative 
solutions. But we are on 
that path. We continue to 
learn and hope and un-
learn, and relearn. Jordan 
is a center for hope; and 
educators are its most in-

valuable asset in the present and the fu-
ture of the country. It is their resource-
fulness that will continue to be our main 
source of hope and reassurance.

Haifa Najjar is Senator in the Upper House 

of Parliament of Jordan. She is director of 

the Anglican Ahliyyah School for Girls and 

the Bishop’s School for Boys in Amman and 

member of the Administrative Board of the 

Theodor Schneller School.

If you want to write, you must fi rst learn the alphabet. This also applies in 

times of a pandemic.
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Jordan recognises fi ve Evangelical 

denominations: Baptist, Nazarene, 

Assemblies of God, Evangelical Alliance 

and the Evangelical Free Church. 

However, as opposed to their Orthodox, 

Lutheran and Catholic brethren, they 

are not registered as churches but 

cultural entities under the ministries 

of social aff airs, culture or justice.  

Evangelicals might number as few as 
10,000 in the Middle Eastern monar-
chy of 10 million. When they marry, 

divorce and inherit, they go through the 
religious courts of another recognised de-
nomination, which can breed confl ict. 
“Jordanian Evangelicals are a minority 
of a minority of a minority,” says Dr Imad 
Shehadeh. He is founder and president of 
the Jordan Evangelical Theological Sem-
inary (JETS) that graduates 25 theolo-
gy students a year who become clergy in 
Evangelical churches in Jordan, the region 
and Arab congregations overseas.  

Shehadeh expects new neighbours 
this year at the picturesque campus lo-
cation outside Amman, not far from the 
Royal Residence. The Whitman Acade-
my has outgrown its location in west Am-
man. It started as a school for the children 
of JETS professors and developed into an 
independent Evangelical school. Bap-
tists, Nazarenes and the Evangelical Free 
churches already run grade schools but 
once the Whitman Academy has moved, 
as Dr Shehadeh points out, “There will be 
Evangelical education from KG to doctoral 
level all on the same campus.”

A rock chapel in the so called „Evangelical Complex“ in Salt.

A minority of a minority 
The situation of Evangelical Christians in Jordan

Julia Nuqul, co-founder and current 
primary level principal, talks about what 
unites and motivates Evangelicals in Jor-
dan: The hope to be recognised as church-
es by the state with their own religious 
courts, but also a vibrant Sunday school 
and youth movement, and, actually, ed-
ucation itself. In this way, the Evangelical 
community radiates into wider society. 
Like other Christian education institu-
tions, Evangelical schools have a reputa-
tion for academic rigour. Some JETS grad-
uates have become lecturers in secular 
universities in Jordan and the region. 
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Nuqul adds the benefi ts for social cohe-
sion: Muslim students in their schools ex-
perience the religious ‘other’ at fi rst hand 
and this helps to break down unhelpful 
stereotypes. But is this not also true when 
Evangelical children attend majority Mus-
lim schools? Nuqul hesitates. “In theory 
it should be. In public schools they learn 
a lot about Islam by exposure but also get 
marginalised by their Muslim peers.”

The relationship of Evangelicals to the 
Muslim majority is not always easy, and 
neither is the relationship to the tradition-

al churches. “We do want to be united, but 
we also must say that there are diff erenc-
es,” says Dr Shehadeh. Evangelicals are 
seen as rootless in the region. Especially 
to Orthodox Christians, who claim unin-
terrupted presence since apostolic times, 
the young Evangelical movement dating 
back less than 200 years seems very recent 
and foreign.

A contentious issue is that Evangel-
icals steal people from other churches. 
“We do!” Shehadeh seems to freely admit 
to the crime fi rst but then adds: “It is be-
cause people are spiritually hungry.” The 
Protestant theology of salvation through 
faith alone and a reduction of tradition 
and doctrine to ‘sola scriptura’ is attrac-
tive to many. What is stealing of sheep to 
one, is growing of grass to another. 

Traditional churches also object to 
the Evangelical insistence on preaching 
to Muslims. Religious freedom in Jordan 
covers free practice of one’s faith and con-
version to Islam. But, like in many other 
Muslim countries, conversion from Islam 
is seen as apostasy. While not criminal-
ised, it impacts on civil status matters and 
is generally thought to disturb the peace. 

The list of diff erences doesn’t end here. 
Diff ering views on eschatology, Israel, the 
sacraments and divorce overshadow any 
hope for ecumenical harmony anytime 
soon. “We want to be one,” Shehadeh says, 
“but we also can’t seem to stop asking each 
other to change our ways and doctrine.”

