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To you, my Mother.

When my lips touch your cheek, Mum,

I know I have kissed the garment of God. 

‘I call you friends, because I have told you everything 
I heard from my Father’.

John 15:15
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I first met The Revd Nadim Nassar when he came to dine with HM The Queen at Windsor Castle in 2016. After the meal, we talked at length about his work, especially his ministry with the children and young people of Syria. Shortly after, I visited the Awareness Foundation to meet Nadim’s team and learn more about their ministry. I was so moved by their programmes which spread peace around the world that I accepted Nadim’s invitation to become the Awareness Foundation’s Royal Patron. 

Nadim brings a unique perspective. As the first ever Syrian to become a priest in the Church of England, Nadim has devoted his life to bringing the region of his birth and his adopted homeland ever closer together. An important element of this has been to remind Christians around the world that theirs is a Near Eastern faith, full of Near Eastern culture and symbolism. 

In this book, Nadim tackles this very subject, allowing those who are not from the Near East a rare glimpse into the earthly culture that Christ himself loved and live. The culture of God, which is the culture of Love, is a ground-breaking idea. The lessons that Nadim shares from his personal life as well as his journey of exploration into this exciting culture should resonate with us all. In completing his first book, Nadim has accomplished a lifelong dream – a dream which he shared with me when I become Patron of his charity. I am delighted to have been one of many who have accompanied Nadim on this virtual pilgrimages, from the initial ideas which took years to gestate until the writing process enabled him to share this with us all. 
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Introduction by Revd Dr Habib Badr

A British public servant once wrote: ‘I lived and worked for thirty years in India, during which time I learnt a great deal about England!’ This reflects Nadim Nassar’s deeply personal and profoundly evangelical account of his understanding of the culture of God. Nadim grew up in the Levant – that is, the Middle East. His experiences as a child and teenager in Syria followed by seven years of study in Lebanon, form the basis of his observations and insights. However, these experiences became meaningful and defining for his life and thought only after he left the East altogether to further his studies in Germany, and later live and work in the United Kingdom. From this ‘geo-cultural’ metamorphosis and transition this book was born.

Nassar states from the outset that the ‘divine culture’ is fundamentally Trinitarian, grounded in a relation of love between Father, Son and Holy Spirit. And although for Christians the Trinity is essentially a great mystery of faith, because of God’s coming down to that part of planet earth known as the Levant, we human beings are now able to glimpse the culture of God by coming to a better and deeper knowledge of the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth. Nassar further claims that the Levantines are at a slight advantage in this regard because they are better equipped to understand the indigenous culture of Christ, and therefore to interpret it to the rest of the world. He also suggests that ‘orientalists’ such as himself, who have lived in the West for some time, and therefore understand both their own culture as well as that of the West, are especially poised to offer such an understanding and interpretation. 

The Levantine insights that Nassar offers the reader into the nature, life, works, teachings and parables of Jesus are rich, refreshing, deep, creative and efficacious. This book, therefore, is essentially a wonderful and rich companion to the four Gospels. Its chapters follow, more or less, the life of Jesus, and slightly beyond, to the life of the apostles. In every case Nassar, out of his personal experiences in the East and the West, penetrates the biblical texts, offering a profound and creative understanding of the Trinitarian culture of God.

I especially enjoyed, and was deeply moved, by chapter 8, which deals with the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ. I specifically invite the reader to carefully absorb the last section on forgiveness. It is most moving and powerful – especially as the author relates it to his own personal experience with violence, bloodshed and death in his Levantine context and today’s world. To entice the reader, I will say that, for me, it came as ‘good news!’ indeed to learn that ‘love and forgiveness are integral not only to God’s commandments, but to the inner life of the Trinity.’ 

At the book’s close the author strikes a hopeful and joyful note. ‘In the Resurrection of Christ,’ Nassar sees ‘the ultimate manifestation of the culture of God as the culture of eternal life. It is the culture that changed our cultures radically by giving us the possibility of exploring the mind, the heart and the passion of God.’

