





























context. Historian Christopher Tyerman describes the usual

. practice of biblical interpretation during the eleventh century:

“As it had developed by the beginning of its second
millennium in western Christendom, Christianity was only

indirectly a scriptural faith. The foundation texts of the Old

and New Testaments were mediated even to the educated

through the prism of commentaries by the so-called Church
Fathers.”* Individual sayings were often taken out of their
original context and applied to situations undreamed of by the
biblical authors. This practice was used to support the
theology of holy war during this period. :

From the beginning, relations between Christians and
Muslims involved military conflict. Muslims armies won early
victories against the forces of the Christian Byzantine Empire,
and in December 634 CE, Muslims were encamped between
Jerusalem and Bethlehem, preventing Christians from
journeying from Jerusalem to Bethlehem for Christmas Eve
celebrations. - Confronted with this situation, Patriarch
Sophronius of Jerusalem applied the lessons of the prophets of
ancient Israel to his community’s experience and interpreted
this event as God’s punishment for the sins of Christians:
“Because of countless sins and very serious faults, we have
become unworthy of the sight of these things [the Holy Places
of Bethlehem].””> In line with the ancient prophets, Sophronius
urged his Christian congregation to repent:

I call on and I command and I beg you for the love of
Christ .the Lord, in so far as it is in our power, let us
correct ourselves, let us shine forth with repentance, let us
be purified with conversion and let us curb our

14 .Chiistopfler Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), 29.

15 " Quoted in F.E. Peters, Jerusalem: the Holy City in the Eyes of Chroniclers,
- Visitors, Pilgrims, and Prophets from the Days of Abraham to the Beginnings
of Modern Times (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985), 175.
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performance of acts which are hateful to God. If we
constrain ourselves, as friendly and beloved of God, we
would laugh at the fall of our Saracen adversaries and we
would view their not distant death and we would see
their final destruction. . '

After Muslims had entered Jerusalem, Patriarch
..Sophroniv_ls is reported to employed apocalyptic imagery to
Interpret the construction. of the al-Agsa mbsque. According
fo Theophanes, a ninth-century Byzantine historian, Sophronius
interpreted the al-Agsa mosque as the Abomination of
Desolation described in the Book of Daniel, but it is unclear

how accurate Theophanes’ sources were."” This interpretation

- paved the way for further apocalyptic reflection.

The swift Muslim victories came as a major shock to
Christian consciousness, and soon many Christians turned to
an apocalyptic eschatology inspired by the Bible to make sense
of them. For centuries, Byzantine Christians, following the
lead of Eusebius of Caesarea, had seen the Christian Roman’
Empire, centered in Constantinople, as part of God’s
providential plan for history: The rise of Islam, especially
Muslim victories in war, posed a sharp challengé' and had to
be incorporated into the overall vision. Historian Bernard
McGinn comments on the role of apocalyptic eschatology in
making sense of unexpected historical developments: |

One of the characteristics of apocalyptic eschatology is its
drive to.find meaning in current events by seeing them in
light of the scenario of the end. Such a posteriori; or after--
the-fact, uses of apocalypticism are often reactions to
major historical changes (like the conversion of the Empire
or the rise of Islam) that do not fit into the received view

16 Ibid.

17 Bernard McGinn, Antichrist: Two Thousand Years of the
Human Fascination with Evil (San Francisco:
HarperSanFranciso, 1994), 305, n. 40.
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of providential history. By making a place for such
events in the story of the end, the final point that gives all
“history meaning, apocalyptic eschatology incorporates the
unexpected into the divinely foreordained and gives it
permanent significance.’® :

‘For centuries, Christians interpreted Muslims and their
actions in apocalyptic terms. By the end of the seventh
century, an anonymous writer known as Pseudo-Methodius
had produced an apocalyptic interpretation of Muslims that
would shape Christian attitudes for a millennium.? Pseudo-
Methodius -wrote: in Syriac in the late seventh century C.E.
under the pseudonym of the revered fourth-century martyr
Methodius, who was bishop of Olympus in Lycia and who
- was killed in the Roman persecutions in 312 C.E. The
Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius recounts an angel’s supposed
revelation to Methodius on Mount Singara in present-day
.northwest Iraq, interpreting the Arab Muslim triumphs as part
of the ongoing drama of the four kingdoms described by
Daniel, giving hope to Christians that in the end they will
share in Christ’s final triumph over their enemies. Pseudo-
Methodius sees the “Ishmaelites,” i.e., the Arab Muslims, as
_ preparing the way for the Son of Perdition. Pseudo-Methodius
identifies the “Children of Ishmael” with “the people whom
Daniel [11:5] calls ‘the arm of the South,’” ie., the king of the
south whom Daniel predicts will destroy the empire of the
- Persians (10:6; p.-230). - Pseudo-Methodius interprets the battle
- of the Muslim army against Byzantine forces at the River
Yarmouk in 636 CE as the fulfillment of the prophecy of

18" McGinn, Antichrist, 88.

