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Abstract

This paper examines a little known aspect of the history of inter-faith relations in Muslim countries; the presence and role of Christian monks and monasteries. Particular attention is given to Muslim attitudes and writings on monasticsm, including in the Qur'an and Hadith., the 9th century in Iraq as an important period of Muslim-Christian interactions, and present and future implications of Christian monasteries in inter-faith relations. By describing these institutions and their place in Islamic society, it is hoped that an alternate story can be told to the usually dominant paradigm of Crusade/Jihad based discourse.

Introduction

The almost millennium and a half story of inter-faith relations in Muslim lands can be told in many ways and from many perspectives. One multi-voiced telling would be that of the Islamic rulers, from the 7th century in the Arabian Desert spreading to the far corners of North Africa and Spain, and to Indonesia, India and China. Another diverse perspective would be from the standpoint of the “dhimmi”
 communities in these lands, whether Jewish or Christian. 
This paper will survey historical developments of the interaction of Early Islam with Christian monasticism including the ambivalence of the Qur’an and Hadith to it. The interest of Muslim writers in the monasteries and even a sub-genre of historical writing on them will be noted as well. A section will then highlight the 9th century context in Northern Mesopotamia, where monasteries abounded and provided places of some inter-faith relationship. The final part of the paper will bring us up to the 21st century, where monasteries still provide those signposts of faith to non-violent opportunities for relationships and reconciliation. Due to the scope of this article, many places and stories will not be mentioned, in what is a very rich yet often overlooked history of Christian monasteries in Islamic lands.

Early Islam and Christian monasticism

From the 5th century Christian monasticism exerted “a powerful influence on the Arabs” (Shahid 1990:404), and “they took kindly to monasticism and its representatives who penetrated their deserts.” The Christian historian Sozomen (Schaff 1952) writing in the mid-5th century comments on how instrumental these monks were “in leading most of the Saracens among others into the straight path of Christianity.” (Ecclesiastical History, pg. 7) According to Bell (1925), in the area east of the Jordan “the monk in his cell was one of the things that attracted the attention of the Arabs.”  By the time that Prophet Muhammad began to preach in the early 7th century, monastic centres existed in places like Hira
 and it is an important question how much or how little contact he actually had with monks. Shahid (2002:215) feels that there is “no doubt that Muhammad as a caravan leader had visited many of these monasteries.” But unfortunately we are left with little to no evidence of that assertion, as fascinating as it may be to consider the ramifications. The Prophet’s meeting with the Christian monk Bahira, though probably a legend, does illustrate the possibility of an encounter of this nature. (See Griffith 1995)
In the Qur’an itself, there is a basic understanding of monasticism, as in Surahs 5:82-86, 9:29-35, and 57:27, with particularly Surah 5 offering the “most striking praise.” (McAuliffe 1991:204) In this seminal work, McAuliffe analyzes several Muslim commentators on the Qur’an and Hadith for specific themes, including how they view Christian monasteries and monks. From her study, she concludes that “the focal discussion on monasticism that emerges from the commentaries on this verse (Surah 57:27) is “exceptional ambivalence”, but that monasticism remains a “source of fascination for these commentators.” (1991:282) The phrase “exceptional ambivalence” could perhaps be used overall to describe the Prophet’s feeling about Christian monks, and even the general attitude of Muslims throughout the history of inter-faith relations. Christian monks and monasteries have seemed to provoke from Muslims the ambivalence of respect on one side for their devotion, and yet questions on the other about their practice
 and identity within the dhimmi community. Though much fewer than at their apex in the 13th century, Eastern Christian monasteries in Islamic countries continue to exist, and their very existence testifies to the resilience of the ambivalence after so many centuries.
An interesting and understudied genre of Muslim writing up to and including the medieval era is on the Christian monasteries. Tragically the only fully extant source from these writings is the “Kitab al-Diyarat” (Book of Monasteries) by the 10th century author al-Shabushti. (See Awaad 2007) Two other writers, Hisham (d. 990) and Isbahani (d. 972), also wrote extensively on Christian monasteries but their works are lost to us except in quotes and references of later authors. Isbahani seems to have written about the monasteries in a tone more sensual with an intention to entertain and amuse his readers. Shahid (2002:160) calls this work a “turning point in the development of this genre in Arabic literature, where the main interest of the authors was no longer the monastery itself as a place where Muslim visitors, including Caliphs, princes and governors relaxed.”
 Isbahani was perhaps responding unfavourably to Hisham, as he was rumoured to dislike him, as the latter had written a more serious work on the monasteries. It is extremely unfortunate that we do not have Hisham’s work today, as it may have given us a more solid and substantive view of the monasteries from the Muslim perspective. Shabushti in “Kitab al-Diyarat” carries on in the entertainment mode of writing, but as Kilpatrick (2003:19) writes, these 10th century works “show a remarkable openness of Muslims toward Christian customs and institutions.” But Shabushti’s book also “conveys a sense of the (Christian) monasteries’ place in pre-Islamic and Islamic Arab history and in Arab culture.” (:36)
Through these Muslim writings, the Christian monasteries up to medieval times were seen as places where Muslims could go to relax, be amused and receive hospitality, including at times even wine! Mutual conversations and prayer could also result in an environment that seemed to be non-threatening to either faith. The monasteries appeared to be places where Muslims would be welcomed not as strangers but as neighbours, in a mutuality of the common journey of faith.

