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Abstract: This article describes what the International Ecumenical Youth Meeting
in Beirut 2019 meant for participants from the Middle East, particularly from Le-
banon and how these meanings can be theologically evaluated. Embracing, a
term we borrow from Miroslav Volf’s theory, became a crucial concept to describe
one of the main meanings. This is further elaborated with the concept symbolic
embracement. Furthermore we explain how exploration and commitment play a
role in the participation of youth. The theological evaluation leads us to the God
who transcends human particularity and plurality.

Keywords: worship, young adults, Middle East, symbolic embracement, qualita-
tive research

Zusammenfassung: Viele Teilnehmende des International Ecumenical Youth
Meeting in Beirut im Jahr 2019 erfuhren die dortigen Begegnungen als tief bedeut-
sam. Der Aufsatz erläutert und deutet die Erfahrungen junger erwachsener Teil-
nehmender aus dem Nahen Osten, insbesondere aus dem Libanon, im Rahmen
der Konferenz mithilfe des Konzepts der Umarmung nach Miroslav Volf. Die qua-
litative Studie mündet in die Skizze eines Gottesverständnisses, das menschliche
Partikularität und Pluralität transzendiert.
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Picture: Common Prayer Hall of the meeting in Beirut

Introduction

In thisarticle,wediscussauniqueyouthmeetingthat tookplace inLebanon,andwe
start by introducing it in its context. It isMarch 2019. Approximately 1600 Christian
youngadults (18–35 yearsold) from43countriesgathered inBeirut for the three-day
International Ecumenical Youth Meeting. About 1200 of them had come from the
Middle East, 800 of those from Lebanon. The morning prayers and Bible study
groups tookplace inaround twenty (church) centres. Themembersof the congrega-
tions of these centres hosted the participants. The afternoon and evening prayers
were scheduled to take place in the central hall, “Seaside Arena,” and the partici-
pantswerespreadoverseveral religious locations indowntownBeirut toparticipate
in workshops. The logo of the event was visible all over these places. Downtown
Beirut, historically and even recently, is known as a “war zone.” Riots and protests
aswell as violence and curses are a common sight here; thewhole squarewhere the
churches are located is closed off with cement walls and electrified barbed wires.
Thismeeting tookplaceduringadecadecharacterisedby renewed tragedies, assas-
sinations, religious violence, and an overwhelming refugee crisis for the Middle
East.Many of the youngpeople here experience andhave experienced thesewithin
their own direct context. Uncertainties about life, work, friends and families, as
well as fear from bombs, attacks, and rising poverty are part of their life story.

This meeting was organised by all the ecumenical churches in Lebanon to-
gether with the Middle East Council of Churches (MECC) and in cooperation with
the Taizé brothers. The Taizé brothers have many years of experience with orga-
nising youth events all over the world under the motto “a pilgrimage of trust.” The
Beirut meeting was intended to inspire young adults, to deepen the roots of faith
and hope in Jesus Christ as well as to embody the Christian presence and message
in the Middle East.
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The central questions of this article are the following: What does the event of the
International Ecumenical Youth Meeting in Beirut mean for participants from the
Middle East, in particular those coming from Lebanon, and how can this be theo-
logically evaluated? Our intention is to explore whether they are inspired and
strengthened by participating in this event and if so, in what way?

The study of the international ecumenical event is part of a broader research
effort on Christian youth in Lebanon and their liturgical-ritual participation,
through which we investigate young adults from different churches: Maronite,
Greek Orthodox, Protestant, Armenian Apostolic and Syriac Orthodox. In this re-
search, we combine our knowledge as researchers about churches in the Middle
East and about “youth and church,” to give voice to young Christians in the Mid-
dle East who are both the church of today and of tomorrow.1

Method

Our research is of an ethnographic nature. From a theological perspective, and
here we refer to Christian Scharen and Aana Vigen, it can be said that an ethno-
graphic description is about the articulation of embedded theological convictions.
This is not an idealistic or formal approach, but “recognisably real,” and concrete
dilemmas and relations inspire its creation.2

This article relies on participant observation by both researchers.3 One re-
searcher participated in one of the twenty centres that hosted people as well as in

1 The researchers are both Protestants, practical theologians and ordained reformed ministers;
one is Dutch and the other is Lebanese.
2 ChristianScharenandAanaMarieVigeneds.,EthnographyasChristianTheologyandEthics (New
York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011), 65.
3 The participant observations were conducted by Nasrallah in English and Arabic and Sonnen-
berg in English. The interviews were held by Sonnenberg in English and transcribed by an Arme-
nian local theology student. Though neither for the interviewees nor for the interviewer was Eng-
lish themother language, thishurdlewasovercomeby followupemails for clarificationand theuse
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the general meeting hall and in the workshops; the other researcher participated
in the general meeting hall and in the workshops while also performing organisa-
tional tasks.

