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CANADA

Abstract

Arab Protestants are an understudied group in Canada, and this paper seeks
to address that gap by describing the religious transnationalism of Arab
Protestants in The Presbyterian Church in Canada. The six Arabic-speaking
congregations explored have sought to negotiate space for an Arab Protestant
identity within a Euro-Canadian denomination. They have done this not by
being an enclave separate within the denomination but through engagement
with the denomination. In the negotiation process, the Arabic-speaking
congregations have been shaped by the Canadian church and the Canadian
church has been shaped by the presence of an Arab identity in its midst.

Lighthouse Evangelical Arabic Church, Winnipeg, a congregation of
The Presbyterian Church in Canada, held its summer conference in
August 2015 at the South Beach Resort north of Winnipeg. Outside the
meeting room a banner read in English “One Family, Big Vision,
Kingdom Focus.” While the audience was slow to gather, in the end
some eighty adults sat on the 120 chairs set up. The Saturday evening
session began with singing and prayer led by a worship leader flown
in from the Middle East for the conference. The songs, accompanied by
drums, guitar and keyboard, had a distinctive Middle Eastern flavor.
Notably, the men along with the women in the audience joined in the
singing. Following forty minutes of worship the speaker was
introduced. He had come from Kansas City to speak at the gathering.
The Saturday evening event took place entirely in Arabic.! A group of
Arab Protestants gathering at a resort an hour’s drive north of
Winnipeg for singing, prayer, and spiritual nurture as an expression of
their corporate identity is not the usual picture of Arabs in Canada.
Many Canadians assume Arabs are monolithically Muslim, with most
Arab women wearing hijabs. Arabs, for the purposes of this essay, are
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persons who speak Arabic and feel comfortable, “at home,”
worshipping in the Arabic language. The individuals attending the
Presbyterian® congregations described in this essay came to Canada
from various Arab countries and have diverse ethnic backgrounds, but
share the Arabic language in common.

A deep vein of research explores immigration to Canada.’ Some
of that research has interrogated the place of religion in the
negotiations* immigrants engage in upon their arrival in Canada.’
Little of that attention has been paid to immigrants from the Arabic
speaking world, although recent interest has increased due to a rising
number of immigrants arriving from the Middle East and North Africa
and the global impact of geo-political events occurring in that part of
the world.® While some researchers have recognized differences
between Muslim and Christian Arabic-speakers, almost no research
has explored the experience of Arab Protestant immigrants in Canada.’
Deanna Ferree Womack in her discussion of Arabic-speaking
Protestant congregations in New Jersey notes little scholarly attention
has been paid to Arab Protestants in the United States, as well.® This
essay seeks to address part of that gap in our understanding,.

This essay seeks to bring attention to Arab Protestants in
Canada through a series of case studies of the six Arabic-speaking
congregations in The Presbyterian Church in Canada as of 2015. In
paying attention to the ways these congregations have negotiated
space for Arabic-language worship and community within a Euro-
Canadian’ denomination, the essay draws out aspects of the Arab
Presbyterian identity in Canada. The case studies reveal commonalities
among the congregations as well as differences, highlighting that even
the Arab Protestant experience is not monolithic. My vocation as a
minister of the Presbyterian Church in Canada who spent part of my
childhood in the Middle East has given me entry into conversations
with the leaders of the Arabic speaking congregations. As a minister I
share a ministerial role with the clergy who have been among my
primary informants. Having spent time living on the Arab side of the
conflicts in the Middle East, although I do not speak Arabic, I am
regarded as a friendly observer and questioner.

The congregations in the study are examples of religious
transnationalism, migrants who bring religious convictions and
practices from their home country and seek to negotiate space for those
religious expressions in the host country. The essay opens with a
discussion of two approaches used to analyze religious
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transnationalism before applying those tools to the histories of the six
congregations to understand the space they have created for Arab
Protestants within the Presbyterian Church. Making use of
congregational observation and analysis,'" the paper will examine the
Arab Presbyterian identity as seen in these congregations. Special
attention will be paid to: the corporate spiritual life of these
congregations; the multiple levels of family at play; and the influence
of these transnational churches on Euro-Canadian congregations’
theology and actions regarding the Middle East. Congregational
histories were pieced together from data from the official record of the
Presbyterian Church, email correspondence, and personal interviews
during which notes were taken. Attending worship services in three of
the congregations offered insight into the worship life of the
community. Invaluable to this project was the opportunity afforded me
to be a guest in May 2016 at a two-and-half-day gathering attended by
six of the seven pastors serving the Arabic-speaking congregations in
the Presbyterian Church in Canada. At the gathering I was able to have
a number of one-on-one conversations. Notes were taken throughout
the gathering.

RELIGIOUS TRANSNATIONALISM

The opening illustration from the 2015 gathering at South Beach
described transnational migrants living “aspects of their social,
economic and political lives in at least two settings.”!' The study of
transnational migrants’ religious life has become an increasingly
researched sub-category for, as Afe Adogame and James Spickard note,
“Quite simply, people move and they take their religions with them.” !
In many countries there is no longer a national religion to which new
arrivals must conform. Religious conviction is portable. Two of models
for understanding religious transnationalism, Peggy Levitt's mapping
and the categories proposed by Adogame and Spickard, are helpful in
the present discussion.

Migrants bring with them the religious practices of their home
country to the local context of their host community and in this new
place live out the practices of their religion. As Peggy Levitt indicates,
this intersection creates a new expression of the religion as it becomes
globalized. Levitt proposes a five-level mapping of the “transnational
religious field.”! The first three levels of her mapping are relevant to
the present conversation. The first level of religious transnationalism is
the individual migrant engaging in personal religious practice through
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the rituals and marking the festivals of their faith in their new home
either on their own or within the nuclear or extended family. At this
level the connections to the religious practice within the home may be
enhanced through financial contributions to religious communities in
the home country and the giving and receiving of advice between the
migrant and the communities they left behind.'*

The second level in Levitt’s mapping queries the organizational
systems “in which transnational migrants enact their religious lives.” !>
That is the space religious transnationals create in the public sphere to
live out their religious practice. These organized spaces give the group
a public profile not available when the religious practice is individual
or family based. These spaces include physical structures like mosques,
temples, and churches. These communities also become visible in civil
society when certain religious festivals are recognized by business and
government figures and religious leaders are invited to certain public

gatherings.'®

Levitt's third level explores the formal connections and
informal networks that link the local religious transnational
community or organization with their home-country or home-region
counterparts. Through these networks transnational migrant religious
groups maintain organizational and intellectual links with their
country of origin, receiving news from home, being reminded of the
practices of the place they left, and maintaining particular religious
understandings. These connections help create a community physically
living in one country while being intellectually, ritually, and spiritually
fed by ideas and practices from another country. Not all Level 3
connections are this strong. However, even with weaker connections,
Levitt's mapping assists in understanding transnational religious
communities.'’

