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For Sinan and Nur






INTRODUCTION


The American University of Beirut’s most famous building, College Hall, was destroyed by a bomb in the early morning of November 8, 1991. The sound of the explosion jolted awake the quiet, religiously mixed neighborhood of Ras Beirut, which had long been identified with the American institution. The perpetrators of the College Hall attack are still at large. We will, in all likelihood, never know who planted the bomb, or why. Its single victim, a forty-nine-year-old university employee and father of four who happened to be sleeping in the building, became one more casualty—mourned and quickly forgotten—in what now appears to be the ever-widening conflict that ensnares America and the Arab world.

This conflict needs historical explanation. There is no American institution in the Middle East that has attained greater prestige than the American University of Beirut (AUB). For over a century, College Hall’s clock tower had stood as a visible reminder of a peaceful American presence in the Arab world. Yet this same clock tower had also been witness to a tumultuous history that gradually yet relentlessly drove Americans and Arabs apart. During the Lebanese civil war, which began in 1975 and which had formally ended the year before the College Hall bombing, several American civilians had endured long spells in captivity; one  AUB president had been murdered and another abducted and held hostage; a U.S. ambassador to Lebanon had been kidnapped and killed; and the U.S. embassy as well as a U.S. Marine barracks near Beirut Airport had been blown up. Four decades, moreover, had elapsed since the first Arab-Israeli War, but only months since the United States had driven Iraq out of Kuwait, unveiling its military might in the post-Cold War era. Today a significantly larger College Hall stands in the original building’s place. The rebuilt structure was expressly designed to evoke the memory of its predecessor. Its reconstruction was financed by hundreds of alumni, by various Lebanese, Arab, and American corporations, and by the tax dollars of the American people. The new College Hall is a monument built in hopeful defiance of our present difficult age.
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This book recounts the story of the birth and transformation of the Arab idea of America, for which the fate of College Hall represents an apt metaphor. It does so as part of a wider chronicle of the encounters between Americans and Arabs that began in a sustained manner in the early nineteenth century, some fifty years before the original College Hall was built. It was then that American Protestant missionaries first set out to convert the peoples of the Orient and prepared the ground for a fascinating, evolving mutual discovery between Americans and Arabs. This history matters. Knowledge of it will alter substantially, if not drastically, the one-dimensional picture most of us have of the nature of U.S. engagement in the Middle East.

Rather than search for antecedents to the present conflict between Americans and Arabs, Faith Misplaced brings to the fore what has sadly been lost in the relationship between the two peoples and why. The book therefore opens with an account of the first American missionaries who traveled in 1819 to the Ottoman Empire, which encompassed most of what we today call the Arab world. It reveals the largely unknown story of a zealous group of young evangelical Protestants who sought out Arabs in order to convert them as part of their belief in an impending millennial age. Readers will follow these Americans, noting their assumptions,  hopes, and frustrations as they struggled to adjust to what was a radically unfamiliar world. This first round of encounters between Americans and Arabs remains a study in cultural misunderstanding, but it laid the basis for a more enduring relationship between them. As Americans adjusted, indeed abandoned, their evangelical expectations, so too did Arab perceptions of the missionaries change dramatically for the better. Trial and error on both sides continually narrowed the cultural divide across a half-century. This led finally to a modus vivendi, best exemplified by the flourishing of the increasingly secular American schools and colleges that dominated the educational landscape of the late Ottoman Empire. As we shall see, these American institutions did not demand religious conversion, but inculcated an idealization of modern America.

Through their interactions with missionaries, their experience of American education, their writings in the new Arabic press, and their experience of emigration to the United States itself, Christian and Muslim Arabs came to discover America. I trace how and why a century ago Arabs were able to draw a picture of the United States as a benevolent great power that was neither imperialist nor covetous of the resources or lands of the Ottoman Empire.

The very fact that such a positive picture was initially drawn at all, and that American missionaries, not soldiers, constituted the first face of America to Arabs was immensely important in laying the foundations for what one American with long experience in the region once described as a “reservoir of goodwill.” But this goodwill was neither universal nor arrived at naturally or inevitably. Faith Misplaced is not a romantic recounting of U.S.-Arab relations; it does not obscure the racial and religious tensions that marked different groups of Americans and Arabs as they adapted to a modernizing world. Yet it does highlight how Christian and Muslim Arabs, though they viewed European imperialism with trepidation and feared their own sectarianism, increasingly found themselves drawn to the allure of powerful Western nations. Above all, they were inspired by what they regarded as President Woodrow Wilson’s promise of self-determination. Never has the star of America shone so brightly in the Arab world as it did during the era of the First World War. But as we shall  see, this incipient Arab faith in America ultimately proved to be as misplaced as was the initial American missionary belief in the efficacy and universalism of rigid American evangelicalism.

The immediate aftermath of the First World War created the modern Middle East as we know it. Instead of granting independence to Arabs, as Egyptian and Syrian nationalists had hoped, Britain and France divided up the eastern Arab world in the form of so-called mandates and protectorates, that is, states that were subordinated, often violently, to either British or French tutelage. Many, if not most, of the conflicts that today rage in the Middle East can be traced back to key British and French decisions taken between 1916 and 1920. The American missionary presence in the area notwithstanding, the U.S. government did not yet consider the Middle East a strategically crucial part of the world. It acquiesced to the new colonial arrangement that laid the seeds for Arab disillusionment with America and the West. Without resorting to grand narratives that speak of undifferentiated religions, groups, and cultures, Faith Misplaced emphasizes a series of historical turning points that, in retrospect, clearly led us to our current unhappy circumstances. Choices, not fate, drive this tale.
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Readers will note that this book tells two stories: the story of a growing Arab faith in America, and then the story of a sudden, ever more bitter disenchantment with it. The pivot is 1948 and the crucial U.S. role in helping to create and then defend the exclusively Jewish state of Israel in what had been historically a multi-religious land. This new state was built directly at the expense of Palestinian Muslims and Christians who had been the overwhelming majority of the population of the land until they were forced out of their homes. At a moment when the rest of the world was entering the age of decolonization, the Palestinians were made stateless. More than any other single factor, the presence of Israel has altered the course of U.S.-Arab relations and explains the narrative of this book. Israel’s creation, in fact, coincided with the manifestation of a new, more overtly political and economic, oil-driven American involvement  in the post-World War II Middle East that largely overshadowed America’s previous, long-standing cultural presence and the largely voluntary and private relationships between Americans and Arabs rather than between states. Culture and religion remained salient after 1948 to be sure, but they could no longer be the driving force that they had been in the nineteenth century.

This book describes how the relationship moved from a fairly fluid and open set of cultural interactions in what is today Lebanon and Egypt to a more political and confrontational era defined most clearly by the question of Palestine. While, of course, U.S.-Arab relations involve far more than the Arab-Israeli conflict, it is impossible to address the problem of America’s standing in the Arab world without squarely facing the political question that has haunted America’s relationship with the Arabs most conspicuously and consistently for over sixty years. No matter how one turns the kaleidoscope of U.S.-Arab relations, one always returns, or is returned to, the picture of Palestine.

Rather than avoid this controversial issue, Faith Misplaced makes it the interpretive key with which to understand the relentless dynamic of post-1948 U.S.-Arab relations. The same language of human and national rights that legitimated the creation of Israel in the West also catapulted the question of Palestine to center stage in modern Arab politics, where it has largely remained ever since. We will discover why the loss of Arab Palestine, a historical episode largely ignored in the United States, captured the imagination of diverse Arab populations from North Africa to Yemen more strongly than any other Arab cause in the decolonizing age of the twentieth century.

My hope is to recognize, in other words, the nature of a tragedy that is still being played out in our own time. A resurgent postwar Western, and American, liberalism chose to put its faith in the redemptive meaning of a pioneering and militarily victorious new state of Israel. Yet it deemed insignificant the predicament of Palestinian Arabs, perceived as distant and abstract, in its eagerness to resolve Europe’s Jewish “problem” and to make amends for the long history of Western anti-Semitism. This is surely one, though not the only, reason why the United States ultimately decided to break with the Arabs over Palestine despite strenuous  and collective Arab pleas to Western nations, and particularly the United States, to understand Zionism from an Arab standpoint. These Arab protestations were echoed by prominent American educators, officials, and missionaries who resided in the Arab world.

There may indeed be cultural foundations for U.S. support for Israel, but part of what this book specifically illustrates is that cultures, whether American, Arab, or both in relation to each other, do not operate in a vacuum, nor are they unchanging. Indeed, it is at this point in the story that the two halves of Faith Misplaced come together. Although we today often automatically link Christian evangelicals to Israel and to chilling fantasies about Armageddon, most nineteenth-century American missionaries who worked in the Middle East, and who constituted several of the dramatic actors of the first chapters of this book, were not motivated by Christian Zionism. Many of their successors in the twentieth century became prominent educators or humanitarian workers and came to empathize with the Palestinian Arabs. They were able to puncture through the web of abstractions that pervaded how many Westerners viewed the Orient, the Holy Land, and the Middle East. As this book shows, while they struggled to make sense of their place in a nationalist and anticolonial Middle East, they could not shut their eyes to an unfolding calamity in which their government was playing a critical part.

