The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque:
Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam

I

By the year 732 AD, just one hundred years after the death of the prophet Mu(ammad, Arab military forces, in the name of Islam, consolidated their hegemony over a large stretch of territory outside of Arabia.  This expanse of territory, embracing major portions of the Roman and Persian empires of Late Antiquity, included many indigenous Christian communities, in several denominations.  They all came under Muslim rule, but demographically they made up the religious majority in many places until well into the eleventh century.  There were strong Christian communities in Spain (al-Andalus), and in the territories of the former Oriental Patriarchates of the Roman Empire, as well as in Persian Mesopotamia.
  During the first four centuries of the Hijrah, most of these Christian subjects of the Muslim caliphs gradually adopted the Arabic language, while retaining to a greater or lesser extent, depending on local circumstances, their traditional, patristic and liturgical languages for church purposes.  With this historical preamble in mind, we begin our inquiry into the life and accomplishments of Christians in the world of Islam in the early Islamic period.  We undertake the inquiry with the conviction that some knowledge of the ways in which the Christians who have historically lived with Muslims from the very beginnings of Islam will be the source of valuable insights for the on-going encounters of Christians and Muslims in the twenty-first century, well beyond the borders of the historical homelands of the Muslims, and well into the era of the global village, when Christians and Muslims find themselves living with one another worldwide, and in many areas competing with one another for the allegiance of those who believe in the one God, Creator of all that is. 

II
Christians in the Qur’ān and in Early Islam


Arabic-speaking Christians were in the audience to whom the Qur’ān first addressed the word of God, as it claimed, in “a clear Arabic tongue” (XVI:103 & XXVI:105).  Indeed the Qur’ān presumes the priority of the Torah and the Gospel in the consciousness of its hearers, and insists that in reference to the earlier divine revelations it is itself “a corroborating scripture in the Arabic language to warn wrong doers and to announce good news to those who do well.” (XLVI:12).  In the Qur’ān, God advises the Muslims, “If you are in doubt about what We have sent down to you, ask those who were reading scripture before you.” (X:94)

  The Qur’ān presumes in its readers a ready familiarity with the stories of the principal narrative figures of the Old and New Testaments, as well as with an impressive array of Jewish and Christian lore, faith and practice.  The Qur’ān also warns the Christians, not to go to excess in their religion and not to “follow the fancies of a people who went astray in the past and led others astray and themselves strayed from the right path.” (V:77)  It offers a critique of Christian faith and practice.  The most comprehensive verse addressed directly to Christians in this vein says:



O People of the Book, do not exaggerate in your religion,



and do not say about God anything but the truth.  The



Messiah, Jesus, Mary’s son, is only God’s messenger,



and His Word He imparted to Mary, and a Spirit from



Him.  Believe in God and in His messengers, and do not



say, ‘Three’.  Stop it!  It is better for you.  God is but a



single God; He is too exalted for anything to become a



son to Him, anything in the heavens or anything on the



earth.  God suffices as a guardian. (IV:171)


Given this level of knowledgeable critique of Christian doctrine, and taking cognizance of the Qur’ān’s presumption of a Christian presence in its immediate audience, the question arises about the identity of the Christians in Arabia in Mu(ammad’s day.  But the text itself does not offer much help to answer the question.  The Qur’ān mentions the ‘People of the Gospel’ (V:47) once, and some fourteen times it refers to ‘the Nazarenes’ (an-na(ārā), by which in the context it obviously means Christians.  But the fact is that the Qur’ān never actually uses the term ‘Christians’, preferring for the most part to include the Christians along with the Jews among those it calls ‘People of the Book’ or ‘Scripture People’ (54x).  


Presumably, the Christians whom the ‘Arabic Qur’ān’ had in mind when speaking of “those who say, ‘We are Nazarenes’,” (V:14&82) were Arabic-speaking Christians.  And given the probability that the Qur’ān’s Arabic term here, an-Na(ārā, reflects the cognate Syriac term Na(rāyê in the sense of ‘Nazoreans’ or ‘Nazarenes’, a term widely used to designate ‘Christians’ in Syriac works by east Syrian writers living in the Persian empire, particularly when reporting the references of non-Christian speakers to ‘Christians’, it is reasonable to suppose that the Arabic/Qur’ānic usage followed suit.  While Christians in Egypt and Ethiopia were also present to the early Muslims, the larger, Arabic-speaking Christian communities in the immediate geographical milieu in which Islam was first preached, all had connections with church communities in the Sinai, Palestine, Trans-Jordan, Syria, lower Mesopotamia or even southern Arabia, and they all belonged to communities whose liturgies, doctrines and ecclesiastical associations were originally Aramaic.


In the case of Christians living in Sinai, Palestine or Trans-Jordan, where ‘Byzantine’ Orthodoxy officially held sway from the mid-fifth century onward, and where Greek was the dominant ecclesiastical language in the numerous international monastic communities, the Aramaic dialect of the local churches was Christian Palestinian Aramaic.
  In Syria and Mesopotamia, where the local Christian communities straddled the frontiers of the Roman and Persian empires, and where ‘Byzantine’, imperial Orthodoxy was widely rejected; Syriac was the Aramaic dialect that served as the dominant ecclesiastical language.  Most Syriac-speaking Christians in Mu(ammad’s day accepted Christological formulae articulated the most effectively either originally in Greek by Severus of Antioch (c.465-538) and in Syriac by Philoxenus of Mabbug (c. 440-523), echoing the earlier theology of St. Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444), or in Syriac by Narsai (d. 503) and Babai the Great (551/2-628), reflecting the positions of Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428), composed originally in Greek a hundred years earlier.
  Popularly, the three main-line, Christian churches to be found in the Aramaic or Syriac-speaking communities, whose Arabic-speaking co-religionists  were most likely the ‘Nazarenes’ in the Qur’ān’s audience, were the very ones whom later Christian and Muslim writers alike would refer to as ‘Melkites’, ‘Jacobites’ and ‘Nestorians’.


