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CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM DOMINATE the global scene with over four billion adherents, more than half of the world’s population. It is expected that the number of Christians and Muslims will continue to grow in the twenty-first century and that both religions will gain converts from among other religious traditions. Meanwhile, advancements in communication technology through various means of social media and unprecedented access to physical mobility provide new levels of interaction among the world population, which in turn advances the spread of Christianity and Islam globally. The message of the Christian faith is being communicated around the clock in various languages through social media to millions of people worldwide. Islam is also gaining new ground in every continent through social media, migration, and economic advantages. While the number of Muslims has tripled in Europe and North America during the last three decades, thousands of Muslims are turning to Christianity in the Middle East and North Africa.1 Hardly a day passes without a reference to the impact of Christian and Islamic worldviews on politics, economics, and social interactions.

Religious identity and aspirations prove to be as powerful and appealing to people as political affiliations. Continuous turmoil in the Middle East and in other parts of the world is persistently affirming this reality. The renewed sense of religious identity is resulting in new religious affinities that transcend national borders and ethnicities. There is a cluster of integrated issues that one needs to explore to reach a wide-ranging understanding of the current dynamics in Christian-Muslim interactions globally. This book provides a comprehensive overview of Christianity and Islam that covers three interrelated areas: historical developments and encounters, the influence of religion on politics, and religious beliefs and worldviews. Exploring the variant narratives that shaped and continue to shape both Christianity and Islam is crucial to understanding current trends in Christian-Muslim interactions and their impact on future relations between the two communities globally.


PART ONE: HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS AND ENCOUNTERS

Christian and Muslim communities have coexisted in many parts of the world for thirteen centuries. The history of coexistence and interaction between the two religious communities is long and rich, carrying many layers of memories and events. Some memories are painful and discouraging; others are hopeful and promising. Lessons learned from times of accommodation and coexistence as well as times of conflict, misunderstanding, and hostility offer a framework for understanding current sociopolitical dynamics and their future impact. Learning from historical events can help us to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past.

Christianity and Islam developed differently through history, resulting in each religious tradition’s current cultural outlook. They emerged in different cultural contexts and had various means of expansion through the centuries. Christianity emerged in the Hellenistic culture of the Roman Empire, while Islam appeared in seventh-century Arabia. The early spread of Christianity was driven by preaching a gospel of forgiveness and reconciliation, while the remarkable lifestyle of early Christians attracted others to explore the new faith.

Despite enduring significant times of persecution, Christians were able to survive and transform the Roman Empire from within. For most of its history, the spread of the Christian faith came through missions activities. However, when Christianity became the official religion of the Byzantine Empire in the fourth century, the church’s mission and the state’s ambitions for control intertwined. By the ninth century and in response to the sweeping expansion of Islam, certain measures of forced Christianization were implemented in Europe. The Christianization of the New World took place in the context of colonization, starting from the fifteenth century, while the nineteenth century witnessed a noteworthy era of Christian missions to the whole world.

The early expansion of Islam during the seventh and eighth centuries was achieved through major military battles that toppled both the Byzantine and the Persian Empires while incorporating significant geographical territories across the ancient world. In later times, trade played a significant role in the expansion of Islam into Africa and Asia. Inviting people to embrace the faith (da’wa) resulted in converting millions around the globe. Migration, business, and trade also played a remarkable role in incorporating large territories and people into Islam.

By the eighth century, the Islamic empire had come into its golden era of scientific and social advancements, while Christians and Jews were major players in the advancement of society. The Islamic caliphate (empire) emerged victorious militarily in defeating both the Crusaders in the eleventh and twelves centuries and the Mongols in the thirteenth century. However, the Islamic empire was not able to maintain a steady progress in social and cultural development due to tendencies toward conservatism in its sociopolitical structure, which restricted non-Muslims from contributing to the advancement of society. Thoughtful consideration of such historical developments affirms the notion that social and cultural advances come about through collaborative efforts regardless of one’s religious tradition. When people are treated equally and given the opportunity to achieve their potential, society at large flourishes and advances. To the contrary, when people are restricted and marginalized, society suffers. Perceiving the “other” as a threat often results in mistrust and conflicts, while embracing the other usually results in better coexistence and enrichment. Examining patterns of intellectual cooperation between Christians and Muslims during the same era provides hope for better coexistence. Cooperation, not war, is ultimately a better way of coexistence.

The dominance of Islam over large parts of the ancient world, combined with the spread of Christianity across Europe by the turn of the millennium, triggered the notion of Western Christianity in the modern era. Historically speaking, however, Christians living under Islam in western Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa enjoyed majority status until the twelfth century. That Islam dominated over large swaths of the world from India to Spain did not result in the Islamization of indigenous Christians living across this vast territory instantly. The process of Islamization, and sometimes Arabization, in those regions resulted in majority-Muslim status only in the fourteenth century. Simultaneously, it must be noted that for almost a millennium, between the seventh and the sixteenth centuries, the Islamic empire (caliphate) challenged the very existence of Christian Europe. Only after the modernization of Europe and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire did Christianity start to gain influence on the world scene.

The current cultural outlook of Western Christianity was primarily shaped by the era of discovery (sixteenth century) and modernization (eighteenth century), while the global expansion of Christianity is credited to the significant missionary movement of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Southern Christianity, which is the dominant form of Christianity today, might differ in its historical development and cultural outlook from that of Western Christianity. Themes addressed in this study have been chosen carefully from among hundreds of historical events and encounters, and they serve as building blocks that help us navigate the historical and political developments of Christianity and Islam, leading into current interactions and perceptions. Historical analysis is not simply the study of the past; it is an explanation of the present.




PART TWO: RELIGION AND POLITICS

As the number of Muslims and Christians continues to grow globally, it is expected that their political orientation will continue to influence the sociopolitical and economic systems around the world. In theory, Christianity and Islam have different views on the role of religion in politics. However, both religions have used religious rhetoric, beliefs, and symbols to influence political decisions. While the starting point of Christianity involved the separation of religion and state, Islam affirms deen wa dawlah (religion and state) as an inseparable identity. Jesus’ words “My kingdom is not of this world” inspired early Christians to endure persecution from the state, and various Christian theologians through the centuries have reaffirmed the separation of the spheres of church and state. However, starting from the Byzantine and European models of Christendom, the church’s mission became entangled with the political agenda and the ambitions of the state. Even with the secularization of the West, the Christian ethos continued to influence the drive for democratic systems and the standards of human rights in many Western nations. It is safe to say that the Christian ethos still influences the sociocultural life in the West to some extent.

Affirming that Islam encompasses religion and politics, Islamic societies had different experiences with secularization. While some measures of secularization have been implemented (many Islamic societies are now considered semisecular), the notion of a secularized society is not fully embraced. Even today, many are not able to distinguish between secularized Western societies and Christianity. Political decisions and interactions with the West are sometimes perceived from the lens of an Islamic-Christian struggle over world resources and territories. Some Muslims even perceive the Western agenda as a deliberate offense against Muslims and Islam.

While many moderate Muslims accept some form of secularized political structure where politics and religion are kept apart, others consider such separation a deviation from Islam itself, which should encompass all of life: the social, economic, and political spheres. In general, Islam envisions a community, ummah, where Islamic principles are implemented in every sphere of life. Exploring trends of political Islamism provides a better understanding of the current structure of governing adopted by several Muslim nations. A comprehensive survey of the sociopolitical developments of various Islamic communities around the world provides wide-ranging perspective on the current state of Islamic nations globally along with the status of Christians living in these territories.




PART THREE: RELIGIOUS BELIEFS

Patterns of interaction between Christian and Muslim communities around the globe suggest that religious orientation is key to people’s perceptions of the other as well as the way they interpret the world around them. There seems to be a high level of confusion today about the beliefs of Islam and Muslims as well as Christian history, beliefs, and tradition. Some Muslims, for example, are concerned that Christians exhibit in their beliefs and behavior a lifestyle that is not compatible with what the Qur’an perceives as the true worship of God and a godly lifestyle. Believing in the deity of Christ and a trinitarian God, for instance, is blasphemous according to Islam.

Exploring key religious beliefs facilitates a better understanding of the core values of each religious tradition, which influence perceptions and attitudes toward the other. A major focus of this book is to create an opportunity for better ways of communication by clarifying the core Islamic and Christian beliefs that influence people’s actions and attitudes toward the other. One key theological topic to be explored is the absoluteness and relatedness of God. While Christianity emphasizes a personal relationship with God through the life and salvific work of Jesus Christ, Islam perceives the sovereignty of God through his laws and the words of the Qur’an. This leads to differing views of the person and work of Jesus Christ. Other key topics such as human nature as well as the concept of the Islamic ummah or community and how it relates to the church will be explored. Revealed scriptures along with their interpretations provide a framework for the community to live and interact. Religious orientation influences attitudes toward others, and people’s beliefs and ways of worship often lead to certain actions.

Exploring these interrelated themes of the historical development of Christianity and Islam, the relation between religious beliefs and praxis, and their impact on sociopolitical systems and structures can provide a framework for establishing better relations between Christians and Muslims in the twenty-first century while enabling the Christian community to become increasingly conversant as they engage in witness among Muslims. There are varying Christian perceptions of Islam and Muslims as well as varying Islamic perceptions of Christianity and Christians. Such perceptions are shaped by experiences and encounters. This book addresses both religious traditions from a general framework, with the understanding that Christianity and Islam are each highly diverse in religious and cultural outlook. It must be noted that religious experiences differ from one culture to the other, and the lived faith of a group of Christians or Muslims varies significantly.