There was indeed considerable debate within official U.S. circles about the role the United States ought to play in legitimating Israel and about the costs of such a decision to not only the missionary legacy built up over a century of trial and error but to America’s strategic position in the Middle East. President Harry Truman and his successors, however, decided that they could both secure Middle Eastern oil and support Israel. They chose to defy the Arabs, not because they were anti-Arab or imperialist by nature, but because they made a basic calculation that the balance of domestic and foreign interests suggested one course of action. They hoped that Arab disillusionment would be short-lived, or at any rate, contained or mollified. Considered in the context of the Second World War, the fate of Arabs in Palestine appeared to them to be but a single problem among far greater ones that afflicted many parts of the world, and the ensuing Arab-Israeli conflict became for the United  States a sideshow of the Cold War. Truman’s fateful decision in 1948, nevertheless, set the course and tone for U.S-Arab relations to the present day.
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The last section of Faith Misplaced takes up a story that will be more familiar to readers well versed in current affairs, but it places recent events within a historical perspective. Arab intellectuals and politicians—including many individuals who had a deep and abiding faith in Western liberalism and who were confident of their ability to act as a bridge between cultures—were the first to put the case of Palestine before Western governments and, to a lesser extent, before Western publics. We follow how they failed in their attempts to make any headway and how they were stymied by deep divisions within the Arab world that rendered their own position as interlocutors between America and the Arab world, between East and West, steadily more untenable. As these most Westernized and liberal of Arabs looked on, conservative monarchies dependent on Western support were challenged by secular nationalist regimes that emerged in the wake of the Arab defeat of 1948 as part of a revolution against traditional elites and as a reaction to Western domination of Arab affairs.

The Suez crisis of 1956, when Egypt’s charismatic new leader Gamal Abdel Nasser defied Britain and France and nationalized the Suez Canal, was a critical moment. More so than any other U.S. president before or after him, Dwight Eisenhower understood the problem of America’s standing in the region. He sought to take a strong stand against European imperialism to underscore to the Arabs what he insisted was America’s anticolonial nature. Yet Eisenhower found himself contending with two irreconcilable pressures: a nationalist reaction that swept across the Middle East and was personified in the secular Nasser on the one hand, and on the other hand, Israeli expansionism, broad pro-Israel sympathy within the United States as well as Cold War imperatives that further undermined America’s historic engagement with the Arab world.

Eisenhower’s dilemma was that he wanted to improve America’s image among the Arabs, but he could not resolve the Palestinian question. He could restrain Israel, but he found himself unable and unwilling to restore the rights of the Palestinians. More clearly than any other U.S. leader, he understood how profoundly U.S.-Israeli relations impinged upon U.S.-Arab relations, but he was unable to alter the dynamic at work. By the same token, the most important Arab leaders of the day also desperately wanted a more fruitful relationship with the United States. They were undercut, however, by America’s domestically driven embrace of Israel, as well as by the bitter internal rivalries of the Arab world. Ultimately, we see how Eisenhower committed the United States to weakening and overthrowing secular nationalist regimes in the area as America gradually took over from the British as the dominant outside power in the Middle East.


Faith Misplaced concludes with a reading of the implications of Nasser’s crushing defeat at the hands of a U.S.-backed Israel in 1967. We thus follow how a general Arab faith in secular nationalism—or at the very least in the nation-states that claimed to be the standard-bearers of this nationalism, such as Egypt—began to wane at the same time as fundamentalist Saudi influence began to grow, aided by spectacular increases in oil revenue following the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. The comprehensive defeat of Egypt did not end Palestine’s status as the paradigmatic Arab anti-imperialist cause. Instead, as our own era illustrates only too clearly, a number of Islamist movements came to the fore as Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat, bowed Egypt out of the Arab-Israeli conflict in a separate peace. Buoyed by the Iranian Revolution of 1979, these Islamist movements have consistently used the unresolved plight of the Palestinians to represent themselves credibly as the authentic voice and conscience of the contemporary Arab world and to depict the United States as an enemy of this world.

Rather then easing with the passage of time, the basic difference over Palestine has hardened throughout the last decades as Arab disillusionment with American policy has given way to outright hostility and as American policymakers since 1967 have progressively abandoned even the pretense of neutrality or evenhandedness in their approach to  the conflict. My book stops just short of the attacks of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent, ongoing U.S. military occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq. Although these topics are vitally important, the purpose of this book is to illustrate the historical foundation on which these more recent and more familiar events have been layered.
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I have deliberately foregrounded Arab perspectives in the telling of this story because they have rarely, if ever, been highlighted in standard Western accounts of U.S.-Arab relations. Knowing how political leaders in Washington, Moscow, London, and Paris acted and how they viewed the Arab world is vital, and there is now a substantial corpus of works that delve into the Middle Eastern foreign policies of successive U.S. administrations. In a bibliographical essay at the end of this book, I enumerate these and other works that have analyzed various aspects of the Arab-Israeli conflict, American oil politics, Zionism and Israel, and the questions of Islamic fundamentalism and the problem of terrorism, especially after September 11, 2001. In more academic works, a series of impressive studies have explored facets of American cultural encounters with the Orient. The reader familiar with these works will easily detect their influence on my own book. Yet in most, if not all, standard English-language accounts of America and the Middle East, readers will be hard-pressed to find Arab voices taken seriously, and none do so across a span of two centuries.

Far too often, Western readers have been treated to any number of notions of what or who Arabs and Muslims are and what their cultures are supposedly all about; far less often have Arabs been presented fairly with their own understanding of their history, their lives, their aspirations, their politics, and their disappointments. Although a huge contemporary outpouring of Arabic thought and writing exists, glib generalizations still abound in the American mainstream about what “the Muslim” thinks, does, or says, as if such a Muslim type exists. Consider how often newspaper commentary moves effortlessly from the contemporary to the medieval when analyzing Islamist politics in a manner we almost never do  when discussing, say, American evangelical politics. Arab government archives, it is true, are not nearly as accessible as those of Western governments, or Israel’s for that matter, but there is nevertheless an abundance of Arab documentation, newspaper accounts, novels, and memoirs that are easily accessible. Many of these were either written in English or have been translated.

My goal, however, is not simply to provide an Arab side of the story, nor even to provide a comprehensive account of modern Arab history. There have been a number of important studies of Arab politics and contemporary history. However much Faith Misplaced highlights a range of Arab perspectives that has moved from the secular to the religious over a century, I have always believed that these perspectives cannot be analyzed as though they are sealed off from the Western ideas, assumptions, and actions that have so clearly shaped the modern context in which these Arab beliefs have been articulated. The Arab world does not operate in a vacuum. Let me be more specific. In the age of Western hegemony within which the actions depicted in the following pages largely unfold, there is no such thing as an entirely independent Arab or Muslim side that can be studied and judged without taking into account Western power.

This is not to deny that there is such a thing as Islamic fundamentalism or acts of terrorism committed by Arab groups. Nor does it mean that we can ignore the fair degree of Arab autonomy and agency that make Faith Misplaced a complex story. My goal is neither simply to condemn a Western colonial conspiracy nor to describe an alleged endemic Arab or Muslim problem with modernity. I am not interested in “blaming the West,” but by the same token I am not invested in exculpating, obscuring, or justifying the enormous influence that Western states have had in shaping the possibilities and problems of the modern Middle East. Not for a moment can I pretend that there has been in this century or in the last any symmetry of power between Arabs and Americans—or for that matter, between Israelis and Palestinians.

I am even less interested in defending the dogmas of Arab nationalism or more broadly the religion of Islam. Rather, I explore what has been, in the twentieth century at least, a deeply unequal relationship—but a relationship  nevertheless—that has bound Arabs, Israelis, Europeans, and Americans together. I do not doubt that many Arabs and Muslims have believed that they possessed, and still possess, purity of thought and deed, just as some also believe (and an even smaller group apparently act on the belief) that they are involved in an existential war against Western “crusaders” and that Muslims remain the collective target of a brutal, generalized Western assault.

Many Americans and Westerners have also put their faith in the late Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington’s crude description of a “clash of civilizations,” or in a mythical object they name the “Arab mind,” or in so-called Judeo-Christian values that by definition are separated from Muslim values (however much Muslims see themselves as part of the same Abrahamic tradition), or in the cultural and religious inferiority of Arabs and Muslims as a whole. Prejudice, alas, has always been part of history, whether Arab or American. But as a scholar who believes firmly in cause and effect, I can no more pretend that what is often today called Arab or Muslim “hatred” of the West, or an “Arab predicament,” can be discussed independently of Western—and specifically British, American, and Israeli—actions.

In saying this, I am guided by the prescient words spoken in 1946 in Jerusalem by the eminent Arab historian Albert Hourani, whom we shall encounter again later in this book. In testifying before the Anglo-American Committee of Enquiry, which was charged with recommending a way out of the impasse over Palestine, Hourani reminded the assembled American and English commissioners of the nature of the ties that inexorably bind Arabs to the West.