Until the very last years of the seventh century, the only notice of Christians to be found in the Islamic sources are the references to churches, churchmen and their public rites that are sometimes found in the texts of treaties and the stipulated conditions that allowed for the continuance of daily life after the conquest.  These stipulations would later be collected, edited and enfranchised as the Covenant of ‘Umar, a legal document that came to be considered by Muslim jurists to give some authoritative specification to the Qur’ān’s general dictum regarding the ‘People of the Book’ that Muslims should fight them, “till they pay the poll-tax (al-jizyah) out of hand and submissively ((āghirūna).” (IX:29)
  


The symbolic development in the Muslim/Christian confrontation, the one which signaled the inauguration of serious interreligious discussions between them, is the phenomenon which most noticeably declared in the public sphere the Islamic bid for social hegemony in the now securely occupied lands.  It was the campaign of the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (685-707) and his sons and successors, roughly in the first third of the eighth century CE, culturally and politically to display Islam, and thereby symbolically to appropriate the Arab-occupied territory for the new political allegiance.  From the religious perspective, the program for the display of Islam had two principal features: positively, there were the efforts in stone, mortar, and coinage, declaratively to broadcast the Islamic shahādah throughout the land; negatively, there was the correlative campaign to erase the public symbols of Christianity, especially the ubiquitous sign of the cross.  Positively, the most dramatic enactment was the building of the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik’s monument to Islam in Jerusalem, the Dome of the Rock, with its explicitly anti-Christian inscriptions, taken substantially from the Qur’ān.
  But perhaps the policy with the most far-reaching subsequent effects was the caliph ‘Umar II’s (715-720) program for promoting the equality of all Muslims, be they Arab conquerors or new converts to Islam.
  This policy became a plank in the political platform of the movement that by the middle of the eighth century brought about the ‘Abbasid revolution and ushered in the era of the growth and development of the classical culture of the Islamic world. Socially speaking these developments had their effects among the Christians living under the caliphs’ rule; they may well have made conversion to Islam a more attractive option than heretofore had been the case, especially among the socially more upwardly mobile Christian families.  By the time of the Abbasid revolution in the mid-eighth century, historical circumstances began to favor the efforts of the Christian communities in the occupied territories outside of Arabia both to accommodate themselves to the culture of Islam, and in the idiom of the new polity to resist its religious challenge.

III
Christianity in Arabic


The first step of inculturation of the Christians into the World of Islam was the adoption of the Arabic language in the churches.  For a number of reasons, this step seems to have been taken first in ‘Melkite’ communities, whose ecclesiastical and cultural center was Jerusalem, with her attendant monastic establishment.
  But it was not long before the other churches followed suit.  By the mid-ninth century the ‘Melkites’, ‘Jacobites’ and ‘Nestorians’ would all be fluent in Arabic, and by the mid-tenth century the ‘Copts’ in Egypt had joined them, and were poised to become the major producers of Arab Christian texts by the thirteenth century.
  By far the greatest numbers of texts produced in Arabic by the Christian communities in the Islamic world in the eighth and ninth centuries were translations of the Scriptures and the patristic and liturgical classics of the churches.  These translations were for the most part done from Greek and Syriac originals.  Arguably, this translation activity did as much to enhance the identity of the Christian communities in the Islamic world as the comparable translation movement among the contemporary Muslim scholars in Baghdad did to define the cultural life of the ‘Abbasid elite in the same, classical period of the formation of Arab Islamic culture.


It was within this context, in the eighth century, that the first literary awakening of the Christian communities to the religious challenge of Islam appeared.  The earliest texts emanate from Syria/Palestine, and they are in Greek, Syriac and Arabic.  At first, Syriac-speaking writers reacted to the establishment of Islam in apocalyptic terms.  They interpreted the new socio-political arrangements in reference to the prophetic passages in the biblical book of Daniel,
 and in general proposed that the Islamic conquest was a punishment for the sins of Christians, which would run its course and come in the end to the restoration of the rule of the Messiah.  The most well known text in this genre is the Apocalypse of Pseudo Methodius of Patara, written originally in Syriac, in the early years of the eighth century.
  It was soon translated into Greek and Latin, and from these versions it came quickly into early modern, European Languages where it exerted a tremendous literary influence on the formation of western Christian attitudes toward Islam in the Middle Ages.  But it was not long before Christians in the conquered territories began to respond to the call to Islam in apologetic and even polemical tracts, written in Greek, Syriac and Arabic largely for a Christian audience.

