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FOREWORD


In my youth I used to skip over the foreword, assuming that it was an extra or a decoration and not really an important part of the book. Over the years I learned better! My challenge now is to motivate you to read rather than to skim this foreword, because I have something very important to say about the author and indirectly about this book.

First I must explain my background. I come from an Arab Christian family that goes back to first- or second-century Christianity. I was born in Syria, lived a good part of my life in Lebanon, and served God as a missionary with the Navigators in Egypt from 1975 to 1990. My family and I planned to stay in Egypt the rest of our lives, but in September 1990 I was blacklisted and given ten days to leave the country. Since then my family and I have been living in Colorado Springs, and we carry U.S. citizenship. Part of what I do is teach on a regular basis an intensive course called Islam in the Twenty-first Century at several seminaries in the United States and Canada.

Mike Kuhn knew me before I knew him. Years ago he read one of my books on Islamic fundamentalism. He lived in Egypt after we left, and he co-labored with my best friend there. He was blacklisted and expelled from Egypt as well. Here in the States I connected with him face-to-face in November 2007 and have continued to get to know him. As I was reading through the manuscript of this book, I often found myself identifying with Mike’s experiences, but more importantly with his attitudes, ideas, and perspective. Then a thought came to mind: This man one day could become one of my soul mates.

I have known some missionaries in Muslim countries who tended to have a condescending attitude, fearing that they might get contaminated by the culture and the theology of the Muslims. I have known other missionaries who lived in Muslim countries with the attitude of the journalists; they were not “fully there” because their minds were occupied with their friends and donors back home. The experiences they were having served as potential stories or photos for their next newsletter. Mike is not like that at all. He was fully there.

That is only one reason why I think Mike is the right man to write on Islam, Muslims, and Arabs. Here are some others:

I know only five Americans who have really mastered the Arabic language. Mike is one of them. He was able not only to connect with the people at a heart level but also to get into the writings of Islam in the original language. This makes a huge impression on Muslims.

Mike is completely free of any bitterness against Egypt, Islam, or Muslims. He was unjustly expelled from Egypt and blacklisted, yet there is not even a trace of resentment in his attitudes. There is no chip on his shoulder.

He is very well educated in the history and theology of Islam. He studied not only the Qur’an but also the Hadiith and the culture and geopolitics of the Muslims with whom he lived.

Mike has deep roots in evangelical Christianity and is a patriotic American (his father is a Marine Corps veteran), yet he has become an insider among Arabs and Muslims. Therefore he is very qualified to interpret to Western Christians the “strange” phenomena of Islam and Arabs. There are not many people who can do that.

Mike is not an armchair theologian or an armchair missiologist who appointed himself as an expert and is playing a role. Mike left behind in the Middle East a sustainable ministry. As you read through this book, you will get to meet his Muslim friends with whom he shared the love of God.

He is a man of courage. As you will see in the pages of this book, he dares to get into issues that very few evangelicals dare to get into. He addresses these issues biblically and in a scholarly manner.

Mike disagrees wholeheartedly with replacement theology, and in this book he challenges Christian Zionism, which is hindering our ministry to 1.4 billion Muslims around the world. His argument is not with dispensational theology as such; his criticism is of Christian Zionism.

Lesslie Newbigin, an Anglican missionary, returned home from England after forty years in India and found that England had drifted away from a Christian consensus toward a pluralistic worldview. Newbigin suggested fresh vision to the church. Like Newbigin, Mike Kuhn returned to the States after being away among Arab Muslims for twenty years, and this book offers fresh vision.

As I was reading the manuscript, I was on a journey. Reading the book brought back cherished memories of my time in Egypt. The contents of the book refreshed my heart and vision to the degree that I decided to make this book required reading at the seminaries where I teach. At another time, while reading, I thought of all the people to whom I would like to give copies. This book is necessary and timely.

 

—Dr. Nabeel T. Jabbour

Author, The Crescent Through the Eyes of the Cross, Unshackled and Growing, The Rumbling Volcano, and The Unseen Reality

www.nabeeljabbour.com
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  Part I


  A Visionary Paradigm


  
How do human beings change? Jesus asked his disciples to “open [their] eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest” (John 4:35). Essentially, he was asking them to embrace a new vision of reality. Undoubtedly, the physical objects within their field of vision would remain the same. What would change was their ability to see what Jesus himself saw. Perhaps Jesus still asks his followers in our day to open their eyes—to get a new vision. Might he challenge us to see the Muslim world in a totally different light?

Vision has power to change the soul. We take the first steps on the road to change by getting a new vision.
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  Chapter 1


  Casting a


    New Kind of Vision


  

    A wet, rainy night in England always had a soothing effect on my soul—like a balm on an open sore. A friend had simply laid a couple of DVDs out on the table. I sensed sleep would not come easily after our conversation, so I picked one up.


    Beyond the Gates of Splendor. The title alone was enough to get my attention.


