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The changing face of pastoral ministry has affected all Mennonites, men and
women, and will continue to shape the church and its leaders for years to come.

Nina B. Lanctot, associate pastor, Belmont Mennonite Church, Elkhart, IN.

Betty Jane Bailey and J. Martin Bailey, eds. Who are the Christians in the
Middle East? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003).

The Baileys have turned years of work and travel in the Middle East into a
comprehensive guide to the churches of that region. Four essays introduce
the book and set the current context. In the first, David Kerr of the University
of Edinburgh gives “A Western Christian Appreciation of Eastern Christianity.”
While both the New Testament and Western church history focused on the
apostles who went westward, Kerr acknowledges and focuses on those who
went eastward. The second, “The Future of Christians in the Arab World,” is
by Dr. Riad Jarjour, a former general secretary of the Middle East Council of
Churches (MECC). Jarjour describes how Middle Eastern Christians have
found, and will find, a significant role for themselves in spite of the “Middle
East’s structure of endemic crisis.”

The Baileys then move into an essay that describes the commendable
work of the MECC in fostering renewal and unity among the Middle Eastern
churches. Though this chapter focused on the work of MECC, I missed
mention anywhere in the book of the monumental ecumenical work of the
late Cardinal Konig’s Austrian-based organization, Pro Oriente
(www.prooriente.at). For decades this organization has sponsored encounters
between various Middle Eastern churches and has facilitated resolution of
various ancient divisions.

Following is an essay on “The Importance of Jerusalem to Christians,”
where the authors note that Jerusalem is on the verge of becoming a museum
for Christians rather than a living Christian community, because of the
emigration of Palestinian Christians. In the book as a whole I sensed a tendency
to focus on Jerusalem because of its historical prominence, rather than on
areas like Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq, where there are many more
Christians and more prominent church leaders.



108 Book Reviews

Concluding the first section is a very helpful timeline for the events in
Middle Eastern church history and a discussion of how numbers are determined
in an attempt to count Middle Eastern Christians.

Part two profiles the churches of the region and is introduced by an
excellent essay, “The Origins of the Diversity of Christianity in the Middle
East.” This essay is followed by profiles of the different families of churches
including the Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Catholic, Evangelical/
Protestant, and Assyrian. Scattered to this section are profiles of various
patriarchs. I would have found it helpful, for reasons of inclusiveness and
propriety, to include profiles of all the patriarchs, as they often are the focus of
the churches’ corporate identity. I also noted a tendency to mention the institutions
of Protestant churches (e.g., Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social Services
in Egypt, Near East School of Theology in Beirut) often to the neglect of similar
Catholic institutions like Holy Spirit University in Beirut and the extensive network
of over 100 Catholic nuns doing social service work in Syria.

Part three is a country-by-country profile of the role of church and
state in the Middle East. The introductory essay is an excellent brief history
of the events of the region. The profiles give a vivid sense of the dilemmas
and circumstances of the Christian communities as they struggle to maintain
their national identities and their religious identity.

I would have appreciated a more focused coverage of the role of
Christian women, including their role in the recent renewal of Christian
education and ecumenical work. The index indicates only six places where
women’s work is mentioned by name. Of note is the Greek Orthodox woman
Mahat Khoury, who was one of the co-founders of the MECC and staffed
their office in Damascus for over twenty years. Also noteworthy is the vital
role trusted Christian women have played in the Middle East, including the
Egyptian Protestant, Mrs. Safwhat, an engineer who controlled the flow and
division of all the water into the Nile Delta for years; the Palestinian Christian,
Hannan Ashrawi, who has been a spokeswoman for her people; and an
Armenian woman who is one of the foremost international lawyers in Iran.
The Palestinian Jean Zaru is the only woman profiled in the book.