 The tract most familiar to westerners is contained in Chapter C of the De Haeresibus section of John of Damascus’ (d. c. 749/754) landmark work, written in Greek in Palestine, The Fount of Knowledge.
  While there has been much scholarly discussion about the authenticity of this chapter on the ‘Heresy of the Ishmaelites’, it clearly comes from the ‘Melkite’ milieu of the eighth century, and most likely from the pen of John himself.  Its importance is to be seen in the fact that while this author is certainly hostile to Islam, and not above engaging in caricatures in his presentation of Islamic doctrines and practices, he is nevertheless clearly well informed, not least about Islam’s view of Christian faith and works.  In fact, the topics he discusses are those that will be the standard ones in Muslim/Christian apologetics and polemics for centuries to come.  But his work is also the only one of its kind in Greek to appear in the world of Islam.  Thereafter, from the ninth century onwards, Greek Christian texts on Islam are produced in Byzantium; they are overwhelmingly polemical in character, a feature which obscures their apologetic dimension.
  Their primary purpose is to demean, even to ridicule Mu(ammad, the Qur’ān, and Islam.  It is otherwise with the works written in Syriac and Arabic by Christians, beginning in the eighth century, from the 750’s onward.  Here apology is the dominant concern. It is an apology that seeks to commend the veracity of Christianity, or of a particular Christological formula, to both Christians and Muslims, often in the very religious idiom of Islam.  While these works not infrequently also include a polemical component, in that, for example, they argue that Islam is not the true religion, apology’s primary goal was the reasoned defense of the Christian religion, or of a particular Christian creedal formula.


The challenge of Islam elicited from Syriac and Arabic-speaking Christians a range of apologetic and theological strategies not previously in evidence in Christian thought.  In this context the dynamics of the interpretation of the Bible and of the Qur’ān, of traditional Christian theologies and Islamic traditions, interacted to give birth to Christian theologies of a new and unfamiliar profile.  They made no small contribution to the evolution of that estrangement between the Greek and Latin-speaking Christians of western Christendom, and the mostly Syriac, Coptic and Arabic-speaking Christians of the Islamic commonwealth, which would became a notable feature of their mutual antagonism in the high Middle Ages.


It was only in the time of the Muslims that the several ecclesial communities in the Orient, those whom both Arabic-speaking Christians and Muslims called ‘Melkites’, ‘Jacobites’ and ‘Nestorians, came to the final terms of the definitions of their separate, denominational identities.  It was largely in response to questions posed by Muslims in Arabic, as well as by their own Christian adversaries about their doctrinal differences, that required the spokesmen for the denominations to articulate their differing Christologies in Arabic as clearly as possible.    The new phenomenon for the Christians was that not only were their conversations with the Muslims now conducted in Arabic, but so were their conversations and controversies with one another.
 


While the ‘Nestorians’ and ‘Jacobites’ were already socially identifiable communities before the time of the rise of Islam, whose popular names were widely used by both Greek and Syriac writers, those who would come to be called ‘Melkites’ by their adversaries after the time of the council of Constantinople III (680/681), became a sociologically and doctrinally distinct Christian community only in Islamic times.  They were for the most part Aramaic and Arabic-speaking upholders of the orthodoxy of the first six ecumenical councils, from Nicea I (325) to Constantinople III (681), who lived in the world of Islam, for whom the see of Jerusalem and the monasteries of the Holy Land were an ecclesiastical point of reference, although their members could be found throughout the caliphate.  Their patristic and liturgical heritage was principally Greek, and their chief theologian was John of Damascus, whose teachings were soon widely popularized in Arabic, initially in the works of Theodore Abū Qurrah (c.755 – c.830).
  

Unlike the situation in pre-Islamic times, once the new cultural and geo-political lines were drawn on the map of the Middle East, the caliphate provided a domain in which the churches of the  ‘Nestorians’ and ‘Jacobites’ (including the Copts, Ethiopians and Armenians), the so-called ‘Oriental Orthodox’, were the Christian majority, set over against the now much smaller, nascent community of ‘Melkites’, whose coreligionists lived mostly beyond the borders of the Islamic world, in Byzantium and in the countries into which the Byzantine Orthodox church had spread from the ninth century onwards.  When by the ninth Christian century all these ecclesial communities in the Islamic world had found their voices in Arabic they made their translations and they composed theological, apologetic, and polemical tracts not only in response to the religious challenge of Islam, but also often in reaction to one another.
  

Christian Arabic writers of the ninth century from the three denominations, such as Theodore Abū Qurrah (c.755-c.830) for the ‘Melkites’, (abīb ibn Khidmah Abū Rā’i(ah (d. c. 851) for the ‘Jacobites, and ‘Ammār al-Ba(rī (fl. c. 850) for the ‘Nestorians’, wrote not only to show that Christianity was the true religion, as opposed to Islam, but that the theological and Christological formulae of their own denominations represented the true Christianity.  The writers of later generations in these communities, men such as the ‘Jacobite’ Ya(yā ibn ‘Adī (893-974), the ‘Nestorian’ Elias of Nisibis (975-1046) and the ‘Melkite’ Eutychius of Alexandria (877-940) all followed suit.
  And meanwhile Muslim scholars and writers were taking note of this development.  Some of them, such as Abū ‘Īsā al-Warrāq (d.c. 860)
 and the Mu‘tazilī mutakallim ‘Abd al-Jabbār al-Hamdhānī (d. 1025),
 not to mention the Andalūsī polemicist, Ibn (azm (994-1064),
 set out to take account of the three denominations of Christians in their midst.  Since by this time in fact all the ‘Jacobites’ and the ‘Nestorians’ lived within the world of Islam, while only the ‘Melkites’, and latterly the ‘Maronites’, had co-religionists outside of the caliphate, it came about that the standard denominational definitions of the three traditional Christian communities in the Middle East, when viewed from the community-building perspective as opposed to just their theological or Christological profiles, were all articulated in Syriac or Arabic.  One finds these definitions most clearly articulated in the chronicles and histories composed by writers in the several denominations, as they strove to give voice to their communities’ experiences under Muslim rule.  They belonged to the cultural world of Islam, isolated from and in large part estranged from western Christians, both Latin and Greek-speaking.  Tellingly, when the latter did come into the world of Islam, as they did increasingly after the time of the Crusades, they lived apart from and often in tension with the local Christians.