In the global context of today, we need to be well informed about the realities that are shaping the future of our societies. Christian-Muslim interactions are vital in determining relationships among countries and communities around the globe in the twenty-first century. This study reflects over twenty-five years of teaching on these topics in various world contexts as well as frequent conversation among Christians and Muslims in over thirty countries, representing various religious and cultural settings. My hope and prayer is that this study will provide an effective tool for the academy and the church to better understand the current religious dynamics that are shaping the future of our societies.
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      Christianity and Islam experienced different historical developments, resulting in the current sociocultural outlook of each religious tradition. They emerged in different cultural contexts and had various patterns of expansions through the centuries. The following chapters will cover the historical developments of both Christianity and Islam, presenting a comprehensive survey of major historical events that shaped the Christian and Islamic traditions, highlighting main encounters between Christianity and Islam during the last thirteen centuries. The history of Christian-Muslim encounters provides a significant framework for understanding current global events, with the hope of attaining better means of interaction between the followers of the two religions, avoiding the mistakes of the past and highlighting positive encounters between the two communities.
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CHRISTIANITY WAS BORN in the multicultural context of the Greco-Roman world of the first century and was the dominant religion in what is today the Middle East, North Africa, and southern Europe during the first seven centuries. Even with the geographical dominance of Islam over two-thirds of the Christian world of the seventh century, Christians under Islamic rule continued to hold majority status until the twelfth century around the Mediterranean basin.


EARLY SPREAD

The spread of the Christian faith into the ancient world surrounding the Mediterranean occurred simultaneously in multiple areas and not only in Europe. Along with the early disciples of Christ, many Christian leaders and merchants spread the new faith to various urban centers across the Roman Empire. By the close of the first century, Christianity became a noticeable religion that attracted the educated and elites as well as the poor and marginalized, incorporating the various strata of the Roman society in church communities. Early Christianity was transcultural, embracing various cultural identities within its fellowship. Contrary to the common belief at the time that higher moral life was something attained only by philosophers and those who allowed reasoning to shape their minds, early Christians proved to the world that all people could attain such high moral standards. Christians were able to communicate the message of the gospel effectively to a multitude of cultural and religious groups not through coercive means but through their living faith and sacrificial lifestyle, winning them the respect of others in a world of great cultural and religious diversity.

Several other factors contributed to the spread of Christianity during the early centuries before Islam, trade and persecution among them. Christian merchants from Syriac, Armenian, and Coptic backgrounds played a significant role in spreading the gospel to Africa, India, and central Asia. As early as the third century, the Syriac church (Iran and Iraq) sent missionaries to India. There is a reference to Christians living in Bactria (Afghanistan) around the year 200. An eighth-century Syriac text known as The Chronicle of the Seer gives a glimpse of the connection between the Syriac and Indian churches in the last half of the third century.1 Reports from fifth-century Syriac church synods list churches for several cities along the Silk Road. Many of these major cities are located in modern Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Afghanistan.

By the third century, Christianity was well rooted in Egypt, not only in the cosmopolitan city of Alexandria but as far as Nag Hammadi, about five hundred miles to the south. Christians in Egypt counted for the largest Christian community in the Roman Empire during the third and fourth centuries, with an estimated Christian population of 16 percent.2 Missionaries were sent from Egypt to eastern Libya, Nubia, the Sudan, Ethiopia, Yemen, India, and Persia. During the fourth and fifth centuries, the missionary outreach of the Copts reached to Gaul (France) and Britain.3 The Monastery of St. Maurice, an Egyptian Roman official, near modern Geneva is a reminder of these early missionary activities by the Egyptian church.4

By the end of the fourth century, the population of the city of Antioch (one of the early cities associated with Christianity; see Acts 13) was about half a million, and half of the inhabitants were Christian. The gospel spread from Asia Minor (Turkey) to Armenia in the north. After sporadic times of persecution, the king of Armenia became a Christian, the first king to accept Christianity, and in turn Armenia became the first Christian nation two decades before Constantine, the first Roman emperor, decriminalized Christianity in the Roman Empire in 313.5

By the close of the fourth century, Christianity reached most of southern Europe, major parts of the Middle East and North Africa, Nubia, and Ethiopia as well as India. During the early centuries of Christianity, the Christian faith spread in a sophisticated multicultural world of various religions and cultures by introducing a gospel of peace and reconciliation that engaged the minds and hearts of people, not through waging wars on these communities and forcing them to accept the faith. The spread of Christianity during this time occurred despite or even because of severe persecution that claimed hundreds of thousands of Christian lives across the Roman Empire.

Early Christianity is credited with articulating and defending the Christian faith by formulating various statements of faith or creeds. The renowned schools of thought that flourished in major urban areas such Alexandria, Egypt, Antioch, Asia Minor, and Carthage, Tunisia, played an instrumental role in educating Christian leaders while producing major theological work on the basics of the Christian faith that are still in use by the global church today. The remarkable spiritual movement of monasticism that originated in Upper Egypt has influenced Christian spirituality all through the history of Christianity. The movement was instrumental in spreading the Christian faith across Europe and other parts of the world, while monasteries played an instrumental role in preserving biblical texts and manuscripts.




TRANSFORMING A POWERFUL EMPIRE

Christianity transformed Greco-Roman culture in a remarkably short period of time. It started and flourished in urban centers and from there moved to influence the countryside. It is estimated that by the end of the first century there were churches in fifty urban cities in the Roman Empire, most of them in Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, North Africa, and southern Europe, primarily Greece and Italy. By the third century, Christianity witnessed significant increase in North Africa, Ethiopia, Spain, Gaul (France), and Germany. It is estimated that Christians formed more than 10 percent of the total population of the empire by the end of the third century.6

The remarkable increase in the number of Christians even before Christianity was made the official religion of the state is indicative of the noteworthy transformation that took place in the Roman Empire as a whole. The exemplary lifestyle of the early Christians won them the respect of the larger Roman society. While they lived like strangers and sojourners, they were faithful citizens who abided by the law and even rose above the obligations of the law. Closely related to the values the gospel affirmed was the moral character Christians demonstrated in their daily lives. It was the extraordinary exemplary life of Christians that attracted others to the faith. Christians set up schools and hospitals to educate and treat people while attending to the needs of the community at large, not only Christians. They extended unconditional love to those who hated them and harassed them. Their sacrificial lives and witness to the faith they had in Christ presented a new hope for the people around them. They were able to transform the social strata of the community, where rich and poor, masters and slaves, men and women were all part of the new community.

The transformation of society did not occur through coercive laws of the new religion, and they did not use armies to conquer territories and bring them under the banner of Christianity; such a practice is foreign to the model of the kingdom that Jesus exhibits through his life, teaching, and sacrificial death on the cross. The kingdom of God that Jesus preached is about forgiveness and healed relationships. Christian influence on society during the first three centuries was quite remarkable considering the powerful political structure of the Roman Empire, with its massive pagan worship and its mechanism of enforcing harsh laws.




INSTITUTIONALIZED CHRISTIANITY

The conversion of Constantine to Christianity ushered in a new era in the life and ministry of the church. After enduring persecution for three centuries, Christians were finally given the freedom to practice their faith without the fear of being tortured. By the first decade of the fourth century, Roman emperors put an end to the persecution of Christians. Christianity became the official religion of the empire in 392, ushering in the era of Byzantine Christendom, a form of institutionalized Christianity. (The Christendom model in Europe started in the eighth century and lasted in the West for over a thousand years.) Constantinople, named after the emperor, was built on the site of the small city of Byzantium and was dedicated as the capital of the Christian world in 330. The new capital reflected the magnificent power of the new empire replacing Rome, which was associated with the political and religious systems of the old Roman Empire. From the fourth to the eighth century, Christianity was primarily associated with the eastern side of the empire, not with Rome. Constantinople was the first Christian metropolitan capital city and continued to occupy this role until the end of the first millennium, when it was replaced by Rome. Byzantium, however, continued to be the most significant metropolitan city until its fall to the Ottoman Turks in 1453.

The institutionalization of Christianity in the fourth century had significant ramifications for the sociocultural development of Christianity. Christianity became the official religion of the state. Imperial coins bore the name of Christ, and the imperial army incorporated Christian symbols on their shields. The state built churches and magnificent cathedrals. Public buildings and monuments were decorated with Christian symbols. As persecution of Christians subsided, the lifestyle of Christians was not any different from the rest of the Roman citizens. Gone were the days when Christians were known for their dedicated and sacrificial Christian life; they just lived and behaved like everybody else. As Stephen Neill writes, “Faith became superficial, and was identified with the acceptance of dogmatic teachings rather than with a radical change of inner being.”7

The impact of the emperor’s toleration of Christianity was far-reaching. As Christianity became the privileged faith, clergy were supported by the government and were exempt from imperial taxes. This brought with it a new form of imperial domination. The emperor’s approval became necessary for episcopal appointments in major sees. Bishops who were recipients of imperial funds were dragged into supporting or blessing political decisions and were asked to advise the emperor in matters of war and politics beyond their initial callings.8

One issue usually associated with Constantine’s endorsement of the Christian faith is whether such a move was a help or a hindrance to the life and ministry of the church. One might initially think that with Constantine’s conversion and the empire’s full acceptance of the faith, finally Christians were able to worship freely and flourish. However, a deeper look at the context of such political change discloses a completely different picture. According to studies done by Rodney Stark, Robert Wilken, Roger S. Bagnall, and others, the number of Christians in the Roman Empire increased drastically in spite of persecution (or perhaps because of persecution) during the second half of the third century.9 Stark argues that by the year 300 the number of Christians was over 10 percent of the total population, or more than six million out of the estimated population of sixty million. This significant increase from only 2 percent fifty years earlier (the year 250) made it impossible for the Roman authorities to continue their policy of persecuting Christians. It became clear to authorities that persecuting Christians during the rule of Emperor Diocletian in 303 and his successor, Emperor Galerius, in 305 had failed to force Christians to support state polices and religious practices. As a result, by 311 Emperor Galerius switched tactics, exempting Christians from worshiping the Roman gods provided that they prayed to their own God for the safety and protection of the Roman Empire.10

In light of this background, Emperor Constantine’s Edict of Milan two years later was not out of the ordinary. Rather, it was simply a continuation of a new state policy of embracing a prevailing movement rather than wasting time and energy fighting it. Because of the exemplary lifestyle of Christians and their faithful support of the well-being of all citizens in the Roman Empire, it was imperative for the state to embrace the Christian God as one among others in the pantheon of gods worshiped across the empire. While Constantine’s move to establish Christianity as the official religion of the state contributed significantly to the well-being of Christians and the organizational structure of the church, the reality was that by the end of the third century Christianity had already become a very powerful force within the Roman Empire, one that necessitated such a move. The resilient presence of Christians required a different treatment from the state, which came in the form of official recognition of the Christian faith as a state religion.




