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Luke 1:26-38 
26In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was 
sent by God to a town in Galilee called 
Nazareth, 27to a virgin engaged to a man 
whose name was Joseph, of the house of 
David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28And 
he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored 
one! The Lord is with you.” 29But she was 
much perplexed by his words and pondered 
what sort of greeting this might be. 30The 
angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, 

for you have found favor with God. 31And 
now, you will conceive in your womb and 
bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 
32He will be great, and will be called the Son 
of the Most High, and the Lord God will 
give to him the throne of his ancestor David. 
33He will reign over the house of Jacob 
forever, and of his kingdom there will be no 
end.” 34Mary said to the angel, “How can 
this be, since I am a virgin?” 35The angel 
said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 

you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore the child to be 
born will be holy; he will be called Son of 
God. 36And now, your relative Elizabeth in 
her old age has also conceived a son; and this 
is the sixth month for her who was said to be 
barren. 37For nothing will be impossible with 
God.” 38Then Mary said, “Here am I, the 
servant of the Lord; let it be with me 
according to your word.” Then the angel 
departed from her.
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I have just returned home after a 
month in Lebanon and Syria visiting 
with many Near East School of 
Theology students, faculty, staff and 
alumni.  I came home at the 
beginning of the Advent Season and 
felt surrounded by angels.  When I 
travel to the Middle East, my children 
often have questions and concerns 
about where and why I am going.  I 
tell them that when I am in the 
Middle East I always have angels 
watching over me.

Truly in this season we celebrate the 
message the angel Gabriel shared 
with Mary, revealing her destiny to 
birth the Son of God.  I wonder what 
we would do with a message of such 
magnitude in this day?  Mary’s 
response is inspirational: “Here am I, 
the servant of the Lord; let it be with 
me according to your word.”  I 
believe we all receive messages; that 
may be unexpected, frightening and 
challenging in ways we never could 
imagine.  My call to work with the 
Near East School of Theology is 
certainly all of this and more.  The joy 
of being taken in a different direction 
than imagined is learning new things 
and having the opportunity to 
introduce people to one another who 
might never have met.  This visit I 
reconnected with many students and 
faculty and church leaders, while 
meeting some new friends and even 
having a friend from the USA come to 
the NEST.  

Di Pagel, Christian Education 
Director at my home church, First 
Presbyterian Church of Oakland, 
California visited the NEST this 
November.  Di is also an international 
trainer for Godly Play, a Montessori 
based christian education curriculum.  
When Dr. Mikhael visited my home 
church last March,  she met Di Pagel, 
and invited Di to come to the NEST 
to lead a workshop. With the generous 
funding of the Godly Play 
Foundation, Di was able to lead a 
three-day series of Godly Play 
workshops for students and local 
church leaders at the NEST Christian 
Education Resource Center. 

One of my new friends, Nuha, came 
to the NEST from the Bagdad 
Presbyterian Church.  She is a leader 
and Sunday School teacher and with 
funding from the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) was able to attend the Godly 
Play Workshop.  Nuha shared with 
me the message she keeps getting 
from God is to stay in Bagdad.  All 
the logic in her being, reinforced by 
her professional training as an 
engineer, would tell her to leave Iraq.  
Nuha’s son has left for Europe and 
she is happy he is relocated.  She 
worries about him staying in Iraq.  
Thanks to technology, she is able to 
talk with him by computer every day 
for an hour.  But with her son abroad, 
Nuha is alone.  It is frightening... but 
she finds comfort in her church 
community, the Christian offerings 
available on Satellite television, and 
above all by her love of Christ and 
her faith.  She shared with me that she 
believes God has a purpose for her to 
stay in Bagdad and work with the 
church.  She offers her gift as a 
Sunday School Teacher.

The NEST has offered two lay leader 
and elder training sessions for the 
Iraqi Presbyterian churches this past 
year.  Professors from the NEST, 
church leaders and professors from 
neighboring universities lead the 
training.  This allows NEST to reach 
out to develop a broader source of 
Christian leaders.  Nuha has 
participated in these training's and 
continues to be alert to God’s 
message for her purpose.   I ask you 
to remember all our Iraqi Christian 
brothers and sisters each time you 
have the freedom to worship in your 
church, and please, as Nuha asked 
me, “Keep praying for Iraq”.

During my trip a study tour group 
from the Middle East Task Force of 
Chicago Presbytery visited.  The 
group was traveling through Lebanon, 
Syria, Jordan, Israel and Palestine, 
and the group themselves represented 
Illinois, Indiana, New Jersey and 
California.   I traveled with them 
throughout Syria.  We visited many 
churches, all with NEST Alumni 
serving as pastors.  Meeting the 
churches and experiencing their 

ministries, it is clear God is working 
wonderful ways in their midst.  Pastor 
Ibrahim’s church, the Arab 
Presbyterian Church in Aleppo, Syria, 
has responded to the call to walk with 
Iraqi refugee’s in their time of need.  
The situation is overwhelming.  Often 
the most challenging part of our 
Christian walk is not be able to fix or 
undo the horrors that have happened 
to our fellow brothers and sisters.  But  
we can support and walk with them... 
especially when their hope may have 
been diminished.  In this season of 
hope, I pray for the churches in Syria, 
to continue standing with the Iraqis, 
and for those they stand with to feel 
God’s loving light once again.