19. The Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, in The Seventh Century in the West-
' Syrian Chronicles, trans. Andrew Palmer and Sebastian Brock (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1993), 222-42; Paul Julius Alexander, The
Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition, ed. Dorothy de F. Abrahamse (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1985); F.J. Martinez, Eastern Christian
Apocalyptic in the Early Muslim Period: Pseudo-Methodius and Pseudo-
Athanasius (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America,
unpublished dissertation, 1985), 58-246.
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Ezekiel 39:17-18, which invited the wild animals and birds to
come and eat the flesh of fattened men and drink the blood
of warriors (11:1-2; p. 230). ' -

~ According to Pseudo-Methodius, the Muslim’s victories are
not due to their righteousness or to God’s favor but rather to
the sinfulness of Christians. Pseudo-Methodius quotes Meses”
warning to the Israelites in the book of Deuteronomy as
similar to the situation of the Muslims. Moses told the |

* Israelites that God was not bringing them to the Promised

-Land because of their virtue but rather because of the
sinfulness of the inhabitants of the land. Pseudo-Methodius
comments: “Similarly with these children of Ishmael: it was
not because God loves them that he allowed them to enter the
kingdom of the Christians, but because of the wickedness and
sin which is performed at the hands of the Christians, the like |
of which has not been performed in any of the former
generations” (11:5; p. 231).

Pseudo-Methodius also understands 2 Thessalonians 2:3 as
referring to the Muslim victories: “This is the chastisement of
which the Apostle spoke: “The chastisement must come first,
only then will that Man of Sin, the Son of Destruction, be
revealed’” (11:17; p. 233).% Pseudo-Methodius understands
Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the tares (Mt 13:24-30) to
explain that the sufferings of Christians must increase so that
the faithful may be tested and known (13:4; p. 236). He

- recalls Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed

are you‘when people revile and persecute you, saying all sorts
of bad things about you falsely for my Name’s sake: rejoice
then and exult, for your reward is great in heaven” (Mt 5:11-
12; Ps-Methodius 13:5; p. 237). He also holds out the hope of
Jesus promise: “He who endures to the end shall have life”

- (Mt 10:22; 24:13; Ps-Methodius 13:5; p. 237).

After this suffering, a future Byzantine emperor will ﬁght
the Muslims; “the king of the Greeks shall go out against them

20 See also Alexander, 20-21.
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in great wrath,” bringing destruction to the Ishmaelites and
peace to Christians, a peace unprecedented in the history of

the world (13:11; p. 237). There will, however, be more

suffering when the king of the Greeks dies and the Son of
Perdition appears and works the signs of deception foretold by
Jesus (Mt 24:24). The Son of Perdition will then take his seat
in Jerusalem until the return of Jesus Christ. “But at the

Advent of our Lord from heaven he will be delivered over to .

‘the Gehenna of Fire’ (Mt 5:22) and to ‘outer darkness’, where
he will be amidst ‘weeping and gnashmg of teeth”” (Mt 8:12;
Ps-Methodius 14:13; p. 242).

Pseudo-Methodius interprets the p_i'ophet Muhammad as -

a forerunner of the Antichrist and the Son of Perdition; he
holds out the expectation of the coming king of the Greeks,
. the Last Emperor, i.e., the final Byzantine Christian Emperor,
as hope for faithful Christians in difficult times. Pseudo-
Methodius believes that the ultimate victory of Christ is
assured through the Last Emperor. Thus he urges Christians
to resist the Muslims and continue the struggle against them
through all hardships. Inspired by these hopes, Pseudo-

Methodius opposes any form of collaboration or acceptance of

Muslim rule.? The Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius was
translated into Greek and circulated widely for centuries,
becoming the third most important apocalyptic text for
medieval Christians, after the biblical books of Daniel and

Revelation.2 It was still being reprinted-and distributed a

millennium later in 1683, when the Ottoman army was
" besieging Vienna.® The style of biblical interpretation modeled

by Pseudo-Methodius is a classic example of the hermeneutics .

of hostility; tragically, it was widely influential in shaping
- Christian perceptions of Muslims for a millennium and more:

21 Bernard Mchn, Visions of the End: Apocalyﬁti& Tradi_tians in the Middle
Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 70.

22 On the relation of the Greek translation to ‘the Syriac original, see
Alexander, 31-60.

23  McGinn, Visions of the End,‘72. '
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Medieval Christians repeatedly interpreted Muhammad
either as the Antichrist or as a forerunner of the Antichrist.?
A long tradition in Latin Christianity reflected on the meaning
of the Antichrist in relation to the Son of Perdition of 2
Thessalonians.? In calling for a new Crusade in 1213, Pope
Innocent III condemned Muhammad as the Son of Perdition (2
Thess 2:3); Innocent expected him to have a reign of 666 years,
almost all of which had already passed.” Medieval Christians
applied the term from the book of Revelation, “synagogues.of
Satan” to Muslims.? Apocalyptic literature inspired Christians
to fight against their Muslim adversaries for centuries, offering
hope of eschatological vindication even in the most hopeless
of earthly situations.

In the long struggle against Muslims in the Iberian
Peninsula, James-the Apostle, the son of Zebedee, became the
heavenly patron in battle. Jesus had nicknamed James the “son
of thunder” (Mk 3:17), apparently because he and his brother
John wanted Jesus to call down thunder on those Samaritans °

- who rejected him (Lk 9:54). Even though Jesus sharply

rebuked his fiery disciple for his temper (Lk 9:55), medieval
Christians honored James for his ferocity, and he become the
patron of Spain. According to legend, he miraculously
intervened in the battle of Clavijo in 844, when Ramiro I of
Asturias was leading Christians in battle against Muslims led .
by the Emir of Cordoba. James’s heavenly assistance in battle
earned him the -new sobriquet “Matamoros,” the Moor-slayer
who kills the enemies of Christ. The church built in his honor
at Compdstela in northwestern.Spain, where his remains were

24 McGinn, Antichrist, 85-86; Norman Daniel, islmh and the West: The
Making of an Image (1960; reprint, Oxford: Oneworld, 2000), 210-12.