We conducted participant observations throughout the event, during its pre-
paration phase as well as its evaluation. Our participant observations focused on
liturgical-ritual expressions and shapes, discussions in a Bible sharing group
(which was recorded), and on other expressions of participants. We made notes
of our participant observations, as well as of the spontaneous conversations that
we had with participants (18–26 years old) mainly from Lebanon, Egypt, Pales-
tine, and Syria but living in Lebanon. We discussed for example why someone
choose to participate in a certain workshop or as volunteer. Furthermore, we had
five semi-structured interviews with young people from Lebanon about their
(church) background, their motivation to participate and their experiences at the
event, and one speed interview with a youngman who could not participate at the
full event but was present during the Mass at the centre where one of the partici-
pant observations was conducted and the interviews took place. These interviews
were recorded and transcribed. Five of these six young people have a Greek
Orthodox background due to the nature of the centre where the researcher was
hosted, and one of the interviewees is Maronite. Three female respondents and
three male respondents participated in the interviews, aged 18–23 years. Those
interviews took place during the event, for example during lunchtime or while
having a bus ride from the centre to the main hall. The interviewees agreed with
the use of the interview for research and filled in an informed consent. By e-mail
they also responded to questions of clarification or to new follow up questions.
Furthermore, we had three interviews with (church) leaders, a Taizé brother and
two persons from the organizing committee.

Data Analysis

The data analysis took place in two steps. In the first step, the interviews with the
young adults and the notes of the spontaneous conversations have been segmen-
ted into data units in which the meanings (motivations, experiences) related to
participating in the meeting were thematized. We followed in this regard Virginia

ofdigital translationengines. Nasrallahwasamemberof theorganizingcommitteeof thismeeting.
The two researchers discussed the research design, the context and the various concepts of this
article both in person and over the net.
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Braun and Victoria Clarke’s thematic analysis.4 These data units were, in a second
step, descriptively coded and categorized. First, we open-coded the data units. This
resulted in a list of descriptive codes. Second, we merged these codes into larger
categories. This yielded the following meaning codes of what this meeting meant
for the participants: “celebrating unity,” “getting (spiritual) energy,” “demonstrat-
ing leadership,” “exploring new practices and convictions,” “expressing pride in
tradition,” and “facing and dealing with tensions and dilemmas.”We further ana-
lysed these against the background of our participant observations and interviews
with the organizers, with the following questions inmind:Where does themeeting
take place? Who is present and who are the actors? What are the intentions of the
organizers? What are central rituals and how are they shaped? and What tensions
become visible? We call these the performance codes and meaning codes of orga-
nizers. We do not give one thick description of the event in this article, but there
are several moments when we describe meaning codes against the background of
performance codes andmeaning codes from the organisational point of view.

The theoretical frame, as explained in the next paragraph, helped to further
interpret the data and to answer the question, “What does the event of the Inter-
national Ecumenical Youth Meeting in Beirutmean for participants from the Middle
East, in particular those coming from Lebanon, and how can this be theologically
evaluated?”

Theoretical frame

For this theoretical frame we use theories from theological and ritual studies.
Such a youth meeting can be understood as an event, more particularly a wor-
ship event, because of the central place of prayer. We know from other studies on
worship events how (emotional) experiences that impart energy are important.5

This energy may be considered, as described by sociologist Randall Collins, as a
“ritual outcome.” 6 Collins speaks about “emotional energy” and describes it as
“[a] feeling of confidence, elation, strength, enthusiasm, and initiative in taking
action.”7

4 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” Qualitative Re-
search in Psychology 3, no.2 (2006): 77–101, 87.
5 Ronelle Sonnenberg,YouthWorship in Protestant Contexts: A Practical Theological Theory of Par-
ticipation of Adolescents (PThU Dissertation, 2015).
6 Randall R. Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 49.
7 Ibid. It is the giving and receiving of emotional energy that keeps a practice, an idea, a tune, and
people going.
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A worship event is a specific Christian rite or a specific Christian “ritualiz-
ing,”8 as a more or less coherent set of symbols and symbolic language is used,
and symbolic actions performed, in a faith community. A person employing a
symbol or performing a symbolic action “breaks open a closed reality and reaches
outside of himself.”9 Christian liturgy is a ritual in which people reach “out to the
God who they expect to come,”10 or, as we prefer to say, they reach out to the God
who promised to come.

From a ritual point of view, this meeting is approached as part of a social,
cultural, anthropological, ecclesial and theological context. From a theological
perspective, this meeting may be defined as a medium of communication between
humankind and God. This communication is carried out through words, music,
silences and rituals that are “enacted” in worship.