Arabs are faced today with a choice between paths: either they can go out towards the West and towards the world in openness and receptiveness, trying to take from the West what is of most value and greatest depth in its tradition, and blend it with what they have of their own, trying to establish a relationship of tolerance and trust between them and the Western nations with whom they are brought into contact, and trying to enter into the new world community on a level of equality and in spirit of cooperation. Or else they can turn away from the West  and from the world, in spiritual isolation and in hatred, taking nothing from the outside world except the material means with which to combat it.



But Hourani, crucially, did not stop here. He continued,
I believe the first path is the path that Arabs must follow, and that the responsible leaders among them want to follow. Nevertheless the attitude which the Arabs will take up towards the West is not entirely a matter for the Arabs themselves; it depends very largely upon the attitude which the West takes up towards them.1






At midcentury, then, Hourani captured perfectly the dilemma faced by modern Arabs in their encounter with more powerful Western nations. He was himself an exemplary product of the intersection of the two worlds. He was born in Manchester, England, in 1915 to Lebanese Presbyterian parents, who had themselves been converted by American missionaries. He graduated from Oxford’s Magdalen College and taught at the American University of Beirut for two years before the Second World War. After the war, he returned to teach at St. Anthony’s College in Oxford. He died in 1993, having established himself as one of the most influential professors of modern Middle Eastern history.

Readers may be surprised to learn of just how great a role Christian Arabs played in establishing themselves as bridges between cultures. They took the lead in discovering America, and later, as the bond between Arabs and Americans hung in the balance, they put forward the most articulate presentations of a secular and liberal Arab position on the key question of Palestine to their American and Western interlocutors. Far more than the rulers in the West whose decisions shaped their collective future, individuals such as Hourani understood that at the time the Arabs generally still maintained a hopeful attitude toward what they saw as American values of democracy and self-determination. Yet, as Faith Misplaced  shows, these most liberal and Westernized Arabs were systematically ignored and overlooked. Sadly, the door was shut in their faces, and  also in the faces of their secular Muslim Arab contemporaries and compatriots. We are still living with the consequences of this rebuff.
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I was born in the United States but raised in the Arab world. Steeped in two cultures, I have been able to see America through Arab eyes and the Arabs through American ones. In some basic respects, I have followed the trajectory similar to that of several individuals who appear in this book. I lived in Lebanon during that country’s civil war, acquired my higher education in the United States, achieved a doctorate at Princeton in history, and now teach at Rice University in Houston. Like Hourani and several of his contemporaries, such as Philip Hitti and George Antonius (whom we shall also presently encounter), I have been able to appreciate firsthand just how large is the gap between abstract representations of the Arab world and America and their more human reality, and how crucial it is to narrow it.

The bridge to cultural understanding cannot be built from one side alone; it needs individuals who can appreciate two perspectives with equal sensitivity. Hourani was one such figure, but he embodied an earlier and more innocent age when one could believe in the idealism of America and Britain and in their potential to shape positively and benevolently a newly independent Arab world. I, in contrast, have lived in an era when the intensity and virulence of the conflict between the United States and the Arab world have greatly elevated the stakes of knowledge about the historical development and transformation of the relationship between Americans and Arabs.

I am also deeply and personally entangled in the history that follows. My maternal great-great-grandfather was the first Arab pastor of the Protestant church in Beirut. My maternal great-grandfather traveled from Palestine to the United States and returned in 1910 an ordained Baptist minister. My mother’s father emigrated to the United States from Jerusalem, was drafted and fought with the U.S. army in France during the First World War, became a U.S. citizen, and then returned to the  Arab world. He expanded his Jerusalem business to Egypt before moving finally to Lebanon. My paternal grandfather was a professor of Arabic at the American University of Beirut and was himself the son of a Protestant convert from the Orthodox Christian faith. My grandmothers on both sides took pride in their modern Protestant upbringing and yet instilled a sense of ecumenism in their children, my parents, who pursued their higher education at universities in the United States and who have also both taught at what were formerly American missionary institutions, AUB and Beirut University College (previously the Beirut College for Women and today the Lebanese American University). My uncle was a professor of English and comparative literature at Columbia University until his untimely death in 2003. Today my two brothers and I teach at American universities in Los Angeles, Houston, and Beirut, respectively.

Perhaps because I have lived in an openly multi-religious part of the Arab world during wartime, I have also inherited an acute sense of the innate similarity of people regardless of their religious affiliations and retain a faith (there, I have used the word again!) in the necessity and healing quality of constant secular criticism. The point of education is not to become satisfied with one’s knowledge, but to test this knowledge at every opportunity, to sharpen it, to broaden it. The same goes for political conviction. The test of any position is not how sincerely it is held or how passionately it is argued, but how well it can deal with the introduction of new information—whether the argument becomes more nuanced and refined, collapses under the weight of its internal contradiction, or resorts to prevarication and denial. Having lived through a terrible and ultimately unresolved civil war in Lebanon, I have not only witnessed extreme polarization and violence but also recognized the shared fate and ultimately the remarkably similar though belated sense of disillusion and real regret over unnecessary conflict that have overtaken what were once bitterly opposed (but never monolithic) communities. And what goes for Christian and Muslim Lebanese applies equally well to Americans and Arabs.

By training, I am a historian. My most recent book, Artillery of Heaven, attempted to untangle the complex early missionary encounter that first bound Americans and Arabs together. In many ways, it constitutes a prelude  to this book and represents my first sustained, scholarly attempt to traverse what has become—indeed, what has been made into—a chasm of misunderstanding that separates Americans from Arabs. This current endeavor very much follows in its path, although I have tried to gear this book to a general audience rather than to specialists in the field.

Some caveats are therefore in order. I have tried to keep footnotes to a minimum, restricting my citations to quotations and figures. I include at the end a brief bibliographical essay to indicate some of the more important sources and accounts that I have relied on in each chapter and to make suggestions for further reading. I use the word “Arab” with full understanding that Arab nationalism, like all nationalisms, is of recent vintage. In this book, I have tried to demarcate this nationalism as one of the many products of the transition from a nineteenth-century Ottoman world and its myriad forms of identification to the world of the smaller successor nation-states of Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, and Iraq that were established after the empire’s collapse. Thus, the term “Syrian” in an Ottoman context refers to those Arabic-speaking men and women who regarded themselves as belonging to an area that we would today refer to as the separate, independent republics of Syria and Lebanon. These people were citizens of the Ottoman Empire. After 1920, however, and with the demise of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of the separate nation-states of Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, the term “Syrian” refers exclusively to nationals of the state of Syria. “Syrian” was also a term that the mostly Christian immigrants to the United States used to distinguish themselves from Muslim “Turks.” Today the descendants of these immigrants and newer immigrants to the United States are referred to as Arab Americans.

I use the terms “the Arab world” and “the Middle East” advisedly. These descriptions tend to create a sense of uniformity that is not always warranted and that often masks enormous variations of tradition, dialect, and historical experience. And yet I use the terms not simply for want of a better alternative but to indicate an Arab commonality that at certain moments and with specific key issues (Algeria in the 1950s until independence in 1962 and Palestine from at least the 1940s until today)  or specific leaders (Gamal Abdel Nasser) becomes manifest and resonates powerfully across the region—though again, with a complexity and with contradictions that I have tried to note in the book.

I am also acutely aware that there are many sources I have not been able to track down, and many angles and topics that I could have fruitfully pursued or explored more comprehensively. Because my goal is to trace a trajectory over two centuries, I have chosen to focus on what I see as the most important encounters and locales that have defined an evolving Arab image of America. The first half of Faith Misplaced therefore privileges the original American mission to the Arab world and the emblematic product of this mission, the American University of Beirut, which overshadowed in scale and importance all other American cultural institutions in the Middle East. There were, of course, other missions that were also very important, and over the course of this book I mention them. Following a similar path, their experiences also generally struggled with the secularization of the meaning of America in the Middle East with which the first American mission and missionaries contended so obviously. The second half of the book, as I have explained, focuses on the dynamic of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

I do not pretend, in any case, to have exhausted the possibilities of research, but given the constraints of time, I am fairly confident that there is enough in the following pages to start a discussion on solid historical grounds. For I conceive this book, most basically, as an invitation to dialogue without, I hope, falling back into romantic clichés about either Americans or Arabs. If there is one major theme and point to this book, it is change. Faith in the possibility of future change is what sustains me in the desperate times in which we live.

The value of history stems from the lessons we draw from it. It stems as well from history’s ability to inspire imaginations overwhelmed by the immediacy of the present. History writing does not change power politics, but it is a terrain of contestation like any other. Abolitionists were once called wishful thinkers, as were advocates of women’s equality with men. And so too are those who today struggle for peace and justice in Palestine and the Middle East as a whole. The lesson I draw from the history of American and Arab encounters is, at one level, deceptively  simple: Cultures change, as do the historical conditions that shape them. Nothing, in short, is inevitable, and thus we are not doomed as Arabs or as Americans to pursue a path of mutual incomprehension, let alone of mutual demonization. It is for precisely this reason that I have written  Faith Misplaced. Not because I know things will change for the better, but because I know that they can.