25 Kevin L. Hugheé, Constructing Antichrist: Paul, Biblical Commentary, and
- the Development of Doctrine in the Early Middle Ages (Washington, DC:
Catholic University of America Press, 2005) :

26 McGinn, Antzchnst 150.
27 Daniel, 133-34.
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allegedly discovered, has long been one of the most important

pilgrimage places of Europe.?®

Medieval Christians frequently imagined Jesus as a
warrior in conflict with his adversaries and interpreted his
harsh words as justification for their own attacks on
opponents. The Christian imagination transformed Prince of
Peace into the Heroic Warrior of Sacred Combat. Christians
believed that their wars were, after all, waged in order to
establish a just peace. An early English poem, The Dream of the
Rood, calls Jesus “the Warrior . . . the Mighty King, Lord of

Heavens” and “the Wielder of Triumphs.”?® Charlemagne .

appeared as the ideal Christian warrior who asked the pope
to pray that he might defeat his enemies by “the arms of

Faith.”® Ideals of chivalry combined monastic-style devotion

to Christ with the warrior’s courage in fighting for justice.

At the center of the imagery of the First Crusade was
Jesus’ command to take up one’s cross and follow him (Mt
16:24). In the gospel of Matthew, this command comes after
Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount concerning love
of enemy and non-violent responses to evil. ‘In the late
eleventh century, however, this original context was neglected,
and taking up the cross was interpreted as violent combat on
behalf of Christ. Tyerman comments, “[Tlhe holy war [against
Muslims] was perceived and possibly designed to revolve

around Matthew 16:24.”* For centuries the crusades took °

shape as a concrete way to accept this challenge.

28 Maryjane Dunn and Linda Kay Davidson, ed., The Pilgrimage to
Compostela in the Middle Ages (New York; Routledge, 1996). Javier Garcia
Turza, El Camino de Santiago'y la Sociedad Medieval (Logroiio: Ediciones

~ Instituto de Estudios Ricjanos, 2000). ‘

" 29 The Norton Anthology of English Literature, ed. M.H. Abrams (5% ed.;.
New York: W.W. Norton, 1986), 1: 23, 24_. i

- 30 Tyerman, 36.

31 Alan Baker, The Knight - (Hobokén, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, 2003), 158-
. 90." ) ’
32 Tyerman, 32.
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Medieval Christians repeatedly interpreted their earthly
enemies, especially Muslims, as the Son of Perdition, the
Antichrist or their accomplices. The sacred combat of the book
of Revelation was of particular importance in’this process. The
bloody images of battle of the book of Revelation shape the
accounts of the sack of Jerusalem by the First Crusade in 1099.
Raymond of Aguilers described the scene on the Temple
Mount after the crusaders’ victory: “it is sufficient to relate
that in the Temple of Solomon and the portico crusaders rode
in blood to the knees and bridles of their horses.”® Tyerman
notes. the biblical reference: “Raymond was quoting Revelation
14:20: ‘And the winepress was trodden without the city, and
blood came out of the winepress, even unto the horse bridles.”
It is hard to exaggerate the dependence of Raymond’s
contemporaries on the Scripture for imagery and language.”*

Brett Edward Whalen notes that when medieval Chris'tiz'ms
were triumphant, as in the capture of Jerusalem by the First
Crusade in 1099, they could apply the biblical theology of holly
war directly and see their victories as guided by God’s
providence.  When, however, they suffered reve.rsals, t}}ey
followed the model of ancient Israelite prophets in interpreting
their defeats as God’s punishment of them for their sins.*

For centuries after the Middle Ages, a hermeneutic of
hostility continued to dominate Christian interpretati'ons Qf the
Bible in relation to Muslims. Protestants continued the
medieval Catholic association of Muslims with the Antichrist.
Martin Luther associated Muhammad and Islam with the
Antichrist, whom he identified more properly as the Pope, and
later Lutherans would develop a theology of the dual
Antichrist of pope and Turk.*

33 Quoted by Tyerman, 31.
34 Tyerman, 31. ‘ s

35 Brett Edward Whalen, Dominion of God: Christendom and vApoculypsVe in
the Middle Ages (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 56-
70. ‘ : :

36 McGinn, Antichrist, 206.
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Medieval Christians were aware of the teachings of Jesus
regarding love of enemies, forgiveness, and nonviolent

“response to evil. Medieval Christians honored' the pacific ideals

of Jesus as noble principles, but they generally applied them
to private, personal relations while- looking to the theology of
war in the battles of the Hebrew Bible and the book of
Revelation for guidance in their public affairs.”

Despite the name-ca]hng and military campaigns, in many
regions during the Middle Ages, Christians and Muslims did

- live peacefully together. In these situations a hermeneutic of

generosity appeared. In or around 781, there were peaceful
discussions between the Christian Patriarch Timothy and the
Muslim Caliph Mahdi engaged in a theological dialogue. Each
partner maintained his own beliefs. The Patriarch Timothy
looked to aspects of the biblical heritage that Christians share
with Muslims as he generously praised Muhammad for

~ teaching monotheism and for following in the path of the

biblical prophets. Even though the debate was held on Muslim
territory, there was no clear winner and no threat of violence.