The fourth level of Levitt's model explores the ways in which
nation states support and encourage their citizens” religious
transnationalism. A form of this is the financial support some home
country governments provide so religious institutions are available to
their citizens in the host country. The fifth level mapping examines how
global institutions enable transnationals to engage in religious life
across two or more contexts and the ways those global institutions
shape and are shaped by the transnational experience of their
members. An example of such a global institution would be the Roman
Catholic Church. Neither the fourth or fifth level of mapping apply to
the present study. No home country government is aiding these
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churches. Further, the Presbyterian church does not have an
international presence; Presbyterian denominations are most often
national in scope and independent from Presbyterian denominations

in other countries.!®

The first three mapping levels offer a framework for analysis
and reflection on how religious transnationalism is experienced in the
Arabic-speaking Presbyterian congregations under discussion. In some
cases, the nurturing of one level of the relationship may negatively
impact the health of another level. For example, the needs of the home
community which an individual responds to personally may draw
financial support away the religious diaspora community’s plans to
acquire a physical space for gathering and worship.

In their work on religious transnationalism among the African
diaspora, historian of religions Adogame and sociologist Spickard,
provide a different way of categorizing the religious transnational
experience.'” First they identify the Ellis Island model. Named for the
island in the New York City harbor through which millions of new
arrivals to the United States passed, this model argues that immigrants
eventually leave behind patterns of life from the Old Country,
including religious practices, to become American. This was previously
the dominant way of understanding immigration.” To this Adogame
and Spickard add six patterns.

Religious bi-localism occurs when migrants take religious
practices from their home country and maintain them in the host
country through the establishment of institutions and social structures.
This has been made easier through economical air travel, email, social
media, Skype, and YouTube which enables these migrants to more
easily connect with the religious community back in the homeland. The
migrants, while living in the host community, maintain a vibrant
connection with the home country and its practices and religious
developments.?! This dual space parallels aspects of Level 3 on Levitt's
mapping.

Transnational religious communities living out this bi-localism
engage with the religious life of the host country in a variety of ways.
Some, like those in the present study, live out their bi-localism through
intentional engagement with religious entities and communities
already present in the host country. Maintaining connections with the
religious practices of home, the Arabic-speaking congregations focused
on in this paper have connected and engaged with the Presbyterian
Church in Canada. This form of religious bi-localism receives only
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passing attention from Adogame and Spickard. A second form of
religious bi-localism leads to what Adogame and Spickard call
“religious cacophony.”?* Here a bi-local religious group makes little
attempt to engage with the host society or to partner with the religious
groups already present in the host community and instead becomes an
additional religious presence in the crowded buffet of religious
offerings already present in many multi-ethnic nations, like Canada.
The unwillingness or inability to engage the wider community
threatens the religious enclaves with becoming isolated. In most of the
Arab Presbyterian congregations in this study, the leadership aware of
this danger have sought to engage the wider culture while remaining
distinctively Arab.

To understand Protestant-Arab communities, it is important to
consider the movement of people and ideas driven by factors beyond
the North Atlantic. Adogame and Spickard’s next three patterns do
exactly that.?> Reverse missions, or missionary rebound, describes the
phenomenon where parts of the world that once received missionaries
are now sending missionaries to the regions from which the first
missionaries came.** For example, having adopted the missionaries’
message, Asian and African Christians have migrated to North
America and Europe taking the gospel with them. Some reverse
missionaries migrate with the understanding they are missionaries;
others arrive in what they perceived to be a Christian country and
discover it is not and begin the work of evangelization. South-South
religious trade occurs when a religious community in the Global South
sends missionaries to another country or region in Global South.*
Finally, some religious organizations which cross national boundaries
find themselves being shaped by their transnational nature. The
diverse ethnic and national voices bring unexpected agenda items to
the conversation, such as economic inequality and power imbalances.
In addressing these challenges the transnational religious organization
as a whole is changed.?

Finally, Adogame and Spickard propose the transnational
imagined community. Deterritorialized migrants from a number of
regions find connection in an imagined community. Some migrants’
experience of frequently moving from place to place for work or to be
free from danger leaves them without a place of stability and
belonging, a place to call “home.” Joining with others, of diverse ethnic
and cultural backgrounds, who share the same unsettled life, they
create home in an imagined community. A diaspora community,



96 Peter G. Bush

sharing dislocation as a common element turns to corporate religious
practice to find a place of belonging. Living in hope, the community
gathers to worship and to encourage one another in a space of
belonging and safety, reminding each other a better world awaits.?’

The mapping levels described by Levitt and the patterns
proposed by Adogame and Spickard are useful tools for describing the
experiences of religious transnationals and will be applied in the
discussion that follows.

PRESBYTERIAN MISSION FROM CANADA AMONG ARABIC
SPEAKING COUNTRIES

Christian churches motivated by Jesus” words (Matthew 28:16-20)
calling his followers to bear witness to him to the “ends of the earth”
have from earliest days of the church sent missionaries to other
countries and diverse ethnic and linguistic groups to teach and preach
the gospel of Jesus Christ. During the height of European and North
American Christian mission in the nineteenth century, the preaching of
the gospel became linked to education and medical work, along with
developing “helping” institutions. The growth of mission schools
(including post-secondary institutions), mission hospitals, church-
based orphanages, and the like date from this time. National
Presbyterian denominations do not have a unified transnational
structure, meaning overseas mission efforts are rooted in local,
regional, and national decision making and guidance. Missionaries
from different national Presbyterian denominations may cooperate
with one another on the foreign mission field, all the while being
responsible to their own denomination.

The Presbyterians of Upper Canada (Ontario) sent their earliest
missionary in 1860 to Jerusalem. Finding the mission field
overcrowded, Epstein moved to the western edge of the Ottoman
Empire in present-day Macedonia. Following the creation of The
Presbyterian Church in Canada in 1875, which brought together four
branches of Presbyterianism in Canada into one entity, there was
renewed interest in Palestine and the Rev. Dr. Charles A. Webster went
first to Safed, Palestine, and then to Beirut.?® Over the next forty years
Webster was to be followed by more than fifty Canadian missionaries
(not all Presbyterian) who served in various parts of the Ottoman
Empire. A significant majority of these missionaries were sent by the
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions and were to
spend their entire careers working in present-day Turkey, Syria, and
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Lebanon.”’ Their efforts were cut short by World War I and the
Armenian Crisis. Following the First World War interest among
Canadian Presbyterians for mission to the Middle East dropped
dramatically.