    As a college student I had read Through Gates of Splendor. Many factors conspire to lead a young man into missions, but Elisabeth Elliot’s book had definitely left its mark on me. The appeal of these five missionaries-turned-martyrs was not so much their death, noble as that was. It was that they were real people, real men. They laughed, loved, thought deeply, played with their kids, and lived their lives for something great. Some suffered a sense of inadequacy; the exuberance of others could reach the point of irritation. Reading about these athletic, gifted men (and their wives) had given me hope. If they could die for their cause, just maybe I could live for it.


    

      Two Stories


      The DVD turned out to be a documentary with heart—the story of Steve Saint, son of one of the missionaries martyred by the Waorani people of Ecuador (sometimes referred to as the Auca Indians) in the 1950s.


      What a strange visitation of providence. I was no martyr, but I had just experienced a death of sorts.


      

        A Story of Exile


        An American who had made my home in the Middle East for long years, I now found myself in England as an exile—deported from Egypt and blacklisted, unable to ever return.


        Fulfilling my mission in Egypt meant more than delivery of a message. It meant an entering into life—not an easy task—and I make no claim to have done it perfectly or even well. We (my family and I) spent the early years peering through the window at a culture and people we aspired to know and love. At some point the window mysteriously opened, and we were pulled through. The people of the Muslim world became our neighbors and friends. We laughed at their jokes, waited in their traffic jams, wept at their funerals, and cried for joy at their weddings. We tried ever so hard to see things from their perspective. Our motives were sometimes viewed with suspicion. We had moments of discomfort and longing for “home.”


        To outside observers the language seems the insurmountable barrier; however, it is merely the key that unlocks a door to a new culture. After opening that door we found a confusing matrix of family values, economic systems, and political and historical realities that simply could not be assimilated in a day. Suffice it to say that I was a transplant—growing deep roots in an adopted culture. My neighbors and friends delighted to hear me speak warmly and positively of their country. They were all too aware of its many inconsistencies and defects. Yet here was an American referring to their country as his country by adoption. I meant it, and I think that pleased them.


        Then on the night of September 18, 2005, returning home on a flight from Africa, I was not allowed back into Egypt. Internal security police had blacklisted me. I was escorted to a holding room and kept under guard and questioned intermittently that entire night.


        During one interview the plainclothes officer behind the desk asked me my profession, and I replied, “Pastor.” Egyptians have difficulty distinguishing the sounds of p and b. (They are wonderful jokesters, those Egyptians, and often tell how their president returned from a visit to the United States and strangely insisted that his name be written on every door in every public place. The American president, he said, had his name on every door (push—Bush!). So my interlocutor, mystified by the name of my profession, began to repeat it over and over with a b rather than a p. As the humor of being referred to as what sounded like bastard in this climactic moment began to sink in, I had to smile.


        In Middle Eastern culture magnanimity and generosity top the list of virtues. That night two Pakistanis and three Egyptians shared my incarceration. We were served no food, but just after dawn prayers, a stocky Egyptian woman showed up and offered to bring sandwiches and tea for a small fee. Various ones placed their orders while the two Pakistanis slept at the other end of the room. I questioned the Egyptian guard about how long they had been there and if they had eaten. His nonverbal response let me know these troublemakers were not worth the effort. Taking my stand on the high ground of Arab magnanimity, I replied, “But these men are our guests” (asserting myself as though I actually had rights!). The Egyptian begrudgingly agreed that the Pakistanis deserved to eat, as they were, after all, guests in “our” country.


        One of the Egyptian captives gave rather evasive answers to his interrogators. At one point he was invited into an adjacent room. Shocking shrieks and screams of confession amid the unmistakable thud of blows landing on flesh assaulted our midnight stupor. Confusion. Disconnect. Could it be that the young Egyptian man sitting beside me five minutes ago was the centerpiece of a torture scene? He returned later to reoccupy his place on the bench beside me, weeping, his eyes and face swollen and red, his head now between his knees. I noticed red streaks going down his neck and marveled at the vulnerability of man to his greatest adversary—man.


        The next morning as I was taken to the British Air office to buy a one-way ticket out, I asked my escort if I might phone my wife, who had been awaiting my return all night with no news. Middle Easterners are masters of body language. My escort made no reply but simply rubbed his fingers across his thumb. I slipped him a ten-pound note and was allowed to use the phone at the British Air desk to inform my wife that I would not be returning home. As far as I knew then, and as far as I know now, I will never return to Egypt.


      


      

        A Story of Martyrdom


        Just a few weeks later, I sat up that rainy night in southern England, listening to Steve Saint relate the story of his father’s heroic death, and I experienced the power of the words “They being dead yet speak.” Rachel Saint and Elisabeth Elliot responded to that terrible event in a way that defies our comfort-seeking culture. They waited. They prepared. When the time came, they moved in and lived among the very tribe that had taken the lives of Rachel’s brother, Nate, and Elisabeth’s husband, Jim.