Recent Developments

In addition to the traditions of the holy war and
apocalyptic, the biblical heritage regarding conflict includes the
teaching of Jesus on how ‘to reflect on evil. “Why do you see
the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in
your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, ‘Let me
take the speck out of your eye’, while the log is in your own
eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye,
and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your
neighbor’s eye” (Mt 7:3-4). Jesus warns that it is so easy to
note what is wrong with someone else’s behavior and so
difficult to be honest about one’s failings. Jesus also instructed
his disciples: “When you are offering your gift at the altar, if
you remember that your brother or sister has something

37 Tyerman, 30.
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against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first
be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and
offer your gift” (Mt 5:23-24). In recent decades, Christians
have increasingly realized that in' order to approach God in
worship, they need to be reconciled to brothers and sisters.
with whom they have been in conflict.

For Catholics, the Second Vatican Council marked the
decisive turning point in attitudes toward followers of other
religious paths, including Muslims. This Council placed

-aspects of the biblical heritage shared by Muslims and

Catholics in the foreground of attention. After referring
positively to the Jewish people, as ever dear to God, Lumen
Gentium (The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church), issued in
1964, declared: “[T]he plan of salvation also embraces those
who acknowledge the Creator, and among these the Moslems
are first; they profess to hold the faith of Abraham and along
with us they worship the one merciful God who will judge
humanity on the last day.”® Lumen Gentium quietly drops the
older association of Muslims with the Antichrist and the Son
of Perdition, and instead dramatically includes them in the
salvific plan of God, interpreting them as worshippers of the
one God in continuity with the faith of Abraham and as
anticipating the final judgment.

One year later, the Council issued Nostra Aetate (The
Declaration on the Church’s Relation to non-Christian Religions),
which developed further the perspective of Lumen Gentium,
offering a profoundly - different mterpretatlon of Mushms than»
the earlier tradition: .

The church also looks upon Muslims with respect. They
worship the one God living and subsistent, merciful and
almighty, creator of heaven and earth, who has spoken to

38" Lumen Gentium 16; in Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Volume Two:
Trent to Vatican II, ed.' Norman P. Tanner-(London: Sheed & Ward and
. -Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1990), 861. . :
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humanity and to whose decrees, even the hidden ones, they
seek to submit themselves whole-heartedly, just as Abraham,
to whom the Islamic faith readily relates itself, submitted to
God. They venerate Jesus as a prophet, even though they do
not acknowledge him as God, and'they honour his virgin

mother Mary and even sometimes devoutly call upon her.
Furthermore they await the day of judgment when God will

requite all people brought back to life. Hence they have

regard for the moral life and worship God especially in

prayer, almsgiving and fasting. Although considerable
dissensions and enmities between Christians and Muslims may
have arisen in the course of the centuries, this synod urges all
parties that, forgetting past things, they train themselves
towards sincere mutual understanding and together maintain
and promote social justice and moral values as well as peace
and freedom for all people. (NA 3; Tanner, 969-970)

The council made no mention of the Qur’an or
Muhammad. Vatican II proposed a new framework for
reading the Bible in relation to Muslims, emphasizing aspects
of the biblical heritage that Catholics share with Muslims, such
as worship of the one God, veneration for Abraham, Jesus,
and Mary, the expectation of a final resurrection and
judgment, as well as the virtues of prayer, fasting, and
almsgiving. In what may seem a surprising move, the council
also proposed that Catholics and Muslims pursue reconciliation
through the act of forgetting so that they can together
collaborate in realizing values that are important to both
traditions. B

The Virtue of Forgetting:

The Council briefly noted the history of hostility between
the two traditions, but it challenged -Catholics and Muslims
alike to forget past conflicts. Memories of violence risk calling
forth more violence in retaliation, locking. believers into an
unending cycle of blaming and 'scapegoating. Memories of
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past suffering can establish an identity -based upon
victimization and can imprison both parties in mutual hostility.
Indeed, this pattern can constitute the core of a hermeneutics
of hostility. ‘

The Croatian Protestant theologian Miroslav. Volf, familiar
with the bitter conflicts in the Balkans, warns: “In my memory
of the other’s transgression the other is locked in un-
redemption and we are bound together in a relationship of
non-reconciliation. The memory of the wrong suffered is also
a source of my own non- redemption. . . . A remembered
wound is an experienced wound.”® As a way to moved
beyond this dilemma, Volf notes the promise of God through
Jeremiah: “I will forgive their iniquity and remember their sin
no more” (Jeremiah 31:34).® For Volf this is an eschatological

- hope that challenges history.

'Pope"]ohn Paul II was a leader in developing relations
with Muslims. On May 6, 2001, he became the first pope ever
recorded to visit a mosque—the Umayyad Mosque in
Damascus, which was built on an earlier Byzantine Christian
church honoring the grave of St. John the Baptist. John Paul
I said:

It is my ardent hope that Muslim and Christian religious
leaders and teachers will present our two great religious
communities as communities in respectful dialogue, never
more as communities in conflict. It is crucial for the
young to be taught the ways of respect and
understanding, so that they will not be led to misuse
religion itself to promote or justify hatred and violence. .
. . In Syria, Christians and Muslims have lived side by
side for centuries, and a rich dialogue of life has gone on

39  Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A ’I’heobgical Exploration of Identity,
Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 133.

