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FOREWORD




  Rory Stewart




  By the early eighth century, Muslim rulers controlled most of the land between Afghanistan and the edge of North Africa. But Islamic states –

  which developed in Europe a reputation as fierce and exclusive – proved ultimately more tolerant of other religions than Western Christianity. In Europe, ‘pagans’ were eliminated

  so completely and so rapidly that the details of the pre-Christian religion of somewhere like Britain can barely be recovered. In the Muslim world, however, complete ‘pagan’ religions

  were allowed to survive intact into the twenty-first century, and it is still possible to interview their believers.




  There are the Yazidis of northern Iraq, whose temples include a statue of a peacock, somehow associated with the devil. There are the Kalasha of the Afghan–Pakistan border, whose faith

  incorporates wooden statues of ancestor-heroes. From Lebanon to Iran religions survive – some with a special relationship to fire, others that centre on immersion in water, others with focus

  on the sun and the moon. Some of these faiths long predate the birth of Christ.




  The subject is wonderful. These groups are not just symbols of religious sensibilities and possibilities now faded. They suggest a great deal about the origins and evolution

  of the major world religions. And they are challenging components of a modern world: intricate compressed identities, rooted in history and landscape, but also systems of belief that have changed

  dramatically over time, incorporated rival religions, and been exported to new lands.




  But the subject is almost impossible. These religions are formidably difficult to access, understand, or describe. They survived partly because they are located in some of the most remote,

  mountainous, and dangerous regions of the Middle East. The believers sometimes speak obscure, archaic languages. The archives and scholarly accounts of the faiths are intimidating. In some cases

  the religions are esoteric: it is forbidden to record, discuss, or reveal their beliefs. In other cases, the religions are persecuted, and believers have had to learn to conceal the details of

  their faith, to avoid being murdered. They rarely can or will speak to outsiders. It is, therefore, very difficult to imagine someone qualified to address the subject.




  Gerard Russell is one of the few people able to write a book of this kind. Born in 1973 in America to British parents, Gerard Russell studied classical languages and philosophy at Balliol

  College, Oxford. He then joined the British Foreign Service, which sent him to Cairo to learn Arabic. His Arabic became sufficiently fluent for him to become the UK public spokesman on Arabic news

  channels. He was posted to Iraq after the US invasion, became consul general in Jeddah, and then was political counsellor in the embassy in Kabul. In those posts, when many diplomats remained

  isolated from the local populations, he developed strong friendships with Arabs and Afghans outside the compound, aided by his linguistic skills, and became an ever greater expert on the countries

  and people with whom he lived. In 2009 he joined a group of Afghan specialists at the Carr Center for Human Rights Policy, at Harvard’s Kennedy School.




  He is so modest that it can be tough to remember just how difficult it must have been to produce this book. He presents himself again and again as simply a bemused tourist,

  clattering around on rural buses. But he is an erudite scholar with patience and a very nimble mind. He has an extraordinary capacity for synthesizing and presenting complex information. He has a

  great knack for winning the trust of interviewees. When he interviews people in Iran or Lebanon, he is doing so in fluent Arabic or Farsi. When he traces the influences on the Yazidis or the

  Mandaeans, he does so with a deep knowledge of Islamic history and Christian doctrine. When he writes about the bombs and attacks in Iraq and Afghanistan, he writes as someone who has worked and

  lived through the politics and violence of those insurgencies. The network of friends on which he relies to move through dangerous areas or gain access to religious leaders has been developed over

  years. This – his first book – is the fruit of two decades of experience and reflection.




  Each of these religions has been shaped by a dozen other religions, living, evolving, and vanished. Theology is a subtle and tough discipline, where apparently ‘trivial’

  disagreements prove to have vast and often fatal consequences, frequently provoking sectarian killings. Many of the most basic facts about these faiths are still subjects of fierce debate, some

  driven by new data, some simply by new politics and fashions in anthropology or world religion. Thousands of books and articles demand to be read. Unpublished manuscripts in archaic languages need

  to be consulted. Some of the best accounts are a century old but need to be filleted for the prejudices of their authors. Much of this information is – inconveniently – relevant and

  good.




  And ‘modernity’, conflict, and ‘the West’ overshadow everything. Many of the religious homelands of these faiths are today in active conflict zones – Iraq,

  Afghanistan, the edge of Syria – that have been swept up in the fortunes of regimes supported or toppled by the United States, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and Qatar. ‘Pagan’ families have experienced occupation, proxy wars, honour killings, kidnappings, and giant truck bombs. The ‘pagans’ are now clean-shaven men in suits

  or young professional women. In the last three decades, unparalleled numbers have left their rural homes, lost their links to their original landscape and extended family, and begun to marry out

  and forget their old religion. And perhaps the majority of believers have now fled as refugees to the West. So an honest portrait of a contemporary faith requires a description not only of a

  three-thousand-year-old temple and its ancient priest but also of a converted cinema in London or a community centre in Detroit, all surrounded by the juddering fantasies and pressures of

  contemporary Western culture.




  Russell navigates all of this, creating an almost effortless narrative, so that twenty years of dedication, study, imagination, and care are left very much in the background. It is tempting at

  times to hope for a more romantic account, more focus on his own emotional responses, a clearer glimpse of his own faith or views on God. There could have been space for Wordsworth’s

  fascination with paganism as another energy or possibility:




  

    

      Great God! I’d rather be




      A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;




      So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,




      Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;




      Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;




      Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.


    


  




  But Russell resists this, just as he resists the temptation of boasting about his discoveries or of turning the story of the decline, persecution, and scattering of these

  religions into a prolonged lament.




