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March 2022 
A Positive New Initiative at NEST! 

 
Over the past couple of years, our update letters have contained mostly negative information about Lebanon. 
And indeed, we have to say that there has been no let-up in the economic crisis the Lebanese people have been 
enduring since October 2019. Although significant inflation is now a global phenomenon, Lebanon is ranked as 
one of the highest in the world. Government electricity is supplied for only two or three hours daily, and we 
must rely on generator power for the remaining time—or go without altogether. And now the country is facing a 
severe shortage of flour and bread since most of its wheat had been imported from Ukraine, and the grain 
storage silos that were destroyed by the Beirut port blast of August 2020 have still not been rebuilt. 
  
Meanwhile, the Omicron variant of COVID-19 has also hit Lebanon 
pretty hard—NEST included. The “campus” of the Near East School 
of Theology is entirely housed in a single, multi-story building, 
incorporating offices, classrooms, library, dormitories, cafeteria, 
faculty apartments, a large auditorium, and even a full-size 
basement gymnasium. Dozens of people live here, sharing meals 
and classes and otherwise mingling throughout the building. And 
despite many precautions being taken, several COVID cases have 
occurred among our students, faculty, and other residents 
(students of nearby universities who are renting dorm rooms). 
Fortunately, none of them have been severe. And we are grateful 
(and rather amazed!) that the two of us have somehow escaped 
getting infected with COVID—undoubtedly aided by our triple 
vaccinations. We’ve managed to continue teaching our classes in 
person, after having to teach remotely via Zoom much of the time 
last year.  
  
Yet despite the current challenges NEST is facing these days, we 
have some very positive news to report—something which 
developed from our forced experience with online teaching. The 
faculty has initiated a new online program leading to a Diploma in 
Theological Studies, with an emphasis on lay ministry. And unlike all 
of our English-language degree programs here on campus, this one 
is being taught in Arabic, so Christian laypeople across the Middle 
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East can gain new insight into the Bible, Christian doctrine, and church history; and also develop new skills in 
church ministry among children and youth, as well as pastoral care and counseling. Students will complete eight 
courses spread across several semesters since most of them are already working or otherwise involved in 
Christian ministry. We’re especially pleased with the welcome reception this has received—23 students have 
signed up so far, women and men living especially in Lebanon and Syria, and other locations as well. 
  
The first course—Old Testament Introduction—began on February 7 (the start of our spring semester) and will 
last for ten weeks. It’s being taught by Rev. Dr. Issa Diab, our professor in Old Testament Studies. He is recording 
class lectures, each of which is being posted on a private YouTube channel on Monday of each week. Students 
watch the lecture and also work through some assigned reading sent digitally, as well as using their Arabic 
Bibles. Then on the following Friday evening, they join a Zoom session with Dr. Diab for an hour and a half of 
discussion—which frequently stretches longer because of their keen interest and questions!  
  

      
        Dr. Diab giving an online Old Testament lecture                Online discussion session for the Old Testament Diploma course 

  
One of the students is Arda (not her real name), a life-long member of the Armenian Evangelical Church. She 
lives in Kesab, a coastal town in northwestern Syria, where she teaches English in a local school. Several years 
ago, Arda wanted to come to NEST as a student, but that opportunity did not work out. Meanwhile, she became 
very involved in her congregation, working with youth, Sunday school, Vacation Bible School, etc. She jumped at 
the opportunity to join this program and is doing her best to learn everything she can. Arda, like other online 
students in Syria, is dealing with especially poor internet quality, and although she sometimes has to log in 
multiple times when the connection keeps cutting out, she perseveres with the process. 
  
Another student is Hadi (not his real name), who grew up in a Muslim family in Aleppo, Syria. While studying in 
the university there, he was befriended by Syrian Christians and he gave his life to Christ. Then when he faced 
rejection from his family, he made his way to Lebanon, where he was mentored in the faith by a local pastor. 
Hadi now works as a caregiver at a Christian school for abused children, where he’s become a wonderful role 
model for the boys. He was also excited to join the new online diploma program since he dreams of someday 
becoming a pastor and widening his ministry. 
  
Are we facing challenges here at NEST? Definitely! But we also see God’s hand at work, helping us to transform 
the challenges into opportunities for new avenues of ministry. Thank you again for your prayers for Lebanon, for 
NEST, and us, as we join our colleagues in helping to develop mature Christian leaders for the churches of the 
Middle East—and for building up God’s kingdom in this troubled but crucial corner of his world. 
  
Your partners in service to Christ, 
  
Peter & Patty 
 