Ninth century interactions in Northern Mesopotamia

One of the most extensive regions having Christian monasteries was in Northern Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), both of the East Syrian and West Syrian branches of the Eastern Church tradition. Shabushti in the 10th century writes of 40 different monasteries, and Iraqi Christian Bahija Lovejoy finds accounts of at least 163 more. Many of these monasteries became centres for intellectual excellence, where Iraqi Christian scholars “built outstanding schools all attached to well-stocked libraries. These centres of learning were used for transplanting the seeds of Greek culture to the land of Mesopotamia,” (Lovejoy 1957:17), through a stellar translation movement from Syriac to Arabic, and then to the West from Arabic to Latin. This period in the history of inter-faith relations is often forgotten or ignored, though it was in some ways a “golden age” of creativity and intellectual sharing between Muslims, Christians and Jews. One Eastern Christian writer puts it this way, “From their very beginning monasteries have been high places for inter-religious and inter-cultural understanding and exchange. Many bridges have been built in the monasteries not only among monks who came from far and wide, but also among the many visitors and sympathizers to whom this irresistible Charismatic power of loving exchange is intended.” (Boniface 1993:58)
This inter-faith exchange is illustrated in an anonymous document composed in Syriac in probably the first part of the 8th century, set in a monastery named Bet Hale near Hira in western Iraq. It recounts the dialogue between a monk of Bet Hale and a Muslim Emir. One of the most arresting comments from this dialogue that is of relevance to this study is when the Arab Emir says to the monk, “Even Muhammad our Prophet said about the inhabitants of the monasteries and the mountain dwellers that they will enjoy the kingdom.’ (Griffith 2000:34) Griffith finds this remark “intriguing because it does echo the positive things said about Christians, and particularly the monks, in both the Qur’an and the Hadith.” (:34) While this disputation text is written with a polemical aim in mind from the Christian perspective, it again seems to show the kind of encounters going on between monks and even Muslim leaders. Patriarch Timothy (d. 823) of the Church of the East, trained in part at the famous monastery of Beit Abhe near Mosul, had a two-day debate with Caliph al-Mahdi  (d. 785), probably one of the most famous of such encounters in history. (See Mingana 1928)