40  Volf, 136.
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unceasingly. . . . For all the times that Muslims and
Christians have offended one another, we need to seek
forgiveness from the Almighty and offer each other
forgiveness.#t

In line with Pope John Paul H’IS, Archbishop Michael
Fitzgerald and John Borelli have reflected on forgiveness in
Christianity and Islam and a point of contact -and dialogue.*
In a similar vein, Thomas Michel has reflected- on “the ethics
of pardon and peace” in the thought of John Paul II and Said
Nursi® Michel notes John Paul II’s insight that justice by
itself does not lead to reconciliation, and Michel compares the
command of Jesus to love one’s enemies and pray for one’s
persecutors (Mt 5:43-44) to the holy Qur’an: “But it is better
to forgive” (42:40).# For Fitzgerald, Borelli, and Michel, the
common value placed on forgiveness and pardon unites
Muslims and Christians in relating to God and to each other.

A hermeneutic of generosity can look beyond the tragic
conflicts that had divided Muslims and Christians and seek

out common spiritual values. Bishop Kallistos Ware of the

Greek Orthodox tradition, notes the importance of the “deep
heart” in Psalm 63:7 [64:6], for reflecting on Muslim-Christian
relations. Ware relates the deep heart in Greek Orthodox
spirituality to what Thomas Merton referred to as le point
vierge, a term that Merton learned from Sufi sources through
the scholarship of Louis Massignon, a Catholic scholar who

41  John Paul I, “Address of the Holy Father,” Meeting with the Muslim

Leaders Omayyad Great Mosque, Damascus, http://www.vatican.va/

holy father/john_paul ii/speeches/2001/documents/hf_ jpii_spe_
20010506_omay.

42 Michael L. Fitzgerald and John Borelli, Interfaith Dialogue: A Catholic _

View (Maryknoll; NY: Orbis Books, 2006), 212-19.

43 Thomas Michel, A Christian View of Islam: Essays on Dialogue, ed. Irfan -

A. Omar (Maryknoll NY: Orbis Books, 2010).
44 Michel, 110.
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devoted decades to studying Islam.* Both Ware and Merton
found considerable convergence between the spiritual path of
Sufi Muslims and the hesychast tradition of Byzantine
Orthodox spirituality, cultivating remembrance of God and
stillness of the heart.* M_ertoh compared the Sufi experience
of extinction to the teaching of Jesus about losing one’s life for
his sake and finding it again.” Merton also found a deep
similarity between St. Benedict’s practice of cultivating
awareness and the Sufi “awareness that one is totally
penetrated by God’s knowledge of us.”®

In a hermeneutic of respect and generosity, Christians can
hope that Muslims and Christians together can enter the
presence and mercy of God.

45 Kallistos Ware, “How Do We Enter the Heart?” in Paths to the Heart:

Sufism and the Christian East, ed. James S. Cutsinger (Bloomington, IN:
World Wisdomi, 2002), 2-23; Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty
Bystander (New York: Doubleday, 1966), 142; Sidney H. Griffith,
“Merton, Massignon, and the Challenge of Islam,” in Merton and Sufism:
The Untold Story: A Complete Compendium, ed. Rob Baker and Gray
Henry (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 1999), 51-78.

46 Bonnie Thurston, “Thomas Merton’s Interest in Islam: The Example of
Dhikr,” in Merton and Sufism: The Untold Story: A Complete Compendium,
ed. Rob Baker and Gray Henry (Louisville, KY:-Fons Vitae, 1999), 40-
50.

47 Bernadette Dieker, “Merton’s Sufi Lectures to Cistercian Novices, 1966-
68,” in Merton and Sufism: The Untold Story: A Complete Compendium, ed.
Rob Baker and Gray Henry (Louisville, KY:. Fons Vitae, 1999), 154.

48 Quoted by Dieker; 160
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INTERFAITH RELATIONS IN
LEBANON: ANCIENT, TRAGIC,
DIVERSE, BUT HOPEFUL

Edward ]. Alam .

(Notre Dame University-Louaizé (NDU), Lebanon)

Prof. Edward J. Alam is Professor at Notre Dame
University-Louaizé (NDU), Lebanon, in the Faculty of
Humanities, where he has taught philosophy, cultural studies,
and theology since 1996. He was General Secretary of the
Council for Research in Values and Philosophy from 2009-
2012, (www.crvp. org) and now is Director of the Council in
Lebanon and the Near East. He is a founding member of the
International Institute of Ethics and Contemporary Issues,
housed at the Ukrainian Catholic University, in Lviv, Ukraine
and and has published widely in the fields of philosophy,
theology, religion/science, and metaphysics/mysticism. He
spoke to Victor Edwin SJ, director Vidyajyoti Institute of

Islamic Studies, (Vidyajyoti College of Theology) Delhi. Here

are the excerpts...

Edwin : Many layers of ‘ruins of subsequent civilizations
lie beneath Beirut. How significant are they in the present
context of plurality of expressions of faith in Lebanon?
Interestmgly, one major archaeological site down town Beirut
touches the backyard of the Rafiq Hariri Mosque, St George’s
Maronite Cathedral, St George’s Greek Orthodox . Cathedral
and two ancient Lebanese mosques. Tell us out the 31g1uﬁcance
of these ruins and their blending with the places of WOI‘Shlp
to Lebanon?