IV
The Culture of Christians under Muslim Rule

The communal life of Christians from Baghdad to Cordoba lost its erstwhile dominant public presence as the Christians who lived among the Muslims were by the tenth century gradually absorbed into what had become the readily recognizable ‘Islamic world’ so aptly described by Albert Hourani:


By the third and fourth Islamic centuries (the ninth or tenth 


century A.D.) something which was recognizably an “Islamic


world” had emerged.  A traveler around the world would have


been able to tell, by what he saw and heard, whether a land was 


ruled and peopled by Muslims.  . . .  By the tenth century,


then, men and women in the Near East and the Maghrib lived


in a universe which was defined in terms of Islam.  . . .  


Time was marked by the five daily prayers, the weekly


sermon in the mosque, the annual fast in the month of


Ramadan and the pilgrimage to Mecca, and the Muslim


calendar.

When the Christians in the world of Islam adopted the Arabic language, the theological writers of the first Abbasid century, like the three named above, Abū Qurrah, Abū Rā’i(ah and ‘Ammār al-Ba(rī, together crafted a distinctive theological response in Arabic to the challenge of Islam, composed of equal measures of polemic and apologetic elements, that addressed both their Muslim challengers, and at the same time their theological adversaries in the other Christian communities of the Islamic world.  As a result, their discourse presents a readily recognizable, literary and conceptual profile that cannot easily be mistaken for Christian theology in any other community of discourse.  Their approach to the reasoned articulation in Arabic of the doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation in particular, involved the effort to express the former in terms of the contemporary Islamic discussion of the ontological status of the divine attributes, the Qur’ān’s “beautiful names of God,” and the latter in the distinctive language of the Qur’ān’s prophetology, supplemented by defenses of each community’s traditional Christological formulae.  This theological development became traditional in Christian theological discourse in Arabic in the Islamic world; it was improved over the centuries by many subsequent writers, but scarcely ever abandoned until modern times.  It makes sense and carries intelligibility and conviction only in the Arabic-speaking, Islamic milieu; it is not easily translated into the theological idioms of the west.  And it underpins a very different expression of a Christian estimation of Mu(ammad, the Qur’ān and Islam from almost anything one can find in Greek, Latin or other languages of the Christian west in the same time period.
  There is in it a willingness to recognize not only a challenge, but also an opportunity in the categories of the religiously other to put forward Christianity’s claims to veracity in a new key.

While the first moment of the Christian adjustment to life in the world of Islam thus inaugurated not only a new ecclesiastical language, but also a new development in theology, in the second moment, comprising a period extending roughly from the mid-ninth century to the mid-eleventh century (850-1050), Christian scholarship in the caliphate, and particularly in Baghdad, made major contributions to intellectual life in the Islamic world at large.  Unlike the earlier, theological development, which is hardly recognized even by Christians beyond the boundaries of the Islamic world itself, the indigenous Christian contribution to the Graeco-Arabic translation movement in Baghdad is well known and often discussed by western scholars.
  Even today, historians in the west are likely to recognize the names of ‘Arab Christians’ such as (unayn ibn I((āq (808-873), Ya(yā ibn ‘Adī  (893-974) or Abū ‘Alī ‘Īsā ibn Zur‘a (943-1008), to name only three of them, who played active roles in the enterprise to provide Arabic translations of the philosophical, scientific and medical texts of the Graeco-Roman world, most often on the basis of earlier Syriac versions of the originally Greek works.  Of particular importance were many of the works of Aristotle, which in their Arabic versions played an important role in the development of the thinking of world-class, Arabic-speaking philosophers, such as al-Fārābī (870-950), Ibn Sīnā /Avicenna (980-1037), or Ibn Rushd /Averroes(1126-1198), not to mention polymath, non-Muslim, Arabic-speaking scholars such as the Jew Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) or the Christian Bar Hebraeus (1226-1286).
  Of course, most of these names were to become familiar to western scholars of the high Middle Ages, due to yet another translation movement, the one associated with centers such as Cordoba, Toledo or Barcelona in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, where the Arabic versions of the works of Greek-speaking philosophers and scientists came into Latin translations and sparked yet another intellectual renaissance, this time in the Latin west.
  


What is not to be missed in the story of the lives of Christians under Muslim rule in the years between the conquest and the beginning of the twelfth century, or basically up to the time of the irruption of the Crusaders from the west into the Islamic world, is how strong was the demographic presence of Christians in that world, even in quintessentially Islamic locations like Baghdad, a city founded in 763 to be the Islamic city par excellence.  Baghdad came to have a significant number of churches and monasteries, and even a Christian quarter.
  Christian physicians, scientists, civil servants, court officials and intellectuals were everywhere in the Abbasid society of the period, many of them from among prominent ‘Nestorian’ families.
  

The figure of the Aristotelian philosopher and logician, the ‘Jacobite’ Ya(yā ibn ‘Adī (d. 974), might well be taken as a model of the high degree of convivencia that was possible, at least in some places in the heart of the Islamic world, such as in Baghdad, in the tenth century.  No account of the intellectual life at that time would be complete without at least a mention of this Christian philosopher.  For a generation he was the leading figure in the Baghdad circle of Aristotelians.  He was himself the student of the ‘Nestorian’ Christian logician, Abū Bishr Mattā ibn Yūnus (d. 940) and the Muslim philosopher, al-Fārābī (d. 950).  In his own turn, Ya(yā was the master of a whole group of students, Muslims and Christians, ‘Jacobites’ and ‘Nestorians’, whose names historians still readily recognize as major players in the humanistic ‘renaissance of Islam’ in the Buyid age.
  We know from Ya(yā’s own works that he envisioned a society in which Muslims and Christians could work together in pursuit of philosophy, devoted to knowledge and the cultivation of virtue.  They would be concerned, he said, with attendance at churches and mosques, and have it as their purpose to “give people an interest in eternal life.”
  One cannot help but to recognize the inter-religious vocabulary he chose to give voice to his ideals.  But many in Islamic society, both Christian and Muslim, were in fact unhappy with the easy relationships between the communities in certain highly privileged places.  Many Christians complained of persecution and ill-treatment; many Muslims chafed at the freedom of speech enjoyed by non-Muslims.  