This book contains a reservoir of great sermons. And, if you are looking for a better understanding of the Christian faith, and a down-to-earth interpretation of what it means to be a Christian today, this book is for you. For, as Nassar himself tell us, ‘through taking the journey of Jesus, from his birth to the Resurrection … we gain real access to the culture of God.’ And, if as a twenty-first-century citizen of this world you are confused, pained and disturbed by the terrible phenomena of terrorism, suicide bombings, radicalization and extremism, this book is a must-read, because it will show you a way forward, offering a realistic alternative and a useful roadmap toward a brighter future of reconciliatory action, dialogue and peace-making.

Revd Dr Habib Badr

Beirut, July 2018


A word from the author

‘When did you become a Christian?’ This is the question I have been facing for the last twenty years, living and working in London. Most of the people suppose that because I come from Syria, I had to be Muslim and converted to Christianity. When I say that I have always been a Christian, then the next assumption is usually that my parents converted to Christianity. A lot of people find it difficult to believe that my family have been Christian for generations, perhaps all the way back to the time of St Paul. People in the West forget that Syria and the Levant region were Christian for more than 600 years even before Islam started. Before the rise of ISIS in the Levant, and the severe persecution of the original Christians in the region for the last five years, Christians in the Near East have been almost invisible to the West, and to Western Christians. 

Such ignorance has left the churches in the West totally confused about how to help Christians and churches in the Levant during this terrible time of war and violence. The vast majority of the help sent to the region has been humanitarian; this is of course very important, but the Christians in the Near East don’t need blankets, tents and food. They need recognition, and they need spiritual, moral and existential support. The number of Christians in the region is decreasing dramatically as many of those who can leave the Near East have done so – or they are waiting for a visa from another country. 

Every single Christmas, in every single church around the world, we read Luke chapter 2:1–2, ‘In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.’ But who stops and asks why Luke would mention the governor of Syria, and why was this relevant to the birth of Jesus? It is very relevant, because where Jesus was born was a satellite of the great Roman province of Syria. In other words, Jesus was a Syrian! 

There is a saying in English, ‘I have had a “road to Damascus” experience.’ Most of those who use this saying don’t know its origin. Even many of those who do know that this phrase refers to the conversion of Saul to Christianity and his becoming Paul on the road to Damascus still do not associate this Damascus with the capital of Syria today. Unfortunately, in the West, Christianity has become Western and the places in the Bible have become a historical fantasia. I have always reminded the British that they look at Damascus like Camelot, a bit of history mixed with a lot of fable and legend. What many do not know is that, if you travel to Damascus today, you can still walk along the ‘street called Straight’, which the Lord himself spoke of when he commanded Ananias to go and find Paul (Acts 9:10–19). You can also still find the place, in the street called Straight, where Paul was baptised and the wall in Damascus where ‘his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a basket’ (Acts 9:25).

Having said that, in the Near East, many Muslims and non-Christians view Christianity as a Western import, and this is very strongly associated with colonialism. They forget that Christians have played a major role in the whole history of the region, including a significant role in defeating the Crusades, and in ending the French and British occupation. 

All of this led me to work hard to dispel ignorance between East and West, not only regarding Christianity as a faith, but also the effect of this ignorance on cultural, economic and political relationships between the regions. I have written this book as a step on the journey to raise awareness about the essence of Christianity and its relationship with the original culture of the New Testament, which is Levantine or ‘Near Eastern’. I have done my best to link this with my own life and experiences in the region, as a Syrian who grew up in an environment surprisingly similar to Jesus’ own. Whether we are Christians or not, we cannot understand Christianity unless we understand Jesus, who revealed the culture of God in his own earthly culture. I do hope that as you read this book you will gain a deeper appreciation and understanding of the person, life and teachings of Jesus Christ, and that through this you will embrace and claim the treasure that he brought to share with us.