Investigating an event brings us to the theory of the American historian Da-
niel Boorstin, who was one of the first to refer to the proliferation of events in
modern society.11 In his book The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Event in America, he
expresses his preference for the real, for spontaneous events, rather than media
driven events. This means that he has a preference for the hero above the celeb-
rity, for travel above tourism, and for newsgathering above news making. The
pseudo-event as a “programming of our experience” is, in Boorstin’s view, an
image distinguished from reality.12 In order to expose the changes he noticed, he
contrasts “the image” with “the ideal.” An ideal is already there, “created by tra-
dition, by history, or by God.” 

13 We strive towards it and do not fit into it. An
image, instead, “must serve our purpose. Images are means.” 14 Boorstin critically
explains how God himself can also become an image rather than a power where
people create their own environment and “plan” God.15 

8 RonaldGrimes,Deeply Into theBone: Reinventing Rites of Passage (London:University of Califor-
nia Press, 2002), 29.
9 MarcelBarnard, JohanCilliers andCasWepener,Worship in theNetworkCulture: Liturgical Ritual
Studies. Fields andMethods, Concepts andMetaphors (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2014), 40.
10 Ibid.
11 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to the Pseudo-Events in America (New York: Vintage,
1987).
12 Greg Richards, Leisure in the Network Society: From Pseudo-Events to Hyperfestivity? (Tilburg:
Tilburg University, 2010 Inaugural address), 3 f.
13 Boorstin, The Image (n. 11), 197.
14 Ibid, 198. Boorstin’s analysis of the rise of pseudo-events, a more or less media-constructed
reality, was later termedhyperreality and further illuminated by scholars such as JeanBaudrillard,
who argue that hyperreality creates signifiers that do not refer to something real or original; e.  g.
Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1994).
15 Boorstin, The Image (n. 11), 183.
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To investigate what the Youth Meeting in Beirut meant for the participants,
emotional energy, symbolic actions, and the real and the image are relevant con-
cepts. In addition to that, the adjectives: ecumenical, international, and, we add,
interreligious (because of the interreligious component), bring forward theories
about identity and otherness.16 Identity is a layered phenomenon loaded with his-
tory, memories, traumas, shared values, traditions, and different kinds of identi-
fications, of which some are stronger than others.17 Empirical studies in social
psychology prove that humankind naturally demonstrates an in-group favourit-
ism.18 Our in-group preference stimulates a dualistic thinking of “us” versus the
“other”: we are good and the others are bad. In this study, we focus a theological
lens on self-concept and otherness. In his study of religion and conflict, Jonathan
Sacks argues19 that, to live in the tension between the connected facts of differ-
ence and commonality, it is necessary that we deal with the tension between the
universal of justice and the particular of love. In other words, we should be able to
deal with the universal covenant and the particular covenant.20 God is both uni-
versal and particular, which means that he is with “them” and with “us.”21 He
transcends our particularity. These insights are helpful not only for interreligious
understanding but also for ecumenical efforts. As we will notice in the analysis of
the data, since God transcends our identity, in-group and out-group thinking can
be transcended and disputes between kindred cannot have the final word. Rabbi
Sacks argues that transformation and change of such disputes is possible, as bib-
lical narratives tell us. A theologian who has thoroughly reflected on the topic of
identity and otherness within a context full of tensions is the Croatian Miroslav
Volf. From his thorough reflections on the suffering of people in the Balkans, he
started to develop a theology that provides a Christian alternative to exclusion,
fear, anger and hate because of the otherness of people. For him, the metaphor

16 E.g. JanE. StetsandPeter J. Burke,“IdentityTheoryandSocial IdentityTheory,”SocialPsychol-
ogy Quarterly
63, no. 3 (2000): 224–237.
17 AnneMarije de Bruin-Wassinkmaat et al, “Being Young and Strictly Religious: A Review of the
Literature on the Religious Identity Development of Strictly Religious Adolescents,” International
Journal of Theory and Research, 19, no. 1 (2019): 62–79.
18 Jim A. C. Everett, Nadira S. Faber, and Molly Crockett, “Preferences and Beliefs in In-Group
Favoritism,” Frontiers in Behavioural Neuroscience 9, no. 15 (2015): article 15; Ernst Fehr and
Urs Fischbacher, “Social Norms and Human Cooperation,” Trends in Cognitive Science 8 (2004a):
185–190.
19 Jonathan Sacks,Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence (New York: Shocken Books,
2015).
20 Sacks,Not in God’s Name (n. 19), 175–188.
21 Ibids, 188.
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“embracing” represents this alternative. With a reference to Romans 15: 7 where
Paul speaks about welcoming one another, just as Christ welcomes people, he
uses “embracing” to describe the self-giving love of the Trinity, the outstretched
arms of Christ on the Cross for the godless, and the open arms of the father receiv-
ing the “prodigal.”22 The issue Volf wants to address is the following:

the will to give ourselves to others and “welcome” them, to readjust our identities to make
space for them, is prior to any judgment about others except that of identifying them in their
humanity. The will to embrace precedes any “truth” about others and any construction of their
“justice”. This will is absolutely indiscriminate and strictly immutable; it transcends the moral
mapping of the social world into “good” and “evil”.23