While Canadian Presbyterians had little connection with Egypt,
some Canadian Methodists did, as demonstrated by Dan Sheffield’s
work on Herbert E. Randall.*’ American Presbyterians had significant
involvement in Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria.’’ While neither of these
efforts drew Canadian Presbyterians into Egypt, the leaders of the
Canadian church were aware of the American Presbyterian’s
involvement in the Middle East and were open to welcoming
Presbyterians from the Middle East who migrated to Canada.

In the mid-1980s Canadian Presbyterian interest was again
drawn to the Middle East when the Rev. Dr. Ted Siverns and his wife
Betty served at the Near East School of Theology in Beirut. The Siverns’
presence in Beirut and growing interest in the Palestinian question
through the late 1990s and into the new century, have made many
Canadian Presbyterians aware of the Middle East in a new way. This
awareness has included the “discovery” that a number of Arabic

speakers from the Middle East are Christians.**

ARAB CHRISTIANS IN CANADA

Arabic speakers have been in Canada since 1882, but they remained a
relatively small group until the 1990s.® Arab immigration to Canada,
which averaged less than 5,000 persons a year until 1986, has averaged
over 20,000 persons a year since 1989 with nearly 35,000 Arabs arriving
in Canada in 2010.>* In 2010 and 2011 Arabs were the second highest
group of immigrant arrivals to Canada, representing just over 12
percent of all immigrants.>> The Arab population of Canada in 2011
was 750,925, with half of those persons having arrived in Canada in the
previous decade.*®

The Arab community was equally divided between Muslims
and Christians in 2001, with just over 150,000 Arab Muslims in Canada
and a similar number of Arab Christians. In 2001, only 6 percent of
Arabs claimed no religious affiliation, significantly lower than the 17
percent of Canadians overall who described themselves as having no
religious affiliation. By 2011, the Arab Muslim population had grown
to 364,000 and the Arab Christian population was 225,000. The
Christian population was divided between Catholics, the Orthodox
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churches, and a variety of Protestant denominations. Protestants
accounted for about 11 percent of the Arab Christian community, or

approximately 25,000 people.*’

Determining the number of Arabic-speaking Protestant
congregations in Canada is not easy, since there is no single source, or
even a few sources, which would provide an answer to the question.
An internet search in the summer of 2015 revealed nearly thirty Arabic
Protestant congregations in Canada. No claim is being made that those
congregations are the total number of Arabic Protestant churches. In
addition to the thirty congregations, there are gatherings of Arab
Protestants in homes or rented meeting rooms with no visible presence
in the public sphere. In these places people gather for Bible study,
prayer, and mutual encouragement. In Brandon, Manitoba, for
example, a group of Arab Protestant families meets weekly for prayer
and study, but their numbers do not justify becoming an organized
congregation with a building and a pastor. Their presence is advertised
by word of mouth.’® Such house groups are beyond the scope of this
paper to determine their number and to locate.

Six of the approximately thirty Protestant churches are
congregations of The Presbyterian Church in Canada. The
congregations are located in Montreal, two in the Greater Toronto Area
(Markham and Mississauga), Hamilton, London, and Winnipeg.
Together these congregations provide a religious and cultural home for
over 1,000 Arab Protestants in Canada.”” Not everyone who attends
these congregations were Presbyterian when they lived in the Middle
East. Some belonged to other branches of Protestantism, and others
were Catholic, Orthodox, or Muslim, and after their arrival in Canada
found their way into an Arabic-speaking Presbyterian congregation.*’
These congregations are made of Arabic speakers from across the Arab
world, drawn together into a particular religious community. While
immigrants from Egypt are prominent in a number of the
congregations, none of the congregations is made up entirely of one
nationality. Congregational leaders of the Canadian Presbyterian
congregations seek to create a pan-Arab context for these
congregations to be able to function.

The Arab Christian experience of diaspora in North America
involves a reversal of minority status. In their home countries Arab
Christians in general, and Arab Protestants in particular, are a part of a
religious minority while being part of the linguistic and ethnic
majority. In coming to North America, which has strong historical ties
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to Christianity, the Arab Christian Diaspora is part of a religious
majority group, but are part of a linguistic and ethnic minority. This
reversal of status is made more difficult to navigate by the commonly
held view among many North Americans that all Arabs are Muslim.
Some Arab Christians on coming to North America in expectation of
finding space in which to freely live their religious practices find they
are limited by simplistic North American understandings of the
complexity of the Middle East. Thus, the congregations discussed in
this essay exist in a complex space.

CHAPEL PLACE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, MARKHAM,
ONTARIO

In the mid-1960s a number of Arab Protestant families attended Knox
Presbyterian Church, Toronto.*! The women in the group asked a
retired Arab pastor to lead a Bible study because they were unable, due
to the language barrier, to take advantage of the English study
opportunities offered by the church. This Bible study evolved into a
worshiping community meeting in the Chapel of Knox Church while
the Euro-Canadian congregation met in the main sanctuary. The
congregation, largely Lebanese and Syrian, drew urban professionals.
In 1976, when Montreal hosted the Olympics, the Christian
communities of Montreal invited Christians from all over the world to
hold religious events in the city. The Rev. Nagi Said came with a team
from Egypt, and following the games he and the team traveled, at the
invitation of the Arabic congregation meeting at Knox Church, to
Toronto to hold evangelistic meetings before returning to Egypt. Three
years later, the congregation invited the Rev. Said to be their minister,
an invitation he accepted.** Said has become a significant figure among
Arabic-speaking Presbyterians in Canada. As the senior minister of the
largest Arabic-speaking Presbyterian Church in Canada he is seen as
the dean of the Arabic-speaking pastors, as other pastors have been
nurtured in their ministry by him.*

By the late 1980s the congregation, called Chapel Place
Presbyterian Church, was still meeting in the chapel of Knox Church,
and had grown to include about 100 households.** The congregation
decided it needed its own building and, through help from the
Canadian Presbyterian Church, bought land in the ever-expanding
suburbs of Toronto in Markham, thirty kilometers north of their
original location. The land was the site of a former Wesleyan Methodist
Church where only the cemetery remained. The new church building
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was erected beside the cemetery and the Chapel Place Presbyterian
Church opened on 27 October 1991.* Using Levitt's mapping, the
Level 1 private space of the Bible study had moved into Level 2 as a
congregation with a church building, and therefore a public profile.
Chapel Place had a space of its own in which to develop a distinct
community life. The congregation had its own home and had a place
in the public sphere.