        The vicious tribe had defied the friendly advances of peace-loving missionaries and speared them mercilessly, seemingly on a whim. The world was left with the perplexing question, why? Could any sense be made of their martyrdom? A sense of aha! developed as reports proliferated about the conversion of the Waorani Indians. A neat, evangelical resolution of the tension of martyrdom was found in that faith birthed deep in the jungle. Yet as Elisabeth Elliot has pointed out, such neat and happy endings are seldom satisfying: “A healthier faith seeks a reference point outside all human experience, the polestar which marks the course of all human events.” That polestar is an inscrutable and immutable God—“I will find rest nowhere but in his will, and that will is infinitely, immeasurably, unspeakably beyond my largest notions of what he is up to.”1


        I suppose we could stop there. Certainly no one can deny the mystery and lack of neat resolution in the current tension between the Western world and radical Islam. If God is up to something, most of us are at a loss to discern it. But one focus of this book is to suggest that God is, in fact, up to something. Although the tension will not resolve into a neatly packaged scenario, the current world conflict has all the makings of a symphony, admittedly discordant at times, but led, nonetheless, by a master conductor. Our world is not madly spinning out of control while our God fretfully bites his nails. You and I will find our purpose and our peace as we rest in a God who, as C. S. Lewis said of Aslan, is not safe but is good.2


        Another moral of the story of the Ecuadorian martyrs readily commends itself. The treachery of the Waorani, while real, masked a more basic motivation—fear. It is no psychological secret that those most vulnerable and abused often act most savagely and treacherously. Elisabeth Elliot recorded that the Waorani people speared foreigners simply because they feared being cannibalized. Rather than be eaten, the tribe attacked. Their provincial view of the world did not allow them to trust the kind advances of those who meant them no harm. They had no grid other than that of jungle warriors through which to process the missionaries’ gifts and acts of kindness.


        A large yellow “bird”—an airplane—had allowed men who covered their white skin with funny clothes to penetrate Waorani territory. For centuries the dense jungle of Ecuador had been impenetrable. Some of the Waorani had left the jungle never to return, but this was the first advance into the Waorani’s homeland. Who could say what such an advance would produce? These jungle Indians, face-to-face for the first time with people they supposed to be cannibals, feared for their lives. Perhaps they were more justified than we have been led to believe, as foreigners of a less-kind disposition may well have abused their simplicity. Much as a wounded animal bites the hand that would help it, so the Waorani struck out in fear.


        Satellite and Internet technology have penetrated the Muslim world to a degree unknown heretofore. The presence of Western military in the Muslim world causes tremendous uncertainty and suspicion. While living in the Middle East, I was privy to incessant waves of conspiracy theories, most of which had to do with Zionists and Westerners holding the reigns of world events and directing them for the benefit of a privileged few. Incredulous, I listened to these elaborately detailed schemes of world dominance. I now realize that fear, similar to that of the Waoranis of Ecuador, dominates the worldview of much of the Muslim world. Just as the Waorani tribe murdered in fear, so radical Muslims are striking at anything associated with the West.


        To fear the unknown is not a one-way street. In the West I often hear sweeping generalizations about the Middle East, Arabs, and Muslims: “Those people are killing each other. Don’t they know they can trust us? Why are they so filled with hate? We’ve always upheld justice and returned the country to its people after we leave. We even help rebuild the country.” It’s a common malady of humanity that we see our own (or our group’s) intentions as noble and pure while we are skeptical, if not downright antagonistic, toward the motivations of others.


        In a class I taught recently in the United States, where I now live, I was asked why “the Muslims” are always killing each other. The reference was to the Sunni-Shiite tension in Iraq. My reply? “Good question. Let me help you see it from their side. I lived in a Middle Eastern city of eighteen million people. Yet for all the overcrowding and irascible problems of that city, it was a relatively safe place to live. Murders were fairly rare. Contrast that with any large U.S. city—Los Angeles, New York City, Miami. Middle Easterners hear the statistics of violence in the United States and ask me, ‘Why are the Americans always killing each other?’ Yes, there is persistent violence in Iraq between Sunnis and Shiites these days, but in vast areas of the Muslim world people live in peace and go about their daily affairs. They want to find better education for their children, make their payments on their house, afford a better car. Their concerns are much like yours.”


        Surprise! Or maybe not.


      


    


    

    

      Incarnation


      There is an opposite reaction to fear. The word I will use to describe this reaction is incarnation, derived from the Latin carnis (flesh) and in—“in flesh.” In Christian parlance it is most often used of Christ as he took on humanity (human flesh) and lived among us.


      In the case of the Waorani of Ecuador, Rachel and Elisabeth adopted much of the Waorani way of life. They incarnated among them, learning the tribe’s language, eating their food, being exposed to their illnesses. In brief, the women lived among the tribe, embracing much of the tribe’s life and culture. The tribe, in turn, learned and embraced much from the women, including the message of God’s love and grace.