 1

 RECLAIMING BIBLE LANDS


On an early November morning in 1819, two young missionaries, Pliny Fisk and Levi Parsons, boarded the schooner Sally Ann in Boston bound for the Mediterranean island of Malta. From there they were to proceed to Smyrna, but their final destination was Palestine. There they were to examine whether a mission station could be opened, and if Palestine proved unfeasible, then they were to settle anywhere in the region, “as Providence shall indicate.”1 The two men were, understandably, filled with anticipation. They were also burdened by expectations. They were the first American missionaries to attempt to evangelize the lands of the Bible, and the first charged with reclaiming them from what Fisk and Parsons saw as a withering infidel grasp. In both these endeavors, they ultimately largely failed. But they succeeded in something different, something they had not set out to do in any deliberate manner. They set in motion a long process of interaction between Americans and Arabs that gave birth to the first, great idea of America in the Arab world.

Fisk and Parsons worked for the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), whose ponderous name obscured a simple, yet extraordinary, ambition: to deliver the Gospel of Truth to all  the world’s “heathen.” The ABCFM had been founded in 1810 as a result of the zeal of a few New England seminary students who, like young  men in many parts of the world, were dissatisfied with mere academic pursuit. They wanted to change the world, not simply study it. From such visionary origins, the American Board rapidly established itself as the largest and most influential American foreign missionary organization, one that would send out more Americans to more foreign territories than any other missionary society in the nineteenth century.

As they contemplated evangelizing the region they called the Holy Land, Fisk and Parsons believed that they were fulfilling scriptural prophecy. Like almost every evangelical Protestant of the period, they were guided by an unshakeable belief that Islam was, along with Catholicism, destined to collapse as a prelude to the thousand-year, or millennial, reign of Jesus Christ.

Millennialism resonated with the American missionaries. It regarded disparate world events as preordained signs of an unfolding heavenly plan, and it outlined the missionary relationship to these events. Men such as Fisk and Parsons believed that they had an urgent duty to evangelize as many nations as possible. The more converts they won, the more manifest became God’s plan for the salvation of Christians. His providence made the world accessible; the missionary task was to press home the advantage. The British conquest of India, the French Revolution, Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt and occupation of Rome, the American Revolution, the expansion of the continental United States, the military decline of the Ottoman Empire—these were all indications to American missionaries that they could plausibly evangelize the world.

For the exuberant Parsons, as for many other evangelicals, the “restoration” of the Jews to Palestine was another important indication of Jesus Christ’s imminent earthly reign. “Destroy, then, the Ottoman Empire,” he exhorted his evangelical audience at Boston’s Park Street Church in 1819 on the eve of his departure to the Holy Land, “and nothing but a  miracle would prevent their [the Jews’] immediate return from the four winds of heaven.”2 But this solicitude for the Jews was profoundly ambivalent. Scriptural prophecy for Parsons pointed in one direction, scriptural history in another. Far from simply loving the Jews, Parsons described them as “degenerate children”; their hands, he insisted, were “imbued in the blood of the Son of God.”3 They had forsaken God and  thus had been justly punished by him. Now, however, was a season for change. And so, like the Muslims and Christians of the East—indeed, like the Indians of North America and the islanders of Hawaii—the Jews could be redeemed, but only if they abandoned their religion, their faith, their way of being, and accepted salvation at a missionary’s hand. The missionaries may have loved the Jews as they did all of God’s creation, but it was a kind of love not easily appreciated by the people of the world whom they intended to convert.

On that same Sunday afternoon in 1819, Fisk also spoke from a pulpit. An eager audience had crowded into the pews of the Old South Church and spilled over into its aisles, its stairs, and both its galleries, so that many aged persons and ladies were forced to stand. The missionaries’ intimate readings of the Bible had inevitably built up in their minds the expectation and burning desire to see, smell, and experience the real thing, to wander the streets of Jerusalem and to gaze upon the Cedars of Lebanon. Their audience shared their anticipation. Like many Americans, the missionaries came from fairly humble, rural backgrounds; the Bible unquestionably formed their moral and educational foundation and also shaped their literary and imaginative outlook. And like many Americans, they were swept up by a religious revival in the early part of the nineteenth century. Fisk and Parsons had each experienced a profound personal conversion that had transformed their lives. They had become born again in faith, and the basis for their desire and determination to see “living” faith flourish in Palestine—which the American Board described as the land of “ancient Promise and present Hope”4—lay in these singular acts of personal conversion, more so than in family, race, or nation.

Fisk made it clear to his listeners that there would be obstacles in the way of this new American mission to the Holy Land and that trials and tribulations awaited its pioneers. Islam, after all, was a formidable opponent, and its adherents were reputed to be fanatical. None of the assembled American evangelicals had actually been to Palestine, and their view of Islam, “natives,” and the Holy Land was all the more ideological given this lack of contact. Palestine’s importance to them was derived therefore almost solely from its location at the heart of a two-thousand-year-old  biblical story, not from any knowledge or appreciation of Palestine’s subsequent history. That Muslims—or “Mohammedans” or “Turks,” as they were called—had conquered the area in the seventh century was known, but only as part of a general notion that with this conquest history there had effectively stopped.

Violent, oppressive, cruel, but above all lifeless and mechanical, Islam to the likes of Fisk and Parsons, and to the evangelical community that sustained them, could not possibly have been seen as a faith shared by millions, and Muhammad was in their eyes an imposter, not a prophet. They viewed Islam as a religion of the sword, not of the spirit, as an artifice rather than a natural part of Palestine’s history. In the minds of many Americans, moreover, the repeated capture of U.S. sailors by Moroccan and Algerian corsairs and the demand for their ransom in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had helped consolidate a picture of a despotic region dominated by rapacious, often cruel, always turbaned bashaws. Numerous stories, plays, and poems were published about the so-called Barbary Wars and about the ordeals of “slavery” endured by American men and women in the East. But with the rise of a missionary spirit within America, there appeared, along with the inherited and distorted vision of Islam, a determination to redeem its followers and the other inhabitants of the Ottoman Empire as well.

Far more than their Puritan predecessors, Fisk and Parsons emphasized an active solicitude for the salvation of others. Parsons’s infatuation with Jewish restoration notwithstanding, the Bible, crucially, had impressed upon the American missionaries the Christian message of universal, rather than tribal, salvation and redemption. They did not want to exclude Arabs or Turks or Persians or Jews and were certainly not oblivious to their presence; rather, they sought to win them back into God’s favor, which they assumed these non-Christians to have lost. The missionaries called this “disinterested benevolence” because they were willing, they said, to sacrifice themselves in fulfilling God’s command to go out and convert the world.5


Fisk therefore was not daunted by the immensity of his self-imposed task. His ambition reflected an age when nationalism as we know it was absent and when the hostility that today so deeply scars the relationship  between American and Arab was unimaginable. The missionaries, at first flush, preached few of the values that liberal Americans today cherish in their great majority. They spoke not of secularism or tolerance, but rather of heathens, infidels, and nominal Christians. They sought not to spread democracy but to inculcate belief in the imminent second coming of Jesus Christ; they believed not in equality but in righteousness.

The United States was then but a fraction of its present size, with the Mississippi River effectively demarcating the western border, though not the territorial ambitions, of an expanding young republic. It had long been the contention of several influential colonial-era New England theologians, including Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards, that America had been favored by God. Mather, one of the most prolific writers in colonial America and son of an influential Puritan minister, had famously boasted in his epic of Puritan Christian conquest and settlement of the New World, Magnalia Christi Americana, that he wrote about the “Wonders of the CHRISTIAN RELIGION, flying from the depravations of Europe, to the American Strand.”6 Edwards believed that the renewal of mankind would begin in America, for God had led pious Christians to first discover and then prosper in it. America, for both the American Board and its zealous missionaries, contained the most Christian of churches. It was, in effect, the New Israel, and hence its citizens had a particular duty to enlighten not only America’s Indian heathen but the world at large.

Fellow missionaries had already departed for Hawaii. Others worked to convert Indians in the face of white American racism and covetousness for Indian tribal lands in Georgia. Both Fisk and Parsons were inspired by the story of David Brainerd, an introspective young eighteenth-century missionary who had devoted himself to proselytizing Indians. Despite his harsh condemnations of Indian habits and his failure to master any Indian language or convert any significant number of Indians, Brainerd exemplified for American missionaries such as Fisk the very essence of Christian compassion and self-sacrifice.