Visitors to the cemetery immediately north of Chapel Place
Church will notice a significant number of older headstones, some
dating back to the first settlement of the community. These stones bear
surnames expected in such cemeteries in Canada: English and Scottish
names predominate with a few other European names as well. The
headstones with death dates within the last twenty years are quite
different: few bear European names, the majority of the more recent
stones bear Arab and Middle Eastern surnames. The cemetery bears
silent witness to the changing character of the faith communities that

have occupied that space.*

Within a year of the church building opening, the congregation
had grown by 30 percent, the location being more accessible to the Arab
population present in the suburbs of Toronto. Throughout this period
services remained in Arabic. By 2005 there were 225 people in regular
attendance; and by 2014 the number had grown to 380 in two worship
services each Sunday.*” The first service on Sunday is in English and
second in Arabic, with each service having its own pastor. The pastor
for the Arabic service serves as the senior pastor of the organization.
The two services have their own youth groups, phone numbers, and
websites. In many ways these are two congregations in one building
overseen by one leadership structure. The two congregations can be
differentiated by their demographics. The English-speaking
congregation is made up of teenagers and people in their early twenties
and their parents. The teenage and twenty-something core of the
congregation function in English at school and work and see no reason
why their faith should be expressed in Arabic; they want to worship in
the language in which they live their public lives (even if they may
speak Arabic at home.) The parents of this core group attend the
English service in order to attend church with their families. The Arabic
service includes young families with pre-teen children, a few teenagers,
and a significant number of adults over age fifty. This group expects to
worship in the language that worship has always been in for them:

Arabic.*®
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The leadership team at Chapel Place envision a church building
with two sanctuaries allowing the Arabic and the English services to
take place simultaneously. There would be one Sunday School
program for children, offered in English only.* No attempt is being
made to maintain Arabic as the language of worship for the second
generation. The leadership of Chapel Place, pastors and elders, believe
they cannot keep Arabic as the language of worship in the second
generation because of the ambivalent feelings in the wider Canadian
society towards Arabs. Rather the leadership team will maintain an
Arab Protestant worldview even as Arabic recedes as the language of
worship and ministry. The task of nurturing an Arab Protestant
worldview will fall largely to the pastors of the English-speaking
worship gathering, for they speak the language of the younger
generation and have themselves navigated to an understanding of
what it means to be Arab Protestant young people in a Euro- Canadian
culture. Through their preaching, small group interactions, and one-
on-one connections the pastors help young congregants think through
their Arab Protestant identity. The English-speaking congregation’s
ethos is broadly Protestant rather than specifically Presbyterian. In this
it shares a common experience with Euro-Canadian congregations
made up of twenty to forty-five-year-olds who are uninterested in
maintaining denominational distinctiveness beyond the broad
categories of, for example: Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox. The
question arises: What is the Arab Protestant identity being transmitted?
From the sermon preached to the English-speaking congregation and
from conversation with the Rev. Nagi Said, the identity is a blending of
Christian beliefs and values with Arab cultural practices. The Christian
element declares Jesus is lord and savior not just in one’s beliefs but
also with one’s personal and public life. Living out Jesus’ lordship
includes being people of integrity and compassion; and living by the
Biblical moral code. The Arab cultural practice would involve honoring
the extended family, showing deference to one’s pro-genitors, working
hard, and an expectation that men, in particular, will internalize a

responsibility for passing on the identity to the next generation.”

The English-speaking service maintains a distinctive Arab
identity, but consciously seeks to reach beyond the Arabic speaking
community to the wider Canadian community. This larger vision is
expressed on the English-speaking youth group’s Facebook page, “This
youth group is in English, so you can invite your friends.”>! Non-Arabs
are welcome to be part of the congregation. The Sunday I attended
worship at Chapel Place, a man of East Asian ancestry from the
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neighborhood attended worship for the first time and was made to feel
welcome at the English service.’”> The leaders of the English language
worship service want to reach the multi-ethnic neighborhood
surrounding the church with the gospel message, a form of what
Adogame and Spickard described as reverse mission.>” Yet the leaders
are aware of the need to maintain an Arab style in the worship, seen in
the focus of the sermon, the concerns addressed in prayer, and the
musical rhythms present in the songs, to nurture the existing
congregation.

The Chapel Place congregation is aware of challenges faced by
many living in the Middle East where members of the congregation still
have relatives. One room at Chapel Place was stacked two meters high
with boxes of nonperishable food stuffs and other things which are
being collected to fill a shipping container to be sent to Iraq.>* The
congregation is in a bi-local space, living in Canada but deeply
connected to the needs of persons in the Middle East. Individuals are
responding personally to those needs, Level 1 in Levitt's mapping, but
the collection is being managed by the church which has created space
in the public sphere inviting non-Arabs to contribute to the effort. This
reflects Levitt's second Level. By inviting non-Arab churches to
contribute to the effort,”> Chapel Place is creating space within the
denomination for responding to Middle Eastern needs to be part of the
wider church’s life and work, an engagement which reshapes the
Presbyterian Church as a whole.

ARABIC PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, MONTREAL, QUEBEC

A group of Arab Protestants in Montreal began meeting in 1978 at Cote
Des Neiges Presbyterian Church. This group included people from
across the theological spectrum of Protestantism, as the stretch from
Presbyterians with their practice of infant baptism to the Baptist
practice of adult baptism only proved too difficult to maintain. In 1985
a group of Lebanese with Baptist backgrounds left the congregation to
start their own church.’® Small Arab Protestant communities are likely
to choose de-emphasizing denominational distinctiveness in order to
survive. For some, being able to worship in Arabic as Protestants is
more important than maintaining one’s specific brand of
Protestantism. As the community grows so does the ability of the
community to support more than one Protestant church and the
denominational approaches become more important.
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In 1993, the Presbyterian congregation with twenty-one
members was officially recognized by The Presbyterian Church in
Canada fifteen years after the worship gatherings started. Being
officially recognized as a congregation gave the congregation a vote in
the regional governing body, the Presbytery of Montreal, and the right
to send representatives to the national policy making body of the
Canadian Presbyterian Church on a rotational basis. By 2004 the
congregation had not grown beyond that size when a new pastor was
called to the congregation. Two new practices were adopted under the
Rev. Samy Said’s ministry. First, the congregation invested in bringing
in the “Better Life” praise team from Egypt to connect with the Arab
community in Montreal. The musical style was from the Arab world.
The message was coming from Egypt to Arabs living in Canada, it was
not coming from Canadian voices. The second practice was the
development of annual retreats for the spiritual benefit of the
congregation. Speakers, often from the Middle East, articulate the faith
in the language and idiom from the home country. These gatherings
become opportunities to have fellowship and build connection with
Arab Protestants in a context celebrating that tradition and its values.
Both practices were rooted in maintaining a distinctively Arab identity,
creating space for Arab Protestants to gather for worship in Arabic and
to be Arab. The increased activity at Montreal Arabic Presbyterian
Church and enhanced connection with the Middle East coincided with
the influx of immigration from Egypt and Syria in particular. Through
the generosity of non-Arab Presbyterians in Montreal, the congregation
was able to offer housing to new arrivals in a manse that was no longer
needed by the church.”’