The book concludes with an annotated bibliography followed by list
of three web sites of interest. Readers would have been aided by a list of
video and multimedia resources and a more comprehensive list of web sites.
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Also missing was consideration of the renewal and role of monastic
communities in Middle Eastern churches. Readers could have been impressed
and drawn to visit some of these monasteries by a complete list and a brief
description of their centrality to the church. Nevertheless, I highly recommend
this book for persons traveling to, studying about, or working in the region.

Roy Hange, co-pastor, with wife Maren, of Charlottesville Mennonite Church
in Charlottesville, VA.

Alan Verhey, Reading the Bible in the Strange World of Medicine. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003.

What do the ancient texts of the Bible have to do with the moral complexities
of modern medicine? Judging by most medical ethics texts, including those
written by Christian ethicists, the answer is little or nothing. It is easy to come
to this negative conclusion. After all, Scripture is necessarily silent about
modern medical technology and its corresponding dilemmas, and what
Scripture does say about medicine and healing often strikes us as ranging
from quaint to antiquated to outright odd. Yet, in Reading the Bible in the
Strange World of Medicine, Alan Verhey, Professor of Christian Ethics at
Duke Divinity School, shows that Scripture is essential in our efforts as
Christians to engage the pervasive reality of modern medicine.

Verhey does not offer simplistic solutions for how we should read
and appropriate the Bible or for the issues that we confront in modern medicine.
Keenly aware of the historical and social distance between ourselves and
Scripture’s authors, he rejects proof texting and appealing to Scripture as a
collection of timeless moral codes. He instead sees the reading of Scripture
as a community practice that shapes our lives as we prayerfully and humbly
read the Bible together, discerning what actions and patterns of behavior are
fitting to or coherent with the whole story that it tells.

Verhey is confident that reading Scripture as a community practice
provides the memory and wisdom necessary to guide us through the complex
terrain of contemporary medicine. In fact, Scripture trains us to see that
modern medicine is “strange” in that it is often driven by the corrupt assumptions
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of a Baconian, liberal, capitalist society with particularly distorted notions of
personhood, compassion, freedom/autonomy, justice, parenting, and children.

A careful, gifted reader of the Bible, Verhey offers his own wrestling
with contested moral questions in medicine as a contribution to the community
practice of discernment in light of Scripture. Dealing with questions of
personhood, suffering, genetics, abortion, artificial reproductive technologies,
physician-assisted suicide, care for neonates, and access to healthcare, he strives
to hear the wisdom of the broader biblical narrative. Thus, for example, his
effort to understand “personhood” draws on the beginning narratives of
Genesis, the infancy and resurrection stories of Jesus, the story of the Good
Samaritan, and Paul’s concern for the body in First Corinthians. The result is
a notion of personhood that is embodied and social, that reduces a “person”
neither to a capacity for agency nor to sheer genetic uniqueness, and is more
dependent on our orientation to care for others than on abstract categories.

This volume is difficult to classify: Most of the material has previously
appeared in some form, but the book is not just a collection of essays. Verhey
has organized, rewritten, and synthesized earlier material into a coherent whole
that is more than a set of essays but less than a new monograph.

Verhey is an engaging speaker, and writes in the same way that he
presents. Stylistically, the written results are often mixed. For scholars and
those familiar with Verhey’s work, this volume is sometimes verbose and
repetitive. Yet, these same “flaws” make it more accessible and truly engaging
for the nonspecialist. Scholars will occasionally need to skim-read, but Verhey’s
insights justify wading through some extra verbiage. Nonspecialists will find
an engaging volume that is wide-ranging enough to constitute a strong Christian
introduction to medical ethics.

The volume is especially well-suited to clergy. Pastors who spend
time with it will find themselves better prepared when congregation members
struggle with realities such as infertility, unwanted pregnancies, and painful,
lingering deaths. It does not provide a set of ready-made answers, but it does
provide tools to better think through these issues together as Christians. Besides,
the range of subject matter and the serious engagement with Scripture make
this book a fertile field for sermon and Bible study ideas.

Joseph Kotva, Anabaptist Center for Healthcare Ethics, Elkhart, IN.




