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T I M E  &  T I D E

A r c h b i s h o p  b r i d g e d  w o r l d s

S
AINT Ignatius, the first-century Obituary a western bishop, that of representing his people
Bishop of Antioch - and tra- on a socio-political level in relevant forums.
ditionally the child whom Christ
placed in the midst of the apostles
- wrote to the young church at

Smyrna in Asia Minor: "Where the bishop
is to be seen, there let all his people be."

Archbishop Gibran Ramlawey
First archbishop of the Antiochian Orthodox Diocese of
Australia and New Zealand

Born Tripoli, Lebanon, September 4, 1931. Died Sydney,
January 15, aged 67.

B e y o n d  h i s  o w n  c o m m u n i t y ,Gibran was
especial ly recognised for his great involvement in
ecumen ica l  ac t i v i t i es  i n te rna t iona l l y ,  na t iona l l y
and local ly .  He served a term as pres ident  of  the
( then) Austra l ian Counci l  of  Churches,  and was a
t i re less worker on several  of  i ts  commit tees.

It was very much in that tradition that Arch- By this involvement and commitment, he
bishop Gibran Ramlawey served the Antiochian Sydney for the diocese of Australia and New brought a knowledge and appreciation of the
Orthodox Diocese of Australia and New Zealand Zealand. Orthodox faith to many who otherwise would
for nearly 30 years. Gibran's arrival marked the beginning of a new have thought of it (if at all) as some foreign and

Growing up in Lebanon, Gibran completed his and vital chapter for Antiochian Orthodox Chris- exotic species of Christianity scarcely relevant to
secondary education in Tripoli. His tertiary and tians in this country. 20th-century Australia.
postgraduate studies included degrees in Arabic The church had been well prepared for its first In a pluralistic, complex country such as Aust-
literature and theology. bishop by able priests working hard to care for the ralia, the Orthodox Church is faced with minister-

In his early teens, he became involved in the faithful from only two established parishes, one in ing to its people in a completely new and different
Church Youth Movement as well as singing in Melbourne and one in Sydney. The bishop's arri- ? situation from that in their traditional home-
church choirs and serving in the office of church val set in motion a period of growth, especially in lands.
leader. the setting up of new parishes, which continues An Orthodox leader in this country must pre-

In 1948, he took his novice vows and was or- today. serve the deposit of faith in its fullness, and at the
dained as sub-deacon, serving as secretary to the Along with the setting up of parish churches same time encounter a culture that may not only
Metropolitan of Tripoli. He also subsequently came the provision of new priests to care for the have different answers from those traditionally
served the Metropolitan of Aleppo in Syria as pastoral needs of an ever-increasing number of given by the church, but at times may even ask
secretary, returning to Tripoli for a short period
before moving to Beirut, where he worked as an faithful. The early years of Gibran's episcopate new and different questions.

were marked by a dramatic rise in the number of It requires a person of broad understanding and
educator until 1962. Gibran's own schooling hadleft him fluent in Arabic, French and English. migrants from the Middle East. experience, as well as a firm grounding in his own

As Father Gibran, he was transferred to Mon- These people, while all Arab speaking,came faith, to lead his Orthodox people and provide a
treal, Canada, as a parish priest. Following this, he from varied national and cultural backgrounds, vision that will allow the church to become an
also served in the US at Johnstown, Pennsylvania, and it was a feature of his pastoral work that integrated participant in the life of the nation.
and, finally, Cleveland, Ohio, where he was presi- Gibran was able to understand and communicate Gibran brought this knowledge and experience
dent of the local Clergy Association and chaplain at with his people in a way that was always relevant and set a difficult and challenging precedent for

his successors.
Case Western Reserve University. to their individual backgrounds.

Australia became Gibran's destination in 1969 The bishop's pastoral care also extended to an
after he was elected and consecrated Bishop of area perhaps not associated with the ministry of
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Today we, as representatives of other churches are grateful to have had the
opportunity to gather with you, the members of the Antiochian Orthodox Church
to celebrate the life of your Archbishop Gabriel Gibran Ramlawey, to give thanks
to God for God's grace to him in life and for the assurance of God's forgiveness
and love in which he has been welcomed beyond death.

We knew your Archbishop through his deep commitment to God's call to
Christians to live in the unity which is Christ's prayer and Christ's gift. That
commitment led to his regular involvement in the Australian Council of Churches
and later the National Council of Churches in Australia, and to personal
relationship with the leaders of many churches.

In preparation for today I spoke with several of those leaders. Some of them are
with us today. I especially note the presence of his Grace, Archbishop Keith
Rayner, Primate of the Anglican Church of Australia, and the Rev. Pamela Kerr,
Moderator of the Uniting Church in Victoria and President of the Victorian
Council of Churches. Father Henry Dabbons Melkite Catholle

Others are unable to be present themselves. Both Archbishop George Pell of the
Roman Catholic Church and Bishop Ezekiel of the Greek Orthodox Church have
apologised and have sent representatives. So too have Bishop David Bowden, the
Anglican Bishop of Bendigo and the Rt Rev John Woodward, the Moderator of
the Presbyterian Church of Victoria.

Archbishop Aghan Baliozian of the Armenian Apostolic Church, who lives in
Sydney, is represented by his priest Father Cherkezian. Archbishop Aghan asked
me to say that he sends his condolence and sorrow. He shares the feeling of loss.
He and Archbishop Gibran had a strong personal relationship. From time to time
Archbishop Gibran would ring Archbishop Aghan's home and say T'm coming
round for dinner.' He was always welcome.

Bishop David Silk, Anglican Bishop of Ballarat had informed Father Nabil that
he would be coming. He rang this morning quite distressed that a pastoral
emergency meant that he would not be able to attend and it was too late to find
someone to represent him.