Covid-19 struck Jordan hard. Twice in a 
row, Holy Week saw neither the lively pro-
cessions of the Orthodox nor the passion-
ate worship choruses of the Evangelicals. 
On Good Fridays in previous years, some 
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The Constitution of Jordan of 1.1.1952 

includes a whole series of articles with 

direct or indirect relevance to the issue 

of religious freedom. 

Article 2: Islam is the religion of the State and Ara-
bic is its offi  cial language.

Article 6 (1): Jordanians shall be equal before the 
law with no discrimination between them in rights 
and duties even if they diff er in race, language or 
religion. 

Article 14: The State shall safeguard the free exerci-
se of the rites of religions and creeds in accordance 
with the customs observed in the Kingdom, if such 
is not inconsistent with public order or morality.

Article 19: Congregations shall have the right to 
establish and maintain their own schools for the 
education of their own members provided that 
they comply with the general provisions of the law 
and be subject to the Government control in their 
curricula and orientation.

Article 28 (e): It is a condition for the person who 
shall ascend the Throne to be a Moslem, mentally 
sound, born by a legitimate wife, and of Moslem 
parents. 

Article 99: The courts are of three types: 1. Civil 
Courts 2. Religious Courts 3. Special Courts 

Article 104: Religious Courts shall be divided into: 
1. The Sharia Courts 2. The Tribunals of other Reli-
gious Communities

Article 105: The Sharia Courts alone shall have the 
jurisdiction – in accordance with their own laws 
– in the following matters: 1. Matters of personal 
status of Moslems. 

Article 109 (1): The Tribunals of Religious Com-
munities shall be composed in conformity with 
the provisions of laws issued pertaining thereto. In 
such laws the jurisdictions of said Tribunals shall 
be defi ned as regards matters of personal status and 
(Waqfs) constituted for the benefi t of the commu-
nity concerned. However, matters of personal sta-
tus of such community shall be the matters of per-
sonal status of Moslems within the jurisdiction of 
the Sharia Courts. 

Article 106: Sharia Courts shall in their jurisdicti-
on apply the provisions of the Sharia. 

Article 108: The Tribunals of Religious Communi-
ties are the tribunals of the non-Moslem religious 
communities that have been or will be recognised 
by the Government as established in the Hashemi-
te Kingdom of Jordan.

Source: https://www.constituteproject.org/
constitution/Jordan_2011.pdf

Jordanian Christians at-
tended both: an Evangeli-
cal worship service and the 
late-night Orthodox pro-
cession. Some sheep de-
cide themselves to which 
fl ock they want to belong, 
and maybe it’s both. 

And as the month of 
Ramadan cycles through 
the year, overlapping with 
Lent every three decades, 
Muslims and Christians 
will fast together in 2022. 
Maybe there is hope for 

ecumenical and inter-
faith integration in Jordan 
which includes Evangeli-
cals, a small group with a 
disproportionately large 
impact on education and 
other parts of public lifes.

Ekkardt Sonntag is 

Programme Advisor 

on Theology and Church 

Development at 

Danmission in Jordan.

Constitution and Religion 
in Jordan

Only a small sign is indicating this 

evangelical congregation.
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Actually, the focus this year at the 

Theodor Schneller School (TSS) in Jor-

dan should have been on supporting 

children with learning diffi  culties and 

on the new training courses in hair-

dressing, hospitality and motor vehicle 

electrics. But then came the pandem-

ic and with it a totally diff erent set of 

challenges.  

Suddenly it was necessary to set up a 
learning platform on the Internet, 
train the staff  in how to use it and 

provide the children with digital access. 
The whole gamut of teaching situations 
that we experienced in Germany or Swit-
zerland also occurred in Jordan: in-pres-
ence, online or hybrid, in alternating shifts 
and then, despite all eff orts, nothing at all; 
sometimes the children were able to return 
to the boarding home, sometimes they had 

Contact with parents has become closer
How the TSS stays on course during the pandemic

to stay with their families  – no matter how 
diffi  cult the conditions are at home. 

Above all, it was important to start 
very simply with the basics. “Sometimes 
we even had to bring the children’s sta-
tionery home,” says Rev. Dr Khaled Freĳ , 
the school’s Director. As a result, contact 
with the families has become much clos-
er. There were many occasions when TSS 
staff  succeeded in training families to al-
low their children to attend classes. 

Nader, for example. He’s six years old and 
his father is chronically ill and blind. But in 
cooperation with his family, they managed 
to set up the mother’s smartphone as Nad-
er’s access to school. Even though access to 
school for him is like ‘the eye of the needle’, 
the boy has at least been able to improve 
his reading, writing and arithmetic skills, 

Remedial classes still take place despite the coronavirus restrictions. (Photo taken before the pandemic.)
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despite the pandemic. But sometimes the 
family doesn’t even have a mobile phone. 
As in Tara’s case, for example, a ten-year-
old girl who has four brothers. The school 
team had to go all out to try to fi nd a cheap 
tablet from somewhere or other. But that 
worked out too, somehow.