      The incarnation of the gospel, for all its benefit to the Waorani people, came at great cost. We are fortunate to see the resulting faith of the primitive tribe, but we also do well to remember the immense price that was paid. The process of incarnation is costly, yet it is the messy work to which Jesus has called his followers. Perhaps a vignette from Jesus’ life will further illustrate.


      

        A Modern-Day Samaria


        Despised and hated people groups are not new to the world scene. In Jesus’ day the despised people group was the Samaritans, a type of Jewish half-breed. From the perspective of the purists, they had corrupted the law, rejected the prophets, and deformed worship; they were an “unclean” people. At one point the Samaritans offered to help the Jews rebuild their temple after their return from exile. The Jewish reply was simply, “You have no part in this work” (see Ezra 4:3). Accordingly, the Samaritans attempted to frustrate and halt the reconstruction of the temple by inciting King Artaxerxes against the project. As if that weren’t enough, when the Samaritans later built their own temple on Mount Gerazim, they dedicated it to pagan deities! (Imagine that—rival temples in the Middle East worshipping different gods!) When Jewish leaders sought the supreme insult to cast at Jesus, they simply said, “Aren’t we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” (John 8:48). In brief, Jewish antagonism toward the Samaritans was political and religious, historical and contemporary, with all the elements of a modern-day ethnic rivalry—spiced with accusations, hatred, even warfare.


        The story of Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan woman has inspired Christians for centuries. We would expect Jesus to have a different attitude about the Samaritans, but his disciples, steeped in the prevailing view of their day, couldn’t understand it.


        The Gospel of John relates Jesus’ journey through Samaria on his way to Jerusalem. He sent his disciples into a nearby village to buy food while he waited near a well. A Samaritan woman came to the well alone, in the middle of the day. As the story unfolds, we see that she had a history of immorality and that she had given up on the institution of marriage—in some ways a very modern woman.


        The disciples returned and were amazed to see Jesus doing something no Jewish rabbi was permitted to do in a public place—conversing with a woman. This Samaritan woman became one of the early New Testament missionaries as she scampered off to tell the people of her village, “Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the [Messiah]?” (4:29). The disciples urged Jesus to eat, but he replied, “I have food to eat that you know nothing about” (4:32).


        Think about that. Jesus referred to his interaction with a Samaritan woman as his food. Food is what sustains and gives strength. For most of us, food is a nonnegotiable. We do what we must to obtain it because our existence requires that we eat. Yet Jesus clarified for the disciples: “My food…is to do the will of him who sent me” (4:34). Amazing, really! Jesus could heal the blind, raise the dead, and cause the deaf to hear. When he commanded the winds and waves to be still, they calmed. His teaching caused thousands to throng behind him and cling to his every word. Yet his food was this—conversing with an immoral woman from a despised people group.


        The woman returned with the village representatives in tow. Jesus used imagery common to the time: “Do you not say, ‘Four months more and then the harvest’? I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest” (4:35). In effect, “Get a new vision. Look at this differently. Lift up your eyes! See it the way I see it.”


        Given this unusual dialogue, we have to infer that Jesus was immensely satisfied with the reaction of the Samaritan people. In fact, he delayed his journey a full two days while many of the Samaritans came to believe in him as the Savior of the world. Although the text is not explicit in this regard, we assume that he stayed in the homes of the Samaritan people, eating their food and enjoying their camaraderie. It’s as though he’d just enjoyed a good meal or brought in a copious harvest. He found the Samaritan reception of his mission and himself to be fulfilling.


        In much the same way that Rachel Saint and Elisabeth Elliot entered the world of their brother’s and husband’s murderers, so Jesus moved freely among a people who would normally be the object of hatred and animosity among his people, the Jews. Many Jews intentionally avoided traveling through Samaria as they went from Galilee to Jerusalem; Jesus chose to go through Samaria. He chose to sit by a Samaritan well. He chose to engage a needy Samaritan woman and found immense joy in a warm reception by her despised and hated people. Beyond that, he stayed with them, sleeping in their homes and eating their food, for two more days.


        We do not know if the disciples “got it,” if they really changed their perspective on the Samaritans. It may have taken some time. In the book of Acts, we learn that the Samaritans heard the gospel message from Philip (not one of the original disciples); Peter and John traveled into Samaria and witnessed the Holy Spirit transform the Samaritans into Jesus-followers. So the disciples did “get it” later if not on that trip through Samaria.


        Have we gotten it? There is, after all, a modern-day Samaria—a people who have corrupted our holy faith, moved around our holy sites, occupied our holy land. I daresay that many of us would avoid traveling through their land. To sit down and share a meal with them is not something we’ve considered.


        Consider it now.


      


      

        Confronted with a Choice


        You and I are confronted with a choice. On the one hand is the path of isolation, fear, alienation, and self-preservation—a well-worn road. Its rhetoric is comforting and its landmarks reassuring. We know that we are in the right because so many of our friends are going along the same road, offering their encouragement. The alternative path is clearly less traveled. It calls for self-awareness, empathy for the other, and deep listening. Although excruciatingly difficult, its summit is the peak of incarnation.