BYZANTINE CHRISTENDOM: SETTING THE STAGE FOR ISLAMIC ADVANCEMENT

Understanding the Byzantine model of Christendom explains the religious and political context at the time when Islam appeared in the seventh century and why the Muslim armies were able to sack significant parts of the Byzantine Empire with relative ease. It also points to several issues regarding the impact of this new arrangement on the life of the church and Christians during that period.

When Christianity was declared the official religion of the Roman Empire in the late fourth century, the relationship between the church and the state entered a new phase. Under this new arrangement, the state not only supported the church but also interfered in its business. Constantine’s top priority was to keep the empire powerful and united, and one of his main concerns was the unity of the Christian churches. If the Christian faith was to serve as the unifying religion of the empire, Christianity had to be a unified system, whichever teaching it might hold.11 Thus, while the issue of church unity was not new in the time of Constantine, decisions on theological matters were perceived as crucial for the unity of the church and ultimately for the unity of the empire. Accordingly, the emperor invited church leaders to settle their differences and to defend the Christian beliefs against heresies. During the fourth and fifth centuries, several ecumenical councils were held to discuss a host of theological issues. The nature and person of Christ were at the center of these theological debates. Through these ecumenical councils, the church was able to express its belief in and understanding of Christ, the Trinity, and other major doctrines. The outcomes of ecumenical councils were usually expressed in a statement of faith or creed. The first and probably the most well-known of such statements of faith is the Nicene Creed of 325.

Before Constantine, the only means bishops had to enforce church discipline was excommunicating the other party. With imperial power interfering in church decisions, church discipline could be carried out by force. Imperial troops took responsibility for suppressing any movement that would have disturbed the peace of the empire. Those who opposed the Nicene Creed were sent into exile. Church leaders of North Africa known as Donatists were also arrested and sent into exile.12 Imperial involvement in church affairs resulted in intensified divisions and hatred among church leaders and Christian communities. Christians who disagreed with the majority decision were finding themselves for the first time being persecuted by the Christian state that was supposed to protect them.

The imperial hope for unity among Christians was never achieved. To the contrary, divisions between leading theological schools intensified, and bishops started competing over prestigious seats. By the fifth century, the leading theological schools, in Alexandria and Antioch, produced different theological stances on the relationship between the divinity and the humanity of Christ, prompting the imperial court to call for another ecumenical council to settle the disputes. The Council of Chalcedon (the fourth ecumenical council) met in 451 with the hope of resolving these theological differences.13 The outcomes of the council were rejected by the Egyptian, Armenian, and some Syrian churches, resulting in the first major division in the church. Meanwhile, using Greek to formulate statements of faith was completely foreign to the Latin-speaking Christians of North Africa and southern Europe. Accordingly, the church in the Latin world (Rome and North Africa) was not enthusiastically involved in the early ecumenical councils.




POWER STRUGGLES

The interference of the imperial court in the church’s life resulted in power struggles among the leading churches. While Antioch and Alexandria were known for their outstanding theological schools, prominent theologians, and endless theological debates, Constantinople and Rome represented political power and authority. By the beginning of the fifth century, political tensions between Constantinople and Rome were obvious. Rome could no longer boast a prominent imperial presence, a status that had drastically shifted to Constantinople, but it was the city that gave the empire its previous glory and prestige. By the mid-fifth century, several church decrees, backed by imperial approval, indicated that the bishop of Rome occupied a place of special authority within the churches of the empire. Similar statements came out of the Council of Chalcedon, establishing the authority of the bishop of Constantinople over the rest on the eastern side of the empire. The impact of such political moves proved to be detrimental to the overall relationship between churches in the region, keeping in mind that neither Rome nor Constantinople had produced any significant theological work at the time.14

The Christian state of Byzantium was supposed to protect the Christians and the clergy, but to the contrary, those who opposed the state were persecuted, harassed, and sent into exile. While many Christians saw this new arrangement as a great victory for the church and for the cause of Christ, others were deeply concerned about the interference of the state in ecclesiastical issues. Christians in Egypt, Syria, North Africa, and parts of southern Europe suffered persecution and were harassed by the Byzantine Empire; for them, the church-state partnership simply represented another form of imperial oppression, one masked in Christian garb. The Byzantine model of Christendom was a mixture of blessing and disaster for the church. On one hand, it supported Christians and helped the church to survive, but on the other, it was responsible for intensifying church divisions and weakening the church’s unity, creating major factions among Christians. By the seventh century, Christians were fighting Christians and even persecuting other Christians with the support of the state. The Byzantine model of Christendom had dire consequences for the church. When Muslim armies marched into Syria, Mesopotamia, Egypt, and North Africa in the seventh century, they were able to sack these nations with relative ease because the church was weak and divided. These majority-Christian nations at the time were weary of three centuries of constant conflict and persecution inflicted by Byzantium. Meanwhile, decades of fighting between the Byzantine and Persian empires exhausted their abilities to defend themselves, and major territories under their domain were easily sacked by the Muslim armies before the close of the seventh century.




CONCLUSION

Worldwide Christianity today is indeed in debt to its eastern roots around the Mediterranean. Early Christians lived a remarkable lifestyle that was shocking to the surrounding pagan culture, and their unconditional love and service won them the respect of the larger community. The early Christians were able to transform the highly sophisticated Roman Empire not by force but by preaching a gospel of peace and reconciliation while exhibiting a lifestyle that truly reflected the ethos of the gospel. The spread of the Christian faith during this era occurred through winning the hearts and minds of people, not through wars and invasions. From its inception, Christianity was characterized by significant aspiration for education, demonstrated in the early Christian schools of thought, accompanied by a desire for strong spirituality, expressed in the monastic movement. The early Christians who endured inconceivable persecution were able to keep the unity of the church community and to protect its integrity.

By the fourth century, Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, ushering in the era of Byzantium Christianity. Christian ethos and religious beliefs dominated the cultural and social life around the Mediterranean. The conversion of the Roman imperial order brought dramatic changes in Christianity. Imperial interference in ecclesiastical matters to keep the unity of the church while maintaining a unified empire politically resulted in significant divisions and hostilities among Christians and church leaders across the region. By the time Islam appeared in the seventh century, Christians were fighting Christians, and their divisions resulted in the sacking of their territories by Muslim armies with relative ease.












2
Byzantine Christendom and the Early Islamic Caliphates (500–1000)
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STARTING FROM THE SEVENTH CENTURY, the history of Christianity was linked to that of Islam. The new monotheistic religion that erupted from Arabia in the seventh century, combined with significant military strength, would challenge the core theological beliefs of Christianity and its very existence for centuries to come. Within four decades after the death of Islam’s Prophet Muhammad, the founder of the new religion, Arab forces toppled the Persian Empire and shook the Byzantine Empire to its core, bringing two-thirds of the world’s Christian inhabitants under the rule of Islam. Islamic domination over two-thirds of the eastern Roman Empire by the seventh century further weakened the power of Byzantium and prompted southern Europe to use every measure, including military force, to stop the advancement of Muslim invaders. Rome in turn emerged as the most important center for church life in Europe.

Christianity expanded in Europe beyond its traditional base around the Mediterranean. Christian missionaries, primarily monks and nuns from Irish and Anglo-Saxon backgrounds, spread the Christian faith into northern Europe. During this period, the Franks in the south became the most powerful political power in Europe. The coronation of Charlemagne as holy Roman emperor in the year 800 marked a new beginning in the history of Christianity in Europe. Charlemagne became the first political figure to represent the emerging Christian Europe in contrast to the ailing eastern Roman see out of Constantinople. Charlemagne’s ascension into power was not welcomed by Byzantium. By the ninth century, missionaries were sent from Constantinople to the Bulgars and the Slavs in eastern Europe. By the tenth century, Greek missionaries spread the Christian faith into Russia and most of eastern Europe.


THE RISE OF ISLAM

Islam, which originated in Arabia, emerged into the world scene of the seventh century when the Persian and Roman empires were the dominant forces across the region. The people of Arabia lived on the borders of these great empires for centuries without being absorbed by either of them. In fact, the land of Arabia was never occupied by any foreign power. The parched desert nature of the land and the lack of major natural resources did not attract outsiders. The Arabs called their homeland Jazerat Al-Arab (“the island of the Arabs”). Although Arabia is not actually an island, it seemed an island to its people and to those around it. This is not to suggest that Arabs lived in isolation; to the contrary, the Arabs were active traders and warriors who always boasted about their bravery and power. Nehemiah makes a reference to “Geshem the Arab” as one of the leaders appointed to rule over Jerusalem during exile in the fifth century BC (Neh 2:19). The Arabs, however, were a people on the move; the majorities were Bedouins or nomads, who constantly had to move from one place to another searching for suitable pastures for their flocks. Across this massive desert land, a few small urban centers were established around the trade generated by caravans. Arab merchants were instrumental in moving goods to the markets of Egypt, Syria, Persia, Yemen, and Ethiopia. In contrast to other major urban civilizations around the Mediterranean, the aridity of the desert did not allow the Arabs to build any enduring civilization or to form a centralized government. Poetry made up their social and cultural life, and there is no record of Arabic literature before the seventh century.

Before Islam, polytheism dominated the religious landscape in Arabia, where Arabs worshiped a host of different gods and goddesses. Scattered Christian and Jewish communities were also part of this multifaith context. According to Arab tradition, the Ka’ba, one of the most significant houses of worship in Arabia, hosted more than 360 images of gods and goddesses, including statues for Jesus and Mary. For centuries before Islam, the different Arab tribes used to come for an annual pilgrimage to the Ka’ba, located in the city of Mecca, a practice that continued after Islam but was given Islamic religious meaning and practice.