Volf reflects on the character of the self in engagement with the other. He argues
that people often attempt to solve the problems of identity and otherness and the
conflicts around them by focussing on promoting universal values, on the plural-
ity of particular communal identities, or on postmodern individual choices,24 in
an attempt to organise a society so as to help a variety of multiple individuals or
groups to live together. And although social arrangements matter, Volf does not
concentrate on the kind of society, but rather on the kind of selves we need to be
in order to live in harmony. He speaks about social agents.25 Volf conceptualises
social agents in terms of moral responsibilities,26 particularly solidarity27 and con-
cepts like atonement and reconciliation.28 The personal and moral connotation of
this concept is expressed in the metaphor “embracing,” Volf speaks about the
need of “re-centering our center” from the perspective of the self-giving love of
Christ, which is “the practice of embracement.”29 He proposes a catholic person-
ality, which is a personality re-created by the Spirit and “enriched by the multiple
others”30 and says that an “evangelical personality needs ecumenical commu-
nity.”31 This personality realises that all cultures are hybrid.

22 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Re-
conciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 29.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid., 20.
25 Ibid., 20 f.
26 Ibid., 21.
27 Ibid., 22.
28 Ibid., 23.
29 Ibid., 70.
30 Ibid., 51–52.
31 Ibid., 53.
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Research findings

We discuss our findings with the following categories: “exploration of new prac-
tices and convictions,” “expressing pride in tradition,” “embracing,” “symbolic
embracing,” and “demonstrating and developing leadership.” In dialogue with
Volf’s theory, we changed the initial category, “celebrating unity,” into “embra-
cing.” Certain tensions and dilemmas were further analysed with the use of the
theoretical notions of symbolic acts and “real” and image,” and these will be dis-
cussed in the findings. We do not discuss “getting (spiritual) energy” separately.
Sometimes this term has been used to formulate a general experience of the event,
but it also relates to one of the other categories, and we will refer to it when we
describe these.

Exploration of New Practices and Convictions

The meeting was a unique exposure for the participants. To some extent, as per
the theory of psychologist James Marcia, they explored (faith and cultural) con-
victions, values and practices.32 These were related to cultural, morality, church
traditions, religious diversity, and spiritual-ritual expressions.

For example, the Taizé style of prayer was new to some. The prayers not only
invited them to participate and explore, but also to reflect on what kind of prayer
rituals were important to them. One of the interviewees discovered the richness of
Taizé and decided to go and participate as volunteer in Taizé for half a year.

Another example involves the exploration of cultural and moral convictions.
With one of the female respondents, there was an extensive dialogue about the
position of women in Lebanon. She explained her experiences with the different
(sexual) morality with regard to men and women in Lebanon and was positively
triggered by the practice of co-parenting in the Netherlands. Another person told
about an honest conversation about homosexuality and church leadership that
took place between two men during the event, and how the homosexual man
from the West was positively surprised that his Lebanese host did not judge him
but was open to hear his story.

32 James E. Marcia, “Ego-Identity Status,” in Social Encounters: Readings in Social Interaction, ed.
Michael Argyle (Harmonsworth: Penguin, 1973), 340–354. Marcia elaborates on four categories of
identity status: diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium and achievement. These categories refer to the
extent to which there is exploration and commitment to an identity, faith, values etc. See also:
James Marcia, Alan Waterman, David Matteson, Sally Archer, and Jacob Orlofsky, Ego Identity: A
Handbook for Psychosocial Research (NewYork: Springer-Verlag, 1993).

288 Ronelle Sonnenberg and Rima Nasrallah



A Lebanese young adult, 25 years old, explained how participating in this
meeting and stepping out of her comfort zone was a stepping stone towards spiri-
tual growth for her:

J: Yea, I am trying to find some communities (church, RS), but my work takes also
a lot of time from my life.

R: Yea

J: For that, I am searching for a job or something extremely far so that I can be-
comemore close to God and to what I should do in my life, my purpose to worship
him.

R: So, this was the reason that you chose this workshop [‘How can I know what
God wants from me?’ RS]

J: Yes

R: You were saying that you are trying to find something that is extremely far,
what do you mean by that?

J: Far from life problems, jobs, social media and everything that interrupts this
communication and spirituality, what I am looking for

R: Do you have any ideas where you can find this?

J: The first step I took this year is this Taizé

R: Ahh, yea.

J: I need it. I reached a point in my life where I need to take a break from every-
thing and to learn more, getting to know people from all over the world and look-
ing for God in every person and not in my specific family or a specific region or
neighbourhood. Also, I want to find myself in relation to others far from my com-
fort zone.