The Arabic Presbyterian Church of Montreal purchased the
former Fabreville Presbyterian Church building in the Westmount
neighborhood of Montreal in 2010, after the Fabreville congregation
closed.”® An Arabic- speaking congregation took over a building that
once housed an English-speaking Euro-Canadian congregation. In
acquiring an existing church building, the congregation reshaped
culturally recognized sacred space through its distinctive Arab
identity. The congregation now had a space in which to practice its
distinctive identity. The congregation’s history as told on the “About
Us” page on their website, attributes the recent developments in the
congregation to three things: the proclamation of the gospel in an Arab
idiom, the deepening of the congregation’s spiritual life, and service to
the immigrant community.”” The first and third items reinforce the
congregation’s bi-local status, firmly rooted in Montreal, with history



104 Peter G. Bush

and a building, while continuing to connect with speakers, worship
leaders and singers from the Arab world. The congregation had grown
by 2014 to 120 people in worship on Sundays, meeting in the former
Fabreville Presbyterian Church, in Westmount, Montreal.®’ The
congregation is made up of Egyptians, Syrians, Iraqis, Lebanese, and
Palestinians along with others.

ALMANARAH PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, MISSISSAUGA,
ONTARIO

Two connected processes lead to the creation of Almanarah
Presbyterian Church in Mississauga.®! The increased immigration from
the Middle East drew the attention of leaders within the Presbyterian
Church; they were particularly aware of Presbyterians from Egypt and
Syria. Second, Sherif Garas, who had been worshiping at Chapel Place
Church under the ministry of the Rev. Nagi Said before attending Knox
College, the denomination’s theological college in Toronto, graduated
with a Master of Divinity in the summer of 2002.%* Garas, originally
from Egypt and fluent in Arabic, had been theologically trained in
Canada and was comfortable working in both contexts. He is an able
cultural translator, translating Canadian Presbyterianism to Arabic-
speaking immigrants and translating Middle Eastern Christian practice
to the Canadian denomination.

Unlike Chapel Place and the Montreal congregation which
arose from the grassroots as groups of Arabic-speaking Protestants
who started to gather for worship without the support and oversight
of a Euro-Canadian denomination, Almanarah was planned and
supported by the Presbyterian Church from its beginning. The first two
congregations sought to join the denomination as existing
congregations, with Almanarah the Presbyterian Church in Canada
was intentionally funding the start of an Arabic-speaking congregation
thereby opening the door to other presbyteries in Canada asking for
such support to start Arabic-speaking congregations. Garas was
ordained in 2002 and appointed by the denomination to start a
congregation in the Mississauga-Oakville region. A prayer meeting
gathered in the Garas” home until in March 2003, when the first Sunday
morning service took place in rented space. Quite quickly the
community expressed a desire for Friday night programming, not just
for youth but for the whole family. Garas suggests for Christians
coming from Muslim countries, they were used to having gatherings
for spiritual encouragement on Fridays as well as Sundays, Friday
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being the Muslim holy day and usually a non-working day and Sunday
being the Christian holy day and often a working day in parts of the
Muslim world. For the Almanarah congregation the Friday night
program has become a central part of their congregational life. Some
twelve years after the start of the congregation, Friday has morphed
into Cafe Night, there is a gathering for adults, along with
programming for children, Junior High aged youth, and High School
aged youth. While the adult programming is often in Arabic, the youth
programming is in English.%’ The Friday night gatherings arise from
the rthythm of Arab life and identity, creating a distinct space for the
Arabic Protestants of Mississauga.

The community understands the need to find a balance within
the religious bi-localism of being connected to a distant homeland
while living in a new country. About twice a year the congregation
invites outside speakers who are part of the unofficial Arab Protestant
network in North America to lead retreats or conferences. For example,
in the summer of 2015, the congregation hosted a couple from Jordan
who spoke on marriage relationships. Garas, while clear Almanarah is
an Arabic-speaking congregation, does not believe isolation from the
Euro-Canadian denomination will be to be benefit of Almanarah.®*

Over half the congregation of the Almanarah congregation is
Egyptian with Iraqis, Jordanians, Lebanese, and Syrians composing
most of the remaining half. The congregation’s members come from a
variety of denominational backgrounds: Baptist, Orthodox, Maronite,
Catholic, Pentecostal, and so on. Few have Presbyterian roots. More
than once there has been conflict between church members who have
wanted to develop policies and practices at odds with Canadian
Presbyterian policy and practice. Conflicts have arisen over baptism,
similar to conflicts in Montreal, as those with Baptist backgrounds
opposed the baptism of infants as practiced in Presbyterianism.
Further conflict has arisen over the selection of elders, who, within the
Presbyterian tradition, serve together with the pastor(s) as the
leadership team of the congregation. While those within the
Presbyterian tradition agree on the importance of elders, there is not
agreement among the various national Presbyterian denominations on
how elders are to be selected, on how many elders is the correct number
for a congregation to have, and on the qualifications and characteristics
that qualify a person to be an elder. Not only has the selecting of elders
been conflict-laden, so has agreeing on the powers individual elders
have. These fault-lines have led to people leaving the congregation in
hopes of finding a congregation more conducive to their desired
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practices and approaches.”® Almanarah is Arab Protestant space

existing inside the larger space of a Euro-Canadian denomination, a
denomination that provided the resources for Almanarah to exist. This
multi-layered relationship circumscribes the shape Almanarah is
allowed to take and the ways in which it can express its Arab identity.
Engagement with and support from the Euro-Canadian church limits
the freedom of Almanarah, while Almanarah and the other Arabic-
speaking congregations, as will be argued later in this essay, have
shaped the Canadian Presbyterian Church.®

Garns’ experience led him to suggest newly started Arabic-
speaking congregations within the Canadian Presbyterian Church be
linked with an existing Euro-Canadian congregation. The
congregations would remain distinct entities but through the linking
the Euro-Canadian congregation would be able to help the Arabic-
speaking congregation in a number of ways. First, it would have
physical space for the newly started congregation to gather, both on
Sundays and Friday nights. As can be seen in the previous examples as
well, the search for space is a challenge for many new congregations.
Second, the administrative structures of the Euro-Canadian
congregation would provide the new congregation with administrative
supports as it developed, allowing the new congregation time to
develop those administrative systems. Third, the Euro-Canadian
congregation’s English-speaking church services would be a place
second generation Arab Christians could attend, since many second-
generation young adults prefer to worship in English. Arab Protestant
parents would be able to direct their children, who no longer wanted
to attend an Arabic speaking service, to a place that would be
somewhat understanding of their Arab identity. Fourth, the connection
would shape the Euro-Canadian congregation into an advocate on
behalf of the Arabic church. Through this relationship, the Arabic-
speaking church would learn some of the ways of the Euro-Canadian
church through a lived interaction with the mentoring congregation.
Garas’ model would lead to a blended space in which Arabs and Euro-
Canadians engaged in a joint project: the development of an Arabic
congregation as part of The Presbyterian Church in Canada.