The number of private sessions with the 
school psychologist has risen during this 
crisis. And sport has suddenly taken on a 
whole new role. For example, the sports 
teacher suddenly posted aerobics lessons 
online and there were times when the pu-
pil’s family even joined in doing the exer-
cises. Religious education – neatly sepa-
rated into Christian and Muslim children 
as is customary in Jordan – also continues 
to take place. Unfortunately, only music 
lessons have been left out; the many beau-
tiful instruments which were purchased 
from a donation given by the Württem-
berg Church have not been used yet.

Actually, it is almost a miracle that 
schooling and training have taken place 
at all during the pandemic. After all, 100% 
of the income from the TSS guesthouse 
has been lost since March 2020 as well as 
45% of the income from the (already low) 
school fees. But many donors have helped 
by contributing to the Coronavirus Aid of 
the Evangelical Association for the Sch-
neller Schools (EVS) and the Evangelical 
Mission in Solidarity (EMS) so that all 
teachers can continue to receive their sal-
aries. It leaves you speechless and grateful!

So, what are the focuses of school life? 
The Director attaches great importance 
on continuing the remedial classes for 
the children with particular learning dif-
fi culties. The so-called “resources room”, 
which was equipped for this purpose only 
a few years ago thanks to a generous do-
nation, off ers enough space for use under 
Covid-19 conditions. Similarly, the voca-
tional training workshops are so large and 
airy that they can be used again and again 
under strict conditions even if the school’s 
classrooms have long since had to close. 

Yes, there have certainly been changes 
to vocational training at the TSS. The tra-
ditional training courses in carpentry, car 
workshop and metal workshop met with 
repeated diffi  culties. The classic mod-
el of off ering outstanding training inde-
pendently in a country that is hardly able 
to do so itself – this model is no longer 
workable today. New, additional training 
courses have been developed in close co-
operation with the government agencies 
responsible for vocational training. And 
the government recognition of qualifi ca-
tions is a more valuable asset today than 
a certifi cate that simply says “Schneller 
School”. Even if much of what the govern-
ment does could certainly be improved. 
The management of the TSS deserves a lot 
of credit for the fact that this cooperation 
works even in times of crisis and that all 
qualifi cations are recognised.

Uwe Gräbe

Chart showing the development of Covid-19 in Jordan from 3.1.2020 to 14.5.2021: The peaks of the 

second and third waves were in November 2020 and March 2021. 9,203 people have died from the virus.



19

14 years ago, Christian Kißling worked 

as a volunteer in one of the residential 

groups at the Theodor Schneller School 

(TSS) in Amman. Today, the 34-year-

old vocational school teacher is treasur-

er of the Evangelical Association for the 

Schneller Schools (EVS). The experienc-

es he had at the TSS were very formative 

for him, he says. 

What experience from your time as volun-

teer will you never forget?

One day, I shaved my head bald in 
honour of the educator Bishara Tannous, 
whose boarding group I was helping to 
look after. That night, however, our boys 

followed my example. And the next day, 
there was a big outing so that the whole 
school could “admire” us. To this day, 
I have no idea what the boys’ parents 
thought about this caper.

Who would you like to meet again from that 

time? 

Fortunately, I am connected with many 
of them on Facebook. So, I at least keep up 
to date a little on how they are doing and 
where they live now. For example, one of 

Group shaves off their hair
Alumni reminisce

my boys became a father just a few months 
ago. Another lives in Hamburg and works 
as an Arab singer. I still remember how he 
often sang early in the morning when I 
wasn’t really awake yet. But there are also 
boys who I have sadly lost contact with. I 
had a very good relationship with one boy 
who needed more support. I’d really like 
to meet him again. As well as all the other 
boys and the teachers, of course. I was last 
at the school in 2010.

Why do you still feel connected to the Sch-

neller work even after so long?

The experience shaped my life so much 
that it is an important part of my career. I 

am so happy I can serve on the Executive 
Board of the Association and support this 
important work.

Should your children or the children of 

friends one day decide to also do voluntary 

service at the Schneller School, what would 

you advise them not to do under any cir-

cumstances?

Shave your hair off !

Christian Kißling 

(3rd from left), 

the educator 

Bishara Tannous 

(3rd from right) 

and some of the 

boys from the 

boarding school – 

all with the same 

„hairstyle“.

N E W S  F R O M  T H E  S C H N E L L E R  W O R K
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A school year marked by many diffi  cult 

conditions is drawing to a close at the 

Johann Ludwig Schneller School (JLSS) 

in Khirbet Kanafar. On the one hand, 

online lessons had to be organised and 

on the other, individual solutions had 

to be found for children from extreme-

ly poor families.  