Finally, I should express my deep gratitude to all who have helped me in the exciting process of writing this book, especially my dear friend and colleague St John Wright; I am also grateful for the support and encouragement of my family and friends, including Tony Whittingham in Canada, Stuart Wolfendale in Hong Kong, and David Goymour in London, as well as my colleagues at the Awareness Foundation. I am so grateful to my editor, Katherine Venn at Hodder, who convinced me to write the book and who guided me painlessly through the publication process. 

Nadim Nassar

London, June 2018


1

Cultures of death, cultures of life

Over the last sixty years, the Middle East has been consumed by the fires of war and sectarian hatred. In my short life I have lived through four major wars, beginning with the Six Day War in 1967, which opened the floodgates for violence and open warfare between Israel and its Arab neighbours. In 1973, the Yom Kippur War was the first to leave a major scar on my soul; my Syrian hometown, Lattakia, was bombed by Israel and, for three days, night turned into day as huge oil tanks burned close to my home. I heard the bombers overhead, and my house was shaken by the explosions that followed. I remember that, every night, I would sit on my mother’s lap for hours, shaking in fear. The sound of an air-raid siren still sends a chill through me. For years after this there would be occasional Israeli air attacks, which perpetuated the sense of terror.

Growing up as a Christian, at an early age I wanted to study to be a priest. In 1981, aged seventeen, I travelled to Lebanon’s capital, Beirut, to study at the only Protestant school of theology in the Levant – what is called, in the West, the Near East. The Lebanese Civil War had started in 1975, but without understanding what living through a civil war would actually mean I insisted on going. The seven years I spent in Beirut, from 1981 to 1989, completely reshaped my personality; I lived so close to death throughout that time. We took turns to guard the school by stationing ourselves at the reception desk. I remember one day two heavily armed militia fighters coming into the school. They were retreating and wanted to cross the school grounds and leave via the back. I was working at reception with an older Lebanese student. We had to stop them and insist that they went back the way they had come; otherwise, the other militia would have pursued them, probably with grenades. The school would have become a battleground. The two fighters could have killed us, but we asked them not to jeopardise the lives of the many who were hiding in the school’s basement. Finally, they were convinced and left.

I am sure many people have very happy memories of their time at school or university, relaxing or studying in the quiet calm of the library. We literally had to crawl into the library to fetch books because snipers were watching every window. Despite our best precautions, no one could truly be safe. Early during my time at the school, one of my fellow students was killed by a sniper’s bullet to the brain.

When a battle started around the school of theology we would rush to the basement and stay there, sometimes for a week or ten days, living on a very limited amount of food and water, waiting for it all to end. After each battle finished, we would emerge from the basement and our first question was always, ‘Which militia is in charge of our area this time?’ At different times we were controlled by the Druze Militia, the Muslim Sunni Militia, the Christian Phalangists, and even the National Syrian Socialist Party. In 1982, during the Israeli occupation of Beirut, an Israeli tank entered our school yard, pointing its main gun at our building because the crew thought the people in the basement were fighters rather than theology students!

Many times I saw priests sticking posters of Christ and the Virgin Mary on tanks, and sprinkling those tanks with Holy Water. I saw every religion abuse their faith in that war. The militias had political names, but their identity was inevitably sectarian. Each group believed that they were fighting for their existence in Lebanon, and for the survival of their beliefs. The horrible thing is that those sects were able to convince so many young men and women that they were fighting for a just cause, and that their fight was existential. It was painful to see how political interests and ideologies not only abused religion, but also thrived by making religion the essential point of that war. Through this hell, those sects persecuted and massacred each other. The more persecution and massacres, the more people believed that this was a fight to the death. People who had lived side by side for generations, in cities, towns and villages, suddenly desired nothing but the annihilation of every neighbour who was in any way different.

I remember travelling from West to East Beirut, crossing the Green Line to meet my cousin, whom I hadn’t seen for five or six years. I travelled in an ambulance under a sheet, pretending to be injured. If I had been discovered, my Syrian accent would have cost me my life.