In 570, Prophet Muhammad was born into this Arabian context of Mecca. After receiving what are recorded in the Qur’an as revelations from the angel Gabriel, he invited his fellow Meccans to abandon their polytheistic beliefs and to submit to and worship God alone (the word Islam means “to submit”). The message of Islam attracted few followers in Mecca, however; the majority rejected the new faith and saw in Prophet Muhammad’s new teaching a direct threat to their status and economic gains from the revenues generated by pilgrimage to the Ka’ba. Fearing for his life, Prophet Muhammad fled from Mecca to Medina in 622, the year of immigration (hijra), which marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar. In Medina, Prophet Muhammad gathered large crowds of followers, establishing the first Muslim community. The Muslim community gained strength through a series of attacks on caravans and other neighboring communities.1 In the Medina period (622–630) Muslims won significant victories against various Arab tribes and the Jews. In less than three years, Prophet Muhammad was able to establish his role not only as a religious leader but also as a judge and a warrior among the Muslim community of Medina. He returned to Mecca in 630, and Muslims under the military leadership of Prophet Muhammad were able to capture the city and institute Islam as its religion. By the time of Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632, Islam was established as the unifying force in most of western Arabia.2

Under the first caliph (successor) of the prophet, Abu Baker (632–634), the Arabian Peninsula was unified under the banner of Islam after waging several jihad (holy wars) against those who refused to accept the new religion or lapsed from the faith. Many Arabs thought they would have the option of abandoning Islam after the death of its prophet and founder; however, the punishment for apostasy in Islam is death.

Less than a decade after the death of Prophet Muhammad, Arab armies, inspired by Islamic teaching, marched through the Persian and eastern Roman empires, taking over major territories. By 638, under the second caliph, Umar (634–644), Islam expanded into Syria and Mesopotamia (Iraq). Muslim armies took over Jerusalem in 640, and in 642 Islam entered Egypt. Alexandria was besieged for two years, and its famous library was burned to the ground. In 642 parts of Persia (Iran) came under Islamic domination. Umar was murdered by a Persian slave in 644, and Othman, a son-in-law of Prophet Muhammad, was chosen as the third caliph; he is known for codifying the Qur’an and burning other copies that did not match the one in use in his time. During his caliphate (644–656), the Islamic armies reached Carthage (Tunisia) in 647, and by 651 the rest of Persia was incorporated as a province in the caliphate. Othman was murdered in 656, and his death ushered in a bloody internal power struggle over who had the right to lead the Islamic empire. Ali, another son-in-law of Prophet Muhammad, was declared the fourth caliph (656–661).

For the previous three decades the followers of Ali had been creating tension in the community, wanting Ali, instead of the preceding three caliphs, to succeed his father-in-law, the Prophet. They insisted that leadership should be entrusted to a member of the Prophet’s family. The followers of Ali were later called the Shi’ite (meaning “the partisan” or “followers of Ali”). The majority of Muslims maintained that leadership in Islam should be open to anyone in the community and that the leader should be chosen based on the consensus of the community. This mainstream Islamic branch was later called Sunni (referring to those who follow the principles of the Prophet). This disagreement over leadership led to the first and most significant division in Islam, which continues today, between the Sunni and the Shi’ite.

The fourth caliph, Ali, was assassinated in 661, and the nephew of the previous caliph Othman and his great general, Mu’awiya, assumed power. The Shi’ites, from their side, appointed Ali’s son Hasan as the new caliph, but he was also assassinated. Their third attempt to appoint a caliph also failed with the assassination of Hussain, Ali’s second son and Hasan’s brother. These events started a hostile and sometimes bloody history between the Shi’ites and the Sunnis that remains a source of conflict to this day.




THE UMAYYAD EMPIRE (CALIPHATE): 661–750

Mu’awiya became the first of fourteen caliphs of the Umayyad caliphate (661–750), which lasted for almost a century with Damascus, Syria, as its capital. The expansion of Islam continued to the east in the Indus Valley region (India/Pakistan). By 715, the Islamic armies captured the entire Silk Road, covering all of central Asia and extending the message of Islam to western China. The Islamic expansion continued to the west through Morocco, where by 711 the Islamic army crossed the narrow band of water at the entrance of the Mediterranean into Gibraltar (Gibel Tarek) the mountain of Tarek, named after the military chief who commanded the Muslim troops into Europe. Within a decade, most of Spain was under Islamic rule, and Muslim armies crossed the Pyrenees and marched into what is today France. The Islamic armies were stopped by the Christian armies of Charles Martel in 732 between Tours and Poitiers. By 750, Islam dominated over a massive geographical territory that extended from Spain to western China. Two-thirds of the Byzantine Empire was under Islam’s rule.3

The Umayyad dynasty was marked by massive conquest and expansion. The new rulers were able to manage and control this vast empire by benefiting from the expertise of skilled Christians and Jews who were entrusted with managing the day-to-day administrative responsibilities. One example of this arrangement is Mansur Ibn Sarjun, the former controller of the Byzantine governor, who continued to serve in the same position under the Muslim caliph. His grandson, John of Damascus, the great Christian apologist of the eighth century, grew up in the caliph palace and debated Muslim scholars in the presence of the caliph.

Significant Islamic structures were constructed during the Umayyad dynasty. In 691, the Dome of the Rock was built over the site of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem in the area known as the Temple Mount. It is considered the third holiest site in Islam after the Ka’ba in Mecca and the Grand Mosque in Medina. In 710, the Church of John the Baptist in Damascus was converted into the Great Mosque of Damascus (also known as the Umayyad Mosque), which is considered the fourth holiest site in Islam. The establishment of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem over the holiest site in Judaism and the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus over one of the most historical churches in Christianity signifies how Islam surpassed previous revealed religions, Judaism and Christianity. The pattern of converting significant church buildings into mosques continued, as occurred with Hagia Sophia in the fifteenth century.4

Living in Dar al-Islam. The massive geographical territory, extending from India to Spain, controlled by Muslim rulers was called Dar al-Islam (“the house of Islam”). According to the Islamic religiopolitical system, Islamic principles and laws should govern the house of Islam, at least theoretically. Muslims and non-Muslims who lived in the house of Islam both had to adhere to religious, social, and political laws and regulations. Non-Muslims were allowed to live and practice their religions within the framework of the Islamic sociopolitical system of governance. In the early period of the dynasty, Muslim rulers were not prepared to manage the administrative infrastructure of such massive and sophisticated territories. They employed a shrewd tactic whereby an Islamic Arab commander was appointed to govern a particular territory while continuing to benefit from the expertise of the local administrators to manage the country’s social and economic systems. For the average person nothing significant had changed except paying jizya, the poll tax, in exchange for maintaining their religious status. However, such measures started to change gradually when the power and authority of the Islamic state was firmly established.

The protected people: Dhimmis. Christians and Jews, who formed the majority inhabitants across the new Islamic empire, were given the status of protected people, or dhimmis.5 According to this arrangement, they were given the choice to remain Christians or Jews, provided that they paid the poll tax. Christians and Jews were considered “People of the Book,” since they possessed revealed scriptures. Such a privilege was not given to any other religious groups (besides Hindus; see below); the choice was either to accept Islam or to face the penalty of death. During the Umayyad dynasty, Christians and Jews did not convert to Islam in large numbers. By remaining under the protected status of dhimmis, they generated significant revenues for the empire through paying taxes.6

On one hand, the dhimmi status protected the People of the Book from being annihilated and gave them the opportunity to practice their religion. On the other hand, it created a context where they became second-class citizens in their own land, paying a tax to survive. Meanwhile, the protected status provided the most practical solution for the Islamic state to deal with millions of Christians and Jews. It enabled the Muslims to avoid the impossible task of either converting, killing, or expelling such a massive number of people from the territories under their control. Hindus, while considered pagans, were also given the status of protected people, since there was no way of fighting millions of them in India. The conditions governing protected people often involved humiliating provisions based on the Qur’anic instructions, “Fight those who believe not in Allah and nor the Last Day, nor hold that forbidden which has been forbidden by Allah and his messenger, nor acknowledge the religion of Truth from among the People of the Book until they pay the jizya with willing submission and feel themselves subdued [humiliated]” (9:29, see also 9:5, 14).7

It is one thing for there to be some guiding principles in the Qur’an on how Christians and Jews should be treated under Islamic rule, but it is quite another task to govern a majority-Christian population in their own land. Considering the unprecedented circumstances, a covenant or pact was supposedly made in 717 between the Umayyad caliph Umar II (682–720) and the Ahl-al-Kitab (“People of the Book”), the Christians and the Jews who lived in the Islamic empire. According to this document, the Christians of Syria came to caliph Umar II demanding restrictions on their religious and social lives in lieu of gaining protection over their lives, a request that the caliph granted. The irony of this was that Christians, who formed the majority, were the ones who requested to be granted a protected status, dhimmi, in their own land, and actually requested restrictions over their social, religious, and political lives.

It is not clear whether the Christians and the Jews indeed proposed such restrictions on themselves, as the document portrays the situation. Regardless, according to the covenant of Umar II, Christians were permitted to keep their existing places of worship but were prohibited from building new ones. Several measures were taken to restrict Christianity in public, such as prohibitions on displaying crosses in public, parading during Easter or Christmas, and the use of church bells. On the social level, Christians and Jews were not allowed to ride horses, to serve in the military, or to carry weapons, and they were expected to wear certain clothes to distinguish themselves from Muslims. Christian men were not allowed to marry Muslim women; however, Muslim men were allowed to marry Christian women, though their children were expected to be raised Muslim.8 The document explains the overall expectations and arrangements for non-Muslims in the Islamic state. It is clear from history that not every measure in this document was strictly applied; however, the document was often referred to in times of tension to remind the People of the Book of their status and obligations toward the Islamic state. As the Islamic state started to gain power, the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims was clearly defined. On the one hand, Christians were not compelled to embrace Islam, though they were encouraged to do so. On the other hand, they were strictly prohibited from evangelizing Muslims, a practice that continues to the modern day in majority-Muslim countries. While Christians are welcome to embrace Islam, Muslims continue to be restricted from converting to other religions; the penalty for apostasy is death.

At the beginning of the Umayyad dynasty (660s), the Arabs lived in camps outside urban cities and had limited contact with the natives. Such measures prevented the natives from direct interactions with their new rulers and avoided revolts against the Arabs, who were very few compared to the indigenous population. By the end of the Umayyad dynasty (750s), the Arab rulers started to gain strength from the fact that many indigenous people were converting to Islam. By the time the Abbasid dynasty was established in 750, most urban cities were fully controlled by Muslim rulers.