In this connection, one may cite an interesting passage from the biographical dictionary of the the Spanish Arabs by the eleventh century author Abū ‘Abd Allāh ibn Mu(ammad al-(umaydī (d. 1095).  He tells the story of a certain Abū ‘Umar A(mad ibn Mu(ammad ibn Sa‘dī, who visited Baghdad at the end of the tenth century, not long after the death of Ya(yā ibn ‘Adī.  While he was there, Abū ‘Umar twice visited the sessions of some famous Muslim scholars of the city, but he vowed he would never attend them again.  He was shocked at what he found in them.  He is reported to have given the following account of his experience:


At the first session I attended I witnessed a meeting which included 


every kind of group: Sunnī Muslims and heretics, and all kinds


of infidels: Majūs, materialists, atheists, Jews and Christians.


Each group had a leader who would speak on its doctrine and


debate about it.  Whenever a leader arrived, from whichever


of the groups he was, the assembly rose up for him, standing


on their feet until he would sit down, then they would take their


seats when he sat.  When the meeting was jammed with its


participants, and they saw that no one else was expected, one


of the infidels said, “You have all agreed to the debate,


so the Muslims should not argue against us on the basis


of their scripture, nor on the basis of the sayings of their


prophet, since we put not credence in it, and we do not


acknowledge him.  Let us dispute with one another only


on the basis of arguments from reason, and what


observation and deduction will support.”  Then they


would all say, “Agreed.”  Abū ‘Umar said, “When I heard


that, I did not return to that meeting.  Later someone told


me there was to be another meeting for discussion, so I


went to it and I found them involved in the same practice


as their colleagues.  So I stopped going to the meetings of


the discussants, and I never went back.
 

Clearly, Abū ‘Umar can be taken as a spokesman for the Muslim traditionalists in the later Abbasid era, who may well have been in the majority in Ya(yā ibn ‘Adī’s day.  He clearly disapproved of the very easy exchanges between the intellectuals of the several religious communities in the Islamic commonwealth that Ya(yā himself was so fond of promoting.  

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, especially after the Mongol invasions of the mid-thirteenth century and the destruction of Baghdad in 1258, the center of gravity in ‘Arab Christian’ cultural evolution shifted from Baghdad and the east, westwards into Egypt.  The ‘Copts’ had begun to write theology in Arabic and to translate their church books into the language of the dominant culture only in the tenth century.  The earliest Copt regularly to write in Arabic, whose name we know, is Severus ibn al-Muqaffa‘ (c.905-987).  In the Arabic-speaking world Severus’ apologetic works have been among the most frequently copied and the most widely disseminated of Christian texts in the Arabic language.
  After the time of Severus ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Arabic quickly became the principal language of the Copts and they went on to produce more texts in Arabic than all the other Christian communities in the caliphate put together.

In the thirteenth century in Egypt there dawned what many have called a golden age in Arab Christian literature.
  It is symbolized by the activities of a remarkable family of Christian scribes and writers who are altogether called the Awlād al-‘Assāl, who flourished during the middle years of the century, 1230-1260.  They were principally three, a(-(afī, Hibatallāh and al-Mu‘taman, who undertook impressive programs of manuscript discovery, copying, translating and original composition of Christian theology in Arabic.
  One of the notable features of their work is the obviously ecumenical character it assumed; they relentlessly sought out the best Christian tracts in Arabic wherever they could find them, be their authors ‘Nestorians’, ‘Jacobites’ or ‘Melkites’.  One of them, al-Mu‘taman, probably taking his cue from an earlier writer named Abū ‘Alī Na(īf ibn Yumn (d. after 983), a ‘Melkite’ in the circle of the ‘Jacobite’ Ya(yā ibn ‘Adī in Baghdad, spoke in his magisterial Summary of the Principles of Religion of how all the Christian communities and denominations professed the same faith in Christ, albeit that they differed in their theologies.

Finally among the Copts there was Shams ar-Ri’āsa Abū al-Barakāt, often known under the name Ibn Kabar (d. after 1321).  He wrote a virtual encyclopedia of Christian theology in Arabic, into which he subsumed texts of many earlier writers from the several communities, to the extent that his work is almost a reference book for Christian theology and ecclesiastical practice in Arabic, from its beginnings to the thirteenth century.
  He called it A Lamp in the Darkness, a title that might well evoke a sense of the many difficulties and disabilities that Christians under Muslim rule increasingly came to experience, especially in the wake of the Crusades and during the long years of Mamlūk rule (1254-1517) in Egypt and in the Arabic-speaking world of Islam more generally, when Christian populations began their long decline into demographic insignificance in the World of Islam.