If religion was truly the deepest purpose of this war, then how could the Near East School of Theology – which trained the whole region’s Christian leaders – survive deep in the heart of the so-called ‘Muslim area’ of Beirut, West Beirut?

I remember the last big battle. When we emerged from the storm, we walked around the school to see the aftermath and to check the building. Destruction was everywhere. A car was teetering on the balcony of the second floor of the building next to us. Houses and shops were on fire, rubble filled the streets. Bodies of fighters and civilians lay around. Yet somehow, the next day, people would carry on their lives as before – as best they could.

In the middle of this ‘culture of war and death’, I somehow also experienced a vibrant ‘culture of life’ that expressed itself through theatre, art and books. I had never experienced this before. I had always been interested in art and culture when I lived with my family, but in Lattakia cultural life was extremely limited. In Beirut, even during the war, I started attending cultural events and exhibitions and going to the cinema. Beirut had been known as the Paris of the Orient, and its cosmopolitan lifestyle and vibrant cultures, together with a freedom rare in the region, meant that this was an exciting world to explore. Always in a time of war, a time of death, people cling to life in all its forms. The West experienced this in both world wars, and the Levant is no different.

During this time the Protestant churches in Beirut came together to form a new youth ministry as a response to the war taking such a terrible toll on their young people. I was approached by the Revd Dr Habib Badr, my teacher and mentor at the Near East School of Theology, to lead the ecumenical Protestant youth group. This group was to meet at my college; I was only a couple of years older than the young people I was leading. We began with five people, meeting and praying, talking about all kinds of things – especially facing the issues that war was throwing at us: violence, faith, God. With the youth group, I was pushed to think outside my limited background and find ways to engage with those young people and organise activities; they used to come every Saturday, even under shooting and shelling. Were we mad? They came religiously every Saturday afternoon. The group grew and grew, from five to seventy. We created a counter-culture to the war around us by opening up a public discussion about Christianity and violence. We even managed to publish the first Christian youth magazine in the region.

All this made me think about God and life, war and death, killing and surviving, at a very early age. I also experienced how a group of young people could be transformed into a fantastic force for peace around them, making a difference to their environment and immediate culture. My work with the youth group opened up for me new interpretations of the Bible, theology and even my personal faith. I used to have my theology lessons on Tuesday and Thursday, then on Saturday I would turn the theology lessons into a talk for the youth group. This completely changed the way I thought. I would go to one of my teachers, Dr George Sabra, to discuss with him what I would say, and he would help me. It gave me the ability to translate my theology classes into a form of theology that transforms people.

When I graduated, I felt that God had spared my life miraculously; I could have been dead many times over in the seven years I spent in Beirut. Since then, I feel that every day is a gift from God and that God is calling me to spread the peace that I always longed for.

Unfortunately, the Civil War in Lebanon repeated itself in Syria, which began in 2011; my own country had to live through the war I has experienced and dreaded in Beirut in the 1980s. Now, in the second decade of the new millennium, it seems that nothing has changed and we are still able to kill each other – and manipulate God and use him in our ideology and propaganda. Sectarianism was at the heart of the Lebanese Civil War; religion was hijacked by politics and ideologies then, and it seems that this is the raw nerve in the Levant. Again and again, the people of that region fail to control themselves when it comes to religion. We allow people to hijack, manipulate and use religion to kill, to wage war and to gain political power. Over the years, I started thinking about how religion and sectarianism can profoundly influence our cultures, and how profoundly we, as Christians, are ignorant about the best model that God has given us to build our relationships: the Trinity. It is a concept that we do not have the courage to engage with on a popular level; we keep it as an academic subject. How we can base our culture, our Church and our relationships on the culture of the Trinity is just not discussed.

My personal experiences took me on a journey to understand cultures and how they develop. In my region, an understanding of culture has always been tainted by the suffering and bloodshed that has washed the Levant since ancient times. I wanted to look beyond this suffering to a model of culture that could give me hope. Thinking outside my own experience, I wanted to see how to understand the concept of culture itself. What is culture? The simplest form I could identify was that it is the outcome of the interaction of a group of people living in a certain time and place.