In any event, Fisk and his audience expected that the men and women of the East would ultimately convert. The thought that they might not never seemed to occur to the evangelical throng that pressed into the  church to hear what he had to say and willingly contributed to the missionary enterprise there and then $2,932.31—the equivalent of approximately $51,000 today. At the close of the ceremony, a gentleman even presented a bill of exchange for thirty pounds sterling to form either a Bible society or a school in Palestine. All was untried and untested, and yet there was no stopping the commencement of this American attempt to win the minds, and more particularly the hearts and souls, of the people of the region we today call the Middle East.7


Though the ABCFM was willing to throw caution to the wind for the sake of this new mission, many others derided the missionaries and what appeared to them to be a fool’s errand. The missionary enterprise was explicitly premised on reclaiming the inhabitants of the Holy Land for Christ, but it was led by a few individual men, not by a great army. At the outset, neither Fisk nor Parsons knew any Arabic or Turkish or Persian or Armenian, and both young men had only the vaguest idea of the lands and cultures they had set out to transform. Their cause was religiously belligerent, yet the missionaries carried with them no weapons. Both Fisk and Parsons instead counted on their absolute faith that their God could erect an empire in the hearts of humans and compel a surrender to his will. They were careful to distinguish between the historical crusades—whose physical violence they condemned and which, in any case, they associated with a venal and bigoted Catholicism—and what they considered to be their own more noble form of spiritual warfare. Fisk told his listeners that Sabbath evening at the Old South Church that he yearned for “spiritual conquests” of Muslims.8 Parsons described himself as embarking on a “spiritual crusade to the land of promise.”9  The two men departed from Boston Harbor on November 3, 1819.
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Following an uncomfortable Atlantic crossing, Fisk and Parsons entered the harbor of Malta just before Christmas Eve. From there, as planned, they made their way to Smyrna, then a vibrant port city in the venerable Ottoman Empire, which stretched from North Africa through the Middle East and into the Balkans, binding together various provinces and  peoples, among whom were Arabs, Armenians, Greeks, and Turks, under the dynastic rule of the Muslim Ottomans. The missionaries were relieved that they were free to travel around the Ottoman domains. Islam, as a religion, reigned supreme, but Christians, including the missionaries, and Jews were granted full religious autonomy to make sense of their own place in this diverse though unequal world.

In their letters home, however, the two men expressed anxiety about the daunting scope and scale of their self-appointed task. They had already started studying Italian; they wanted next to grapple with modern Greek, then probably Arabic, or possibly Turkish. “It is one thing to learn a language so as to sit down, and with the help of dictionaries read a well written book,” they wrote. “It is quite another thing to learn a language so as to read it, speak it, write it, and understand it when spoken rapidly, and perhaps very indistinctly and very imperfectly.”10 And what they said about language, they may as well have said about culture. It is one thing to have studied it from afar, to have believed certain things about it, to have parsed it out, to have divided it up into simplistic rules of behavior and action. It is another thing altogether to come into contact with the real, living, complicated, unpredictable thing.

A year after the arrival of the two Americans, Parsons’s health began to decline noticeably. Two years later, in February 1822, Pliny Fisk, “with a heart overflowing with grief,” wrote home from Alexandria to announce the sad news that his bosom-friend and fellow missionary pioneer Levi Parsons had succumbed to disease.11 Still, all had not been in vain. The missionaries had distributed many Bibles and other religious tracts. They had traveled extensively throughout the eastern Mediterranean and had had many hopeful conversations with priests, rabbis, and  shaykhs. Parsons had visited Jerusalem in the company of Orthodox pilgrims, although he was unable to establish a missionary station there. Fisk, for his part, had learned modern Greek, although he was not exactly sure what to do with it, given the outbreak of a Greek rebellion against the Turks, which would eventually lead, but only after a bloody nine-year campaign, to Greek independence. The vast majority of the inhabitants of Palestine and Syria, in any case, spoke Arabic, and so Fisk commenced lessons in Arabic. In general, both Americans had  been treated with a mixture of respect and curiosity in most parts of the empire in which they had traveled. Fisk therefore asked for reinforcements. From Paris, where he was studying Arabic with the Orientalist Sylvestre de Sacy, the Reverend Jonas King agreed to join the mission in 1822. And in December of that same year, two more missionaries, Isaac Bird and William Goodell, embarked from New York with their wives and headed east.
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Although the missionaries led by Fisk were American and represented a proudly American organization, they were known to the Arabic-speaking population of Egypt and Syria as al-Inkiliz, or “the English ones.”12 They traveled under English protection, they spoke English, and they were Protestant, which at the time was associated firmly with England. In those first decades of the nineteenth century, the history and people of the United States, including their democracy and their slavery, their wars with Indians and their revolution against a British king, were, at best, only vaguely known across the Ottoman Empire. That there might be savages in its wilds who went without clothes, that it had been settled by English colonists, that it was very, very distant, that it seemed, in a word, exotic, was the most that some people—the better-educated sort—knew about America. The Ottoman governor of Tripoli in North Africa, for example, who granted safe passage in 1796 to the captain and crew of an American merchant vessel, described them as müsteminler, or aliens (as opposed to Eastern Christians and Jews, who were protected subjects of the empire) of a foreign nation “called America.”13 The Barbary conflicts were so remote and of such insignificance to most Arabs of the Ottoman Empire that they had not even bothered to coin a term for them.

The missionaries to Palestine themselves scarcely referred to the Barbary Wars. They were far more preoccupied with how to interact with, and convert, the native populations, over whom they had no real power. Although Morocco had been the first state in the world to recognize U.S. independence in 1778, the Ottoman Empire itself did not establish formal  diplomatic relations with the United States until 1830. American merchants, nevertheless, carried out a steady trade with the Ottomans. They took with them processed materials such as cottons and rum and returned with figs, raisins, and Turkish opium—almost the entire Ottoman crop was being taken by 1828—that was then used in the New England-controlled China trade. The missionaries, for their part, needed to justify their presence in a land that had raised enormous expectations among evangelicals in America. Five years into the mission to reclaim the lands of the Bible, with nearly twenty thousand tracts and four thousand Bibles or parts thereof distributed, the Americans had yet to make a single Arab Christian convert.14 A few Armenians had broken with their apostolic church, but by and large the mission had precious little to show for itself. The evangelical public at home in New England was eager for good news, anticipating the kind of reports they were receiving from Hawaii, which spoke wondrously of the smashing of idols and of great progress in the Christianization on the islands. Instead, the Missionary Herald, which covered news from American Board mission stations across the world, offered details about the tragic illness and death of Parsons. Readers also discovered other significant developments. Syria, not Palestine, became the main center of American missionary activity, and the slow and steady search for converts proved to be an ungratifying process.

As early as 1823, Pliny Fisk had sought to dampen hopes by declaring that the “man who goes into the wilderness to cultivate it does not expect to see flourishing cities rise at once.”15 But although mission supporters in America—who ultimately paid for missionary outfits and houses—were told that they had to expect a long battle with so entrenched a foe as Islam and, indeed, with the Oriental churches mired in age-old “superstition,” their patience was being taxed.16 The American Board secretary Jeremiah Evarts, who was desperately fending off domestic criticism of what appeared to be a hopeless mission to North American Indians, publicly defended his missionaries. Privately, however, he reproached them. No matter how great the difficulties in the Ottoman Empire, he reminded the missionary Jonas King, men “are apt to grow cold in the best of causes, and great and constant exertion is necessary to keep them from fainting.”17


Fisk, the leader of the mission, tried to put a brave face on things. In addition to pleading for more patience, he proclaimed that Beirut, which was located “at the foot of mount Lebanon,” was an ideal spot for the mission.18 Instead of news about converts, he and his fellow missionaries sent hundreds of pages of vivid description of the Mediterranean city, the surrounding countryside, and the mountains of Lebanon, including its biblical cedars. Beirut, ancient Colonia Julia Augusta Felix Berytus and home to the eastern Roman Empire’s most famous law school, boasted easy access to a largely Christian hinterland that was populated by both Greek Orthodox and Maronites. The former owed their ecclesiastical allegiance to the patriarch in Constantinople, the latter to the pope in Rome.

In the early nineteenth century, the city, which would grow first to become a provincial capital and then much later the capital city of the independent state of Lebanon, was a walled town with five gates. Its streets struck the missionaries as “narrow and dirty,” and its houses, made of “mud, and of a soft, sandy, crumbling stone,” appeared to them “dark, damp, and inconvenient.”19 The town possessed three large mosques and several smaller ones as well as Maronite, Roman Catholic, Greek, and Greek Catholic churches. Its population was estimated by Goodell in January 1824 to be not less than five thousand strong. Ships were forced to anchor about two miles from the city, but the cargoes they loaded there included silks, wines, tobacco, olives, figs, raisins, and other fruits. The cargoes they unloaded contained a variety of colonial commodities, such as sugar from the Antilles and Brazilian coffee as well as European manufactured goods, especially English textiles, much to the satisfaction of the English consul, Peter Abbott, with whom the missionaries established immediate contact and under whose protection they journeyed up into Mount Lebanon.

The foreignness of Beirut to the Americans was mirrored by the spectacle of unmistakably foreign men in clerical garb accompanied by their unveiled wives and children, with boxes and baggage in tow, arriving in town. There was no question of the missionaries fitting in: That was neither their objective nor their outlook. Their wives sewed their clothing from cloth sent to them by American missionaries in Malta,  who also sent shoes and stockings. In a house they rented just beyond the walls of the city, they ate pork and sat on chairs and around tables rather than cross-legged on carpets. Then they set about trying to find Arabic tutors.