For Ahmad, Ali and Amir*, the new 
school year began last autumn but 
with a delay. While all the other chil-

dren and young people returned to the 
school and boarding home after the long 
summer break, the three brothers were 
absent for the fi rst three weeks. The staff  
tried in vain to reach their father. He ap-
parently didn’t want to talk to the school. 
When they fi nally reached him and asked 
why the boys were not coming to school, 
he confessed that he did not have enough 
money for schoolbooks. 

Fortunately, by this time, the Lebanese 
Ministry of Education had already posted 
all the textbooks online so that everyone 
could download them onto a smartphone 
or tablet for free. No-one would have to 
spend any money on textbooks this school 
year. And with the support of the Evangel-
ical Association for the Schneller Schools 
as well as the Evangelical Mission in Sol-
idarity, the school purchased tablets for 
all the boarding students so that all the 
children and young people could both 
follow the digital lessons and always have 
all the teaching materials at their dispos-
al. The father of the three sons promised 

to send them back to school the following 
week. But on the following Monday in No-
vember, they still had not shown up. On 
the phone the father explained that he 
could not even pay the administrative fee 
amounting to the equivalent of 4 dollars 
per child. 

As a result of the banking and fi nan-
cial crisis in Lebanon, the value of the 
Lebanese pound had dropped so much 
that wages and salaries are often not even 
enough to cover the bare essentials. Even 
people who used to belong to the reason-
ably well-off  middle class now have prob-
lems paying the extremely high prices for 
food and other daily necessities. 

The school granted the father an in-
stalment payment until the end of the 
school year. Since then, the children have 
been living in the boarding home again, 
attending classes at school and playing 
with their friends. However, only for one 
week at a time after which they spend the 
following week at home. A coronavirus 
“blended model” of learning was also in-
troduced at the JLSS by halving groups 
and classes. 

The example of Hassan, Khouloud and 
Douaa* shows how important for children 
to be with others of their own age, espe-
cially for children from extremely poor 
backgrounds. Until last autumn, life as 
the three siblings aged six to nine knew it 
consisted of living in a tent. Both parents 
were unable to work for various reasons. 
The children’s uncle was the family’s only 
support. 

Every child is important
How the Schneller school supports children during the pandemic

* Names of the children have been changed* Names of the children have been changed
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When the children started school, they 
had to learn a lot of very basic everyday 
things, such as how to use a toilet properly. 
Even when they ate, the educators had to 
patiently explain to them how to eat with 
cutlery. They learned what it means to 
shower and that you wash yourself every 
morning and brush your teeth after every 
meal. They even had to be taught how to 
hold a pen. At the start, it was extremely 

tough going for the other children at the 
boarding home, for the educators and for 
the siblings themselves. But the three of 
them made progress very quickly. After 
three weeks, they had settled in and adapt-
ed so well that they found friends to play 
with, just like all the other children at the 
boarding home. 

Katja Dorothea Buck

With the help of the EMS and EVS, every child at the Schneller School has his/her own tablet.

JL
SS
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Many a lengthy process comes to an end 

just when it is hardly expected due to 

the adverse conditions. Despite the se-

vere crisis in Lebanon, the Johann Lud-

wig Schneller School (JLSS), the Evan-

gelical Association for the Schneller 

Schools (EVS), the Evangelical Mission 

in Solidarity (EMS) and its member, the 

National Evangelical Church of Beirut, 

signed a new cooperation agreement in 

March.  

But fi rst, some vital points require 
urgent clarifi cation: The church in 
Beirut, an EMS member, is the spon-

sor and operator of the JLSS. The EVS, also 
an EMS member, supports and funds the 
JLSS and also advises the EMS on Middle 
East matters. The JLSS is run by a local Ad-
ministrative Board chaired by the pastor 
of the Beirut Church; the church has six to 
eight seats and the EVS and EMS have two 
seats. On the other hand, the EVS is now 
committed to granting its Lebanese part-
ners representation on the Association’s 
Executive Committee. 

In addition, the properties of the JLSS, 
which were not properly registered to 
date, are to be entered in the land register 
in the name of the Beirut church. In order 
to raise the funds for the very costly and 
lengthy registration process, the church is 
allowed to sell smaller parcels of the land 
in close consultation with the EVS. Moreo-
ver, the land may only be used for purpos-
es that safeguard the operation of the JLSS. 

The JLSS is primarily aimed at children 
and young people from broken families 
and poor backgrounds, as well as orphans 

Four partners for one school 
JLSS, EVS, EMS and the Beirut Church sign new agreement

and half-orphans, regardless 
of religion, denomination or 
gender. If the Beirut Church 
ever wants to found anoth-
er institution that is predom-
inantly aimed at exactly this 
target group, then the EVS can 
make its registered trademark 
“Schneller School” available to 
it for this purpose.