R: Yea, and what do you want to find? What do you long for?
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J: I really want to find myself. Not myself for me. But my role in this life and what
God wants me to do, to worship him. Maybe I find a way to help people or give a
simple smile that can change something in them. This is what I am looking for.

Encountering others was for this young woman a way to develop and find herself,
and the Taizé meeting gave her the opportunity to reflect spiritually on the direc-
tion of her life. It is the aspect of exploring something new and different that
creates this space to develop.

Whether exploration means (spiritual) growth or not cannot always be deter-
mined; the result of the exposure stays hidden, but the meeting is a chance for
exploring various practices and convictions.

Pride in Tradition

It is obvious that not only for the Lebanese churches, but also for the Lebanese
young adults who took part (as volunteers), this event was an opportunity to
share something that holds richness in their traditions. At the centre, not only was
the cultural tradition of “good food” and “hospitality” shared and celebrated;
pride in the liturgical tradition was also presented. This was particularly ex-
pressed around Byzantine chants and the good quality of singing in this church.
We observed that people wore T-shirts and crosses that referred to their roots with
a certain pride. With passion, Lebanese young people spoke about the Lebanese
Saint Charbel Makhlouf (1828–1898) because of his healing power.

Wemet young people from the Middle East who were very much committed to
and rooted in their culture and church tradition. The first Bible study group on
Saturday demonstrated this in a remarkable way. While some showed visible
pride in being Palestinian Christians, others emphasized the relative openness
of their country, Lebanon, compared to the rest of the region, and still others
bragged about the beauty of their Greek Orthodox rites. The young people from
the Middle East were rooted in their traditions and countries, and explained it as
follows:

D. female (Palestine): In my country the roots are related to tradition and our
culture. We are known for having strong roots. The roots are anchored in our land.
And we are rooted in Jesus. We have even oil of Jesus’ time.

K. female (Lebanon): My roots are Lebanon. We are open-minded, different from
some other Middle Eastern countries. We have nightclubs, for example. Family is
also my roots. My surname is Turkish, but I ignore it. I am proud of living in Leba-
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non. We are not only a country of war and crisis, but we also have an enormous
heritage. I am happy when people are not afraid to come and enjoy Lebanon

J. male (Lebanon): Cedars dig deep into the ground. In the Middle East our roots
belong to Jesus. Foreigners connect us to Arab and Muslim. But Jesus was earlier.

A. male (Lebanon): If there is fear that is good for us. We are better rooted. For
example in regards to climate. The source of deep roots is fear.

A. male (Egypt): My childhood gives me roots. Therefore, it is important to invest
in children. In the Coptic church, we take that very seriously.

Embracing

The aspect of unity and related notions came to the fore as participants answered
questions like “What do you like at this event?” or “what makes this event special
for you?” This was also the direction of the remarks of one of our young hosts at
the centre. During her welcoming speech, she said, ‘We dream that all Christians
unite and get to know each other better. That they share rich traditions.” She
added, “But most important is that Christ touches our hearts these days.” This
addition was of course not in contrast with the aspect of unity, but broadened it
to who we personally are, i. e., persons who can be touched by Christ. Unity and
related concepts were used, not only by the young participants, but also by the
organisers of the meeting; the prior of the Taizé community, brother Alois, also
used terms related to “unity” in his brief sermons during the prayers. Some re-
spondents said, “It is the strength of Taizé to unite between differences.”

Initially, we used the concept of “celebrating unity,”which was mentioned in
both the meetings and the interviews, to understand the participation in this
meeting. However, we decided to use the metaphor “embracing” because it is less
abstract and has the connotation of personal and even physical involvement.
Many hugs were indeed shared at the event. Furthermore, embracing expresses
relationship. And finally, this concept gives meaning not only to the comfort of an
embrace, but also to being out of our comfort zone. It can be difficult and danger-
ous to embrace.

Embracing relates to self-concept and otherness. As said previously, this
meeting in Beirut included people who live in various cultures and countries and
have different church backgrounds. During the interreligious celebration at the
Feast of Annunciation on Monday, a number of Muslim young people and clergy
joined. Moreover, controversial topics that divide churches and cultures came
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across in the Bible sharing groups, prayers, workshops, and conversations. An
important controversial church topic was the exclusion of other churches from the
Eucharist. Other topics that were discussed in groups and workshops or between
participants concerned Islam, the leadership of women in the church, and homo-
sexuality. People voiced different opinions about these contentious topics and
different experiences with them. Although some boundaries could not(yet) be
crossed—for example the impossibility of having a joint celebration of the Euchar-
ist at the event— other moments inspired hope. The dominant experience men-
tioned in the talks and interviews by the young adults was the presence of all
church leaders at the front of Seaside Arena, next to the Taizé brothers, united in
one and the same prayer. This mix of church leaders, being present in their cleri-
cal garments, can be considered as a symbolic expression that reached outside of
itself and inspired the participants.