At first, the missionaries reported back that the local inhabitants were friendly. “The Arabs appeared very civil and friendly,” wrote Bird and Goodell in their journal from Beirut. “Some of them gave us fruits as we passed the doors of their cottages, and invited us to stop and take coffee with them. The children generally appeared cleanly; and some of them, who have picked up a few Italian phrases said to us, ‘Buon giorno,’ (good morning) although it was near sun-set.”20 Fisk and King, the latter of whom traveled to more remote villages in order to learn Syriac, the liturgical language of the Maronites, reported similar receptions. The ruler of Mount Lebanon in this period was a wily emir by the name of Bashir Shihab. Fisk and King said about Bashir that “he knew something of America, and when we told him we were Americans, he gave us a salutation, and an expressive look, which flattered our national pride.”21


The emir was himself a Maronite Christian, but he kept up both a mosque and a church in his mountain palace. He also welcomed the missionaries to his land; so too did various Maronite priests. Fisk and King even paid a visit to the newly elected Maronite patriarch, Yusuf Hubaysh, at his remote mountain monastery of Qannubin and offered him a Bible. He received them politely, although in all likelihood he mistook them for pilgrims. In these early days, there was virtually no hostility to the missionaries as individuals. But it is also clear that most of those who welcomed Fisk and his brethren had very little idea how serious was their determination to proselytize and how adept they would prove themselves to be in violating what was an unwritten, but cardinal, rule of coexistence in a multi-religious land: Do not openly blaspheme or insult other people’s religions. In the small libraries of the monasteries scattered across Mount Lebanon that the American missionaries explored, the local chronicles recorded by Maronite priests and monks were laced with references to infidels and schismatics. But in their public dealings and everyday intercourse with those of other faiths, priests avoided giving offense and, in turn, expected no less of others; the saying  in Mount Lebanon at the time was “Within each faith, God’s help is need ed.”22


The American missionaries believed, however, that one did not need to learn a culture before trying to convert it. Certainly, Fisk and Bird diligently applied themselves to the study of Arabic. Yet, for the American missionaries, the mastery of Arabic was simply the means to a predetermined end. There was nothing, they maintained, that ought to prevent them in the meantime from trying to communicate what they believed were the inherent truths of the Gospels to the people of Syria, Palestine, and Mount Lebanon.

The Americans pursued two paths of mission almost immediately; the first was education. The homes of married missionaries became the setting for informal schooling. Bird and Goodell believed that their wives reflected “the intelligence and influence of the female part of the community in America.”23 They took in a few, apparently indigent, boys and girls and attempted to instill in them what the missionaries referred to as a proper Christian and civilized manner. This meant learning to read the Bible and other evangelical tracts and learning how to keep house or carry out various domestic chores. In July 1824, the missionaries established a more formal school for boys, and they hired a native Arabic speaker to teach the Bible in Arabic.24


The second path was direct proselytization, through both preaching to anyone who would listen and distribution of Bibles to any who would accept them. It was this path that the irrepressible Jonas King favored. Far more than home education, direct evangelization was in line with the missionary spirit that had carried the Americans several thousand miles to foreign shores. It had a more heroic, more masculine, and more dramatic aspect to it, and it was far more in line with the evangelical legacy of David Brainerd that they cherished.

King would often leave the missionary station at Beirut and head into mountain villages and there seek out the local priests. He would quiz them about the Bible, tease them for what he believed was their superstition, and expose how little they actually read, or encouraged others to read, the Bible. There was little doubt that King enjoyed these intellectual  duels. Though he irritated their priests, the villagers of Mount Lebanon listened to King politely; some were intrigued by his message of salvation. Others pitied him because, as their Catholic priests informed them, he was “English” and thus had no religion. But they were also taken aback by the stridency of his evangelism and by his direct attacks on their traditional clergy.

It was precisely such an approach by the American missionaries—culturally deaf and arrogant, yet sincere and passionately embraced—that brought trouble to them. The most hostile reaction to their preaching came not from the Muslims, whom the missionaries were not allowed to convert directly, but from the Eastern Christian churches. In Mount Lebanon it was the Maronite patriarch who began the counterattack on the mission. He had been greatly embarrassed when the very men he had hosted at his monastery subsequently, and consistently, attacked his authority and faith.

The patriarch issued, in response, several proclamations banning any of his flock from accepting or reading the missionaries’ Bibles. He also forbade any manner of religious discussion with those “from the sect of the English” whom he described as the “heretical followers” of Satan, the “enemies of the Roman Church, mother and teacher of all churches.”25  He accused the missionaries of deceit, of altering the Word of God, and of seducing the ignorant commoners of his faith. He said that they had enormous funds at their disposal to bribe and otherwise lure unsuspecting, simple-minded men and women into following their evil way. Their books, he commanded, were to be burned, and they were to be shunned. In the city of Aleppo, meanwhile, the Ottoman authorities, at the apparent urging of Eastern church leaders, demanded that the missionaries stop spreading “false” books (presumably their Bibles, which were based on a Roman version with the Apocrypha deleted) and warned them against either trying to convert Muslims or disturbing the tranquillity of any of their imperial subjects.26


The missionaries had struck a raw nerve. The religious pluralism of the Ottoman domains had never sanctioned freedom of speech, let alone presupposed equality between members of different religious communities.  But it did assume a subordination to Ottoman authority and an acceptance of the fait accompli of religious diversity. Because Protestant missionaries sought to attract adherents to their new, and as yet unrecognized, faith, they and their books were not considered a part of the religious order of the empire; rather, they were seen as a threat to its diversity. That there were only a few individual missionaries who prowled the patriarch’s domains was not the point. They were “English” and thus embodied for him the much larger and more pernicious force of what he regarded as an ungodly Protestantism. They defied the Holy Roman Church to which he as a patriarch had pledged utter and total ecclesiastical submission. The Ottoman imperial system unquestionably privileged Islam over all other religions, but despite their subordinate status, Maronites and other communities, including the Armenians and Jews, were granted ecclesiastical autonomy and full control over marriage and inheritance in their communities. There was no native Protestant community, and therefore Protestantism had no legal standing—any man bold enough to embrace openly the views of the Protestant missionaries would have found himself legally as well as socially ostracized.

The Americans were trying to overturn a multi-religious society that was more than simply the sum of its parts. The Americans could only see separate “Maronites,” “Mohammedans,” “Druzes,” “Jews,” and “Armenians.” Fisk, Goodell, Bird, and King could describe their manners and customs in great detail, but without appreciating the fact that ultimately these different communities also shared a common way of life. Christians and Muslims had long since reconciled themselves to living in proximity to others of different faiths. In Mount Lebanon, more immediately, men of ecclesiastical and secular rank of all religious faiths upheld a strict division between themselves and those whom they regarded as “ignorant” commoners. Hospitality, wrote the Scottish traveler David Urquhart in the midnineteenth century, “covers a multitude of sins.”27  To simply allow anyone to read and interpret the Bible was to open the door to utter confusion and chaos. It was to undermine the stability of the Maronite Church and therefore the Maronite nation, which had long survived in a hostile, Muslim-dominated world. In the face of such  an existential threat, the patriarch was not interested in dialogue. He wanted to destroy the missionary threat.
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The first great struggle between American missionaries and their Eastern Christian opponents unfolded with each side committed to vanquishing the other. There was no middle ground. The cultural clash was not so much between still inchoate American and Arab (or Muslim) identities, and certainly not between democracy and despotism, but far more obviously between opposing Christian readings of the world. Both were illiberal. The missionaries represented an evangelicalism that promoted freedom of conscience but also a deep hostility to—and a desire to overcome—other forms of faith that they disparaged, from liberal Protestantism in New England to Maronite Christianity in Mount Lebanon. As religiously intolerant as the American Board undoubtedly was, its leadership also vigorously promoted the possibility and necessity of assimilating Indians into white American society. It bitterly, though unsuccessfully, opposed the despoliation of Cherokee and other Indian tribes in Georgia. As the domestic missions to the Indians faltered and were eventually abandoned after 1830, when the U.S. government formally announced the deportation or “removal” of the Indians across the Mississippi, foreign missions became even more important as a proving ground for American benevolence and Christianity.

The Maronite patriarch personified a very different tradition. Far from trying to change others, he was interested exclusively in his own community. He may well have had a great fear of other religions, but he and his church had long accepted the impure world in which they lived. Two forms of explicit religious intolerance were set against one another—the American form was global in ambition, and the Maronite one was extraordinarily parochial in scope.