V

The Sorrows of ‘Dhimmitude’

Christians living under Muslim rule during the first half millennium of the Islamic commonwealth no doubt opened a new chapter in Christian history, one which western historians have been slow to read in detail.  Internally, there were the remarkable developments in Christian life and thought, evident in the texts written in Arabic in all three of the principal denominations of Christians in the Middle East.  Externally, in terms of the contributions Christians made to the growth and development of the classical culture of the Islamic world, the record is in many instances extraordinary.  But in spite of these accomplishments, the Christian experience in the caliphate up to the time of the Crusades, albeit one of a mighty and faithful religious witness, was not in fact an entirely happy one.  From the very beginning of the Islamic conquest, Christians consistently testified to the multiple hardships they suffered at the hands of Muslims.  In chronicles and other literary genres, there is a continuous record of persistent deprivation and even intermittent persecution.

The history of Christians under Muslim rule is a history of continuous, if gradual diminishment; over the centuries the numbers diminished from a substantial majority of the population in many places in the conquered territories in the times before the Crusades, to significant minorities in most of the Islamic world by Ottoman times.  The history of the consolidation of Muslim rule is therefore for the most part also the history of the decline of the public presence of Christianity in the commonwealth of Islam.  It is hard to pinpoint the proximate causes of this gradual Christian diminishment, beyond the natural attrition that the attractiveness of a new religious allegiance would have held out to socially, upwardly-mobile individuals in the subject, Christian communities.  But there is one factor in the process that has not received as much scholarly attention as it should.  It is the social condition of Christians, theoretically mandated in Islamic law, which one might the most handily identify by the neologism, Dhimmitude. 

The Qur’ān speaks of the special poll-tax (al-jizyah) that is to be demanded of the ‘People of the Book’ who live in world of Islam, and of the appropriately submissive, low social profile that they should assume in paying it (IX:29).  This low social profile was later to be regulated by the stipulations of the Covenant of ‘Umar.
  Historically, the tax has been interpreted as the price for the special ‘protection’ (adh-dimmah) or ‘responsibility’ which the Islamic government would then assume for the ‘People of the Book’ in Islamic society, a kind of answerability for dependent persons, not without a note of dispraise in the verbal root of the Arabic word (dhamma), which generally bespeaks blameworthiness and liability.  Persons of this condition are then described by the Arabic adjective dhimmī, meaning someone under the protection and responsibility of the Islamic government, hence the neologism, dhimmitude.
  The Christian populations under Muslim rule were considered to be dhimmī populations; they were often governed through the offices of their own leaders, in a so-called millet system,
 to give the arrangement the name it had in late Ottoman times, a term that has since become the standard one for this institution.  Under the Abbasids in the classical period of Islamic civilization, theoretically the official Christian leader was the Catholicos/Patriarch of the ‘Nestorians’, resident in Baghdad; under the Ottomans, the patriarch of Constantinople, resident in Istanbul, assumed the role.

There is no doubt that the dhimmī populations in the Islamic world up to Crusader times were ‘second class citizens’, in the sense that they did not enjoy the full rights and responsibilities of the Muslim citizens of the Islamic polity.  The legal disabilities which governed the lives of the dhimmī communities required subservience, often accompanied by prescriptions to wear distinctive clothing and to cease from the public display of their religion, and, of course, to refrain from inviting converts from among the Muslims.  What is more, Christian wealth, buildings, institutions and properties were often subject to seizure.
  As a consequence, over the course of time, the number of bishoprics, churches, monasteries and schools gradually decreased, having fallen victim to the very conditions of the official establishment of Islam as the public religion of the body politic.  These circumstances of a necessity put dhimmī groups such as the Christian communities at risk; in spite of their numbers they became sociological minorities, subaltern populations subject to discrimination, disability and at times even persecution.  In response, their disadvantaged situation in life inevitably elicited from the Christians under Muslim rule both a discourse of accommodation and a discourse of resistance, of attempted philosophical or religious rapprochement, along with a literature of ideological subversion and of martyrdom.

Martyrologies were popular among Christians under Muslim rule.  Those few of them which tell the stories of martyrs in Islamic times, the so-called ‘New Martyrs’, were for the most part narratives which in telling of the sufferings, and especially of the speeches of the neo-martyrs, consciously evoked the memories of the old martyrs of the early Christian era under the persecuting Roman emperors before Constantine (324-337).  The new martyrologies in Greek, Syriac, Coptic, Arabic, or even in Latin in Islamic Spain, which recount the stories of fatal confrontations between Christian martyrs and Muslim authorities, are rich in details that almost by the way contain accounts of the vicissitudes of Christian life under the Muslims.
  In the literary repartee between the martyrs and their persecutors, the martyr always trumps his interrogator.  The not so subtle or hidden subtext here for the dhimmī Christian reader was not only the message that in spite of all appearances to the contrary, he should rest confident that Christianity really is the true religion.  There is also the clear suggestion that Christians actually do have the scriptural and reasonable arguments ready to prove their moral superiority over the Muslims, if only the oppressive power of established Islam would allow one to accept the inescapable conclusions of persuasive demonstrations.  But martyr narratives from the Christian communities under Muslim rule were in fact relatively few.  The participation of Christians in the cultural life of the world of Islam, albeit in dhimmitude, meant that the customary messages of martyrologies had to be communicated in other genres as well.

A prevalent genre of popular apologetics and polemics among Arabic-speaking Christians in the caliphate regularly featured a monk or other Christian notable being interrogated in a caliph’s or an emir’s court.
  These literary dialogues, written by Christians for Christians, sometimes had a basis in well-known, historical encounters; often they were simply true-to-life fiction as history.  As in the martyrologies, in these works the monk always trumps his interrogators.  What is not to be missed in them is the fact that in the context of a fetching story, full of witty repartee, the narratives supply ready answers to the questions and challenges which Muslims customarily posed to Christians about their religion, a feature which perhaps explains the enduring popularity of these compositions among Christians living under Muslim rule.            