Prof. Edward : Well, the place speaks for itself: ancient,
tragic, diverse, but hopeful. By ‘hopeful’, I do not mean to be
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optimistic because these ruins speak to us about power
politics, about war, about violence, about tragedy. And yet,
one can sense something else beneath the surface when looking
out upon these Phoenician, Persian, Greek, Roman, Byzantine,
Islamic, Crusader, Ottoman, and finally modern ruins. . .all in
the same place. . a place that connects, as you have mentioned
in your quesﬁon, significant mosques (Shiite and Sunni) and
churches (Catholic and Orthodox). What is this ‘something
else’? It is hard to describe, but it has something to do with
hope, not just hope for a better future, but hope for the past.
1 don’t mean nostalgia! I mean a genuine hope and faith in
the past because alongside of all this violent tragedy, there
was genuine coexistence in this place for centuries: Jews,
Christians, and 'Muslims, not merely tolerating one another,
but welcoming one another. It still lives on today It is present
in the place you ask about! '

- Edwin : Tell us about the idea of “Peace Park” in the
ruins? What is the concept for this idea?

It is called ‘The Garden of Forgiveness’. The original
vision came from Alexandra Asseily, a woman who has lived
in Lebanon since the 1960’s. Originally of Jewish descent, from
Ukraine, she married a Lebanese man and settled in Lebanon
where she raised her family. When the 1975 war began and
things fell apart, she speculated on what had gone wrong in
‘her’ Lebanon which she loved so much. This led her on a
long and mystical journey, ending in a meaningful career as
a psjrchotherapist. The insane war, as you know lasted for 15
years, from 1975-1990. One day, after the war, while walking
around the ruins in: Beirut she had a vision for the garden of
forgiveness and saw all the various Churches and Mosques

- “touching tenderly’ the same space. . .but touching from the

back, not from the front. She envisioned a garden in that
space where all those crushed by the tragedy of the war could
come together for healing simply by walking through the
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garden (weaving in and out of the ancient, medieval, and
modern ruins) with artefacts and symbols and music and
flowers that speak about forglveness The space naturally lends
itself to healing and reconciliation, as it allows all the sacred
spaces to ‘go back’ into the wounds, without falling back into
the violence. . .a chance to fotgive. Today, the project is on
hold. The real estate is precious and too many greedy people
have their eyes on this site. . which is quite huge right in the
- - middle of Beirut. There are ancient ruins there, so the Ministry
claims to be protecting some of it, but only God knows what
will happen. We have events in this space from time to time,
trying to keep the vision alive, but, again, it will take a small
miracle for the garden to see the hght of day

Edwm The feast of Annunciation (March 25) is an
important day in the civil as well as the religious calendar of

both Christians.and Muslims in Lebanon. How is this day

made meaningful for both Christians and Muslims?

‘Actually, March 25* is the celebration of the Feast ef the

Annunciation to Mary in the Latin Calendar. Eastern
Christians (including Maronites) celebrate this feast durmg the
season of Announcement before Christmas. - But Maronites,

who are the majority of Christians in Lebanon, also observe

the March 25" feast. Over 5 years ago, the Lebanese
‘ government declared’ March 25% to be a legal hohday,
commemorating a rehglous event held sacred by both Muslims
and Christians. Since then, most of the religious leaders of all
Christian and Muslims groups. in Lebanon have been gettmg
together on this day to venerate the Virgin- Mary and to
celebrate together the feast of the Annunmatlon of the Angel
Gabriel to Mary. 1 think this i is unprecedented in hlstory and
it speaks powerfully to the world about the deep ‘and mystical
connection between Chnstlans and Mushms as Cm1dren of
'Abraham :
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Edwin : Though the major focus of your academic work
is on epistemology and history of philosophy, yet, one of the
overarching themes of your research and writing is on the

- theme of “ reconc1hat10n centered on the biblical figure of

“Joseph”. Kindly tell us how Joseph is an important biblical
figure for initiating reconciliation between wounded groups.
How can this.figure be meaningfully reflected in the area of
Jewish- Chrlstlan-Mushm relations?

This is an excellent question, but one that cannot be easily
answered. I have written in depth about this and would refer
you to the paper I gave at an international conference in Qom,
Tran, in 2009, on Peace and Human Rights. In short, I draw
upon the work of Rene Girard to show that in Islam, as well
as in Judaism and ,Christianity,’-there is a mechanism for
ending the mimetic cycle of violerice. I argue this based on
the fact that the story of Joseph, which Girard gives great
importance to in this regard, is also narrated in the Quran. I
cannot go into all the details whereby the story of Joseph is
compared by Girard to Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. But what I
can say here is that the stories are almost identical except
when it comes to the decisive point: ending the cycle of
violence against the innocent. -In the Greek tragedy, the cycle
is continued, but in the biblical stories (and the Quran) the
mimetic cycle is broken. Girard does not take Islam into
account here, although the biblical. story of Joseph that he

. depends so heavily upon, is also in the Quran. "

Edwin : You hold the Chair of Benedict XVI on Christian
Muslim Relations in your university. What are challenges you
find in the area of Christian Muslim relations? What are the
bridges. that exists between them?