A nineteen-year-old male participant referred to the physical expression of
unity with regard to the Christian-Muslim meeting when he said, “So when I par-
ticipated in the Christian-Muslim meeting I really loved to see this choir of girls
who were wearing the hijab sitting beside a nun and bishops and priests beside
sheikhs. I really appreciated the common prayer between us.” The experience of
being brothers and sisters was very important for him. This was one of the reasons
why he decided to visit the workshop in the Mosque; he wanted to express the
unity between Muslims and Christians as well as among Christians. He also con-
nected unity with his experience in one of the centres:

The Patriarch of the Maronite church is very interested in this event and he en-
couraged many people and volunteers to take part in this event. I am now in the
Orthodox church participating in the mass and hearing the mass. So, in my opinion
this is very good because we are getting to know each other more, because all of us
are brothers. We cannot be separated even if we are different. Religion didn’t sepa-
rate us. It unites us because we all worship one God.

The ecumenical dimension of this event is important to the appropriation of
this event by the participants. However, dealing with ecumenical relations is not
new for the respondents. They are used to ecumenical discussions, cooperation,
and relations. They have parents who come from different churches. Cousins
make jokes about their different church traditions, as with the differences be-
tween the Eastern and Western traditions and their calendars, competing over
who will have a rainy Good Friday and a sunny Easter day. Most of the Lebanese
young adults in this research have experiences with Masses in other church tradi-
tions. But there is also an underlying feeling of otherness. For example, a 20-year-
old female Greek Orthodox respondent said that she experienced her church’s
worship as being humbler and more reverent than the other liturgies at the gath-
ering.
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Also, in an interreligious way, relationships cross boundaries. Contacts as
well as friendships between Muslims and Christians are quite common in Leba-
non, as two girls explained in the Bible Sharing Group in the host centre. How-
ever, another underlying feeling of otherness concerns Muslims. For example, the
difference in family structures and birthrate between Christian and Muslim fa-
milies was mentioned in one of the interviews. And in the general culture and
context of Lebanon, the differences between Christians and Muslims exist in, for
example, the political system or the different atmosphere in the various neigh-
bourhoods.

Symbolic Embracing

When we further analysed this category of “embracing,” it became clear that the
symbolic character of this ecumenical event holds a special meaning for the
young adults. This meeting does not only contain symbolic acts, but is itself a
symbolic act that presents the idea of being church and, even more broadly, of
being human. It reaches outside of itself. This meeting, with a careful juxtaposi-
tion of words, objects, spaces, and people, and a careful juxtaposition of a variety
of liturgical traditions, symbolically refer to something “more.”33 Seating religious
leaders from many traditions shoulder to shoulder is not just a matter of practical
grouping but refers to something more.”While the Taizé brothers convey a kind of
uniformity with their white robes, the local religious leaders convey otherness
with their diverse outfits forming, nevertheless, a community. This “more” is also
visible in the enormous banners with a variety of church crosses at the liturgical
centre in Seaside Arena, as well as in the ecumenical choir made up of people
from different (church) backgrounds. The liturgical rites evoke something more,
and the participants explicitly or implicitly recognise it as such, because it trans-
cends the tradition with which each is familiar. As such, the emotional energy of
experiencing this plural community is a ritual outcome.

The experience of unity and crossing boundaries yields positive energy at the
event. However, there are moments when the positive emotional energy that Col-
lins refers to experiences some “cracks.” The following two vignettes, in which we
explain central meaning codes of the participants against the background of the
performance codes and meaning codes of organizers, demonstrate that “embra-
cing” at the meeting is a vulnerable exercise, because of the tension between the

33 D. Stephen Long, “Making Sense of Christian worship: Language, Truth, and Metaphysics,”
Liturgy 25, no. 2 (2009): 62–91, 64.
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symbolic embracing and ordinary or “real” life where the emotional experience of
unity is often lacking.

A young twenty-year-old Palestinian man mentioned a problem the Palesti-
nian participants experienced on the first day of the meeting. Unlike participants
from other countries, they were not mentioned in a TV programme covering the
event on Saturday. Nor were they mentioned in the evening prayer or asked for an
interview. They were really upset, and some even left the prayer halfway through.
He said, “The evening prayer was broadcast, maybe they avoided mentioning us
for political reasons.” Upon being asked the question, “What if that would be
the motivation of the organisation, how would you react?,” he emphasised that
“You cannot forget to mention the country of Jesus himself. I am not saying this
because I am Palestinian, but because they ignored Jesus’ country.” Later, it ap-
peared that the organisation did not want to exclude them, but they welcomed
people from several countries during each prayer; they did not choose national-
ities for the broadcast but people from different churches. The Palestinians would
be welcomed in a prayer moment on Monday together with people from Iraq and
Iran.