On the Muslim side there was also a steady supply of polemical tracts written against Christians and Christianity.
   As time went on from the ninth century until the time of the Crusades, and increasingly after the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century and the destruction of Baghdad in 1258, one can detect a distinctive hardening of approach in Islamic writings on the subject of inter-religious relations, especially in the Mamluk period (1254-1516).  A harbinger of the attitude to come can be seen in Ibn Taymiyya’s (1263-1328) Al-Jawāb a(-(a(ī(, a text that established a distinctly and widely influential ‘hard line’ approach to the dhimmī populations, which would become enormously influential in later, more traditionalist Muslim circles.

After the golden age of Christian Arabic literature in the thirteenth century in Egypt, Christians, of course, continued to write in Arabic and often to take prominent positions in Islamic society; their contributions to the culture of the Islamic world continued to be significant.  But by this time the distinctive profile of their own response to the religious challenge of Islam had already been determined, and the vicissitudes of the struggle to survive absorbed more and more of the energies of the churches.  In Ottoman times, and later under colonial rule, many Christians in the Islamic world formed protective relationships with Christian churches outside of the world of Islam.  In practice, this step often meant further divisions in the indigenous Christian communities, often brought about by missionaries from the west, who invited local Christians into membership in western Christian denominations.  This circumstance in turn weakened the local churches, hastened the demographic decline of Christians in the Middle East in modern times, and opened the way for many eastern Christians to emigrate to the west.  Meanwhile, the directory of member churches in today’s Middle East Council of Churches lists some twenty-seven denominations under four headings: The Oriental Orthodox Churches, the Orthodox Churches, the Catholic Churches and the Evangelical Churches.
  But even this listing is not complete because the so-called ‘Nestorian’ ‘Church of the East’ is not included as a full member of the council due to the opposition on theological grounds of several other, member churches.
VI
Christians and Muslims Face to Face
 

From the Ottoman period (1516-1918) to the present day, Christians and Muslims are found living together in three different, geographical milieux, each with its own special set of socio-historical circumstances: the Middle East (the historical homeland of both Christians and Muslims); the ‘global south’, where Christians and Muslims vie with one another for the allegiance of the local populations  (sub-Saharan Africa, south Asia, south-east Asia and the Philippines); and modern Europe, Australia/New Zealand, and America.  While our principal concern is with Christians and Muslims in the Middle East, a brief discussion of all three milieux synoptically will help us to make the necessary distinctions in thinking about Muslim/Christian relations in the twenty-first century.  
A – Christians and Muslims in the Middle East – 

Any discussion of the relations between the Christians and Muslims in the Middle East today must take place against the background of the historical record of the interactions of the communities with one another over the course of time.  It is for this reason that in the foregoing sections of the present essay, most attention has been given to the little-studied, intellectual and cultural accomplishments of Christians in the Arabic-speaking world, including the mention of their multiple contributions to the distinctive culture of the world of Islam.
  This aspect of the matter being recognized, one must nevertheless also recognize the fact that from the thirteenth century to the present day, the history of the Christian communities in the world of Islam has been one of diminishment, and reduction to virtual demographic insignificance in most places in the Middle East by the beginning of the twenty-first century.
  Nevertheless, in many countries, such as Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan,
 Christians have continued to make major contributions to the cultural and political lives of their countries, in spite of the diminishment of their communities.
  But during the last decade, and up to the present, due to the rise of Islamism and western military incursions into the Middle East, interreligious relations have become tenser and in some places even peaceful convivencia has been shattered by violence.
  Disabling laws in some countries, such as Saudi Arabia, make life almost impossible for Christians.  Even in ‘secular’ Turkey, where very influential Muslim teachers have long promoted interreligious dialogue as a Muslim duty,
 the local Christian communities, including the Ecumenical Patriarchate of the Orthodox churches, live under many disabling laws and governmental policies.
B – Christians and Muslims in the ‘Global South’ –

Interreligious relations between Muslims and Christians are often most tense in those regions of the world in which Christian missionaries and Muslim activists who issue the summons to Islam have over the last hundred years or so vigorously vied with one another for the allegiance of the local peoples.   Both communities currently enjoy their most spectacular growth in many of these areas.
  In many of them, for example in Nigeria, movements favoring the institution of the Islamic sharī‛ah, incorporating the canonical laws of Islam, as the law of the land have fomented intense inter-communal violence.  In other countries, such as Pakistan and Indonesia, small Christian communities have become the focus of violence and persecution, often sparked by a perceived flouting of Islamic laws and practices, amid charges of proselytism and attempts to turn Muslims away from their religion.  

It is in view of developments such as these on the global scale that the notion of a ‘clash of civilizations’
 has come to the fore among a number of recent western, political commentators.  The phrase was picked up by Samuel Huntington, who used it as the title of a widely read book, The Clash of Civilizations,
 which argued that the most important conflicts of the twenty-first century would occur along the cultural fault lines between the civilizations of the Arabs, the Chinese and the Westerners, aggravated by a revival of religion in all three areas as a basis for identity and commitment.  In the instance of the conflict between Islam and the west, Huntington notes that it has already gone on for more than 1300 years, and he believes that it is unlikely to decline in the future.  He speaks of Islam’s “bloody borders.”
 