        Which will it be?


        If you’re on the path of self-preservation, you won’t need to look far for affirmation. For instance, in 1998 Samuel Huntington wrote The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, in which he portrayed an Islamic resurgence and analyzed the historic tensions between the Islamic East and the West. Huntington’s provocative thesis led many to believe that future conflict with the Muslim world was inevitable. Although a religious enemy, Islam was an all-encompassing way of life, often referred to as a worldview, including the political, economic, military, educational, social, and religious dimensions of society.


        Rather than quell the rhetoric of enmity, recent events have only reinforced it in the minds of many thinking people. September 11 was the capstone event that isolated Islamic radicalism (sometimes referred to as Islamism) as a potent and threatening enemy of Western democracy. However, events prior to 9/11 and since that time have confirmed the suspicions of many. Just prior to his demise, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jordanian leader of the Iraqi insurgence, declared that his fighters had broken the back of the American military presence in Iraq. While many see this as idle bravado, there is no doubt (at the time of this writing) that the insurgence continues to wreak havoc with the proposed U.S. plan of establishing a democracy in this crucial Muslim country.


        Iraq is not the only focal point of this tension with the West. The reemergence of the Taliban (the fundamentalist Islamic militia in Afghanistan); the electoral victories of the Islamist parliamentarians in Egypt and Gaza; suicide bombings; Ahmedinejad’s persistent enrichment of uranium while calling for Israel’s destruction; bombings in Bali, Madrid, London, Sharm El Sheikh, Dahab, Amman—all of this and much more point toward an impasse in relations of Western democracies with the Muslim world. Small wonder that many conclude that the Islamic worldview is the present threat to the Western democratic ideal. If you will, the Muslim world is a modern-day Samaria.


        Since my return to the United States, I’ve been rather alarmed by the fact that the discussion of the issue of Islamic radicalism among Christians differs little from what I hear in conservative media. I wonder, are the conservative media moguls now spokespersons for Christ’s kingdom? In our present world, torn as it is by conflicting interests that erupt into bloody attacks, should not Christ-followers have a unique voice? Is there no fresh vision of the Muslim world rooted in the values of Christ’s kingdom? Is our only option to confront the Muslim world and eliminate the threat? Can the mind-set of confrontation give way to incarnation?


        I hear you saying, “Wait a minute. They started it! I just want to live my life in peace.” It sounds like an acceptable personal reaction to the Muslim world. Unfortunately, it is not credible because of it being individualistic and naive. And believe it or not, I’ve heard the same line from many acquaintances throughout the Muslim world. They’re tired of all the killing. They’d like to live and let live.


        I believe there is an alternative. It is the second path—the path of empathy, self-awareness, deep listening, and incarnation. Those who choose such a path will be few, and while they are not the only candidates, I suggest that good candidates for the second path are those who are resolved to follow the way of Christ. These people will recognize immediately that they must “take the plank out of [their own] eye” before they can “see clearly to remove the speck from [their] brother’s eye” (Luke 6:42). They know that the option of retreat into a materialistic revelry of passivity is not workable. Nor will they be so naive as to think that they will mystically join hands with Muslims and go walking into the sunset of tolerance and pluralism. They will know instinctively that reconciliation does not come cheaply.


        In the case of the Waorani tribe of Ecuador, a band of Christ-followers embracing the commission to make disciples of all nations established links of peace with the primitive tribe. It was done at great cost—loss of life. Yet no one could deny that the principles and values Jesus taught were the key ingredients allowing a successful incarnation of his kingdom to take place. The determination to forgive a murderer, the passion for Christ’s reign of peace, the fierce commitment to human dignity—all these equipped those Christ-followers with the tools they needed for effective incarnation.


        We are in a similar position with radical Islam. Clearly, radical Muslims make no apology for acts of violence perpetrated on innocent, even well-meaning, people. To many Westerners the intention of radical Islamic groups to eradicate Israel and other enemies of Islam leaves no legitimate option but confrontation or in some cases elimination. This somber reality cannot be denied. Kill or be killed seems to be the order of the day in the Middle East. While it is indeed illegitimate to lump all Muslims together as radical Islamists—a deeply inaccurate reflection of the complex and multivaried nature of the Muslim world—still the violent intentions of Islamic movements such as Hezbollah (Lebanon), jihad (defense of the religious state), Hamas (Palestine), al Qaeda, and Wahabism (Saudi Arabia) cannot be denied. In such an environment, armed conflict may be inevitable. But is there another way? To state the question differently, what is the unique perspective of a Christ-follower individually and the kingdom of Jesus collectively to the current conflicts of the West with the Muslim world?