Despite the restrictions imposed on non-Muslims, Christian communities managed to survive and even to grow in certain parts of the Islamic empire under the Umayyad dynasty. Christians in Egypt and Syria, for example, had experienced lengthy periods of persecutions, first under the Romans and then under the Byzantine Empire. The Islamic rule over their lands was another form of foreign intervention. In Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia, monasteries played a significant role in keeping the Christian faith alive for centuries. Christians were able to escape to the desert and keep a low profile away from major urban centers of political upheaval.

The Arabization of the caliphate. By the beginning of the eighth century, the process of Arabization was fully in place along with the process of Islamization. As the Arab rulers became more confident in managing state affairs, they required administrators to use the Arabic language in running state businesses and political systems. The majority indigenous people spoke all kinds of other languages—Greek, Berber, Syriac, and more. It became clear that Arabic was the language of the day, and if they were to succeed in the political and economic sectors of the empire, they had to learn the official language of the state. Many non-Muslims saw the advantages of learning Arabic to continue serving in their posts. The process of Arabization that started in the eighth century under the Umayyad dynasty continued through the Abbasid dynasty and resulted in establishing an Islamic empire that was shaped by the Arabic language and culture. This created a climate in which, by the eleventh century, many of the native languages spoken across the region, such as Coptic, Greek, and Syriac, started to disappear. In the case of Egypt, the Coptic language survived as the language of church liturgy. The Coptic language ceased to exist as a day-to-day language of the people by the twelfth century apart from remote villages in Upper Egypt. Unlike the Egyptian Copts, Syriac Christians were able to keep the Syriac language as a spoken language in northern Iraq and parts of Syria up until today. The Berbers of North Africa (Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco) were able to keep their indigenous Amazeric language up until today as well (40 to 50 percent of North Africans, although majority Muslims, consider themselves as Amazeric or Berber, not Arabs).

The process of Arabization had different impacts on other parts of the Muslim world. In the case of Persia and parts of India (Pakistan), the Persian and Urdu languages survived, but the alphabet used in both languages is Arabic. It is interesting to note that only one-third of contemporary Muslims speak Arabic; however, every Muslim is required to use Arabic in prayers and in reading the Qur’an. Such a firm stand makes Arabic a powerful unifying force across the globe among contemporary Muslim populations in spite of the fact that the classical Arabic of the Qur’an differs from the various contemporary dialectics of Arabic.




THE ABBASID CALIPHATE (750–1258)

In 750 the Umayyad dynasty came to an end when the Abbasid toppled their power and relocated the capital of the Islamic caliphate from Damascus to Baghdad. The Umayyad continued to rule only in Spain until 1031.The Abbasid came to power by clinging to their right to rule through their birthright, being descendants of the Prophet’s family.9 They also gained the backing of the majority Shi’ite Muslims in Persia and Iraq. The Abbasid dynasty chose a strategic location to build its new capital, which they named Baghdad (meaning “splendor”), where the great rivers Tigris and Euphrates join. The new capital came to represent the most magnificent and splendorous era in the history of Islam. Baghdad became one of the most significant metropolises in the ancient world, presiding over the largest Islamic empire in history. Soon the new capital, built in 762, became one of the most influential centers of governing, arts, and sciences. The Abbasid benefited from the Persian expertise in governing, creating a sophisticated and advanced political system. The position of vizier (or cabinet minister) was introduced, wherein the sultan would delegate many governing responsibilities to his ministers.

The golden era of Islam. The early Abbasid caliphs fostered an era of great intellectual achievements, ushering in the golden era of Islamic civilization during the eighth and ninth centuries. Contrary to the Umayyad rulers, who enforced the supremacy of Arab culture, the Abbasid fostered a multicultural society where Christians and Jews were entrusted with the massive task of gathering and translating knowledge in every field from Greek, Latin, Persian, and other languages into Arabic. Their work was instrumental in connecting the Hellenistic world with Arabic culture. Muslim and non-Muslim scholars worked together in the advancement of science, medicine, philosophy, and education. Arts and literature flourished. Islamic art in the form of calligraphy and other styles of writing developed.10

The Abbasid success is a credit to their open-mindedness, which incorporated knowledge gained from ancient Roman, Greek, Egyptian, Persian, Indian, and Chinese civilizations. Astronomy, medicine, and mathematics also flourished at the time, including the mathematician al-Khawrizmi, the father of algebra (al-jabr means “to restore broken parts” in Arabic). He is also credited with introducing the Arabic numerical system in mathematics, which replaced the Roman numerical system. The term algorism is derived from his name. Persian scientist Ibn Sina (a.k.a. Avicenna) is known for his collection of a vast number of medical treatises, documented in his encyclopedia, The Canon of Medicine, a work that influenced European scientists during the Renaissance. Great discoveries in anatomy were also made in this time period. Ibn al-Haytham developed one of the earliest scientific methods of determining the reliability of scientific theory based on experiments. Jabir in Hayyan influenced great figures such as Roger Bacon and Isaac Newton in their study of chemistry. Al-Battani improved the precision of the measurement of the earth’s axis, a methodology that was incorporated in the Copernican heliocentric model. At the center of this intellectual hub was the House of Wisdom, founded by Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid (786–809) and culminating with al-Ma’mun (813–833). The House of Wisdom hosted the greatest library at the time. It was a key institution in the translation movement and a major intellectual center from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries. Many a great scholar came to study at this excellent research and intellectual institute.

Baghdad also witnessed the development of the first Islamic schools of law. The five major schools of Islamic law are the Hanafi (the largest), the Shafi’i, the Maliki, the Hanbali (the most conservative), and the Ja’fari. Muslim judges and lawyers are trained in these schools to become experts in interpreting and applying the Islamic law, shari’a.

The well-known work of fiction One Thousand and One Nights (Arabian Nights) was initially developed during the Abbasid era, with further additions during the tenth and fourteenth centuries. This fairy-tale fiction depicts the lavish lifestyle of a well-known figure, Harun al-Rashid. A notable feature of this literature is its creativity in incorporating the cultures of Persia, India, the Middle East, and North Africa in one masterpiece of literature, a great early example of the interconnectedness of world civilizations. Various characters from the epic have become cultural icons in Western culture, such as Aladdin, Ali Baba, and Sinbad.11

As the empire embraced and encouraged contributions made by scholars and intellectuals, who took an active role in governing, education, and the economy, a new look for the Islamic empire started to emerge. The traditional Bedouin and mercantile culture of the Arabs gave way to an intricate cosmopolitan culture. The most notable feature of this era was the embrace of other cultures, religious traditions, and ethnicities as part and parcel of the Islamic community rather than excluding them from the day-to-day life of the empire. Islamic law, shari’a, was hardly implemented; otherwise, many non-Muslims would have had limited opportunities to contribute to the advancement of society. This was the golden era of Muslim civilization, to which Muslims in later times looked for inspiration.12

On the political level, the Abbasids began a new era of developing peaceful coexistence with other empires. One of the most significant caliphs of the Abbasid dynasty, Harun al-Rashid (763–809), is credited with being a shrewd diplomat. He negotiated peace treaties with the Byzantine empress Irene and the French king Charlemagne. He guaranteed both states peaceful relationships with his powerful Islamic empire. Irene and Charlemagne were able to protect their smaller empires through means of coexistence and peace treaties with what became the most powerful empire on the planet. By the end of the first millennium, Islam was firmly established across the Middle East, central Asia, North Africa, and Spain. Later, the expansion of Islam into Southeast Asia and sub-Saharan Africa was achieved primarily through trade. Europe and Asia Minor, the only remaining Christian territories, were less privileged socially and economically.13

Christian contributions to the empire. As in the first century of Islam, the church was able to survive and even to thrive during the second and third centuries of Islam (eighth and ninth centuries). Christians living in Dar al-Islam were able to flourish despite new restrictions imposed on them. At the same time, Europe was under many threats. Northern European pagan tribes often raided the newly developed Christian empire under the leadership of Charlemagne. Muslims in North Africa, also referred to as Saracens, frequently attacked Europe from the south. They took over Sicily while constantly raiding southern France and Italy. In 846 the Saracens raided the papal seat in Rome, plundering St. Peter’s Basilica. Meanwhile, Christians living in areas such as Mesopotamia (Iraq) were able to expand the Christian faith beyond their territories. The well-known patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East, Timothy (780–823), supervised over eighty districts (bishoprics) extending from Iraq to China. A list of churches in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, and Turkestan, in central Asia, as well as Tibet, India, Arabia, Yemen, and western China serves as a strong testament of the far-reaching ministries of his bishopric.

The international Silk Road provided significant access to merchants and educators, who exchanged goods and ideas from as far as China to Alexandria and Rome. It also paved the way for the message of the gospel to be heard across central Asia and China. By the seventh century, the gospel had reached what is now western China. The ancient cities of Tunhuang and Turfan had established Christian communities at the end of the seventh century. Discoveries made in the twentieth century revealed that Syriac, Armenian, Turkish, Mongol, and Chinese Christian communities lived in both cities. A significant discovery made in 1908 revealed caved-in monasteries near Tunhuang that hosted Buddhist and Christian manuscripts.14 It is interesting to note that the Syriac church, under the leadership of Timothy (not to mention several other larger Christian communities under Islam), provided supervision to churches and Christian communities much larger in number than all Christian communities in all of Europe during the eighth century. England, for example, had only two bishoprics at that time: York and Canterbury.15

During the golden era of Islam, while the political structure was primarily Islamic, the cultural and religious landscape was still predominantly Christian. Christians and Jews were instrumental in the advancement of the Islamic empire through their roles in administration, science, and cultural and intellectual enterprises. Timothy lived during the golden era of Islam and was well connected with the Muslim caliph in Baghdad. He was able to navigate the political and governmental terrain with great wisdom while establishing respectable relations with Muslims, Buddhists, Taoists, and other religious groups across Asia. The Eastern church during this period was able to communicate the message of the gospel in a variety of languages and cultures. Instead of holding to its Syriac language and heritage, a truly biblical language that was spoken by Jesus and his disciples, it reached people in Persian, Turkish, Hindi, and Chinese. That was taking place in a context where, ironically, the Latin church in the West insisted on using Latin as a holy language for over ten centuries. The Eastern monks even collaborated with Buddhist monks in translating ancient manuscripts on Buddhist wisdom, which gave Christianity access to China for years to come. Some of these documents, particularly the wisdom manuscripts, were instrumental in the spread of Buddhism to Japan because Japanese monks residing in China were influenced by them.16