The last valid coopera-
tion agreement concerning 
the JLSS dated from 1952. Al-
though there were drafts for a 
new version in 1980 and 1984, 
they were never signed by all 
the parties involved due to the 
turmoil of the Lebanese civ-
il war (1975 to 1990) and the 
need to redefi ne the role of the 
EVS within the EMS.

A comparison of the texts of the time 
shows the urgent need for the new agree-
ment. According to the 1952 agreement, 
the school was run exclusively by the 
Schneller Association (then called the 
“Evangelical Association for the Syrian 
Orphanage”); it was even explicitly stated 
that the “local committee” (the forerun-
ner of today’s Administrative Board) was 
not allowed to interfere in the “internal 
aff airs” of the school. Its function was at 
best to represent – something that is in-
conceivable today! 

In the 1980 draft, the responsibility for 
the school was transferred from the EVS 
to the Beirut Church – and this was rat-
ifi ed by the Beirut Church Council on 7 



23

The Johann Ludwig Schneller 

School rests on the basis of a solid 

partnership between the Schneller 

Association, the Evangelical Mission 

in Solidarity and the National 

Evangelical Church of Beirut.

July 1980 but never countersigned by the 
German partners. Instead, a 1984 draft 
was made in which the EMS declared that 
it had assumed all the functions of the EVS 
and was now entering into a partnership 
with the Beirut Church in place of the EVS 
– which included shared responsibility for 
the school between the EMS and the local 
Administrative Council. The Schneller As-
sociation would have been out of the pic-
ture altogether. How fortunate that this 
was never ratifi ed by the Lebanese! 

What was conceived at the time as part 
of the decolonisation and the planned dis-
solution of the EVS into the EMS comes to 
light in the parallel agreement of 1990 
with the Anglican partners concerning 

the Theodor Schneller School in Jordan. 
In it, the EVS disappears completely as an 
independent partner. Only with diffi  cul-
ty was it possible to reintroduce it into the 
latest version of 2014, at least alongside 
the EMS.

Another consideration runs through 
the documents of 1952, 1980 and 1984. 
It was always planned that the proper-
ties of the JLSS should be registered in the 
name of the Beirut Church. However, the 
Schneller Association was to pay for this 
registration. As lengthy and expensive as 
the registration process has proven to be 
since then, it would have been the fi nan-
cial ruin of the EVS if the Lebanese part-
ners had insisted on it.

After seven years of negotiations, all 
four partners involved have now signed 
an agreement. Now in Lebanon we will 
have to consider together how funds can 
be raised from the extensive land of the 
JLSS to fi nally register all the plots correct-
ly. The EVS, in turn, will have to consider 
how, as part of a progressive international-
isation of the EMS, it can make it possible 
for the Beirut church to take up its con-
tractually guaranteed seat on the Execu-
tive Board of the Association.

Uwe Gräbe
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The Near East School of Theol-

ogy (NEST) in Beirut provides a 

well-grounded theological training. 

But because the churches in the Mid-

dle East are shrinking, the small semi-

nary is facing ever greater challenges. 

At a virtual round table, representatives 

from organisations around the world 

met to fi nd ways out of the trough.  

Lebanon is imploding. Hyperinfl a-
tion, a collapsed banking and eco-
nomic system, political erosion, hu-

manitarian misery, environmental disas-
ters... and in the middle of it all, the NEST. 
When the building in the Hamra district 
was severely damaged by the explosion in 
Beirut harbour in early August 2020, many 
friends around the world helped with do-
nations. But the diffi  culties at the NEST go 
much deeper. The local Protestant church-
es, which normally train their young the-
ologians there, are sending fewer and few-
er students. 

For those responsible locally, it may 
be of some help that the NEST is part of a 
worldwide network of befriended organ-
isations that believe it is important for 
good theological training to take place 
in the Middle East in particular – in the 
region where Christianity has its origins; 
where Western and Eastern churches are 
part of a unique ecumenism; where the 
challenges of Christian-Muslim coexist-
ence have come to light much earlier than 
in Europe or America. 

Delegates from eleven 

organisations in seven 

countries on three con-

tinents came together 

to attend a virtual round 

table to refl ect on the 

future of the NEST.

Don‘t be misled by small numbers
EMS Near East Liaison Desk moderates 

international partner consultation of the NEST

This worldwide network showed itself 
on 11 March. 21 delegates from eleven or-
ganisations in seven countries on three 
continents came together to attend a vir-
tual round table moderated by the Middle 
East Liaison Desk of the Evangelical Mis-
sion in Solidarity (EMS). The EMS sends 
a group of students to NEST every year 
through the SiMO programme (Studies in 
the Middle East).