        

          

            ◆ Seeking Fresh Vision ◆


          


        


        The premise of this book is that there is an alternative response to this threat that goes beyond the response of confrontation offered at a state and political level. This alternative response is exemplified in Jesus’ approach to the Samaritans and the reaction of Rachel Saint and Elisabeth Elliot to the Waorani people—the response of incarnation. Elliot and Saint were motivated not by vindication of their husband’s and brother’s deaths but by passion that Jesus Christ receive his rightful place of glory and honor among the Waorani people. Their response mirrored Jesus’ joyful encounter with another despised and hated people, the Samaritans.


        Such a response is by no means easy and requires a passionate and radical commitment to Christ. But this is no blind fanaticism. It also calls for a patient and painstaking understanding of people who see reality radically different from us. It requires a good deal of self-awareness for overcoming the natural tendency of fear toward self-preservation. Finally, it involves a careful evaluation of long-standing beliefs that may have become fetishes to a false tradition.


        So if you are growing more skeptical about the possibility of eliminating the Muslim threat, and if you are looking for a unique response birthed out of the values of Christ’s kingdom, then this book may have something to say to you. I make no claim to providing the final word but hope merely to open the discussion by proposing a radical and incredibly challenging response to the Muslim world—the alternative response of incarnation.
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  Part II


  A Historical Perspective


  

  The complex web of Christian-Muslim relations is not a recent phenomenon. In order to adopt an informed response to the Muslim world, Christians need to understand the historic advance of Islamic civilization and its impact on Christian peoples. The reality is that Christians also resorted to militaristic responses and thereby contributed to the current impasse. The lesson of history is to adopt kingdom principles of response instead of the knee-jerk reaction of self-defense.
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Chapter 2

A History of Complicity: Who, Me?


Now here’s a thought-provoking question for you: Could it be that we (primarily, Christians) have been complicit in the development of religious tyranny in the Muslim world?

I hear you saying, “Come on, you can’t be serious—Western Christians to blame for what is happening today in the Muslim world? Give me a break! Is this a case of no good deed shall go unpunished? Haven’t we Western Christians sent missionaries to Muslim lands? Haven’t our governments given massive amounts of money and assistance to these countries? You can’t be serious.”

I recall the comment of my Cairo landlord as we discussed the intricacies of Muslim-Christian relations through the centuries. His perspective gave me pause for thought: “You Christians have treated Muslims far worse than Muslims have treated Christians.” First of all, I failed to appreciate his tendency to lump Christians and Europeans together. Second, I didn’t agree.

No one wants to be blamed for something for which he or she bears no direct responsibility. I am not suggesting that you and I are to blame for what is happening. What I am asking is whether Western Christians have in any way been complicit in the current situation of the Muslim world. Jesus recognized in his contemporaries the same tendencies that were present in their forebears. He clearly told them, “Your forefathers . . . killed the prophets, and you build their tombs.” His warning to them is absolutely chilling: “This generation will be held responsible for the blood of all the prophets that has been shed since the beginning of the world, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who was killed between the altar and the sanctuary” (Luke 11:48–51). He emphatically pointed out how his contemporaries were perpetrating the same murderous acts and that they would be held responsible. It must have been a shocking wake-up call for the Jews of Jesus’ day to hear a viewpoint so radically opposed to their self-understanding.

Examining history can be a very self-congratulating act: “Look what they did in the era of ignorance. Look how far we have come!” It can be an academic exercise of observing events from a safe distance, with no sense of personal involvement whatsoever. As we take a look at some high points and sore points of Muslim-Christian interaction, let’s be aware of Jesus’ warning to his contemporaries. We may be repeating history unawares.


Christians and Muhammad

Our first stop in the history of Muslim-Christian interaction is the founding prophet of Islam, Muhammad, who lived from 570 to 632 CE in the Arabian Peninsula.

As a young man Muhammad was deeply disturbed by the polytheism of the Arab tribes. He began to associate with a group of monotheists (known in Arabic as hunafaa). His eighth-century biographer, Ibn Ishaq, stated that Muhammad was taught by Jabr, a Christian, as the two met on a hill called Al-Marwa, overlooking Mecca. This Jabr may have been an Ethiopian. The same biographer relates the story of Muhammad meeting Bahira, a Syrian monk, on a caravan journey with his uncle while still a youth. Bahira recognized that Muhammad possessed an innate greatness and warned of his future enmity with the Jews.1

Muhammad’s practice was to spend extended times of meditation and prayer in a cave outside the city of Mecca. When Muhammad first received his call to prophethood in the Hira Cave, he had deep reservations about the experience that had taken place. As the Hadiith (the written traditions enshrining Muhammad’s sayings and actions)2 tells the story, Muhammad was visited by a luminous being (in Islamic understanding, the angel Gabriel) who commanded him to “recite.” The word could also be translated “read.” To which Muhammad responded, “I am not a reader.” The being then replied, “Recite in the name of your lord who created, created man from a clot. Read and your lord is the most beneficent.”3 Thus began the prophetic revelation given to Muhammad known as the Qur’an.