ALMANARAH PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, LONDON, ONTARIO
The next three congregational histories share the influence of the Rev.
Sherif Garas and his vision in common. Through his connections with
Arab Protestants across Canada and the mobility of the Arabic-
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speaking community in Canada, Garas became aware of clusters of
Arab Presbyterians in London and Hamilton, Ontario and in Winnipeg,
Manitoba. In each case Garas’ suggestions regarding finding a
mentoring congregation were a’cternpted.°7

In 2004, a London, Ontario group of Arab Protestants started
meeting in each other’s homes for prayer and Bible study. The group
was independent of any denominational links. The vision of the group
was “to spread the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the
thousands who are living in London and who had not received Christ’s
message (in Arabic or English languages).”®® This vision statement, a
vision for outreach to all in London regardless of ethnicity or
nationality, is an example of the missionary rebound: Christians from
a part of the world that once received missionaries from North
America, coming to North America with a goal of reaching North
Americans with the gospel message. A pastor, William Khalil,
originally from Egypt who had been in Canada with his family for
seven years, was invited to lead the congregation in 2008.%

The group, still meeting in homes, had grown to forty-five by
late 2008. St. George’s Presbyterian Church invited the group to use St.
George’s building for Sunday gatherings. By the end of 2009
attendance had grown to eighty, drawing on immigrants from Egypt,
Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria.70 The connection with St.
George’s encouraged the congregation to build ties to the Presbytery of
London of The Presbyterian Church in Canada, seeking to become an
officially recognized Presbyterian congregation. Presbyteries, regional
committee structures, are the judicatory bodies charged with the
oversight of congregations and ministers within the Presbyterian
Church. A mentored relationship was developed and an advisory
committee of Presbytery worked alongside leaders from Almanarah,
London. Difficulties arose in the relationship when professional
education requirements of the denomination took Pastor Khalil away
from the congregation a couple of days a week for two years. Further
the advisory committee pushed hard at imposing a Canadian
Presbyterian administrative structure on Almanarah. The absence of
the pastor and a feeling that the church was being shaped into a
Euro-Canadian congregation led to a decline in attendance.”! Despite
these challenges, the congregation forged ahead with attaining official
recognition as a congregation of the Presbytery of London, the
Presbyterian Church in Canada.
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In June 2010 the congregation purchased a building from a non-
denominational congregation that was moving to a new location.”” The
congregation has focused on youth through music, drama, Vacation
Bible School, and weekly youth group programming. This focus has
led them to explore simultaneous translation for those who have a
limited or non-existent knowledge of Arabic. This congregation is
distinct from most of the others in this study as it has acted with great
openness to English-speaking culture. The majority of the speakers
brought in for retreats and seminars have been of European
background. The music played by the worship band is from the
contemporary Christian music scene in North America. The leader of
the youth programming is a Euro-Canadian with theatre arts
training.”

Almanarah, London, more than any other congregation in this
study articulates a desire to reach beyond the Arabic-speaking
community with the gospel. This missionary rebound approach leads
to a shedding of Arab Protestant distinctiveness in an effort to remove
those things that might prevent non-Middle Eastern people hearing the
message of the gospel. This decision presents a challenge. Many Arab
Protestants, while agreeing with the missionary impulse, still desire a
space in which they can live out their Arab Protestant identity. Pastor
Khalil has suggested that part of the decline in attendance has been

because the space has not been Arab enough.”

ALMANARAH PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, HAMILTON, ONTARIO
The Hamilton Almanarah Presbyterian Church began in 2011. The
Presbytery of Hamilton, having been encouraged by Garas, started an
Arabic-speaking congregation in Hamilton with the Egyptian the Rev.
Amin Mansour as its pastor. The congregation which worshipped in
the chapel of St. John and St. Andrew Presbyterian Church in
Hamilton, until the spring of 2016, is made up of Iraqis, Syrians,
Egyptians, Sudanese, and Ethiopians. The religious backgrounds
represented are equally mixed with Protestants of various kinds joining
with Catholics, Orthodox, and even some Muslims. St. John and St.
Andrew mentored the fledgling congregation. The congregation’s
ministry is driven by pastoral care for refugees and new arrivals in
Canada who have few resources.”” As new arrivals to Canada come to
the church they bring stories of others who remain in refugee camps
and are in need of help. The Almanarah congregation sends money to
those still in the camps, advocates for those seeking to come to Canada
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as refugees, and provides care and compassion to those in Canada who
fear what may happen to loved ones still seeking a permanent, safe
home. This social justice action is balanced with evangelistic work
which includes giving copies of “The Jesus Film” to Arabic speakers in
the community, and using evangelistic methods developed in the
Middle East.”® The church held an Easter dinner to which non-
Protestant Arabs were invited to hear the Easter story and ask
questions. The congregation has Friday night programming for the
whole family and has brought in a speaker from Egypt to encourage

the spiritual life of the congregation.”’

