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Darkness covers us these days in Lebanon; the light around us has become night. Darkness 
has set upon us because of the COVID19 pandemic and the way it has transformed and dam-
aged our personal, professional and social lives. The devastation and suffering resulting 
from the Beirut port explosion cast clouds of darkness over our capital city and over the 
lives of hundreds of thousands of killed, wounded and displaced people. The economic and 
financial collapse of the whole country has landed us in an abyss of darkness that engulfs 
everyone and everything. Our politicians seem to revel in their collusion with the powers of 
darkness, for they are not lifting a finger to do anything about the darkness that overwhelms 
the people. But the message of Christmas is that darkness does not have the last word, for 
“by the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high shall break upon us, to give light 
to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death..” (Lk. 79-78 :1).  We trust in the 
God to whom darkness is not dark and the night is as bright as the day. We hope in the God 
for whom darkness is as light, and so we continue with our lives and with our ministry of 
theological education and ministerial training in the midst  and in spite of the darkness that 
encircles us. Our activities and events have been curtailed, as this short Newsletter shows, 
but we are still alive and witnessing. 

Arise, shine; for your Light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you!

Merry Christmas to all our Friends and Partners

“ … for darkness is as light to you.” (Ps. 139:12)

From the President





Rev. Dr. Wilbert van Saane has joined the Faculty as Assis-
tant Professor of Theology and Mission and also as Chap-
lain of the Seminary. Dr. van Saane is a Dutch citizen, who 
is married to Rev. Dr. Rima Nasrallah. He has been associat-
ed with Lebanon for over two decades, first as a visiting 
student at NEST in the late 1990s, then as the Pastor of the 
English-speaking congregation at the National Evangelical 
Church of Beirut, and also as a part-time Lecturer at NEST 
in previous years. Dr. van Saane received his doctorate in 
2018 from the University of Utrecht, the Netherlands, with 
a dissertation on the topic: “Protestant Mission Partner-
ships: The Concept of Partnership in the History of the Netherlands Missionary Council in 
the Twentieth Century.

NEST began classes in person on September 28, 2020, at a time when most other universi-
ties were starting online. The small number of students and the fact that the majority of 
full-time students are boarders made it possible to teach on the premises. When a two-week 
lockdown was declared by the Lebanese Government in mid November, we shifted to 

online teaching until the end of 
November, then resumed 
in-person classes. All persons 
at NEST have to wear masks, 
cleanse their hands regularly 
and observe social distancing 
in classes, library, cafeteria, 
and in all activities and events. 
Visitors to the building must 
also submit to temperature 
measurement. 

Rev. Dr. Wilbert van Saane



The Beirut Port explosion on August 4, 2020 caused significant damage in the NEST build-
ing. The process of cleaning the debris and repairs started in August and is still going on. 
Most of the repairs have been completed. Here is a glimpse of some parts of the building 
before and after:





In the time of corona, there is very little travel and hardly any visitors to the Semi-
nary. One visitor and old friend of the institution and of the churches in Lebanon, how-
ever,  dared to travel to Lebanon to hold interviews with church leaders and heads of 
institutions. Rev. Serge Fornerod, Director of External Relations of the Reformed 
Church of Switzerland, along with Ms. Tabea Stalder of HEKS, visited NEST on 
September 23, met with faculty and interviewed President Sabra about the situation 
of the Seminary after the Beirut port explosion and about how the Seminary is coping 
with COVID19. 











Drs. Mark (Ziad) & Stephanie Sabra