Muhammad returned from the Hira Cave quite perturbed in spirit. In fact, with his heart still racing from the experience, his first words to his wife, Khadija, were, “Cover me, cover me.” He then related to her that he feared for himself. Khadija assured Muhammad that he was a virtuous man and that Allah would never disgrace him. She then proceeded to take Muhammad to her cousin Waraqa bin (the son of) Naufal.

This man Waraqa bin Naufal is an enigma in Islamic history. According to the Hadiith, he had become a Christian4 in the pre-Islamic period. We do not know much about the nature of Waraqa’s faith. The Hadiith tells us that he “would write from the Gospel in Hebrew as much as Allah wished him to write.”5

What we do know about Waraqa is that he was the second voice of affirmation of Muhammad’s prophetic call, Khadija being the first. What he affirmed in Muhammad was the original vision in the Hira Cave. He strongly buttressed Muhammad, saying that the revelation he had received was the same as the angel Gabriel had given to Moses. Furthermore, he predicted Muhammad’s rejection by his own people and expressed regret that he would no longer be alive to lend Muhammad strong support in his hour of need. Waraqa was an old man and died before Muhammad’s revelations took shape.

The Christian Byzantine Empire (6th century)

[image: Illustration. The Christian Byzantine Empire (6th century)]

Roughly six hundred years had transpired between Pentecost and Muhammad’s prophetic call. The Christian church had passed through a period of intense persecution at the hands of the Roman Empire and had risen to become a prestigious religion of Rome, whose capital was now Byzantine Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul, Turkey). The presence of Christians in the Arabian Peninsula is confirmed by Waraqa bin Naufal. Waraqa was likely an adherent of Nestorian Christianity,6 considered a heresy by the early church councils. He was, nonetheless, a man who evidenced desire for the things of God. Perhaps we could see him as a type of many in the Arab world today—people who have a zeal for God, a desire to know and understand, and yet have limited access to credible sources of information. Waraqa lives on in today’s Muslim world. Samuel Hugh Moffett, professor of ecumenics and mission at Princeton Theological Seminary, suggests three reasons why Muhammad never became a Christian:

First, there was no Bible in Arabic. Missionaries had translated the Scriptures into other Asian languages, such as Syriac and Chinese, but not Arabic. Some church leaders knew Arabic, and it seems that translation could have progressed.7 Much of the church’s energy seems to have been expended in discussion of important doctrinal issues related to the nature of Christ.

Second, Christianity in the Middle East was a sad portrayal of disunity. Muhammad must have had some awareness of the angry divisions of the faith in his area, represented by Nestorians, Monophysites,8 Chalcedonians, and heretical sects. Popes such as Justinian, ruling from Constantinople, had attempted to unify the church’s understanding of crucial doctrinal issues, especially the nature of Christ. Inevitably, churches that diverged from the orthodox position resented what they viewed as coercion by the powerful See of Constantinople.

Third, Christianity at that time and place was associated with imperialism. There was the Byzantine Empire to the north, which was Christian. The Persian Empire, flanking the Arabian Peninsula to the east and south, was largely Zoroastrian but with a notable Nestorian Christian population. The two empires had been at war for nearly a century (540–629),9 and both sides lay exhausted and vulnerable. Neither empire could have anticipated that the real threat that would end both their ascendancies was being birthed by the prophetic call of an Arab caravan leader named Muhammad.

By 650 Mesopotamia, heart of the Persian Empire, had fallen into Muslim hands. Carthage, the Byzantine center in modern-day Tunisia (North Africa), fell to Islam in 697. The first attacks on Constantinople came in the early eighth century (717–718), although the city would not be ruled by Muslims until several centuries later.10

The picture that emerges is instructive. Muhammad had personal contact with people who were known as Christians. He may even have received extensive instruction from Christians. Although he viewed his own prophetic revelations as consonant with the former revelations to Moses and Christ, he moved beyond these to look for a new dynamic that would unite the Arab peoples in a faith in one God. He called this new dynamic Islam.




Conclusions on Church History

Drawing conclusions from history is complex and often suffers from our modern-day biases. Nevertheless, three conclusions seem inevitable from a superficial observation of the history of the church in Muhammad’s day.

First, and most obvious, is that the church must devote itself to the final commission of Jesus—to make disciples of all nations. The marginalization of the Arabs and the failure to effectively teach the gospel of Christ in Arab lands continue to plague the church and the world until today.

Second, the church has a regrettable history of clothing the gospel in political power. Constantine’s attempts to unify the church through church councils were a double-edged sword. On the one hand, standards of theological confession were established and continue to serve us well today. On the other hand, those standards became a tool in the hand of the empire to enforce standardization. The Greek and Latin doctrinal formulations of the early church, when clothed with political power, effectively snuffed out the divergent formulations of the Copts, the Syrians, and the Nestorians. These Eastern churches resented this theological heavy-handedness that translated itself, in their experience, into religious imperialism.

