
 

  

One of the joys of living is discovering that the world 
is a vast mosaic of cultures and ethnicities, of 
languages and religions, of nationalities and 
sexualities, and more. This is especially true in our 
society, which is made up of generations of 
indigenous people whose cultures were annihilated, 
of generations of slaves who were owned by those in 
power, of indentured servants who were bound to 
work for another, of a variety of generations of 
immigrants, who continue to come by their own 
choice, and others by fleeing danger and harm.  
 
This reality exposes the necessity of cultural 
sensitivity, a definition for which is – respect and 
awareness for people’s strengths and gifts, their 
culture and knowledge, and their unique worldview. 
Cultural sensitivity implies that one would withhold 
judgment of these cultural differences and their 
practices, that one would continue to be open, grow 
in self-awareness, and learn to deal effectively with 
these differences. (variety of google resources) 
 
I write about this because we, as an Association of 
146 congregations, urban, suburban and rural, 
congregations of European and African descent; an 
Association of 340 authorized ministers comprised 
those of European, African and Asian descent, those 
who identify as BIPOC - black, Indigenous and people 
of color, those who identify as LGBTQ+ and non-
binary, those with different abilities, and more, have 
covenanted to do the ministry of the Church of Jesus 
Christ together in this world, at this time, and to live 
together as the Living Water Association.  
 
As all covenants, this covenant demands our 
openness, our care and love, our commitment to be 
safe when we gather, to respect and be aware of the 
mosaic of which we are part.  

Most of you know that I grew up in Syria, lived in 
Beirut, Lebanon, and when the civil war in Beirut 
intensified, came to the US to attend Lancaster 
Theological Seminary in PA.  Aleppo is the city of my 
birth. Yet, I am of Armenian descent, which assumes a 
Christian faith. Armenians are one of the first 
Christians and are mostly Orthodox/Apostolic. My 
family, however, is Protestant/Evangelical, following 
evangelism work by the Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions of the joint global ministry of the 
Congregationalists and Presbyterians in New England. 
To this day, Protestantism is a minority in the Eastern 
part of the world, where a variety of ethnic Christians 
are Orthodox. Because Syria was an Arab and Muslim 
country, we Armenian Christians who found ourselves 
in exile following the genocide perpetrated by the 
Ottomans, created communities of our own, including 
churches and schools.  
 
I grew up speaking Armenian at home, Arabic in 
school and outside the home, English which was 
taught as a foreign language by second grade, 
adjusted to Turkish which my grandparents spoke at 
home, and some French because Syria was colonized 
by the French for a long time. Each language holds a 
culture. During childhood and teenage years, my 
friends had diverse ethnicities, faiths, cultures and 
languages. It was just a way of life. We navigated it.   
 
In Beirut, I attended the Haigazian University, an 
Armenian Protestant University, where classes are 
offered in English since the student body is diverse. 
Armenian courses are offered for those who are 
Armenian. In order to begin my studies, I had to pass 
TOEFL - Test of English as a Foreign Language. It was 
during those tests that I was introduced to multiple 
choice questions. I had not seen them before. My 
educational culture did not include them.  
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During my years in Haigazian University, I lived and 
took courses at the Near East School of Theology, one 
of the few Protestant seminaries in the area. The 
Seminary was comprised students from a variety of 
Protestant denominations from the Middle East, Iran, 
India, Africa, Europe as well as professors from the US 
and Europe. Although the language of our education 
was English, at any given time, one could hear several 
languages spoken and cultural experiences shared.  
 
In the US, where I arrived 40 years ago, and Lancaster 
Seminary was my first home, I was named “the exotic 
foreigner.” I did not know this at the time. It was 
shared with me months later. Everyone who tried to 
pronounce my name struggled, which reminded me 
that even in Syria and Lebanon, most non-Armenians 
could not pronounce my name correctly. Armenian is 
an Indo-European language while Arabic is Semitic. 
There are some letters and sounds they do not share.  
 
In seminary and in churches I visited, I would be asked 
how many camels my family had. How come I did not 
cover up? When did I convert to Christianity? This last 
question was very poignant since Armenia was one of 
the first states to accept Christianity as a state religion 
in the year 301. On a church heritage tree, the first 
churches are Armenian and Coptic. I am grateful no 
one asks me about camels anymore… 
 
Today, 40 years later in the US, having lived in a 
variety of states and settings, like all immigrants, I 
continue to daily navigate and interpret sentiments, 
concepts, roles, social practices, not to mention the 
questions that follow as one hears a bit of an accent 
and a name that sounds foreign. I struggle with the 
simple question “where are you from?” If I answer 
“from Syria,” the assumption is that I am Arab 
Muslim. Many don’t realize that Christianity was born 
in that part of the world, and that Middle Eastern 
countries have some of the most vibrant Christian 
communities in the world. If I answer, I am Armenian, 
which is usually my response, I am asked about life in 
Armenia. I have never lived in Armenia. I am a 
diaspora Armenian born in exile. I have visited 
Armenia twice and look forward to visiting again soon. 
 
I dream of the day when I will not be asked, “Where 
are you from?” But if someone really wants to know 
my ethnic identity and heritage, they would express a 
kind curiosity with, “What is, or, may I ask, your ethnic 
background or identity?”  

Today, 40 years later in the US, daily I am asked 
questions that make me feel like a stranger.  Then I 
think of all BIPOC people, and weep that there are 
many who are born on this soil, in this society, who 
are treated as if they’re strangers as well.  
 
My worldview is global. When I use the word “here,” I 
usually mean the US. When I talk about church, I 
usually mean the global, ecumenical church. When I 
think of God, I don’t think “he or she.” Armenian has 
only one pronoun for all humans.  
 
Some of the cultural marks of Diaspora Armenians 
and Middle Eastern Cultures are - close knit 
community, sharing and relationships, social roles and 
norms that everyone follows, generosity and 
hospitality. To me, community is organic. It happens 
when individuals gather. But that is not always true 
here. We work hard to build community because it 
doesn’t happen organically. I feel exasperation when 
we have to work so hard to build healthy communities 
and relationships, so together, we can create safe and 
respectful communities for all. Why does it not 
happen organically here? I wonder.  
 
So what can we/you do? Remember that there is no 
right way, that differences are not good or bad, they 
are simply divergent. Learn about others and cultures 
where we differ in expression of emotions, in dealing 
with conflict, in communicating directly or indirectly, 
in expression of respect, in appropriate topics for 
conversation, in personal space, gestures, sense of 
humor, and more. Learn from the variety of resources 
on google. Do your own work. Ask mindful questions. 
Be gracious. Open your heart. Don’t defend yourself. 
Don’t deny your bias. We all have them. Be aware and 
respectful, and above all loving.  
 
I do not expect folks to have heard of Armenians or 
have knowledge about every culture in the world. I 
don’t expect that we will always succeed in respecting 
diversity and living with it without ever hurting one 
another. But I do expect that we would treat one 
another as one human race, with non-judgment and 
sensitivity toward differences. I expect that in this 
twenty first century, when the world is increasingly 
pluralistic, we would be open to the gift of diversity, 
seeking to learn from one another, recognizing that 
each culture contributes to the beautiful mosaic, of 
one medley of humanity created in the image of its 
artful Creator. 
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