This vignette shows how vulnerable embracing is, particularly in a region of
mutual suspicion and with a history of marginalisation. It is an act of two or more
persons, and it can easily be full of misunderstandings, particularly when people
are wounded. Being Palestinian is a highly political issue, and the relation be-
tween Palestine and Lebanon is very sensitive. The devastating Lebanese Civil
war that lasted 15 years (1975–1990) was sparked by a conflict between Palesti-
nian armed groups and Christian militias. The feelings between Lebanese Chris-
tians and Palestinians are still not completely peaceful.34

A second vignette concerns the Muslim-Christian celebration on Monday, an
interreligious meeting with several liturgical-ritual components including songs,
speeches and prayer. “We are sons of hope. We are sons of God” are the opening
words by Taizé brother Alois. This opening is followed with applause. A choir
of Muslim girls sings. Two persons—one Muslim and the other Christian—tell
their story about interreligious friendships. A movie made by Adyan, an organisa-
tion that stimulates interreligious cooperation, is presented. Representatives of
churches and mosques (both Sunnites and Shiites) are present. There is one min-
ute of silence for all those who died as a result of violence. The Annunciation icon
is the central icon in this celebration, which intentionally takes place on the Feast
of the Annunciation. For several years, the 25th of March has been observed as a

34 This was also seen in the distribution of young people to host families. The Palestinians opted
for a hotel accommodation so as not to put themselves in a difficult position.
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public holiday in Lebanon. Christians and Muslims both celebrate the Annuncia-
tion of Mary, since Mary is also an important person in the Qur’an. Mary is a sym-
bol uniting Christians and Muslims.

A 23-year-old Catholic man from Egypt discussed the interreligious day in his
Arabic-speaking Bible sharing subgroup in his host centre. He is quite critical
about this day. He says, “The question is, in which Mary do you believe? Mary as
the mother of God? You have to take Mary as a whole. You can’t take a part of just
the name of Mary.” For him it is a “plastic meeting.” In Egypt, Christians
are fearful of the coming Easter season because of the attack that happened
this month in New Zealand.35 He asks himself, “What is the aim of this meeting?”,
although he is not against it. “I wish we could do things. But will the meeting lead
us to something better?” When asked what would be helpful in his eyes, he an-
swered, “Help will be the unity of the church.” For him, this interreligious cele-
bration is nonsense, “because we will never reach common faith in Christ. Christ
is the only one, and He says he who doesn’t follow me does not belong to me.”
This respondent did not attend the Muslim-Christian meeting.

This vignette shows conflicting convictions, and the debate of truth and con-
textual elements like fear in everyday life. The most important aim for this young
man is seeking the unity of the churches. That seems to be his answer to fear in
the context he lives in. The priest of his church (who appeared to be a Lebanese)
told him, “You can go, but you will achieve nothing. There are some churches
refusing to give communion, refusing to accept each other.” In his Bible Sharing
Group, this young man was talking about the lack of unity in the church. He says,
“We did not achieve unity. Maybe some personal unity, but what about the bigger
image?” For him, the discussion about “truth” appears to be a condition for, or a
part of, embracing. Embracing does not come before that.

At this event, most of the participants met each other for the first time, and
were unfamiliar with the character, convictions and contexts of others. This may
have been helpful for embracement preceding any particular “truth,” but it also
implies that the real challenge to genuine embracement goes beyond embracing
at a single event. Nevertheless, the meeting in Beirut created space for the parti-
cipants to embrace other traditions and people from other backgrounds that may
be in conflict with theirs because of the symbolic and unique character of the
event.

35 A terrorist attack took place in twomosques in New Zealand during Friday Prayer on 15 March
2019.
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Demonstrating and Developing Leadership

We observed that quite a few youth leaders were involved in this meeting. Many
participants were to some extent leaders in their churches.36 The volunteers in the
host centres or at Seaside Arena mostly operated within familiar teams of scouts
or youth leaders from their church.37 Three young adults, 18 or 19 years old, ex-
plained how they were trained to serve as scouts, and could use this training to
take leadership in this event. The youth leaders of the centres were faced with the
challenging task of explaining the theme of the event, to coordinate among sub
groups and to lead the discussions. In the centre where participant observations
were conducted, the priest asked them to do this and gave them a lot of space to
organise it themselves and to learn from it. While some volunteers in the organi-
sation exercised their leadership skills in this particular setting, others were sent
simply to participate in this event and represent their church. In one of the sub-
groups, the participants from Egypt explained that their priest had sent them to
take part. They were more or less (youth) leaders in their church. They had parti-
cipated in the Egyptian Taizé meeting the year before in the Anaphora centre, and
now they were sent to this meeting to bring the new experience and inspiration
from this event back to their own church and context. Interestingly, many partici-
pants in one of the subgroups in the centre were theology students (from Ukraine,
Hungary, Sweden, Lebanon, Syria and Palestine). This could be a coincidence,
but it might also indicate that future church leaders are motivated and stimulated
to join this kind of ecumenical event.