A century later during the reign of Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’mun (d. 833), it was on a regular basis in Baghdad that inter-faith dialogues were held, called “majlis”, which were “salon-like sessions in a Caliph or Emir’s court, in which scholars were often summoned for debate.” (Lazarus-Yafeh 1999:13) Monk-scholars were involved in these gatherings from the Christian side, and at times perhaps even hosted a similar meeting at the monasteries. These kinds of developments going on between the 9th-11th centuries did lead some prominent Christian intellectuals in Baghdad, according to Griffith (2007:67), “to think for a season that on the basis of reason and the philosophical life, a measure of peaceful convivencia between Christians, Muslims and Jews would be attained in the world of Islam they all shared.” In recent years it has become popular to describe a possible “golden age” in Muslim-Christian relations in the Spain of the pre-15th centuries. (See e.g. Menocal 2002) but, those same writers usually completely ignore the context of the 9th century in the east.
This possible “golden age” unraveled over the coming centuries with the impact of the Christian crusaders to the West in the 12th century, and the Mongol rampages from the East in the 13th.

Christian monasteries in Islamic countries in the 21st century

The institution and practice of Christian monasticism has endured in Islamic lands through almost 15 centuries, albeit in a highly reduced form. In inter-faith relations today it is imperative to find new/old paradigms for strengthening dialogue and relationship. One of these possible paradigms could be the monastery as a signpost pointing to a mutuality of faith encounters. Boniface likens the monastery to the inn of Luke 10:33, and portrays the monk as the host or inn-keeper. He writes (1993:59) “It is a place where everyone is gathered and welcomed…it is an inn for all pilgrims travelling lightly towards the Lord’s return.” The monastery as inn could be a possible “zone of contact” (See Singh 2009) and perhaps the Sufi khanqah as well.
One of the monasteries that continue to exist in Muslim lands today is Rabban Hormizd, located in Northern Iraq near Mosul. Though it has only 4 monks at present in residence, it has had an illustrious history. Hope remains that as the Iraqi Church passes through this dark season in its history, the future could mean the strengthening and expansion of the monastic call in places like Rabban Hormizd and other monasteries.
In places like Kottyam in South India where a living St. Thomas Christian community traces their existence back to the Apostle, a renewed vision of monasticism fills the hearts of some of the priests there belonging to the Syro-Malabar Church. Church of the East monasticism in India may have existed at least back to the 6th century, when links with a strong monastic missionary minded Persian church meant an exchange of monk missionaries into India. Whether there was an indigenous expression of monasticism is difficult to prove, due to no ruins of monasteries available or written histories, as is the case with the widespread presence of Buddhist missionary monasticism throughout India. (See Heitzman 1980) It will be interesting to see how this renewed monasticism may result in enhanced exchanges with the Hindus and Muslims of Kerela state and beyond. 
We have seen in various contexts throughout history that Muslims have visited monasteries for diverse reasons, whether aesthetic, religious, or for pleasure. Even today, as detailed by one Western Benedictine monk who spent time in the Coptic monasteries of Egypt, “many Muslims come to the monasteries” and some of those came “in the evening” to receive exorcism from demonic possession. This monk explains these Muslims’ rationale as they explained it to him, “They say that their own sheikhs do not deal with this kind of power, but only with the One God, so they appeal to the Christian monks instead. By this kind of explanation, they get the help they need, yet preserve a sense of their own religious integrity.” (Gruber 2002:80)