The last “international partner’s con-
sultation” was eight years ago. At the time, 
only a small number of those now gath-
ered were able to travel to Beirut. As early 
as 2013, the college president, Dr George 
Sabra, described the institution’s diffi  cul-
ties: too few students, few local teachers, 
too little money. Plans have been drafted 
in recent years to merge NEST with an-
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other university. But the local Protestant 
churches did not want to relinquish the 
independence of their seminary. More-
over, the situation for the NEST had im-
proved in the meantime, ironically be-
cause of the Syrian war which had driven 
many talented young people to Lebanon 
to study. 

But now? “The churches in the Middle 
East are not growing,” Sabra explained. 
“They have no more vacant pastorates to 
off er.” And among the young people in the 
churches, he said, fewer and fewer are will-
ing to study theology. Of the 19 students 
currently at the NEST, only fi ve are prepar-
ing for a pastorate in one of these church-
es. Next year, there will probably still be 
three, and in two years’ time, there will 
possibly be no-one left.

Sabra, however, does not want to be 
misled by such small numbers. The NEST 
has had to struggle many times in its histo-
ry but things have always turned up for the 
best. Couldn’t the trough now be bridged 
again – with special programmes for inter-
national students, for example? 

“For us, the NEST is a hub of interna-
tional ecumenical learning,” said the dele-
gate from the Netherlands. “As Protestants, 
we need the connection to the Eastern 
churches and for us the NEST represents 
that bridge.” The dialogue with Protestant 
church leaders in Beirut must therefore be 
intensifi ed, she said – not least to encour-
age them to submit a plan for how many 
young people from their ranks are likely 
to study at the NEST in the coming years. 

“In any case, we still hope to send the-
ology students and pastors to the NEST 
for further training in the future,” said 
two delegates from Germany. Perhaps the 
number of students could be increased by 
cooperation with several regional German 
churches.

“We will post a video clip to draw at-
tention to the situation of our brothers 
and sisters in Lebanon,” added the dele-
gate from the American Presbyterians, 
one of the institutions that once had es-
tablished NEST. “And we are trying to send 
students as well,” added the delegate from 
the American Lutheran Church fi nally.

It was a joyful encouraging meeting 
that ended with a prayer of blessing.

Uwe Gräbe

EM
S/

W
ei

ß/
U

ns
pl

as
h/

Ke
ip

er
 [M

]



N E W S  F R O M  T H E  S C H N E L L E R  W O R K

26

His life’s passion was the Israeli-Pal-
estinian confl ict and Judaism in 
all its facets. He also cooperated 

on many occasions with German-speak-
ing Protestant associations and church-
es active in this fi eld. I like to think back 
to our meetings ten or fi fteen years ago 
when he and his wife Judith were frequent 
guests at the Church of the Redeemer in 
Jerusalem speaking to various groups in 
support of the “Geneva Initiative” – prob-
ably the most convincing model of a two-
state solution to date. At that time, he was 
the spokesperson for this initiative. Or to 
the Middle East Conference in Bad Boll in 
2015 when we attempted together with 
many young people to depart from the 
well-trodden paths of the various Middle 
East confl icts and refl ect on the potential 
of civil societies in countries such as Leb-
anon, Syria, Palestine and Israel. 

Doing only what others expected of 
him was never Bernstein’s thing anyway. 
When we asked him to write about the Pal-
estinians for our issue on “Peoples without 
a State” (SM 2/2020), he took the liberty of 
writing about the changing role of Israel’s 
Arab citizens – and not, as expected, about 
the West Bank and Gaza. A few months be-

fore his death, Reiner Bernstein became a 
member of the Evangelical Association for 
the Schneller Schools (EVS).

A few days before his death, Bernstein 
left the public a very fi ne booklet which 
was far too short due to his illness. “Al-
len Anfeindungen zum Trotz” (Despite 
all hostility) – these are memoirs and re-
fl ections on the Israel-Palestine confl ict 
that have a pleasantly level-headed eff ect 
in a context where correct convictions of-
ten seem to count more than profound 
knowledge infused with life experience 
but where some contemporaries feel they 
have to make their own loud contribution 
to the general cacophony after just one or 
two study trips to the Holy Land. 

In this autobiographical sketch, Bern-
stein takes a brief look at his childhood 

Time for verbal disarmament 
An obituary and a review

On 18 February, the historian 

Dr Reiner Bernstein died in Munich 

after a serious illness at the age of 82. 

With his passing, we not only lose 

a clever contender in the debate 

on the Middle East confl ict but also 

a fi ne level-headed person.

