‘MIDDLE EAST IN CRISIS. WHERE IS CHURCH LEADERSHIP?’
‘Role of women and families in the Church Leadership’
In a changing society that will soon need to embrace some form of democracy and changing attitudes, will the Church also begin to follow suit?
The Middle East crisis and more specifically the revolution in Egypt has been a roller-coaster of emotion, from excitement and awe, to doubts and questions. Having just returned from Cairo recently, I’m still processing the reality of life out there at the moment. Which is tough and not yet stable. And again a mixture of hopeful and doubtful. 
It also felt that church (from all denominations) itself is also finding that it’s caught up in this wave of having to find itself in the midst of great changes. As well as dealing with ongoing discrimination's, fighting fires of persecution and incitement and rising, new forms extremism. The church leadership will be trying to figure out what its own voice is whilst understandably but perhaps dangerously falling back into protective mode.
Looking to the topic of the role of women and families in church leadership again we’re talking about something that both the region as a whole will have to address in the coming changes as well as the church. This challenge showing that one of the most interesting things about the role of the church in the Middle East is that it’s very much a mirror image of it’s surrounding culture.
We’re talking about a society where women are second-class citizens. Where female genital mutilation or circumcision is still prominent in village life. Where a man caught in adultery is given 6 months jail term but a women is given up to two years. Unlike in the West, where the individual is the basic unit of the state, it is the family that is the basis of Middle Eastern & Arab states. This means that the state is primarily concerned with the protection of the family rather than the protection of individual family members. Within this framework, the rights of women are expressed solely in their roles as daughters, wives and mothers. State discrimination against women in the family is expressed through unjust family laws that deny women rights such as equal access to divorce and child custody.
If the law is designed to protect women only within their role in the family, it will fail to protect women who are in need of protection from their families. By failing to protect women from violence such as domestic abuse, rape, marital rape, and honour killings, the state fails to provide the protection available to a full citizen. 
With that overview in mind of what a women’s citizenship looks like we can start looking towards the church within that bigger context - where a women within the church is also mainly judged by her familial role.
Deciding to steer clear of opening up a theological debate on the role of women clerically or sacra-mentally (although it’s difficult to avoid) but rather present to you from my own convictions and observations as to where I see this role currently stands within a generic concept of leadership and where perhaps we could hope it would be in the future within the church and the society as a whole. 
This is a very difficult topic to address and talk about for various reasons. Namely theological but also and perhaps what makes it even more difficult is that in some way and for the majority of believers (I will mainly be talking from a Coptic Orthodox perspective now) its just not an issue. That goes for women and men. We’re talking about a church within a society where women basically and I dont think this is an exaggeration have no rights over men. We are also talking about a church whose leadership is basically 100% male dominate; from Patriarch, to bishops, priests, deacons and heads of service. From my perspective as an active member of the congregation, its that model that we have that is the biggest growth stunt. Simply because, for the majority of the men in charge they wont have the insight or intrinsic conviction that there’s anything wrong with this and it would challenge centuries of a cultural mentality and stance. Again showing that this is a mirror image of the surrounding society. What’s even more difficult to address is that many women themselves may not see this as an issue. 
I’d be painting a tainted picture if I gave you the impression that women have no role. Actually well within our church here anyway in the UK, the majority of active servants in the church are women but they’re not mainly in positions of leadership. And in the church in Egypt, the ratio of women/men youth who are active servants/workers is the church is very equal. 
The problem for me is that there is no platform, really for a woman to flourish and grow and lead, freely anyway. There is still a very deeply rooted culture of male dominance which is, in my eyes justified by a very narrow application of particular biblical verses. I say this because if we move away from leadership for a moment and just look at church practice all the ‘prohibitive’ rites towards women. i.e. not being able to have communion at particular times of the month or a girl baby being baptised 80 days after birth whereas a boy is baptised 40 days after are all traditions adapted from the Old Testament and haven’t seemed to have gone through the process of New Testament grace. What’s even more difficult is that these topics aren’t really up for real debate. I.e. debate that might bring change. 
Again for me the root issue at the heart of this for me is that there are no women who are involved in the higher leadership where change can be influenced. I’m not talking within even a clerical position but more on church councils, theological forums, synod meetings etc.
What I see as the problem is the patriarchal system in place where leadership is modelled by clergy alone. Laity only forms a very small part of a voice at the parish level within the church council. Even then, the council is overseen by priests or the diocese bishop.
You’ll have to forgive me that I’ve painted quite a grim picture so allow me to tell you what some groups have been doing to influence change in a different way.
In Egypt, poverty is a huge and too silent an issue. I met with an NGO whilst I was in Cairo, they’re HQ is in the US, their director is a women and the head of the Egypt office is also a woman. They made a decision not to be a Church organisation as such. But they run parallel to the work of the church. So they are self-sufficient but have built such deep and strong relationships with the church leadership that they are able to influence in ways beyond what they could even imagine. They managed to get churches trained in development values, they have become the first port of call to any diocese where there is an extreme case or something the church can’t help with. This may seem natural to many but it’s a huge deal that the church is engaging. It’s a huge step forward. It’s led to churches taking initiative and beginning there own programmes and seeking ‘secular’ training and help.
This is just one example of many but what seems to be the general trend that brings change was explained to me by the editor of the Watani newspaper in Egypt. Again a newspaper that is independant, not a church newspaper but a paper that rights freely about the church whilst enjoying good relationships with it and is regularly asked to speak in churches to raise political awareness. Youssef Sidhom, said to me. Don’t ever put your hope in the Church leading change in this society. Society will lead the church. If the country moves towards democracy and equal rights etc, the church will have to move with it. He said something to me that is so true - he said we have to get people out of church buildings and into society. We need our youth to be intermingling, discussing, challenging and being challenged by ‘the other’. We need to come out of victimisation and our inclusiveness and integrate and be real citizens that have something to offer.
For me the message I got is that the Church itself has to learn what democracy, equality, justice and freedom means just as much as the rest of the country, if not more. 
If I was to suggest a new model or envision what change would look like it would be to challenge and re-structure the entire way we do leadership. At the moment leadership = clergy. For me a more ‘equal’, ‘just’ model would be a leadership team comprising of Clergy and laity, men and women to whom the rest of the clergy as well as the servants/deacons etc are accountable to. A group that has a voice and authority to challenge any part of the church. But again we’re talking within the context of a society where any religious figure is held on a pedestal and will only ever be questioned with great caution if ever. Also dependant on the change society starts to take, the church will most likely have to learn from that. 
For women to start taking an equal place in society and having a role in the leadership of the church, we’re talking about a total attitude and cultural change not just policies on how many women should be allowed in parliament or on church councils.
This is big topic with so many aspects and challenges and what has been set out here is perhaps just a snippet of what the role of women is within the current context and perhaps a challenge to the church to return to the key Gospel values and teachings of the Jesus to re-evaluate it’s way of doing leadership. 
To echo the words of Nawal El-Sadaawi:
‘Religion if authentic in the principles it stands for - aims at truth, equality, justice, love and a healthy wholesome life for all people, whether men or women.’