The congregation has run children’s programming both in the
summertime and as mid-week programming during the school year in
partnership with the Euro-Canadian congregation which is hosting
them.”® Hamilton Almanarah has maintained two sets of connections,
deeply rooted in Arab culture it has actively engaged with the Euro-
Canadian church and by extension Euro-Canadian culture, a form of
what Adogame and Spickard describe as religious bi-localism.” The
partnership with St. John and St. Andrew Church is an engagement
with a congregation deeply rooted in the host culture. Such
engagement creates space for mutuality in relationship between people
from the host community and the diaspora community. Pastor
Mansour described the space at St. John and St. Andrew Church as
“home;” a space where congregation members were free to be
themselves. In such a space an Arab Protestant identity can develop.
The English-speaking congregation of St. John and St. Andrew Church
was unable to continue as a congregation due to financial constraints
and so the building was sold, forcing Almanarah to look for other space
in which to gather, leading to concerns the new space will not feel like

“home.” 8

LIGHTHOUSE EVANGELICAL ARABIC CHURCH, WINNIPEG,
MANITOBA

Lighthouse Evangelical Arabic Church in Winnipeg also owes its
existence to Garas’ desire to respond to the newly arriving Arabic-
speaking immigrants. Members of Garas’ church in Mississauga had
moved to Winnipeg for employment reasons but were unable to find a
church to their satisfaction. So the families, without the support of any
clergy, started a prayer gathering in their homes. Garas contacted
Presbyterian Church leaders in Winnipeg in 2012 telling this story and
inviting the Presbytery of Winnipeg to support beginning an Arabic-
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speaking church. Garas had approached a pastor in Jordan, Ibrahim
Zabaneh, who was willing to move to Canada. Zabaneh visited
Winnipeg in the summer of 2013 before returning Jordan. He and Garas
were convinced a church would grow quickly. Ibrahim Zabaneh, his
Syrian partner, and their children arrived in Winnipeg in December
2013 and the next month Lighthouse Church began services in a
building rented by Prairie Presbyterian Church. The connection
between the congregations has led to an agreement to partner in a

church building which will house the two congregations as equals.®!

The Presbytery of Winnipeg, aware of the difficulties in
translating Canadian Presbyterian identity to new immigrant groups
and vice versa, appointed a cross-cultural liaison to act as a go-between
connecting the structures of the church with Lighthouse church and
other first-generation immigrant congregations in Winnipeg. This
approach creates a middle ground in which identity issues on both
sides of the conversation can be raised and addressed.®>

Through Zabaneh’s connections in the Middle East and Garas’
connections with the Arab Protestant network in North America,
weekend retreats and workshops have become common practice. The
weekend retreats draw across the spectrum of Christian denominations
with members of the Coptic Orthodox Church attending. The
congregation has also become involved with welcoming refugees from
the Syrian crisis, and in seeking to engage Christians in Winnipeg to
respond to the crisis. These two practices indicate the two-directional
nature of religious bi-localism. Arabs from the Middle East play a role
in the life of North American congregations helping nurture an Arab
identity in the space being created by the congregation and North
American congregations seeking to address geo-political issues in the
Middle East.

SOME MARKS OF ARAB PRESBYTERIAN IDENTITY

The discussion that follows points to themes from these case studies,
observations of congregations, and conversation with Arab
Presbyterian pastors. Using tools of congregational analysis and
comparison to Euro-Canadian Presbyterian congregations, an initial
foray is taken into describing aspects and trends of an Arab
Presbyterian identity.

Corporate Spiritual Life
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Two related corporate spiritual practices play significant roles in the
above accounts: Arabic music and spiritual retreats. Not all the
congregations have developed both practices, but each congregation
has developed at least one of these practices.

Music is a bearer of culture and is central to Christian worship.
North American contemporary worship music is omnipresent in
churches not only in North America but around the world. Many
African diaspora congregations sing North American contemporary
worship songs in English played with a distinctly African style. Korean
diaspora congregations sing North American contemporary worship
songs translated into Korean.®> Arabic-speaking congregations do not
fit this pattern. While the English service at Chapel Place and youth-
led services at the other congregations use North American
contemporary worship music, the Arabic-language services at these
congregations make substantial use of songs original written in Arabic
and sung to popular and folk music tempos, at times referred to as
baladi or magsum.®* The retention of a musical style, as Janice McLean
indicates in her study of the worship music of immigrants from the
West Indies, is an important way of maintaining a distinct identity
within a host culture, marking the group as different from the
mainstream community.® The congregations in both Winnipeg and
Montreal have regularly brought in singers from the Middle East for
weekend events which have been attended by both Protestants and
Christians from other denominations.®® Hearing and singing worship
music in the musical styles of home roots the hearer, drawing forth
emotions and commitments linked to the home community and the
worship practices of home. Hearing the music of home even as one is

away creates a distinct space within the host community; a space that
is Arab.

Congregational singing has been a hallmark of Presbyterian-
Reformed worship from the days of John Calvin, as all those gathered
for worship would join in singing the psalms. Hymns have been added
to psalm singing over time. A gendered pattern of hymn singing has
developed over the last twenty-five years as fewer men in Euro-
Canadian Presbyterian congregations join in the singing of hymns.
Hymns are places in the worship for all present to participate,
commonly however in Euro-Canadian congregations women sing the
hymns while men are either silent or sing in a whisper. This pattern is
notably absent in Arabic-speaking Presbyterian churches where men
sing the hymns, so women and men join together as a congregation in



112 Peter G. Bush

singing.?” Singing with others, in the language and style of home, plays
an important role in maintaining identity. The space in which the
language and style of home can be lived, becomes space, even if only
for a couple of hours, which is home, no longer part of the host culture.

An informal network of Arab Protestant speakers and singers
exists and individuals from this network are invited to lead workshops
and retreats in local congregations.* Some of the speakers live in the
Middle East and others in Europe and North America, yet they travel
easily and frequently among both Diaspora communities and countries
in the Middle East. Congregations call upon these people for
overlapping purposes: enhancing the spiritual life of individuals and
the congregation, holding special evangelistic events, and training
congregational leaders. Overlaying this goal is a desire to have the
spiritual elements delivered by a person who understands the Arab
culture and can articulate the spiritual content in an idiom and style
familiar to Arab Protestants. The message is inculturated by the
speaker who addresses the audience as one who speaks their language
both linguistically and culturally. In such a space a distinct identity
arises which views the spiritual life of the Christian through a matrix
of Arab language and culture. Language and culture shape spiritual
practices and the use of speakers from the informal network of Arab
Protestants strengthen identity making practices and approaches.

The regular flow of speakers and singers forms a link between
home and the diaspora as speakers bring news and advice from other
Arab Protestant communities in the Middle East or in diaspora. These
connections remind religious transnationals of a larger Arab Protestant
community that stretches beyond their local congregation and beyond
the Presbyterian Church. This reminder shapes their identity building
links rooted in experiences and commitments growing from ties to a
place in the world that is at significant physical remove.