Reiner Bernstein 

with his book „Der 

verborgene Frie-
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and politics in the 

Middle East con-

fl ict in 2000.
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and youth before throwing some light on 
how he virtually took a severe bashing 
when he was the managing director of the 
Bonn offi  ce of the young German-Israeli 
Society during a dispute over the political 
orientation of the organisation; how he 
then found his place in the German-Israe-
li Working Group for Peace in the Middle 
East (DIAK) and in Protestant adult edu-
cation; how he became the spokesperson 
for the “Geneva Initiative” in Germany 
together with his wife Judith; and how 
he ultimately lost all hope for a two-state 
solution. Above all, however, readers learn 
a lot about the sometimes brutal hostility 
that the Bernstein couple had to endure 
along the way.

Yes, it is certainly possible to disagree 
with Bernstein’s ideas on a number of 
points. One does not have to agree with 

Reiner Bernstein:
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everything, and above all one would have 
to take a similarly critical look at the Pal-
estinian leadership, as he does in this book 
concerning the various Israeli govern-
ments. Under no circumstances, however, 
should one avoid a sober and non-polem-
ical discussion of Bernstein’s arguments. 
Because that was Bernstein’s strength 
– leading an objective and level-headed 
discussion and wrestling for the best ar-
gument. It was a pleasure discussing with 
him – even if one did not share the same 
opinion. One can only guess how many 
wounds Bernstein received from those 
who think that the basic rules of human 
interaction are immediately suspended 
whenever it comes to Israel and Palestine. 
But perhaps, in retrospect, this is what re-
mains of the life that he lived – the realisa-
tion that it is time for verbal disarmament.

Uwe Gräbe
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Rarely have we received so much feed-

back from an issue of the Schneller 

magazine as we did with our Armenia

issue. We would like to thank all those 

who wrote to us and we can only 

publish excerpts from the fl ood of 

letters sent to the editors from all over 

the world.  

Thank you for Schneller Magazine. You 
cannot imagine how comforting it is for 
every Armenian that you have dedicated 
an entire issue of the Schneller Magazine 
to an event that is full of tragic signifi -
cance for Armenian history. I told my par-
ents and also my friends about the maga-
zine. I could see surprise and appreciation 
in their eyes and hear it in their words. 
One article is titled „At least we can listen“. 
That’s right. But for us it is more than that. 
By publishing the stories, you are telling 
your readers, whom we Armenians would 
probably never reach, about the war and 
the experiences of Armenians. And that is 
very important for us. 

Talar Marashlian, Yerevan (Armenia)

A very moving, touching booklet. I read 
it from cover to cover. It makes you feel 
very powerless; does anybody really care 
what happens to Armenia? 

Rev. ret. Traugott Plieninger, 

Bietigheim-Bissingen

Thank you for all your eff orts! The issue 
is unique in its friendly layout and because 
it covered thoroughly the Armenian peo-
ple’s history and their suff erings. Your ex-
planation about 
the Armenia cov-
erage in this issue 
of the Schneller 
magazine is log-
ical, convincing 
and thus very 
much appreci-
ated. It is very 
wise to think of 
others. Such ar-
ticles help others 
very much. Hope 
the message will be heard by the decision 
makers who can make a change. 

Gaby Haddad, Amman (Jordan) 

Thank you very much for addressing 
the tragedy of Armenia in the latest issue 
of Schneller Magazine. It is truly a tragedy 
how, even in the 21st century, the geopo-
litical considerations of the West help to 
sacrifi ce the concerns of Armenians and 
Christian minorities in the Middle East on 
the altar of power.

Albrecht Hauser, Korntal 

I am also grateful for a copy of the 
Schneller magazine covering Armenia 
and Artsakh. It is very encouraging to see 
the attention and focus on an area which 

 Letters to the editors

»The issue is unique in 

its friendly layout and 

because it covered 

thoroughly the Armenian 

people’s history and their 

suff erings.«
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has for centuries been a victim of assaults, 
genocide, invasion and violence. Such a 
coverage will certainly help raise aware-
ness among Christians all over and powers 
who truly care about human values, free-
doms and rights. 

Zaven Khanjian, Paramus, New Jersey 

(USA)

I enjoyed the interview with Derya 
Tamar A. very much. Thank you so much 
for your excellent work. Believe me, there 
is a sad story behind every Christian from 
Anatolia. This is also true in my case. My 
grandfather lived and worked in New York 
in 1915. His wife and three children had 
stayed in Antioch, in what is now Antakya. 
He sent many letters home but received no 
reply. That is why he decided to go to An-
takya to check on them. When he arrived, 
he found that his wife and children had 
died. They were not murdered, they had 
starved to death.

Ferit Johannes Tekbas, Heilbronn

For years, I have followed your reports 
on Christians in the Middle East with in-
terest and gratitude. I would like to thank 
you very much for the Schneller magazine 
on Armenia. I already read the magazine 
about Lebanon with great interest and 
fi nd it really generous that the Schneller 
Association makes its magazine available 
for information about these two countries 
with their enormous problems (and beau-
ties). I live here in Flensburg quite closely 
with members of two Armenian families 
and through them I have contact with the 
Armenian community in Flensburg. In 
January, we held a funeral service for a 
fallen Armenian soldier. The mother and 
sister of the fallen soldier live here in Ger-
many but due to illness, they could not 
travel to Armenia for the funeral.