I am always impressed with the 
opportunities students have at the 
NEST.  Dr. Hoover, Islamics 
Professor, invited me to join his 
NEST classes on a field trip of 
downtown Beirut mosques, along 
with a Rune Orthodox Church. (There 
are more photos and links on my 
blog.)   One of Dr. Hoover’s 
colleagues, Muslim scholar Dr. Hosn 
Abbaud, led our tour.  Dr. Abbaud 
wrote her dissertation about Islam’s 
understanding of Mary the mother of 
Jesus.  The Annunciation is 
something Muslims and Christians 
share.  The angel, Gabriel, is thought 
to also be the one through whom God 
revealed the Qur’an to Muhammad.  

Learning about similarities can help 
work through the differences so the 
people of the Abrahamic faiths can 
live together peacefully.    Anyone 
called to church service in the Middle 
East must find how to live out our 
faith in the context of the Muslim 
World.  It’s freer in Beirut than 
anywhere else in the Middle East to 
have these conversations, and thus the 
importance of the NEST.  It is within 
this rich seminary education that 
students figure out who they are, who 
they will be ministering to, and more 
about their Christian faith and the 
witness they are called to share.  Each 
student will hear a different call and 
bring their unique gifts and 
experience to the challenge of 
working together for building the 
kingdom and glorifying God.



Here is a sample of what your 
donation could help provide for the 
ministry at the NEST:

$12,000  - Student Scholarship Fund - 
Cost for one student for one year
$5,000 - New Flooring for Student Lounge
$5,000 - Funding of Annual Continuing 
Education Forum
$3,000 - Funding of Annual NEST Student 
and Faculty Retreat
$1,400 - Laptop Computer for the 
Christian Education Resource Center
$1000 - LCD Projector for Classrooms, 
Lectures, Public Forums
$750 - Air Conditioning Unit for a Faculty 
Apartment
$500 - Digital Video Recording Camera to 
record Lectures, Forums and Events
$300 - Mobile Display System for 
resources and magazines in the CERC
$200 - Translation Services for Muslim-
Christian Thought Forum
$200 - Projection Screen
$150 - Ergonomic Chair for Student 
Computer Center
$100 - Coat Rack for CERC
$75 - A Book Shelf for the CERC
$50 - Laser Pointer for Lectures and 
Public Forums
$50 - Artwork and/or Plants for the 
Women’s Study Room in the CERC

Please know that whatever you decide, 
we are extremely grateful for 
everything you do to support the 
NEST ministry and help preserve the 
Christian witness in the Middle East 
and beyond.  I am available by email 
or telephone, wherever I am in the 
world; one way or the other will get to 
me and I love to be in touch with you 
personally.  Also, I am available to 
come to your church to share stories 
and photos of the NEST and about the 
churches our alumni serve and 
minister.  

God had a message for Mary that 
changed the world forever.  God has a 
message for us.  Are we open to hear 
the call?    I live in hope this season, 
for how God will use me this coming 
year to further the understanding and 
partnering with Christians in the 
Middle East.  

Thank you for your prayers and 
support.  And a very Merry Christmas 
and a Hopeful New Year to you!

Salaam, Carol Dolezal-Ng

In complex, challenging times like these, the need for people to hear the good news and have leaders to help them 
study and explore how God is calling them in the world has never been greater.  There is much to fear right now...but 
we, as Christians, are called to hope.  
Your past donations are much appreciated, and your generosity is more important than ever to the future of the NEST.  
Sustaining the NEST to train Christian leaders, and nurture them to discern God’s unique call depends on your help.  
This is why I am asking you to prayerfully consider making a donation to the NEST. 

FACES OF 
THE NEST

HAGOP AND BAHJAT

TALAR AND GLADYS

JOVANNES AND ISSAM

NUHA

MEETING WITH NEST ALUMNI IN ALEPPO, SYRIA

Rev. Bchara Moussa Oghli - Union of Armenian Evangelical Churches in the Near East 
Rev. Yousef Jabbour - Syriac Evangelical Church
Rev. Serop G. Megerditchian - Armenian Evangelical Emmanuel Church
Carol Dolezal-Ng, Presbyterian Church (USA) Mission Co-Worker assigned to the NEST
Rev. Dr. Nuhad Tomeh - Associate General Secretary for the Middle East Council of 
Churches and Regional Liaison, Presbyterian Church (USA) Mission Co-Worker 
Rev. Ibrahim Nseir - Arab Presbyterian Church of Aleppo



P H O T O S

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:

COFFEE AT THE NEST -- ALWAYS A GREAT TIME FOR 
NEST COMMUNITY TO GATHER

STUDENTS ENJOYING LUNCH AND FELLOWSHIP

DI PAGEL SHARING STORY OF CREATION IN GODLY 
PLAY TRAINING.  DR. AWWAD, NEST NEW 
TESTAMENT PROFESSOR OBSERVES

MIDDLE EAST TASK FORCE STUDY TOUR VISITING 
FROM USA HAS LUNCH WITH NEST COMMUNITY

INSIDE GREAT OMARI MOSQUE FOR FIELD TRIP WITH 
DR. HOOVER’S ISLAMIC CLASSES