The missionaries refused to relent. King wrote a polemic in Arabic shortly before he left Beirut for good in September 1825. He called his testament a “Farewell Letter.” In it, King explained to his Eastern Christian  “friends” in Jerusalem, Ramle, Jaffa, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut, Dayr al-Qamar, Damascus, Aleppo, Tripoli, and Antioch why he could not become a Catholic. The Roman Church had not only corrupted the Word of God, he said, but during the Counter-Reformation it had sanctioned terrible oppression and cruelty. It had interrogated and tortured thousands of its Protestant opponents and was thus unworthy of the name Christian. King also laid out in very simple terms what Protestants believed. His “Farewell Letter” constituted the first public call for an Arab puritanism without any regard for local history, decorum, or sensibility: To be saved, his Eastern Christian “friends” had to become “true Christians” as individuals. Each had to read the Word of God and demonstrate faith in Jesus Christ. Each had to be born again spiritually after being graced by the Holy Spirit, which initial baptism pointed to but did not accomplish. Those who did not repent would face eternal punishment. If their families spurned the converts, so be it; if they were disinherited, persecuted, or even killed, so be it. The blood of martyrs, King intimated, would fertilize the soil of the Holy Land once more.28


Fate would have it that a young Maronite by the name of As‘ad Shidyaq would become the center of this cultural clash. Highly educated and extremely bright, As‘ad was introduced to Jonas King, who took an immediate liking to him. As‘ad came from a prominent family, and many of his ancestors had worked for the Maronite Church. He himself had been groomed for the priesthood and had also taken a vow of submission to the authority of the patriarch. But as he taught the missionary Syriac and helped him translate his polemical “Farewell Letter,” he soon found himself having a crisis of faith. As‘ad was no longer convinced by Catholic dogma. He asked his patriarch for guidance and for some scriptural evidence that could refute various “English” objections to the Roman Church.29


The patriarch was stunned. He summoned As‘ad to his monastery near Beirut in January 1826 and sought to convince him of the folly of embracing the missionaries’ message. He declared that they had no church and no local standing, and he was perplexed to see an undeniably bright young man flirting with heresy and asking dangerous, even seditious questions about the pope’s authority, the practice of confession,  and the veneration of saints and icons—questions that went to the heart of the Maronite faith. But As‘ad persisted in his protestations. The patriarch’s advisers whispered in his ear that As‘ad was insane, for who would defy the Word of God for the heretical “English”? Some among them advised the patriarch to bleed him; others urged him to punish the young man. Fearing for his life, As‘ad escaped from the patriarch’s monastery and made his way to Isaac Bird’s house.

The respite was temporary. As‘ad’s own family was scandalized. Under intense pressure from family and community, As‘ad agreed to leave the “English” and return to his own home. Very quickly, however, he was forcibly returned to the patriarch. This time Yusuf Hubaysh had his erstwhile charge taken to a remote monastery. As‘ad attempted to escape several times, but each time he was caught. Then he was beaten and finally tortured. He was cast into a cell, denied his Bible, and weighed down by a heavy chain around his neck, as if he were a madman who had to be restrained for his own good. But the punishment illustrated something more visceral: Confronted with a failure to convince As‘ad, the patriarch sought to compel his submission. The temptation to use brute force where persuasion had failed was simply too great for the Maronite leader. In his wretched prison cell, As‘ad was tormented by his own wavering of faith. He felt betrayed by his community and was abandoned by the missionaries.

The illness and death of Pliny Fisk in October 1825 exacerbated the feelings of despondency within the small American missionary community. The mission had lost its anchor at the very hour of its severest test. Bird and Goodell in Beirut and the American Board in Boston tried, in whatever way they could, to rescue As‘ad, but failed to do so. The ruling emir sided with the patriarch and scolded the missionaries for interfering in affairs of religion. By 1828 an upsurge in the Greek war of independence from the Ottomans forced Bird and Goodell and their families to quit Beirut. Fearing for their safety, the missionaries withdrew to the safety of Malta. They left behind a tiny group of native helpers and teachers and, of course, As‘ad Shidyaq, who died alone in captivity.

American evangelical readers of the Missionary Herald had followed in detail the dramatic story of As‘ad’s captivity. For the very first time, an  Arab became an object of widespread American compassion. Even before As‘ad died, the American Board publicized the story of the “martyr” As‘ad Shidyaq to confound skeptics. It printed a small pamphlet—en titled simply A Brief Memoir of Asaad Shidiak: an Arab young man, of the Maronite Catholic Church in Syria—that went into several editions. Here at last was an Arab who had willingly embraced evangelical “truth.” As‘ad’s own ambivalence about his conversion was ignored. The patriarch, predictably, was rendered as a stock figure, a cruel and bigoted tyrant, an evil man, a counterpoise to the Americans’ sense of their own innate goodness.
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The heroic American portrait of the life and death of As‘ad Shidyaq covered up, but could not erase, a resounding missionary defeat. Maronite Christians—like all other communities of the region—refused to convert; Eastern Christian clerics were fully prepared to fight bitterly to preserve their inherited privileges, their customs, and their communities. The millennial phase of the American mission had sunk rapidly under the weight of its own expectations.

The missionaries lost their first battle to win the Arab converts principally because the Arabic-speaking Eastern Christian communities, especially the Maronites, had put up unexpectedly heavy resistance. But eventually they lost because they failed to recognize that the world was far more complex than their evangelical enthusiasm allowed. Reality would not bend to missionary zeal. “Look at the trees,” an old Maronite priest tellingly rebuked Isaac Bird. “Each one bears its own fruit: the vine, the mulberry, the oak, each has its fruits peculiar to itself, and you cannot alter this course of nature. It would be foolish to attempt to make the vine bear mulberries, or the mulberry acorns, or the oak figs.”30
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The bitter struggle over As‘ad Shidyaq broke the back of the first mission, but it also cleared the way for a new mission that was less overtly  belligerent and thus ultimately more successful. In the aftermath of As‘ad’s death, the work of gathering together the nascent Protestant community began anew—and was given new impetus by the commercial treaty of 1830, which established the first formal diplomatic relations between the Ottoman Empire and the United States. The treaty led to the appointment of an American minister in Constantinople, and eventually American consuls were posted to Beirut, where over the course of the next two decades several additional men and women joined the growing mission. Most prominent among the American missionaries was Eli Smith, a graduate of Yale University who quickly established himself as the leader of the mission. If Jonas King’s combative spirit had defined the first missionary decade, it was Smith’s intensity of purpose that defined those that followed.

Understanding that the way forward through direct proselytization lay blocked, Smith turned to different tactics. He and his colleagues resigned themselves to a more constructive attitude, for they recognized that the foreseeable future allowed them to build only a small Protestant community alongside other faiths, not in place of them. The missionaries provided mountain villagers with rudimentary medical services and built up in Beirut the mission press that Smith had put in place by the mid-1830s; he ordered special Arabic fonts from the leading European foundry in Leipzig to inaugurate what would soon become a leading Arabic printing press in the eastern Mediterranean. The shift away from overt belligerence coincided with work on a new modern translation of the Bible into Arabic, which Smith initiated; the missionaries also instructed students in the English language and, in some places like Constantinople, where another mission of the American Board had been established in 1830, furnished young men with a practical education and secular skills. In addition, they lay the foundations for the first school for girls in the empire, opened by Smith’s first wife, Sarah, in Beirut in 1834. The missionaries were by no means the only educators in the empire, but they would soon become legendary in this regard.

By the midnineteenth century, American missionaries had fanned out across major cities in the empire and in many of its villages. So ubiquitous were they that they began to be recognized and described  for the first time as “American,” as opposed to “English,” by local priests and by the Ottoman government. American warships also became an increasingly frequent fixture in Ottoman ports. In 1848 naval captain William Lynch led an American expedition—with what he described as a crew of “young, muscular, native-born Americans”—to discover the source of the Jordan River.31 The ship that bore him to the East had formerly been called the Crusader but was rechristened the  Supply. Just as the stars and stripes fluttered over several missionary homes high in Mount Lebanon, so too did Lynch proudly hoist the American flag over the steel boats he had specifically designed and built for exploring the Dead Sea.

Following the establishment of a U.S. consulate in Egypt, a separate American mission under the control of the United Presbyterian Church of North America was inaugurated in Egypt in 1854. It concentrated on proselytizing the Coptic Christian minority, just as the Americans in Syria and Anatolia worked mainly among Christians who were subjects of the empire. The Presbyterian mission’s contemptuous attitude toward “nominal” Christians and Muslims was essentially the same as the American Board’s, as was its commitment to Bible-based literacy and education. Simultaneously, then, these different missionary movements helped identify the idea of America with missions. As important as Egypt was for the Presbyterian mission, it operated in the shadow of the more prestigious, more established, and more powerful American Board missions in Syria and Turkey. Without doubt, the Beirut station constituted the undisputed Arab jewel in the American missionary crown.