Jutta Weiß, Flensburg 

I was particularly interested in your 
new Schneller magazine 1/2021 because 
I went on a very memorable trip to Arme-
nia in 2017. I fi nd it very valuable that you 
dedicated an entire issue to this country as 
only a few people here know more about 
the Armenian people and their country. 
The articles are very impressive and in-
formative.

Magdalena Zantow, Plüderhausen

I would like to take this opportunity to 
thank you most sincerely for your journal-
istic work on the feature covering Arme-
nia. You made a very good decision to pres-
ent this country with its history, its people 
and its enormous worries and hardships 
and to devote more space to it than usu-
al. I was very touched by your interviews 
and reports. I recently had a conversation 
with a related 
friend of mine 
about the situ-
ation there. He 
is in contact 
with the dean 
of the Univer-
sity of Step-
anakert. The 
picture among 
the rural pop-
ulation as well 
as among the 
middle class-
es and the so-
called educat-
ed elites is one 
of despair and 
a lack of prospects. As I myself live near 
Rüsselsheim and work in the dean‘s offi  ce, 
Derya Tamar A.‘s statements about the 
crypto-Armenian existence in our coun-
try were particularly thought-provoking 
for me. 

Reverend Hans Jürgen Basteck, Stockstadt

»You made a very good 

decision to present this 

country with its history, 

its people and its 

enormous worries 

and hardships and to 

devote more space 

to it than usual.«
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On my trip to Armenia in Septem-
ber 2019 with Martina Waiblinger from 
the Akademie Bad Boll, I experienced 
committed, hopeful people in meetings 
and conversations. Their great desire to 
work for good peaceful coexistence was 

very noticeable. 
So much was de-
stroyed by the war 
in autumn 2020. I 
read the Schneller 
magazine with its 
focus on Armenia 
with great inter-
est. The diff erent 
and very person-
al contributions 

of those aff ected gave me a feel-
ing of participating in the worries 
and concerns about this country. 
A big thank you to the editors, also for 
many excellent contributions in previous 
Schneller magazines. 

Margret Maier, Stuttgart

»A big thank you to the 

editors, also for many 

excellent contributions 

in previous Schneller 

magazines. «

Thank you so much for the present is-
sue of Schneller Magazine about the latest 
developments and events in and around 
Armenia and Artsakh. Thanks also for the 
choice of the authors scattered in various 
countries, a genuine image of the Armeni-
an nation, including Jerusalem.

Ani Boujikanian, Beirut (Lebanon)

Every time a new Schneller magazine 
lands in my letterbox, I look forward to 
the main feature which is always exam-
ined from a variety of perspectives. I was 
particularly delighted with issue 1/2021 
which focused on Armenia. At last, I was 
able to get more information about the 
tragic war in autumn 2020. Basically, it 
is inconceivable that we „Christian West-
erners“ of all people know so little about 
the fate of the ancient Christian Armenian 
people and that political calls are so weak. 
Thank you for this excellent and impor-
tant booklet on „Armenia“!

Margarete Rein, Stuttgart
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Jean Etre obituary
The Evangelical Association for the Schnel-
ler Schools (EVS) bids farewell to Jean Etre 
who was Director of the Johann Ludwig 
Schneller School (JLSS) in Lebanon from 
1986 to 1999. 

He took over and led the institution 
during a very diffi  cult time. During the 
civil war, diff erent militias or armies repe-
atedly took control of the southern Bekaa 
Valley where the JLSS is located. Thanks 
to his skill, he averted greater damage to 
the school and ensured that work conti-
nued. Hartmut Brenner, the last German 
director, had had to leave the country in 
the mid-1980s because of the civil war. As 
a result, Etre also had to bring about a cul-
tural change at the JLSS.

I experienced Jean Etre as a director 
respected by all and he was always an 
obliging host. In the summer of 1999, he 
departed to manage a Christian institu-
tion near Beirut. This was an important 
step for him and for the JLSS because, 
during the years of the war, he had to 
make many compromises to protect the 
JLSS and, in my opinion, these compro-
mises also committed him in the time 

that followed. Nevertheless, I always had 
respect for Etre‘s accomplishments and his 
leadership in managing the JLSS safely in 
diffi  cult times. 

Etre died on 1 May at the age of 69 from 
a stroke which was probably caused by the 
delayed eff ects of a serious accident a few 
years ago. The EVS mourns the loss of the 
fi rst Lebanese director of the JLSS.

Reverend Andreas Maurer, member of the 
Executive Committee of the Schneller Foun-

dation – Education for Peace.
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