A fascinating novel written by an Egyptian in 1996 is set around a Coptic monastery just after the Israeli-Arab war of 1967. Titled “Aunt Safiyya and the Monastery,” author Bahaa’ Taher weaves a touching story of familial love, revenge and betrayal in the midst of the revolutionary changes in the broader Middle East. The monastery becomes a symbol and actuality of refuge and protection for a local Muslim who has unjustly been beaten. He then kills the leading official responsible, and now the official’s wife, Safiyya, seeks her revenge. At one point, when some are seeking the murderer at the monastery, another Muslim leader says, “Do you want me, Hinein, to turn on these monks, whose protection, according to the Qur’an, is enjoined by our Lord?” (Taher 1996:101) and later “The monks are mentioned in the Holy Qur’an” (:102) As we have described earlier in this paper, this again reveals the “exceptional ambivalence” in the understanding of a contemporary Egyptian novelist towards the hospitality, protection, and refuge represented by the Christian monastery.
In the still unfolding story of the history of inter-faith relations, the “exceptional ambivalence” towards institutions like the Christian monastery will continue. But it can also provide in that ambivalence those signposts towards hospitality of faith. Gruber (2002) has described very interesting modern encounters of Muslims with monasteries in the Coptic context. Dalrymple (1997) too has some fascinating tales of his travels to existing monasteries in the East. Boniface, an Eastern Christian prelate, goes so far as to write, “Monasticism could function more and more as a bridge between those religions and Christianity… as it stands by definition in the heart of all religion.” (1993:205) As Panikkar (1982: 1X) has written, “Dialogue between Christian and non-Christian monks as to remain an integral part of a larger inter-religious dialogue, which in its turn must be set within the context of a more global intercultural dialogue.” 
Conclusion

Perhaps the most dominant story told of inter-faith relations in Muslim lands concerns the Christian crusades of the 11th-13th centuries, and though the ramifications continue to this day, it was not the only kind of encounter happening between Muslims and Christians. 

This paper was specifically concerned with the presence in Islamic countries of Christian monks and monasteries, and how these monasteries illustrate aspects of the interfaith relationship particularly between Islam and Christianity. Some of these monastic establishments predated the beginning of Islam by over two centuries, and others have even continued up to the present day in places like Egypt and Iraq. By the 9th century C.E. (3rd century A. H.) the interaction of Muslim Sufis and Christian monks was developing and providing contacts and exchanges in ways often overlooked in the historical overview of Christian-Muslim relations. These interactions often centered on the monasteries, and provided signposts to a mutuality and hospitality of faith that is often overshadowed by stories of more violent encounters through the centuries. Though many of these monasteries are in ruins today or gone completely, still others exist and provide places where Muslims still come for relaxation, prayer, and even to have demons exorcised, as in the Wadi Natrun desert of Egypt and the Tur Abdin of Eastern Turkey and Northern Iraq.
Could it be possible that through a re-birth and renewal of Christian monasticism, even in Islamic countries, that new bridges could be built? What we can see through this brief study of a neglected part of inter-faith history is an alternate story that could perhaps provide a signpost to a needed alternate future, one that emphasizes “zones of contact and exchange” rather than mutual exclusion and conflict.
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� Dhimmi has the idea of “protected” communities, particularly the “People of the Book” referring to Jews and Christians. More problematic is the status of non-Monotheistic religions in Islamic countries like Hindus and Buddhists. Bat Ye’or (1985) writes extensively on dhimmi communities in history and present times, but has a strong polemic edge to her writing.


� Hira, the capital of the Christian Arab Lakhimid kingdom, had several churches and monasteries, some of which have been excavated in recent years.    


� McAuliffe (1991:263) brings out that virtually all  the Hadith commentators she studied felt that the Christians did not “observe it correctly”, speaking of monasticism, but it does not seem clear what practicing it correctly would actually entail.


� And even drank wine, as Isbhani, and later Shabushti , seemed to emphasize. Lovejoy (1957:56) says that these “moral lapses” were not considered at the time by Muslims a sign of dissoluteness on the part of the Christians (or the Muslims taking part), but “on the contrary looked upon as having a certain charm and eloquence.”


� Patriarch Timothy (d. 823) of the Church of the East, trained in part at the famous monastery of Beit Abhe near Mosul, had a two day debate with Caliph al-Mahdi  (d. 785), probably one of the most famous of such encounters in history. (See Mingana 1928 for the debate in Syriac and English translation)





� The idea of Muslims coming for peaceable reasons to the monasteries must also be balanced with the struggle at times in history of attacks occurring, whether due to religious persecution or because of power dynamics related to identity. For example in recent years there have been renewed problems for the Coptic monasteries in facing persecution from more fundamentalist Muslim movements. 
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