Family

The banner at Lighthouse Church, Winnipeg reads: “One Family. Big
Vision. Kingdom Focus.” The multi-layered phrase “One Family”
provides a launching pad for a discussion of “family” in Arabic
Presbyterian congregations. These congregations sponsor a large
number of conferences, seminars, and study groups with the theme of
family. The focus on youth is a further indication of the importance of
family to Arab Presbyterians.
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This focus on family stands in contrast to much of what would
be heard in Euro-Canadian Presbyterian congregations, where family
is far less prominent in preaching and teaching. In part this contrast is
due to the willingness of Arab Presbyterians to put forward a definition
of a family norm. For these congregations a family is generally
understood to mean a heterosexual married couple and their offspring.
While not denying the existence of divorce, single-parent families,
step families, and same- sex families, these are all seen as exceptions
to the norm.* Many Euro-Canadian congregations, aware of the
challenges involved in attempting to define family, steer away from all
conversations which might require a definition of family. These Arabic-
speaking congregations, having a normative definition of family in
operation, are far less hesitant to speak of family and to provide advice
as to how family should function. Inevitably there will be conflict
between these congregations and the Euro-Canadian denomination;
the Arabic-speaking congregations function with a definition of family
that the Euro-Canadian congregations no longer see as normative.
Until that time comes, it is likely the Arabic-speaking congregations
will continue to speak about family with heterosexual married-only-
once couples as the assumed bedrock of the family.

A second way family is understood in these congregations is
the family includes all who gather to worship. While they may not be
related biologically, may not be from the same country, and may have
substantially different life experiences, they share in common being
Arabs and speaking Arabic, which has a significant effect on their
worldview. The entire congregation becomes family. I have observed
people who are not related, even from different countries in the Arab
World, interact in ways that could best be described as family
interactions. This wunderstanding of family is nurtured by
congregational leaders.”

The banner at the conference described at the start of this paper
read: “One Family, Big Vision, Kingdom Focus.” The phrase “One
Family” suggests this expanded level of family: the Arabic-speaking
family. The Presbyterian Arab congregations consist of persons from
Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, the Palestinian State, Sudan,
Ethiopia, and other Arabic-speaking countries. In order for
congregations to function with limited internal conflict the national
lines have to be downplayed and a pan-Arab identity of “one family”
must be constructed. Awareness of the need for a pan-Arab
understanding is evident on the website for Hamilton Almanarah
Church where flags of nine Arabic-speaking countries flank the
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Canadian flag.”! Almanarah, Mississauga marks the same goal by
having the flags of Arabic-speaking countries across the front of the
sanctuary flanking the Canadian flag.”* The family in view is an
institution, built around a Protestant understanding of the Christian
faith, the Arabic language, and shared cultural practices crossing the
Arab world. Such a family is a transnational imagined community,
seeking to build unity among the Arabs in a particular community
across national divides using Protestant Christianity as a unifying
force.

Engagement with the Religious Community Present in the Host Country

Through an intentional bi-localism these Arabic-speaking churches
have maintained a distinctly Arab Protestant identity yet have
demonstrated a willingness to engage with an existing denomination
in the host culture in the process. Not only have the congregations been
shaped in particular ways but so has the thinking and practice of The
Presbyterian Church in Canada. In both 2003 and 2011, high-level
delegations, both including the Moderator of the denomination, visited
Israel and the Palestinian State.”® These visits were driven, at least in
part, by an awareness of Arab voices within the denomination. Notably
the Rev. Dr. Rick Horst upon his return to Canada became an advocate
for a two-state solution, being vocal in his criticism of the Israeli
response to the Palestinian question.’* This attention has shaped the
thinking of Canadian Presbyterians regarding the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict and led to quite animated debate at the church’s General
Assembly about the appropriate stance of the church on the question.”

Further, the denomination’s Church Doctrine Committee in the
first decade of the twenty-first century worked on a document on
supersessionism, so named for the theological viewpoint that
Christianity superseded Judaism and therefore the salvation of the
Jews depends on their becoming Christians. The Church Doctrine
Committee rejected supersessionism, but in the process raised the
question of a Christian response to the state of Israel. An Arab member
of the Church Doctrine Committee played an influential role in shaping
the committee’s report so that while recognizing the right of Israel to
exist in peace it did not affirm its borders to be, as suggested by some

Christians, “from the River to the Great Sea.””°

At the 2015 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, Rev.
Samy Said of the Arabic speaking congregation in Montreal brought a
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motion asking all congregations of the denomination to consider
sponsoring refugees flowing out of Syria. His motion was passed

unanimously as a number of people spoke in favor of the motion.”’

Rooted in two religious communities, the Presbyterian Church
in Canada and the Arab Christian Protestant network in the Middle
East, Arab Presbyterians have acted to shape the Presbyterian Church
in particular ways. These bi-local Christians are not isolated in Canada,
they are shaping a mainline denomination’s thinking and action,
suggesting an eighth pattern of religious transnationalism, one of
engagement with religious institutions in the host culture while
maintaining a distinct religious-cultural identity.

CONCLUSION

The Arab Presbyterian congregations in Canada either by
happenstance or by planned development moved from being personal
places of religious transnationalism to having a presence on the public
sphere; flowing through Levitt's Level 1 mapping to Level 2. In the
process the congregations became public space where Arabic speakers
of many different religious backgrounds found a place to express their
identity. In these pan-Arab spaces cultural and spiritual values were
maintained and nurtured.

Adogame and Spickard proposed models of: Ellis Island
assimilation; religious bi-localism; the ghettoization which leads to
“religious cacophony” in the public square; missionary rebound;
South-to-South religious trade; the international religious organization;
and the transnational imagined community. Within those models, the
congregations in this study have adopted a form of religious bi-
localism. While rejecting the ghettoization that often accompanies
religious bi-localism these congregations have remained rooted in a
pan-Arab cultural understanding. Committed to a distinctly Arab
expression of Presbyterianism, the congregations are open to their
youth and young adults, the second generation, worshipping in
English and therefore expressing their religious commitments in
English. This balance between openness to the Euro-Canadian culture
on the one hand and maintaining a distinctly Arab expression of
Presbyterianism on the other is not easy, but is important for the
organization’s survival. Missionary minded congregations, like
Almanarah, London, in seeking to proclaim a Christian message to
persons of all cultures downplayed cultural distinctives, including
Arab distinctives. But a cost was paid as these congregations found
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themselves unable to hold on to those Arab Protestants who wished to
have a distinctly Arab Christian religious experience. The
congregations that have thrived have found ways to welcome others
into the congregation without losing their Arab Protestant
distinctiveness. Walking between religious bi-localism and missionary
rebound requires a finely tuned sense of balance, moving too far one
way or the other jeopardizes the need to hold on to members who wish
to have a distinctively Arab Christian experience and the need to
engage with the wider culture for the congregation to have a future
after the first generation (Arabic speakers) are gone. These
congregations are creating space for an Arab Protestant identity which
is in active engagement with the existing religious structures of the host
culture.
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