Christians in Syria, Persia, and Mesopotamia (Iraq) were able to continue to survive and even to thrive during the Abbasid dynasty from the eighth to the tenth centuries, and Persian and Syriac Christians were entrusted with key political positions in the Islamic state. To the contrary, North African Christianity declined at an alarming rate, and by the twelfth century only small numbers of indigenous Christians continued to survive in remote villages. Constant divisions in the North African church, in addition to the fact that the Bible was not translated into indigenous languages, contributed to the rapid decline. In general, Christians who had the financial means to pay the taxes as well as useful skills that aided them in finding a means for living were able to survive. Often, their skills and wealth (real or perceived) brought trouble for them. They were targets for sporadic attacks and violence, which resulted in either weakening their status or empowering them to become more resilient.17

The golden era of the Islamic empire came to an end a century later. It became extremely difficult for the caliphs to rule over a vast empire extending from India to Spain. Realizing the apparent threats from within as well as from outside the empire, the caliphs recruited powerful cavaliers or slaves as their loyalists and protectors. These cavaliers/slaves were Christian boys abducted from their families across the empire and were trained in special camps to become fighters for the caliph. The trauma of their forced seizure from their families contributed to their savagery and fearlessness.18 The empire’s inability to control their brutality and power made them dangerous to the empire itself. Accordingly, these private armies of slaves became very influential, and they turned into competing warlords who were able to use their power to control the empire. For the next five centuries or so, various parts of the Islamic empire were ruled by this dynasty of slaves known as Mamelukes. By the ninth century, local provinces started to assert their independence, and the empire began to devolve into decentralized states, with the caliph as symbolic figurehead. The caliph no longer had viable political power but only an honorary status. The Islamic community, however, continued to enjoy the power of a unified religion that was governed by Islamic laws and principles.19

Sufism. The extraordinarily lavish lifestyle of the Abbasid dynasty led to the emergence of an Islamic spiritual movement called Sufism.20 Sufis emphasize a mystical-ascetic form of Islam by focusing on the spiritual dimensions of the religion rather than its political power and laws. They strive to reach a direct experience of God that is lacking in orthodox Islam, emphasizing the use of emotions in worship. The most characteristic form of Sufi worship is called dhikr (“remembrance”), wherein worshipers (dervishes) repeat the name of God hundreds of times while dancing in circles, recalling the Qur’anic verses “remember God much” (33:41) and to “remember God in the morning and evening” (76:25). The movement attracted a large number of followers through the centuries from both Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims.

The movement started in places such as Kufah and Basrah in Mesopotamia (Iraq) and Egypt, where Christian ascetism originated and was highly practiced. Several key Sufi figures lived in these regions and were influenced by Christian monasticism. One well-known Sufi figure, Rabi’ah al-Adawiyah of Basrah (713–801), lived an ascetic life, emphasizing the possibility of experiencing God’s love in contrast to the common Islamic belief that God is remote and distant from the human realms of emotions and feelings. Her famous phrase is, “O God, if I worship you in fear of Hell, burn me in Hell and if I worship you in hope of Paradise, exclude me from Paradise; but if I worship you for your own sake, withhold not from me your everlasting beauty.”21 Rabi’ah became one of the most influential female leaders in Islam, and her idea of loving God for who he is and her ascetic lifestyle have influenced Muslims through the centuries.

Other Sufi figures, such as Bayazid Bistami (804–874), promoted the absolute union with and hence total annihilation in God (fanaa in Arabic). Husayn Mansur al-Hallaj (858–922), the most extreme Sufi leader, claimed that he was the Truth, Al-Haqq, which is one of the ninety-nine names of God mentioned in the Qur’an. In contrast with Bayazid, who preached the annihilation of the mystic in God, al-Hallaj claimed total identification of the lover with the beloved. In his famous ecstatic words:


I am He whom I love, and He whom I love is I

We are two spirits dwelling in one body.

If you see me, you see Him.

And if you see Him, you see us both.22



Such claims alarmed the ulama, the religious leaders, who saw in his claims a Christian heresy, as he used the word hulul in Arabic, which means “indwelling” or “incarnation.” Al-Hallaj was crucified by the Abbasids as a Muslim heretic in 922. Sufis and other Muslims saw similarities between al-Hallaj and Jesus, since both were crucified while extending forgiveness to their executioners. Al-Hallaj, however, did not pray for God to forgive them because “they know not what they do,” but because he thought they rightly condemned him to death in defense of God’s religion. Commenting on Al-Hallaj’s legacy, contemporary Shi’ite Muslim scholar Mahmoud Ayoub states, “Al-Hallaj lives on in the piety and imagination of many Muslims as the martyr who was killed for the sin of intoxication with the wine of the love of God by the sword of the Sharia of God.”23

One of the great Sufi leaders and scholars, al-Gazali (1058–1111), sought to reconcile Sunni orthodox Islam with Sufi mysticism. He is referred to as the Thomas Aquinas of Muslim theology, and his theological work influences Islamic theology through today. He moderated Sufi mysticism by stressing a return to the Qur’an and the hadith as the only legitimate sources of reflection. His major work, The Revival of Religious Sciences, emphasizes a balance between religious interpretation and religious experience. Sufism attempts to provide an experiential dimension of relating to God in worship, while its emphasis on loving God addresses a significant void in mainline Islam. It is a desperate cry of reaching out to God.

Sufis played a significant role in preserving Islamic learning and spirituality after the fall of Baghdad to the Mongols in the thirteenth century. They are also credited with spreading Islam into Africa and Asia in later centuries. In modern times, Sufism is often associated with folk Islamic practices. Overall, Sufi beliefs and practices are considered unorthodox by the majority of Sunni Muslims, and Sufism is prohibited in countries such as Saudi Arabia, where a strict form of Sunni Islam is practiced. The Sufi belief in reaching intimacy with God and the practice of dancing while worshiping are considered blasphemous according to orthodox Islam.24 Many contemporary politicians encourage Sufism since it has no interest in politics.




EARLY CHRISTIAN PERCEPTIONS OF ISLAM

Early Christians had different views of Islam. Majority Christians who came under the early Islamic empires never imagined that the Islamic rule over their territories would last for a long time. They saw the Arab invasion as another episode of foreign domination that would eventually come to an end like previous regimes. Nations across the Middle East endured Persian, Greeks, Roman, and Byzantine dominance over their lands for various periods of times. Ironically, the Arabs were never involved in any takeover of territories in the region, and they never presented any military challenge; their seizure of territories in the Middle East was thought of as a temporary occurrence. The Arabs’ military power, however, was supported by uncompromising religious beliefs and a sociopolitical system that guaranteed an enduring religious and military control over these vast territories for centuries to come.

On the theological and religious level, many Christians perceived Islam as a Christian heresy since Islam denies basic Christian beliefs in the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. Others perceived the unprecedented dominance of Islam over their land as God’s punishment for the sins of Christians and the division of the church at the time. Some Christians were attracted to the absolute monotheism of Islam; for them it presented an uncompromising alternative to the endless theological debates at the time. Many were frustrated with decades of religious disputes, and they thought that Islam might present a simpler alternative for belief in and worship of God.

Overall, Christians across the Islamic empire found themselves in a context where they had to defend their faith against Islamic criticism of their beliefs while dealing with the powerful sociopolitical structure of the state. Christians attempting to explain their faith had to do so with caution, as any perceived attempt to convert a Muslim to Christianity would have serious reprisals for the Christian community.

One early Christian leader who attempted to defend and clarify Christian beliefs against Islamic criticism was John of Damascus (675–749), who was also the bishop of the city.25 In his famous work, Discussion Between a Christian and a Saracen, he defends a host of Christian beliefs including the Trinity against the Islamic claim that Christians associate other beings with God.26 He refers to Islam as a Christian heresy while referring to Muslims as Sarakenoi or Ishmaelites. He argues that the Saracens were influenced by pseudo-Christian writings and beliefs that were circulating during the seventh century. John of Damascus’s open criticism of Islam reflected the semitolerant atmosphere of the early Islamic era, where an opportunity for dialogue between Christians and Muslims was allowed during the Umayyad dynasty.

A century later, in 781, Timothy, the bishop of Baghdad, the capital of the Islamic empire at that time, presented similar arguments in response to the Abbasid caliph Al-Mahdi. The caliph questioned Christian belief in the divinity of Christ and the reasoning for his crucifixion, arguing that God could not marry and have a son, that Jesus never claimed to be God, and that God could not die on a cross. He also questioned Christian belief in the Trinity. In response to the caliph’s questions, Timothy argued that the concepts of Word and Spirit are used in the Qur’an in reference to God, adding that they represent the second and third uqnum, “hypostases,” of the Trinity (uqnum is the Syriac word for “person,” and it is used in Arabic only in reference to the persons in the Trinity). Timothy then went on to argue that God’s Word and Spirit must be eternal, since God could never have been without a Word and Spirit. Timothy’s answer to the caliph was documented in Syriac and translated into Arabic a century later. It has also been translated into other languages in recent times.

Many Christian apologists drew comparisons between the ethical lifestyle in Islam and that of Christianity, emphasizing differences in upholding the sanctity of marriage, equality between men and women, and a host of other social and ethical trends and practices.

Other notable Christian apologists during the Abbasid dynasty were Abd-al-Masih al-Kindi, Ammar al-Basri, and Hunayn ibn Ishaq, all of whom lived in Mesopotamia (Iraq) during the ninth century and wrote extensively explaining and defending Christian beliefs. Some of the arguments made by Christians in defending their faith were polemical and harsh, while others were nonjudgmental. While such endeavors limited antagonism between the two communities, they did not convince Muslims to follow the Christian faith.