As an entity within the Faculty of Humanities at NDU,
the Benedict XVI Chair aims. to safeguard and deepen NDU’s
stated identity, mission, and vision. This challenge is related
to the challenges found in the area of promoting Christian/
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Muslim relations primarily because of the way university
education is perceived and approached in Lebanon, which is
probably not that different from some of the major trends
sweeping through the entire globe at present. I am speaking
about the tendency to reduce university education to technical
training where the aim is to prepare students to enter into the
- global market economy. To resist this challenge, the Chair
organizes local and international seminars, conferences and
. symposia, lecture series, theology workshops, reading groups,
and media roundtables, for students and faculty, which focus

-on genuine liberal education—education that frees the mind '

and gives peace to the soul. By promoting a constructive
~ dialogue between tradition and modernity and encouraging an
intelligent preservation of the cultural herifage of one’s own
tradition, we hope to deepen and promote a mystical
understandmg of what it means fo be human. The proceedings
of these events are published in journals, books, and online
publications. NDU'’s Benedict XVI Endowed Chair of Religious,
Cultural, and Philosophical Studies focuses on a number of
themes, and not only Christian/Muslim relations, but the latter
is of unique importance since Christianity and Islam have
historically shared an approach to education which can truly
be called “liberal”.

One of the benefits of cultivating Christian/Muslim

relations is that we are working on recovering Lebanon’s
historic-vocation of peaceful conviviality. Lebanon was the last
country, that Pope Benedict XVI visited, signing the final
magisterial document of his pontificate as Holy Father. During
his visit, Benedict XVI stressed, as did John Paul II before him,

that Lebanon was “more than a country” and indeed a

message of peaceful coexistence to the world. This is a major

benefit, but of course there are many others, especially
" considering tht NDU is a Catholic university, which means
that it is born from the “heart of the Church”, and therefore
called to cultivate dialogues between the university and the
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cemmunity, whether it be Muslim or Christian, and bring
them together in common events that are beneficial to both the
students and the participating external community.

The challenges faced in implementing such an initiative in
the region are internal and external. Some of the internal
challenges are the negative approaches to “otherness” held by
some communities in the region where the main campus of
the university is located. There are historical reasons fer this
suspicion of the other, but many times founded on ignorance
and not fact. Internally, there is sometimes an inward looking,
parochial, provincial, and sometimes, self-righteous attitude
that makes dialogue difficult. Externally, the seemingly
random and politically motivated acts of “religious” violence
create an atmosphere of fear and despair, discouraging many
from believing in dialogue.

To overcome all these challenges, the Benedict XVI Chair
cooperates with select diverse academic, religious, and cultural
institutions in Lebanon and around the world; above all, with
the Council for Research in Values and Philosophy (CRVP), in
view of its exemplary experience since 1980 in promoting

- research into the way philosophy emerges from cultures and for

documenting in an impressive 300+ volume book series -on
how cultures are deeply rooted in religious experience. Additionally,
a high-profile advisory council comprised of local and

_international experts of diverse religious backgrounds give .

guidance and support to help overcome some of these
challenges. '

Edwin : It is said that Pope Emeritus Bénedict XVI held
a view that intercultural dialogue is possible with- Muslims
whereas he hinted at the difficulty of deep theological
dialogue with them since Muslim scholars do not interpret
their scriptures.’ What is your theological response to an
important theological op1n1on like that of Pope Emeritus
Benedict XVI?
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 There is so much inaccuracy surroundmg Pope Emeritus
Benedict XVI's view of Islam, due in large part to the gross
" misinterpretation of his Regensburg address. I-have published
a piece titled “Benedict XVI and Islam” wherein I try to show
how what you give -expression to here and many other
misinterpretations of his thought, stem from the bad press he
got after that Regensburg address. It is true that Benedict
sometimes seemed to lament the lack of deep hermerieutical
work on the part of Muslims in the modern world when it
comes to the Quran, but he also recognized that significant
work had gone on in this regard in the long history of Islam,
and also took a personal interest in contemporary Shiite work
in this area, especially in the realm of eschatology.

. Edwin : You hinted at the possibﬂity of deep theological
discussions with Shiite scholars in the area of ‘redemptive
suffering’. Would you elaborate on that for us?

Yes. As I am sure you know, the tragedy at Karbala and
the deaths of Ali, Hassan, and Hussein embody and exemplify

for many Shiites throughout the world this: notion of

‘redemptive suffering’ primarily because of the belief in their

innocence. ~Additionally, the fact that they were the

‘underdogs’ so to speak, intensifies the atoning quality of their

deaths. Clearly, this idea resonates with Christians who believe

in the innocence of Christ, who was also rejected and put to
death for crimes that he did not commit. Of course, there is
the Shiite belief that Christ was spared from the shameful
death of being crucified and was transported to safety by
divine favour; this is one area where Christians and Shiite
Muslims have a lot to talk about. Incidentally, in the paper 1
referred to before (on Girard), I end it with a poem that may
be very interesting for Indian readers, as it is expresses very
- powerfully this idea of the redemptive suffering of Ali,
Hassan, and Hussein in the context of a group of Indian,
Shiite poets, mostly women, who were followers of Gandhi.
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In fact, this paper also looks at Gandhi’s reading of the Gita as
a source for overcoming violence, and as a support for ahimsa;
this is quite remarkable I think given the seemmgly p051t1ve,
role for violence in that text.

Edwin : The German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, has
shown leadershlp in the present ‘immigration crisis’ in Europe.
Germany will be receiving close to a million immigrants,
mostly Muslims, from West Asia. Many other Western
European nations also will be receiving and settling many
thousands of immigrants. Leaving out economic and legal

 aspects of this migration, what is the key theological

significance for the populations of the host nations that have
Christian roots? And what is the significance for Muslims who
enter into a Europe that is committed to human rights and
religious freedom?