The opposite point of view, which sees religious values as inevitably a part of the public discourse among both Christians and Muslims around the world, argues that these same values and their cultural articulation in the histories of both Islam and Christianity have so many parallels and dependencies on common sources that one can only meaningfully speak of Christians and Muslims as being in a sibling cultural relationship as far as religion is concerned.  Richard W. Bulliet, a noted historian of the Islamic world, refers in this connection to what he calls ‘Islamo-Christian civilization’, and in a recent book under this same title he makes his case against the views of those who see only a clash of civilizations and cultures.

One important difference between the histories of the relations between Christians and Muslims in the Middle East and those in the ‘global south’ is the fact that in the Middle East there has been a long experience of convivencia, for weal or for woe, between the two communities.  Indeed, in the Arabic-speaking milieu of the Middle East in which Islam developed its classical expressions of faith and practice, largely in both concord with and in reaction to the religious discourse of the indigenous Jews and Christians, a measure of mutual comprehension prevailed.  This is the milieu in which the Islamo-Christian civilization of which Richard Bulliet speaks has existed, if it has existed anywhere.   This dimension of inter-communal familiarity, in a mutually comprehensible language, has not been present in the wider world, where the clash of Muslim and Christian theologies has taken place without the benefit of the deep structures of the historical, inter-communal intercourse present in the Middle East.  Indeed, in the ‘global south’, where in one way or another in the days of western colonialism and imperialism European and American ideas about Islam came along with the missionaries and merchants, the ‘clash of theologies’
 between Muslims and Christians has been, and continues to be embittered and often violent.  It has been co-opted into larger social and economic struggles, in which the conflicting theologies have come to serve as political ideologies for liberation movements and wars of resistance.   
C – Christians and Muslims in Europe and America –

Christians in the west, and in Australia and New Zealand, are heirs to a tradition of more than a millennium of anti-Islamic polemic as a component of the active hostilities, even constant warfare, between Christendom and the world of Islam from the time of the Islamic conquests right up to the brink of the First World War.
  The long history of religious invective and anti-Islamic polemic, first in Greek and Latin and then in the modern western languages,
 has surely infused into the western psyche a predisposition to estrangement from Muslims on the grounds of irreconcilable religious and cultural differences,  which has seeped even into the secular consciousness of modern times.  Indeed its echoes can be read in almost any newspaper currently published in any language in the western world. And yet, the socio-historical fact is that due to the vicissitudes of modern times and the twin phenomena of emigration and immigration, Christians and Muslims have come to live side by side in the west.
  While here the political and religious struggle between them continues to be tense, so far democratic constitutions have kept the hostilities between Muslims and Christians in the west largely bloodless, amid efforts to promote some measure of interreligious and intercultural dialogue and mutual understanding.
Due to the convergence of numerous currents in intellectual and cultural history, it was in the west in the twentieth century that calls for interreligious dialogue were first heard.  They culminated in Vatican II’s “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions,” Nostra Aetate, promulgated on 28 October 1965.  The following paragraph in the section of the document dealing with Muslims expresses what amounts to a volte face in western Christian attitudes toward Muslims.  The text says:


Over the centuries many quarrels and dissensions have arisen


between Christians and Muslims.  The sacred council now


pleads with all to forget the past, and urges that a sincere effort


be made to achieve mutual understanding; for the benefit of all


men, let them together preserve and promote peace, liberty, 


social justice and moral values.
  
VII

The more than forty years of interreligious dialogue between Muslims and Christians after Vatican II have not been easy.  And the experiences of dialogue have been very different in the three geographical spheres sketched above in which they have been undertaken, largely at the instigation of the Christians.  The question to be posed at this juncture in the context of the present essay is, what do we have to learn from the history of the Syriac and Arabic-speaking Christians who have lived with Muslims, in the world of Islam from the very beginning of Islam until the present day?  The fact is that their history represents the first, and so far the only long-lasting, successful instance in which a large number of Christians have over a long period of time come to confess a religion other than Christianity, which in its essence is in part a direct critique of core Christian articles of faith.
  On the face of it then, the history of Christians living among Muslims has so far been a history of Christian diminishment.  But that is not the only thing to be said about the phenomenon.  Arguably, the diminishment came about because of a whole congeries of socio-historical causes, only some of which have to do with Islamic laws and policies regarding dhimmi populations in the world of Islam.  In different political circumstances, there may well have been a different outcome.


Different political circumstances do now obtain, at least in the west.  In these new circumstances, where academic freedom and freedom of religion are the rule there may well be an opportunity for Muslims and Christians once again to come into a mutually comprehending dialogue.  In this context, one important lesson we may take from the history of the Christians who lived with Muslims in the Middle East in early Islamic times is that responding to the Islamic critique of Christianity in the very idiom in which the critique was originally phrased provides a new opportunity for the development of Christian theology itself; Christian truths are phrased in terms which are intelligible in the Islamic frame of reference.
  Similarly, in this same context, just as Islamic religious discourse developed originally in many respects in counterpoint to Christian challenges, so could it could Muslim religious thinkers once again strive to phrase Islamic religious claims in a theological idiom that chooses its terms with Christians in mind..  But for the modern dialogue to take this course, it would be necessary for both the Christian and Muslim participants to delve deeply, knowledgeably and sympathetically into one another’s theological traditions.  Christians would have to do Christian theology with an eye to Islam,
 and Muslims would have to do Islamic theology with an eye to Christianity.
  In the end of course, the goal would be for Christians and Muslims to present their faith claims in terms intelligible to one another, in such a way that for both participants the purposes of both dialogue and proclamation might be achieved, both parties affirming that “the human person has a right to religious freedom,”
 and “There is no compulsion (ikrāha) in religion ( II al-Baqarah 256).   
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