Far away from their homeland, the missionaries felt more American than ever in their Arab surroundings. They idealized America while setting down roots in foreign soil. They felt, as Sarah Smith confided to her parents, that the lands of the East demanded a suavity that did not sit well with the “sincerity of plain American manners.”32 Like the other Americans, she found the customs, manners, landscape, architecture, people, religions, and dress of the Orient bewildering, even repellent, in their diversity and difference. But she also expressed an anxious disquiet about the state of America and reminded evangelicals there of their obligations to help better and save what she and the American missionaries  insisted were the less fortunate in the world. “I cannot tell you how much like a paradise America appears, as I view it from this land of darkness,” wrote Smith. “And yet it seems to me as if its blessed inhabitants were dreaming, as it were, over a lost and guilty world. I know there are many who pray, and labor, and give, for its renovation; but are there many whose sole object it is to live especially and steadily for this end?”33


The missionaries continued to deplore both Islam and Oriental Christianity and still wanted to convert the multitude of Muslims and the “nominal” Christians. They still also looked to the Jews, although with markedly less intensity than they had at the outset of the mission because the Ottoman Jews constituted so small a population of the empire and, like other communities, they had generally resisted conversion. The naive spirit of Parsons and King began to dissipate—at least in public pronouncements and in dealings with the Arabs of Beirut, Mount Lebanon, and Syria.

The period of adjustment was not without its share of disappointments, hardships, and false starts. For many years the missionaries held out hope that the heterodox Druze community of Mount Lebanon might convert en masse. But like so many earlier fantasies of native conversion, this expectation proved illusory. Eli Smith and another missionary, Harrison Gary Dwight, conducted a survey of Anatolia and Persia. Their tour, together with the labors of William Goodell, who moved to Constantinople in 1830, would lay the basis for sustained and eventually tremendously significant American missionary work among the Armenians, a major Christian community of the empire whose church was founded at the beginning of the fourth century AD. But for now the Armenian ecclesiastics reacted with the same fury that had marked the Maronite response to the missionaries. The Americans also discovered the Nestorian (Assyrian) Christians and approved a mission to them centered in Urmia, in what is today northwestern Iran.

Above all, the pressure from the home front to make converts proved dispiriting. Rufus Anderson, the leader of the American Board who succeeded Jeremiah Evarts, fretted about the English-language instruction offered by the mission school in Beirut. Syrians, he opined, had become “so anglified in their ideas and tastes that they became disgusted with  their countrymen, and even with their noble Arabian tongue, and were unfitted in great measure for doing good to their people.”34 It was an odd judgment from one who knew no Arabic, as well as a powerful reminder that the initial purpose of the American mission was evangelism, not education. Anderson decided to curtail English-language education in mission schools, bolstered in his belief by the fact that mission students in Beirut invariably used their newly acquired language skills to seek lucrative employment as interpreters rather than to evangelize among their own communities.

The missionaries on the ground were pulled in different directions. Some sympathized with Anderson. They were still filled with an unalloyed evangelical enthusiasm for mission that refused to make any significant concession to the foreign world in which they worked. Others were not so sanguine. Far more so than Anderson could appreciate sitting in America, they recognized that they could either pursue the slow and difficult work of evangelical conversion, in order to gradually build up native Protestant communities in the Ottoman Empire, or they could devote themselves to providing a more secular education, which was what the great majority of the local inhabitants greatly desired. The first path marginalized them in a society where all the major religious communities, and even its minor ones, were united in opposition to having their own converted; the second made them obviously relevant in a society that lacked any kind of educational system that could bring students of different religious denominations together and provide them with an education and language for the world.

The choice between relevance and irrelevance was not easily made by the missionaries, and indeed it was not, properly speaking, a choice that presented itself in this period in such clear terms. Most missionaries believed they could pursue both evangelical and secular goals without compromising either. The newly arrived midcentury Amherst graduate Daniel Bliss admitted that “sympathy and calves’ foot jelly are no part in the ‘Plan of Salvation,’ but a great help in illustrating it.”35 A missionary seminary in the Lebanese mountain village of Abeih continued to teach mathematics, geography, astronomy, history, and natural philosophy,  although, in line with Anderson’s insistent belief, the overall emphasis was squarely on making science “subservient” to Christianity.36


In a suburb of Constantinople, another American Board missionary, Cyrus Hamlin, gambled on a thoroughly Westernized education for his pupils, which he strongly believed was the more effective way of spreading Christianity. He opened a school in 1840 that soon included a steam-powered flour mill and a bakery. He also had a vision that would lay the basis for one of the great new universities of the East. Anderson balked at so radical and secular a path, and the two men grew estranged from one another. Hamlin recognized that the local prestige of the mission was at stake—the name of America would rise or fall in relation to how much its missionaries could provide a real future for its converts and students and how far they could go in meeting local expectations for material improvement in their lives. For Anderson, who staked his reputation on a narrow evangelism and who had already seen the collapse of schemes to bring civilization to the Indians in North America, such considerations were irrelevant. They were also very expensive. Converts, he feared, might well be “mercenary” in their motivations.37 The missionaries, he also feared, might be tempted to play God over the converts. Anderson had witnessed firsthand how the expanding American frontier, its temptations, riches, and lands, and its beguiling mantra of manifest destiny had already trampled underfoot many professed American ideals. The missionaries were men, and men were sinful. They might well become too possessive of secular institutions, too settled, too comfortable in their foreign worlds, and thus lose sight of their own original evangelical calling.

[image: 012]


Portentous upheavals within the Ottoman Empire, however, augured a more successful missionary age. The Greek revolt, which had begun the year Fisk and Parsons arrived in the Levant and continued to unfold during the As‘ad Shidyaq affair, led to the independence of Greece in 1830. Indeed, the Greek revolt had just ended when the ambitious Ottoman  Albanian-born governor of Egypt, Muhammad Ali, openly rebelled against imperial authority and sent his son Ibrahim Pasha to invade Syria in 1831. The Egyptians occupied Syria, including Mount Lebanon and Beirut, and in 1832 they attempted to march to Constantinople. The Ottoman Empire would have surely collapsed had it not been for British intervention. In 1840 the British navy thwarted Muhammad Ali’s ambitions and restored an enfeebled but “legitimate” Ottoman authority to its Syrian provinces.

The Ottoman answer to its own evident military decline was the same one provided by other Eastern powers struggling to adapt to an age of Western hegemony. Just as Meiji Japan would do, the Ottomans embarked upon a wholesale reformation of their empire. Their initial concern, naturally, was to staunch the bleeding of territory by focusing on the military. But very quickly reform spread to clothing, education, land tenure, architecture, urban planning, and communications. Change inevitably encroached upon the foundational ideology of Muslim primacy that had defined the empire’s character for several centuries. Beginning in 1839, the imperial rulers went out of their way to emphasize that they would treat all their subjects equally regardless of their religious affiliation. For an Islamic empire, this was a momentous and revolutionary ideological transformation. For the very first time, a Muslim empire implicitly acknowledged the political equality of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish subjects. Rather than emphasizing discrimination, the Ottomans tried to create a unifying, secular national ethos of Ottoman patriotism.

At the conclusion of the Crimean War of 1856, the sultan declared that he wanted to establish “a state of things conformable with the dignity of my empire and the position which it occupies among civilized nations.” He issued an imperial decree that heralded a “new era.” In this Ottoman version of the Emancipation Proclamation, the sultan declared his desire to promote the welfare of all his subjects, “who in my sight are all equal, and equally dear to me, and who are united to each other by the cordial ties of patriotism.”38 As in almost all such moments, reform contended with reaction. There was indeed a backlash in various parts of the empire to the unprecedented notion of equality, and Christians were  massacred by Muslim mobs in cities such as Aleppo and Damascus in 1850 and 1860. Protestants too were often harassed and persecuted, but almost always by Eastern Christian prelates from whose communities they had seceded.

For the American missionaries, this revolutionary age of equality had two important outcomes. It confirmed their status as protected Americans whose safety was guaranteed not simply by diplomatic treaties but by the presence of European and American gunboats in various Ottoman harbors and the prestige of Western modernity in evidence all around them. And the new age witnessed the belated, official recognition in 1850 of Protestants as an autonomous and protected religious community in the empire. As foreigners, the missionaries relied on so-called Capitulations. Originally treaties granted by the Ottoman sultans in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they offered Western mercantile communities resident in the empire exemptions from taxation and a guarantee of consular representation in case of disputes with Ottoman subjects. But in the present age of Western military supremacy, they were interpreted by missionaries, and by virtually all other Westerners, in a manner that placed them virtually beyond the reach of Ottoman law. American missionaries were immunized from the harshest moments of upheaval around them, just as they had been during the Greek revolt. They frequently reported that the local populace sought out their homes and schools as sanctuaries whenever tumult erupted. Smith, Hamlin, and others became stewards over native Protestants whose churches began to be organized across the empire.

The existential cultural clash that had marked the initial, heady American spiritual assault on the lands of the Bible had metamorphosed into a stable modus vivendi. The mutual ignorance and recrimination in which both Americans and their Maronite opponents had so enthusiastically engaged no longer seemed to unfold with the same immediacy. As‘ad Shidyaq’s tribulations now seemed to belong to a past age. When another highly educated Maronite Christian by the name of Butrus al-Bustani embraced Protestantism in the early 1840s, the missionaries initially feared a reprise of the As‘ad Shidyaq affair. But the political climate 
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