Anglican: Antiochian Orthodox: Armenian Apostolic; Bulgarian Orthodox, Churches of Christ; Coptic Orthodox; Greek Orthodox; Holy Apostolic
Catholic Assyrian Church of the East; Malankara Orthodox Syrian; Mar Thoma Syrian; Religious Society of Friends, Roman Catholic Dioceses of

Melbourne and Ballarat, Melkite Catholic and Ukrainian Catholic Eparchies; Romanian Orthodox; Salvation Army, Syrian Orthodox; Uniting Church



Several other church leaders including Dr David Stolz, President of the Lutheran
Church and Chek Chia, President of the Churches of Christ have sent their
apologies. Father Dumitru Coman of the Romanian Orthodox Church is unable
to be here, but shares with you in the sense of loss and joins you in your prayers.

In my conversations with them, many of the Church leaders spoke very warmly
of the leadership which Archbishop Gibran gave in The Australian Council of
Churches, then in recent years in the National Council of Churches in Australia
and in the National Heads of Churches meetings. For two terms he was the
President of the Australian Council of Churches - from 1980 to 1984. When the
Australian Council of Churches decided it was time to consider its future,
Archbishop Gibran was one of the small group of five who worked long and hard
to make it possible for the birth of the National Council of Churches in which
both the Roman Catholic and the Lutheran Churches were able to become
members.

Many of the leaders of the western Churches found that they could work well
with Archbishop Gibran. He was unique in his ability to function as if he was
Western while nevertheless being Eastern. His very good friend Archbishop
Aghan Baliozian, first President of the National Council of Churches, recognised
this trait and encouraged Archbishop Gibran to maintain his balance as he
walked the tightrope of being a Bishop in the Orthodox Church while also trying
to accommodate to the other Churches.

His profound spiritual commitment to the call to Christian Unity led him to
believe that he must walk this difficult path. Of course it is not possible to walk
such a path without the risk of being misunderstood, and there were times when
he was misunderstood. But he had an additional gift. I am a Scot and the Scots
sometimes say that someone is pawky. It means that they have a strong
humourous streak - sometimes a bit cheeky or even a bit naughty. Archbishop
Gibran was very good at making provocative or even impossible suggestions with
a cheeky grin and then testing to see where the conversation would go. However,
even when he was provoking people he was always trying to find a new way
forward that would strengthen our relationship with each other as Christians.

One person said to me, Archbishop Gibran knew and lived a spiritual
ecumenism, and this led him to launch out into ideas and action with what some
would have considered to be insufficient regard for documents and canon law.



Many people in many churches feel that they have lost a pastor to whom they
could turn if they were ever in trouble. He had a sensitive pastoral ear. He was
always willing to sit down and listen when he detected someone in need of
encouragement and counsel. He was very approachable and because he opened
himself to others he was inclined to be very open in return. This sometimes made
him vulnerable - but then good pastors are usually prepared to be vulnerable and
in the shared vulnerability there can be the experience of the presence of Christ
who was willing to be crucified so that others may be healed.

Although he was very approachable that didn't mean that you could take him for
granted. He was perfectly capable of reminding you that he was an Archbishop.
If in his judgement the circumstances were such that he should be shown the
respect due to his office he would not hesitate to make that clear. If you needed
encouragement or comfort you could be confident of his care, but if you deserved
to be rebuked it was quite likely he would provide the rebuke!

While many of us remember his pastoral care of us as individuals we are also
aware that his concern stretched across the world to those in need. He was an
energetic committed member of the National Council of Churches Commission
for Christian World Service with its responsibility for providing support for aid
projects in many countries.

The presence amongst us today of Mr Jean Daniel, Consul General of Lebanon,
is a reminder of the important role that Archbishop Gibran played in being an
interpreter and advocate for his people in the wider social and political arena.
This role meant that he was a strong encourager in the Australian Council of
Churches and the now National Council of Churches as it discussed speaking
and acting in support of disadvantaged people in our society and throughout the
world. In his encouragement he brought sound political wisdom and judgement.

He had good personal relationships with leaders of other Faiths. He recognised,
and encouraged the rest of us to recognise, the importance of Christians being in
constructive dialogue with other Faiths such as Judaism and Islam - even if at
times we were unable to agree with them.

By his openness and then by his quiet teaching he helped many to begin to
develop an interest and some understanding of the Orthodox Churches. He will
be sorely missed by many friends in other Churches. We are here to remember
him and to tell you that we do so with respect and affection.



We are here to join our prayers with yours for the repose of his soul and for his
joy in our Lord

Of course the example and work of Archbishop Gibran will live on! Father
Stephen Godley writing in the Australian last week said 'Saint Ignatius, the first
century Bishop of Antioch wrote to the young church at Smyrna in Asia
Minor "Where the Bishop is to be seen, there let all his people be."' It has been
my experience that Archbishop Gibran was constant in encouraging his clergy
and lay leaders to follow him in his commitment to the unity of Christ's people
and therefore to the work of the ecumenical movement. Here in Victoria we have
always felt a warm friendship and support from the leaders of the Antiochian
Church. I am here today at the direct invitation of Father Nabil, who, as you
know is in Sydney. Father Nabil is currently a vice President of the Victorian
Council of Churches and he is very sorry that he can't be here today. In the early
days many of us experienced the friendship of Father George Nasr. Then, of
course, Father Dimitri involved himself and encouraged others to be involved in
the Council and in the last years Archbishop Gibran appointed Father Nabil as
his Episcopal Vicar and he has been constant in his active support. I look forward
to that continuing support, because in the next few days I am expecting the
Heads of some of the member Churches to send me a form nominating Father
Nabil as our next President for the VCC. There is no doubt that the example of
Archbishop Gibran lives on. May it be a part of our remembering him.

And to God be the Glory.