If we take the culture of my current homeland, the United Kingdom, we can see that this includes the language and the idioms that the people use. There is also the political system; a long history of creativity in literature, films and music; food (fish and chips, for example); and nuances in behaviour such as where to stand on an escalator – all uniquely British. Go to France, or the United States, China or India, and you will find similarities, but also many differences. Every culture is unique, even though we share some elements and even borrow them from each other. How did the UK end up with its culture? It’s not the result of a conscious decision. Rather, the people who have lived in this land for many centuries, either born here or coming here by choice, have coexisted. As they lived together, traditions developed by accident or by design, parts of the culture were celebrated or dropped, and eventually what is now seen as ‘British culture’ formed. In a hundred years, that culture will have changed again, while keeping much of what I recognise today. In essence, culture remains the product of the continuous interaction of people wherever they may be.

If this understanding of culture is correct, then my thoughts and prayers naturally lead me to the Trinity. I shall explore the idea of the Trinity in much more detail a little later, but for now I will just say that it is the three persons of God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – in one essence, which is Love. If you are not very familiar with the Trinity as a theological idea, please rest assured that Christians believe in only one God, not three! Now, isn’t it obvious that the interactions of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, living together since before the beginning of what we would understand as ‘time’, would produce a culture of their own? This was the beginning of my quest for the culture of God.

If we have faith, we must nurture it, and increasing our understanding is a major element in growing our faith; only then can we have a full relationship with God. St Paul describes faith as a growing entity similar to a human being, ‘And so, brothers and sisters, I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food’ (1 Corinthians 3:1–2). If we want our relationship with God to grow well, we need to get to know him better; we need to understand and open ourselves to the Scriptures, which are the main source of our faith and beliefs. As we do this, we need to understand three cultures, which I will unpack throughout this book. First is the culture of the texts of the Scriptures, upon which we rely for our theology. The Bible as we know it is not a ‘book’; it is a library of ‘books’, and each has its own author, context, culture and audience. Understanding the culture of the text allows us to handle the Scriptures correctly, and to avoid using the verses of the Bible like ammunition in a machine-gun, where all we have to do is fire off an apposite verse and we have ‘won the argument’. The Bible does not work like this. The authors’ intentions were not to provide us with a catalogue of perpetual statements of truth, phrases that could not be interpreted but should be merely applied like laws. No book in this ‘library’ is beyond our scrutiny, criticism and interpretation. Jesus did not write a book himself – perhaps because we would have become imprisoned in those words.

The second culture we need to understand is our own culture or cultures. It is extremely important to understand the culture we live in. For example, I was born and grew up in Syria, I lived in Lebanon for eight years, I went on to live in Germany for almost a decade, and now I have been living in London in the United Kingdom for more than twenty years. Each place has its own cultural context. We need to understand where we are living, and who we are. We need to understand our roots, which lie at the heart of our identity, and the culture where we live, the culture in which we practise our faith. We are all multicultural now. Every religion believes that we exist for a purpose, and that life is meaningful. How can I understand what God wants me to do in my life, and to carry this out, if I do not understand my culture? Preaching, proclaiming or living the gospel depends on our understanding the alphabet of the culture we are living in.

The third culture I suggest we need to understand is the culture of God, which helps us to bring the first two cultures into harmony and dynamic relationship. This culture is not directly accessible to us; instead, we rely on someone who experienced and lived this culture first-hand: Jesus Christ. This brings us to the Christian belief that God, through Jesus Christ, became a human being and revealed God’s own culture to us in his life and teachings.

We shall draw much from Jesus’ life and teachings as we look for, and into, the culture of God. Everything good, all values and virtues, flows from this culture, although we do not connect the two. In the following chapters, I shall take you on a journey, unfolding the culture of God as we look at the life, teachings and personality of Christ, and how his message has had an impact on the world.
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