Again, another huge question and a very good: and
important one with so many ramifications! Merkel has shown
leadership in this regard and also in her refusal to add fuel to
the darigerous fire burning in Syria by supplying it with yet

~more weapons.The question of how the flow of refugees and

immigrants will impact Europe is extremely complex because

- there are so many areas to consider: social, political, économic,

cultural, etc., No one really knows or can accurately predict
what will happen; there are too many unknown variables, the |
greatest of which are those of human hearts and wills and
desires. T can tell you what I hope will happen. I hope that
Christians in Europe will be drawn back to the essence of their
Abrahamic faith via their interaction with those Muslims
whom have maintained their connection to Abraham’s faith.
I hope that a mutual Christian/Muslim renewal of faith will
come about as a result of this latest ‘immigration crisis’.
Regarding your.last point, allow me to say that with the
exception of Saudi Arabia, all majority Muslim countries
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immediately embraced, and even defended, the UN
Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. This is something to
which we should pay closer attention, I believe. Pakistan’s
critique of the Saudi position is still well worth looking at, in
fact, and shows, in my judgment, that there is nothing in the
. Declaration that contradicts the essence of Islax’n. In fact, there
is much that is commensurate. That is why that in addition to
Pakistan, we also find Iran, Syria, Egypt, Turkey, and other
nations with Muslim majorities voting in favor of the UN
declaration. Syria and Egypt especially were strong supporters.
‘Now in terms of how this relates to your question, there is so

much to be said, but, again, because there are so many ways |

to proceed and so much to be said, I think I will stop here,
with your permission? '

Edwin : You have many academic contacts in:India. You
have read papers on the thought of Dr Ambedkar, the
architect of our Indian Constitutions from a Lebanese
perspective. Tell us-how Dr Ambedkar could be a source of
inspiration for Lebanese and why?

Yes, I feel deeply blessed by all of the wonderful people

I know in India and by of all the rich experiences I have had
over the last 15 years in this Cosmos of a country called India.
For a decade and a half now I have been breathing in the air
of India, and with each visit I discover something brand new.
Reading the works of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, and then meeting
. people who have written dissertations on him, has enriched
my understanding of modern India. Like so many other

people I get interestéd in, however, I have not had the time

to delve deeply into so many things about Babasaheb’s life
that fascinate me, -especially the '_relation ‘between his
intellectual development and spiritual conversion. There is no
doubt that he is someone from whom Lebanese could learn a
lot today because of the all-too-common ignorance of the
greatness of India and its diverse peoples. We don’t have
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‘caste’ in Lebanon, but there is still a kind of prejudice that
could well be lessened by an exposure to Dr. Ambedkar’s life
and work. Finally, I think every Lebanese boy and girl should
be asked to memorize that famous quote by Babasaheb
regarding the health of the body politic, which T am sure you
know: “Law and order are the medicine of the body politic
and when the body politic gets sick, medicine must be
administered.” Lebanon’s body politic is seriously ill and needs

. this kind of medicine.

. Edwin : You are a philosopher, theologian, practitioner of

~dialogue, and a novelist too. You mentioned that an Indian

writer was one of the sources of inspiration for writing a
novel. Kindly tell us about your:Indian inspiration for novels
and what is your novel about?

Philosopher, theologian? You are very kind and generous,
Father. Well, I hope to be a philosopher and a theologian
someday when I grow up, but all I do now is attempt to teach
philosqphy and theology, which is challenge enough.
Practitioner of dialogue? I aspire to be such a practitioner. I
desire to build bridges between me and myself and my
signi_fican’g others, between me and my students and
colleagues, and between them—one with the other. And I
deeply desire to build bridges between people of different

_ faiths, especially between and among the children of Abraham:

Jews, Christians, and Muslims. Christian/Muslim relations is
of paramount importance during the -present kairos and I firmly
believe that this work is a work of .the Holy Spirit. Pray for
me, Father, that I might be lovingly obedient to this call.
Novelist? Well, I have written orie novel soon to be published
by Morgan & James to commemorate the 15% anniversary of
the death of R. K. Narayan—a man under whose inspiration
I write. Before my first trip to India in May of 2001, I felt I
had already traveled to India through the writings of Narayan.
I have read everything he ever wrote now, and consider him
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to be among the very best fiction writers in India’s modern
history. During my first trip to India, Narayan died.. And 1
was only to discover a few days later that he was only ten

minutes away from where I was in  Tamil Nadu at the time.
Upon discovering this when back in Lebanon, the Indian
muses moved me to begm my novel. I hope Indians will read
it; I hope it foster hope!
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: ﬁFrem this city, from Kazakhstan, a country thatﬂ
an example of harmony between men and women
of different origins and beliefs, I wish to make an
earnest call to everyone, Christians and the
followers of other religions, to work together to
build a world without violence, a world that loves
life, and grows in justice and solidarity. We must
not let what has happened lead to a deepening of
divisions. Religion must never be used as a reason
for conflict.

“From this place, I invite both Christians and
Muslims to raise an intense prayer to the One,
|| Almighty God whose children we all are, that the

| supreme good of peace may reign in the world.
| May people everywhere, strengthened by divine
wisdom, work for a civilization of love, in which
there is no room for hatred discrimination or
violence.

“With all my heart I beg God to keep the world in
peace. Amen."

John Paul I, Post-9/11 Appeal for Peace in the
| World, Astana, Kazakhstan Se tember23 2001
\ , i