EARLY ISLAMIC PERCEPTIONS OF CHRISTIANITY

Faced with Christian criticism of Islam, early Muslim apologists tried to defend their faith as well. Muslims in general were discouraged from getting involved in religious discussions with Christians based on the assumption that Christianity was a corrupt religion that might distort the truth presented in Islam. Some of the leading Muslim apologists’ arguments are elaborated in Refutation of the Christians (Radd Anasara) by Al-Jahiz (776–868) of Baghdad, and The Book of Discernment (Kitab al-Fisal) by Ibn Hazim (994–1064) of Spain. The basic argument presented by these Muslim polemicists and others is that although Christians received the Gospel as a revealed Scripture through the prophethood of Jesus, at an unspecified point in history they altered their Scripture, and therefore Christianity became a corrupted religion. That Christians ended up with four Gospels and that none of them resembles the Qur’an became the starting point in these arguments. They pointed out that Christians altered their Scripture by adding the concepts of the divinity of Christ and the Trinity, which were not included in the original Gospel. The Qur’an affirms that God inspired the Bible and that it is protected by God’s provision while instructing Prophet Muhammad to consult those who have been reading the Bible if he is in doubt about any revelation to him. “If you were in doubt as to what we have revealed unto you, then ask those who have been reading the Book before you” (10:94). Muslim apologists emphasized other Qur’anic texts that give the impression that the People of the Book have altered their Scriptures.27

Overall, the refutation of Christianity was based on the supposed corruptibility of the Scripture in addition to the fact that Christians did not recognize the prophethood of Muhammad, which according to Islam is foretold in the original Torah and Gospel. The Qur’an asserts that Muhammad was the messenger and the prophet “whom they will find written in the Torah and the Gospel which they have” (7:157). Since the Qur’an makes such an argument, Muslim apologists tried to find biblical texts that supported that claim. Starting from the eighth century, Muslims asserted that three biblical passages foretold the coming of Muhammad. They argued that Deuteronomy 18:18, in which God promises the Israelites that “he will rise up from their brothers a prophet like Moses,” was actually about the coming of Muhammad. Isaiah 21:7, which speaks of the “rider on a camel,” was also interpreted as a prophecy about the coming of Muhammad, while Jesus’ words in John 14:26 about the promise of the Paraclete or Comforter (which are understood by Christians to refer to the coming of the Holy Spirit) were also said to be a prophecy about the coming of Muhammad.28 The Qur’an states, “One time Jesus, son of Mary, said ‘O Banu Israel, I am a messenger of God to you confirming what I have of the Torah and announcing a messenger coming after me whose name is ahmad’” (61:6). In the context of refuting Christian belief in the divinity of Christ, surah 5:15 reminds the People of the Book, “O People of the Book! There has come to you our messenger [Muhammad], revealing to you much that you used to hide in the Book [the Bible] and passing over much. There has come to you from Allah a light and perspicuous Book [the Qur’an].” The invitation here is for Christians to believe in the apostleship of Muhammad, who brought the final revealed Scripture, the Qur’an.29

Muslims were confident that they possessed the true and final religion; however, the presence of a large Christian community within the Islamic empire at the time presented challenges to the cohesiveness of society. Meanwhile, the various works of Christian apologists challenged many Islamic beliefs and assumptions. Unlike Christians, who used all sorts of reasoning and sometimes Greek philosophy to explain and defend their faith through the centuries, Muslim apologists were protected under Islam’s military and political power. However, the strong Hellenistic culture across the Middle East prompted logical and even some sort of philosophical responses. As noted above, by the late eighth century, the House of Wisdom in Baghdad hosted a large library and center for intellectuals. A large collection of Greek manuscripts on various topics was translated into Arabic by Christians. This development encouraged Muslim scholars to consider Greek philosophy in their understanding and interpretation of Islam.

The use of Hellenistic thought by early Muslim theologians led to the development of Elm al-Kalam (“the science of speech”), or Islamic theology. Among the early advocates of Islamic rational theology were the Mu’tazala sect (who differ from Sunni Muslims in their emphasis on human free will in contrast to the absolute belief in God’s predestination). Among the leading Muslim philosophers (falasifa in Arabic) of the time were Abu-Yusuf ibn-Ishaq al-Kindi, Abu-Baker ibn Zakaria al-Razi (a physician and philosopher), and Abu-Naser al-Farabi, whose work on neo-Platonic philosophy, ethics, and political philosophy influenced the next generation of Muslim philosophers such as Ibn Sina. These early practitioners of Elm al-Kalam were content with a limited use of Greek philosophical and scientific ideas, and although they hold an important place in the general history of philosophy, they had little influence on the Islamic world of their time.

One significant challenge for Muslims during the eighth and ninth centuries centered on the lack of a reliable and cohesive Islamic historical record. Various historical events and references to persons such as Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and Jesus (all regarded as prophets in Islam), among a host of other historical figures, are mentioned without any indication of how they relate to one another in time.30 This difficulty reflected the limited historical understanding in Arab culture. Before 600, the Arabs had minimal historical records, with limited understanding of historical development in general. In response to these challenges, Muslim historians tried to reconstruct cohesive and acceptable historical records. Two outstanding figures of the ninth-century Abbasid dynasty were Jarrir ibn Yazid al-Tabari (838–923), the author of History of the Prophets and Kings (also known for his major work on interpreting the Qur’an, Tafasir al-Tabari), and Al-Husayn ibn Ali al-Masudi (896–956), who was the first to combine history and scientific geography in a large-scale work, The Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems: A World History. Their historical works and others reflected greater awareness of the various historical events and developments before, during, and after the formative period of Islam in Arabia. However, some of the dates and events mentioned in their work are not accurate.

These early Christian perceptions of Islam and Muslim perceptions of Christianity influenced encounters and relations between the two communities through the centuries.




THE IMPACT OF ISLAM ON WORLD CHRISTIANITY AT THE CLOSE OF THE FIRST MILLENNIUM

By the eighth century, over two-thirds of the world’s Christian inhabitants were under Islamic rule. There are several reasons why the Muslim armies had such an easy victory over the eastern and southern regions of the Mediterranean. One of the leading reasons was the division and weakness of the Eastern church. In comparison to the life of the church in the first three centuries, when unity was one of the most significant marks of the church, the church of later centuries was characterized by divisions and fighting over doctrinal issues. The person and work of Christ, the core belief of the Christian faith, which was supposed to unite the church, became the very issue that separated it. The church was given the freedom to flourish and to minister in relative peace after Constantine, but that freedom was harmed by divisions and rivalry for power, which eventually resulted in weakening the church and its witness to the world.

For three centuries before Islam, churches in the East were excommunicating one another over theological disagreements. The Byzantine church of Constantinople even persecuted other Christians and imposed heavy taxes over the Christians in places such as Egypt and Syria. Centuries of fighting over Christian doctrines, combined with endless competitions for power, undermined the internal strength of the Christian communities across the Eastern church. It would be an exaggeration to say that some of these persecuted Christians welcomed the Muslim invaders or considered the Arabs to be liberators.31 However, Christians’ internal divisions, lack of unity, and weariness made it all the more possible for the Arabs to conquer their lands with relative ease.

In contrast to the many divisions and theological disputes that characterized Christianity between the fourth and seventh centuries, Islam provided a simple and yet an absolute statement of faith, “There is no God but God, and Muhammad is the messenger of God.” Declaring and believing in such a simple statement of faith was all that it took to identify and render one a Muslim, one who submits to God and God’s will in every sphere of life. By the time of the Abbasid dynasty, many saw great advantages in converting to Islam. Among the leading factors that attracted Christians to convert to Islam were powerful political positions and status as well as avoiding the heavy taxation imposed on non-Muslims.

Intensifying divisions between the eastern and western Roman Empire. Islamic domination over the Eastern church accelerated the division already begun between the Western and Eastern forms of Christianity. Constantine’s era ushered in a break from Rome, the traditional capital of the empire, which also gave it its name. Starting from the fourth century, Constantinople replaced Rome as the seat of power in the empire. In contrast to the dominant use of Latin on the western side of the empire, Greek was the dominant language of theology, culture, and social and political life on the eastern side of the empire. Justinian (482–565) was the last emperor to use Latin as an official language and the last emperor to rule over a unified Roman Empire. By 620, the official language of Constantinople and the eastern side of the empire was Greek, and the emperor no longer needed the connection with Rome. On the ecclesiastical level, the bishop of Constantinople was called the “ecumenical patriarch,” an indication of his extended role and authority over other bishops and patriarchs across the empire. The use of such title evoked the anger of other patriarchs, especially the bishop of Rome, who by this point had witnessed the decline of not only his city’s political significance but also Rome’s ecclesiastical status, a concern that Constantinople ignored.

Rome always looked to Constantinople for political legitimacy and ecclesiastical approval. Roman bishops had to be ratified by the emperor in Constantinople. Before the tenth century, Rome did not make any significant contribution to theological discussions. The bishops of Rome never participated in any ecumenical councils; they always sent representatives to speak on their behalf. The lack of interest from Roman bishops spoke to a much deeper issue; it was their way of resisting the authority of Constantinople. Complicating this tension further was the way in which Constantinople carried out ecclesiastical decisions. Those who disagreed with the imperial court were often punished by torture or imprisonment or were sent into exile. In 653, the imperial troops from Constantinople marched through Rome, taking the bishop of Rome as a prisoner to Constantinople, where he stood for trial. Such cruel behavior by Constantinople created tensions among the churches across the empire, and this incident in particular had a lasting impact on Rome-Constantinople relations.

By the end of the seventh century, communication between the two cities declined drastically, and Rome was looking for its independence from Constantinople. At this time the Muslims marched through the Byzantine Empire, capturing every single region except the territories around Constantinople. By the 800s, the eastern Roman Empire was reduced to small parts of Asia Minor (Turkey) and Greece. The Islamic threat to the eastern and western sides of the empire was very real. In the light of this context, Pope Leo III crowned the powerful king of the Franks, Charlemagne, as Imperator Romanorum. Rome was able to finally establish its own ecclesiastical identity and to claim its own political power, manifested in the office of the emperor. Although Charlemagne never used the title “emperor”—he always referred to himself as the king of the Franks—this was the first step toward an independent European Christianity centered on Rome and separated from Byzantine Christianity, which dominated for almost five centuries.