Conclusions and Reflections

The research question that gave rise to this article was, What does the Interna-
tional Ecumenical Youth Meeting, Beirut mean for young adults from the Middle

36 Studies in different settings show the importance of leadership given to adolescents and young
adults in churches. E.g. Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, and Brad Griffin, Growing Young: Six Essential
Strategies toHelpYoungPeopleDiscoverandLoveYourChurch (Ada:BakerPublishingGroup, 2016).
37 Many scouting organizations in Lebanon are narrowly related to churches such as theMaronite
Scouts or National Orthodox Scout Association, some are particular to certain ethnicities as well,
such as the Armenian Homentmen scouts or The Syriac Scouts. They mostly combine the scouting
lifestylewitha religiousand liturgical aspect, oftenwithapriest asanadviser andconfessor.Asone
of the respondents explains “we can say ‘Scout’ but the difference between us and the scout is that
we gomore into the religion.”
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East, and in particular from Lebanon, and how can these meanings be theologi-
cally evaluated?

We start with some conclusions and end with three reflections in which we
discuss our analysis in relation to some of the mentioned theories.

First, this ecumenical meeting invested in young adults who learned to ex-
press themselves by exploring new practices and convictions while remaining
committed to their own traditions. Exploration and commitment do not represent
different consecutive phases, but are intertwined and take place at the same time.

Second, young people from different churches and national backgrounds
met, discussed, danced, and prayed in a liturgical-ritual setting. For the young
adults, the experience of unity held an important meaning at this meeting. The
relational concept of embracement places this meaning in the dynamic of self –
concept and otherness.

Third, this ecumenical event was a symbolic embrace in the context of down-
town Beirut. It was a symbolic embrace because this meeting as a liturgical-ritual
act referred to something “more,” namely to one God in whom churches and peo-
ple united.

Fourth, this symbolic embracing was a vulnerable act, all the more so be-
cause of a possible discrepancy between the symbolic embracement and ordinary
or real life, where the experience of unity is often lacking. The emotional energy of
celebrating unity that was a ritual outcome of this event can obscure the hard
work that embracement is in daily life; moreover, the real challenge of embracing
goes further than embracing at an event.

Fifth, this event allowed the participants and (future) church youth leaders to
socialise and learn in an ecumenical tradition and in an ecumenical international
community.

We end with three reflections in which we discuss our results in the light of
theory.

First, although we recognise elements of the pseudo-event in Beirut (well-
planned, created to make a certain kind of impression, media influence, news-
worthy motive, floating between expectation and reality), we also noticed the pre-
sence of “ideals.” An “ideal” is already there, created by tradition, history, and
even by God. Boorstin critically explains how God himself can also become an
image rather than a power, whereby people create their own environment and
“plan” God.38 To some extent, this is true of all our worship and liturgies. We al-
ways have to check them against scripture and tradition. Although daily life does
not fully coincide with the well-planned event in Beirut, at this event real prayers

38 Boorstin, The Image (n. 11), 183.
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were shared and real faith traditions were present. The event itself was “real,” but
not completely so. It signified real embracing, but only in part; real crossing, but
also fear; real growth, but also retreat. Moreover, the boundary between the real
(also named “ideal”) and the image is fluid. “Symbolic embracement” expresses
this fluidity.

Second, an appropriation of the ecumenical character of the meeting is a ha-
bit that Volf connects to being and growing as social agents. Although there are
many social arrangements at the event—like who is sitting next to whom—and the
event can be considered a social arrangement in Beirut, the event itself, with its
theme “the righteous shall grow like the cedars of Lebanon,” also aims at shaping
“social agents” who are searching for “good” relationships, friendship and unity
between oneself and the other. Whether this investment brings spiritual growth
for the participants or sustainable transformation in their daily lives, home
churches, and contexts, may vary, and asks for further research.

Third, according to Volf, reconciliation is an important element in the process
of embracing. This, however, was not the primary language at the event; it was
used neither by the leaders during the prayers nor by the participants. It may have
been addressed in some of the workshops, as some of them discussed topics like
conflict and living together. Judging from the interviews and prayers, the vocabu-
lary at the event frequently related to unity, being brothers and sisters, being all
children of God, being equal in Christ, and sharing humanity. To quote the Taizé
brother Alois, “all humanity forms a single family and God lives within every hu-
man being without exception.”39 We argue that for the young adults this meeting
with believers from many different backgrounds revealed something of God and
his oneness. The “otherness” of people has a place in the Creator God as well as in
the Love of Christ. God is present in and transcends the otherness of people. As
such, this gathering was most fundamentally about the God who celebrates and
transcends human particularity and plurality.

39 “Letter from Kolkata,” (2007), Taizé (website), accessed March 1, 2020, https://www.taize.fr/
en_article58.html.
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