The fact is that the divergent views of the nature of Christ lived on in the area, although variations of language and culture have added to the complexity of identifying those divergences precisely. The problem was not the divergent views but the resentful division of church factions because of the imposition of a particular view by the more powerful churches. In fact, this kind of theological heavy-handedness made many of the churches in the Middle East long for a new master to take the place of the old Byzantine Empire (one reason Islam met with little resistance as Christian Western Asia quickly fell to Islamic invaders). It also led to confusion among the Arabs as to who Jesus really is. While it is difficult to suggest an alternative to history, it is instructive to ponder what might have been the result if families of churches had respected each other’s theological divergences and allowed time and dialogue to effect rapprochement.

Third, we must learn from this history that the kingdom of Christ transcends earthly kingdoms. It is a costly error when his kingdom becomes associated with a mere earthly power, no matter how just and right that power may seem to its adherents.

Are we guilty of the same? Is the church today enmeshed with political establishment such that other peoples and civilizations receive our overtures as heavy-handed imposition rather than gracious cooperation? Do we maintain our societal and civilizational identities at the expense of the kingdom of Christ? Are we Western Christians or Christians who happen to live in the West? Are we American Christians or Christ-followers who happen to be from the United States? Can the world tell the difference?




The Forward Movement of Islam and the Church of Augustine

Our second stop in this brief historical overview is the church of North Africa, whose most famous spokesman was Augustine. Although Augustine predated Islam, the church of Augustine existed throughout North Africa in the seventh century when the armies of Islam entered North Africa, resulting in a deep-rooted conversion to Islam that remains until today. The immediate question is, Why did this church with access to prominent theologians of Christian history such as Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine give way to Islam and fade out of existence?


A Missional Misstep

The church in North Africa did not die overnight. It suffered a slow death brought on by many contributing factors. One factor cries out for our attention in this overview.

Very simply, the church of North Africa was a Latin-speaking church; its theology and teaching were carried on in the language of the church of Rome. The urban centers of North Africa, such as Carthage, were occupied by Latin speakers in those days. However, the smaller villages and countryside were not nearly so latinized; the languages spoken in these areas were indigenous strains of Berber, such as Tamazight and Imazighen. There are good indicators suggesting that the church had extended well into the Berber areas of North Africa and was no longer a uniquely Latin church. Still, the teaching, correspondence, and theologizing of the church took place in Latin; and its leaders were Latin speakers.

While discussion of the faith probably took place in the local dialects, the Scriptures were never translated into the indigenous languages. Even Latin copies of the Scriptures were hard to come by in those days. The result was a compromised faith. The church was dependent on word-of-mouth discipleship. There was no systematic training of the local populace based on the truths of Scripture. Rather, the church of that day relied on a Latin-speaking, celibate leadership. The local believers (Berber speakers) who aspired to leadership in the churches must have felt it far beyond their reach.

The invasion of Arab armies effected a massive defection of church leadership from North Africa over a period of many years. The Latin-speaking leadership of the North African church found it easier to return to its compatriots on the northern side of the Mediterranean than to hold fast amid the challenge of training an indigenous leadership for the North African church. As shepherds progressively abandoned their posts, the sheep were left defenseless and vulnerable. Thus conversions to Islam ensued, such that all that remains today of the historic churches of North Africa are artifacts and ruins.







OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Sommaire



		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Foreword



		Acknowledgments



		Part I: A Visionary Paradigm

		1 Casting a New Kind of Vision







		Part II: A Historical Perspective

		2 A History of Complicity: Who, Me?



		3 Give Back My Holy Land!



		4 Two World Wars and a New Reality







		Part III: A Theological Dimension

		5 Your Truth or Mine?



		6 Jesus' Kingdom in the Muslim World Today



		7 The Israel of God



		8 What's Next or What's Now?



		9 Perspective Makes All the Difference







		Part IV: A Reality Check

		10 Reformation à la Islam



		11 “Thou Shalt Not Be Terrorized”







		Part V: Steps to Incarnation

		12 God on Mission, Human Beings on Mission



		13 Living the Kingdom, Extracting the Empire







		Notes



		Praise for Fresh Vision for the Muslim World



		About the Author



		More Titles from InterVarsity Press



		Copyright





Pagination de l'édition papier



		1



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		XI



		XII



		XIII



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		221



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		275



		277



Guide

		Cover

		FRESH VISIONfor theMUSLIM WORLD

		Start of content

		Contents





OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Books_G.jpg
==
Vp

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg
UNDERSTANDING
ENMITY HOPE
usTice NEIGHBOR





OEBPS/images/MAP.jpg
Lombards

®Ancyra
o Caesarea

Persian
Empire

Lakhmid &
Ghassanid Arabs






OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
FRESH VISION

for the
MUSLIM WORLD

3:06»zqooob~oq'oo‘oo;.oooq¢o¢.o.0-~»0ooo‘o
332333

sirsssasiiitatisitaiaed
i ", s
S

S3sseets ......m..mt.mm

$338e888e