The spread of Islam during the seventh and eighth centuries resulted in enhancing the position of Rome and making it the most viable Christian center in the world. At the same time, Constantinople’s position weakened and started to fade. The rapid victories of the Muslim armies took the eastern empire completely by surprise. The Arab conquerors credited their sweeping victory to their obedience to God’s calling to spread the new faith. Meanwhile, many Christians who witnessed the drastic decline of the Byzantine Empire at the hands of Muslims interpreted this unprecedented defeat and humiliation as God’s punishment for their unfaithfulness and disobedience.

Differences between the Eastern and Western churches further intensified because of linguistic barriers. While Greek was the dominant language of theology in the east, Latin was the church’s language in the west. Oftentimes theological terminology was misunderstood and distorted when translated from one language to the other. Church governing became another source of division between the East and the West. While the Eastern church adopted a patriarchal form of church leadership, where several patriarchs shared the responsibilities of leadership, the Western church opted for a papal form of leadership entrusted to the bishop of Rome, later known as the pope, who became the only head of the church. Even if the will had existed to bridge the gap between the East-West, Greek-Latin, and patriarchal-papal differences within Christianity, the strain in politics, military affairs, and communications now exercised by dominant Islam made the chance of resolution virtually impossible.

Although Muslims were relatively tolerant toward their Christian subjects, communication between the eastern and western Mediterranean became increasingly difficult. Gone were the days when church leaders were able to travel across the empire in relative ease and gather freely to discuss their theological differences. New restrictions on travel, trade, and communication were imposed by the new Islamic state. Under such restrictions, Christianity lost its main theological and educational hubs in Alexandria, Antioch, and Carthage, which were not replaced by any flourishing theological centers for centuries to come.32 From that point forward, the Eastern and Western churches walked different paths.

European Christendom. The rise of Islam created a new political, cultural, and ecclesiastical context for the church and Christians. By the eighth century, the majority of the world’s Christians were under the rule of the Islamic empire and were treated as protected people, dhimmis. While they were able to survive under the new laws imposed on them, they were nonetheless restricted in many ways. The power and status of the Byzantine Empire were completely blown away. Against the backdrop of these new realities, a new model of Christendom began to emerge in Europe.

The massive expansion of Islam had a lasting and significant impact on the development of Western Christianity. With the slow fade of Byzantine Christendom, the Mediterranean form of Eastern Christianity started to weaken, and a Western European Christianity emerged on the scene. In 732, Charles Martel, the commander of the Frankish armies, was able to stop the Islamic avalanche that swept through the Persian and Byzantine empires. This remarkable event had an enduring impact on the future development of European Christianity. Martel defeated the Islamic armies crossing from Spain to France at Poitiers, emerging as the savior of Europe while securing his position as the political leader of France. Meanwhile, Martel was a strong supporter of the ecclesiastical order in Rome. He built strong ties with the popes and supported missionary activities to Christianize the Germanic tribes to the north. His military success and proven leadership won him the support of Rome.

In 768, Charles Martel’s grandson, Charlemagne (or Charles the Great), became the new king of the Franks. He succeeded in expanding the power of France against the Saxons to the north and the east (Germany). He was able to suppress the Saxons, who had been harassing the Franks by carrying out raids on their towns and farms for decades. He even integrated them under his rule and forced them to undergo Christian baptism or face execution. In 782 he ordered the beheading of forty-five hundred Saxons who resisted forced conversion. Capital punishment was also enforced for other non-Christian practices or forms of worship. Such savage measures resulted in severe casualties among the Saxons under Charlemagne and raised serious concerns about what kind of Christianity was imposed and practiced under his regime. This was the first full-scale form of enforced Christianization, using military force to compel people to become Christians.

Charlemagne also suppressed the Lombards of northern Italy and turned over several major cities to the possession of the pope in Rome. His power extended to the Avars (Austria), and he incorporated their land into his kingdom. At the height of his power Charlemagne ruled over most of modern France, Belgium, Germany, Austria, and the Balkans. Rome saw in Charlemagne a great potential for achieving its long-term goal of becoming the center of the Christian world. Accordingly, in an unprecedented move, Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne as Imperator Romanorum (holy Roman emperor) on Christmas Eve of the year 800. This remarkable political move by the church in Rome ushered in the beginning of European Christendom, a model of Christendom that dominated Europe for the following nine hundred years. For the next nine centuries, European politics and social and cultural life would be identified with Christianity. The notion of church-state collaboration that started with Constantine was now bestowed on European Christianity.

Like in the Byzantine model of Christendom, European Christendom was associated with Christianity, but not necessarily with the ethos and the message of the gospel. It is interesting to note that the European model of Christendom, which started with the coronation of the king of the Franks at the close of the eighth century, was also ended by the French in the eighteenth century. The French Revolution in 1789 was instrumental in curbing the influence of the European Christendom model, and in 1806 Napoleon abolished the title “holy Roman emperor” altogether. However, Christendom models and practices have survived in several European contexts up until today.33

On the political level, the Franks dominated western Europe from the sixth to the tenth centuries. The Catholic faith became the most unifying force in Europe after the collapse of Roman rule in the West. Europe was fragmented and descended into political and social chaos by the end of the sixth century. The most influential factor that linked European tribes such as the Franks, Goths, Vandals, Lombards, and Saxons around the year 800 was the Catholic faith. In contrast to the urban world of the Mediterranean, where people entered the Christian faith as individuals and families breaking from their previous religions, tribal solidarity and identity resulted in mass conversion to Christianity in Europe. Once kings and nobles were converted to Christianity, the whole tribe subsequently adopted the new faith. Some kings converted to Christianity simply because they were married to Christian wives, such as King Ethelbert of Kent, King Edwin of Northumbria (both in modern England), and King Mieszko of Poland. Marriages among royal families were based on establishing political alliances between different tribes that guaranteed a level of coexistence and mutual interest. Converting to Christianity gave several kings a great legacy to join the ranks of the Roman imperial life.34

On the ecclesiastical level, the church provided a network of moral and spiritual support. Monasteries served as educational and administrative centers and were supported financially by endowments from the nobility and upper class. Abbots and abbesses possessed greater spiritual power than bishops, with abbeys serving as centers of learning and cultural life. From the seventh to the tenth centuries, monks and nuns who devoted their lives to educating the people carried out the true Christianization of Europe. While many initially joined Christianity as part of a mass conversion, the monastery’s mission helped them to live the Christian faith. The use of Latin as the language of theology, liturgy, and sacraments across Europe provided another tool for unifying churches and people. While other languages and dialects were used for preaching and evangelization, Latin became the proper language of education and was used in every aspect of the life of the Western church.

The unified Europe that was achieved by Charlemagne did not last for long. Shortly after Charlemagne’s death, the empire dissolved into smaller and fragmented kingdoms and dukedoms, each trying to establish its own territorial power and identity.

The ninth and tenth centuries witnessed new expansions of Christianity to eastern and northern Europe. To the east, the Slavs and Bulgars were integrated into the family of Orthodox churches of the eastern Roman Empire. Some of their kings and nobles became Christians, and most of their people followed them. Missionaries were also sent to Russia during the ninth century. The conversion of King Vladimir in 988 brought the Russian state into the Orthodox family of churches. Later, he married Anna, the Byzantine emperor’s sister, a move that created powerful political alliances with his kingdom. The Christianization of Russia that started in the ninth century progressed quickly, especially among the aristocrats and in major towns and cities. Christian missionaries to the Slavs and Russians helped by introducing a new alphabet for the Slavic and Russian languages based on Greek letters.35 Byzantine art, architecture, and music were also dominant features of these Eastern European churches. One of the most significant contributions made by the Eastern European church, as in the case of the Bulgarian church, was the translation of Scripture and other Christian writings from Greek into Slavonic, the language used by most eastern Slavs.

To the north, the seafaring Vikings (Scandinavians) were sporadically attacking the inhabitants of the coastal lines from Scotland to the Mediterranean, raiding towns and monasteries, burning churches and taking monks as slaves. The Viking raiders indirectly introduced Christianity to their people; Christians taken captive and brought to Scandinavia as slaves soon introduced the Christian faith to the Vikings, who by the ninth century became Christians and abandoned their savage lifestyle. By the close of the first millennium, Christianity was the dominant religion all over Europe from Iceland to Russia.

At the end of the first millennium, a common civilization established on the principles of the Christian faith was emerging in Europe. A host of local cultures, political systems, and languages were incorporated under one ecclesiastical structure, led by clergy, monks, and nuns who used Latin in liturgy and theology. At the center of this ecclesiastical structure was the pope, who was able to claim both a religious and political authority over most of Europe. By the tenth century, the term Christendom was introduced by the Anglo-Saxons to describe this new amalgamating cultural force that was now dominating the European landscape. European Christendom would shape the sociopolitical and cultural life in Europe for the next nine centuries.

Outside Christian Europe, the Islamic caliphate was controlling most of the Eastern world, extending from Spain to China. For the next millennium, the history of European Christianity would be shaped and defined by relations and encounters with the Islamic empire, dominating the largest landscape across the globe.




CONCLUSION

The advent of Islam in the seventh century presented significant challenges for Christianity around the Mediterranean. The Arab forces toppled the Persian Empire and shook the Byzantine Empire to its core. The Islamic caliphates that dominated over two-thirds of the world’s Christian inhabitants introduced new sociopolitical arrangements wherein Christians, who were the majority population, became protected people in their own lands. Christians living in the Islamic caliphates, however, played noteworthy roles in the administrative structure and the advancement of society in various Islamic empires, especially during the golden era of Islam.

From the eighth century onward, the history of Christianity was linked to that of Islam. The new monotheistic religion that originated in Arabia during the seventh century challenged the core theological beliefs of Christianity and its very existence for centuries to come. The Islamic domination over two-thirds of the eastern Roman Empire by the eighth century further weakened the power of Byzantium and prompted southern Europe to use every measure, including military force, to stop the advancement of Muslim invaders. Rome in turn emerged as the most important center of the church’s life in Europe, while the Franks arose as the political power that unified European Christendom. New territories in eastern and northern Europe were Christianized, and by the close of the millennium, Europe had become mostly a Christian continent.
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