  Instead, he achieves something perhaps ultimately more valuable and more lasting – a careful chronicle. He truthfully and exactly records encounters with these religions in the

  twenty-first century. He introduces us in detail to his informants, gives us their context, and hints at their prejudices. He is never afraid to admit ignorance, uncertainty,

  or contradiction. He hints at a deep problem that the theologies of some of these religions no longer exist, if indeed they ever did. Some worshippers appear to continue their rituals without clear

  doctrines of sin or redemption; without clarity about the meaning of the words, or the objects and symbols in their temples; without any remaining memory of the stories of their gods. He links all

  his discoveries to contemporary landscapes.




  This combination of linguistic skill, deep cultural understanding, courage, classical scholarship, and profound love of foreign cultures was once more common. Russell is in the direct tradition

  of British scholars/imperial officers such as Mountstuart Elphinstone, Macaulay, or even T. E. Lawrence. But it is now very rare. It is not an accident that Russell has now moved on from the

  British diplomatic service and Harvard University. Academics seem to be absorbed in ever more intricate internal arguments, which leave little space or possibility for a project of this ambition

  and scope. Foreign services and policy makers now want ‘management competency’ – slick and articulate plans, not nuance, deep knowledge, and complexity.




  Russell instead brings older, less institutionalized virtues to bear. This book is a patient and nuanced challenge to grand theories and abstract ambitions. He is rigorous in his focus on the

  details of culture and history. He uncovers and helps to preserve the diversity and bewildering identities and commitments under the surface of a ‘global world’. He demonstrates how the

  autonomy, dignity, and ability of alien cultures can challenge Western vanities and preconceptions. And above all, he manages to link his love and his learning to living landscapes and living

  people. There is much to learn from this book.




  





  
TIMELINE




  

    

      	

        c. 2560 BC


      



      	  



      	

        Great Pyramid built in Egypt


      

    




    

      	

        c. 1900


      



      	  



      	

        Indo-Europeans arrive in India, perhaps including ancestors of Kalasha


      

    




    

      	

        1842


      



      	  



      	

        Babylon emerges as an independent city-state


      

    




    

      	

        c. 1000


      



      	  



      	

        Composition of the Zoroastrian scriptures, the Avesta


      

    




    

      	

        740/722


      



      	  



      	

        Assyrians attack Israel, take the Ten Tribes into captivity


      

    




    

      	

        597


      



      	  



      	

        Nebuchadnezzar sacks Jerusalem, deports leading Jews to Babylon


      

    




    

      	

        331


      



      	  



      	

        Alexander the Great conquers Persia; shortly after, he passes the Hindu Kush


      

    




    

      	

        AD 70


      



      	  



      	

        Sack of Jerusalem by the Romans and destruction of the Second Temple


      

    




    

      	

        274


      



      	  



      	

        Death of Mani, founder of Manichaeism; Mandaeans already exist in Iraqi Marshes


      

    




    

      	

        313


      



      	  



      	

        Constantine issues Edict of Milan, granting recognition to Christianity


      

    




    

      	

        529


      



      	  



      	

        The Byzantine emperor Justinian closes Plato’s Academy


      

    




    

      	

        634–654


      



      	  



      	

        Arab Muslims conquer all lands from Morocco to Iran


      

    




    

      	

        635


      



      	  



      	

        The first Christian missionary arrives in China from the Middle East


      

    




    

      	

        1017


      



      	  



      	

        The Druze faith is first taught openly in Cairo


      

    




    

      	

        1095


      



      	  



      	

        Pope Urban II preaches the First Crusade


      

    




    

      	

        1160


      



      	  



      	

        Death of Sheikh Adi, a key figure in the Yazidi religion of northern Iraq


      

    




    

      	

        1258


      



      	  



      	

        Sack of Baghdad by Genghis Khan


      

    




    

      	

        1263


      



      	  



      	

        Birth of Ibn Taymiyyah, conservative critic of Druze and other heterodox Muslims


      

    




    

      	

        1501


      



      	  



      	

        Beginning of the reign of Shah Ismail I of Iran, who converted the country to Shi’a Islam
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INTRODUCTION




  Imagine that the worship of the goddess Aphrodite was still continuing on a remote Greek island, that worshippers of Wotan and Thor had only just

  given up building longboats on the coasts of Scandinavia, or that followers of the god Mithras were still exchanging ceremonial handshakes in subterranean Roman chapels. In the Middle East, in

  contrast to Europe, equally ancient religions survived – often in marshes, wildernesses, mountains, and other remote or impenetrable places, and sometimes under the veil of a strict code of

  secrecy.




  These religions might have dominated the modern world if history had taken different turns. A follower of the austere vegetarian preacher called Mani almost became emperor of Rome. Had he done

  so, the Roman Empire might have spread Mani’s teachings, not Christianity, across Europe; instead of going to Bethlehem, European pilgrims might head instead to the Iraqi Marshes, where Mani

  first preached. Instead, the Manichees became extinct, but their closest cousins, the Mandaeans, are still living in Iraq. Had it not been for the invasions of the Mongols and

  Tamerlane, Baghdad might still be a world centre of Christianity, for there was a time when the Iraq-based Church of the East had bishops and monasteries as far east as Beijing.




  In the course of fourteen years as an Arabic- and Farsi-speaking diplomat, working and travelling in Iraq, Iran and Lebanon, I encountered religious beliefs that I had never known of before: a

  taboo against wearing the colour blue, obligatory moustaches and a reverence for peacocks. I met people who believed in supernatural beings that take human form, in the power of the planets and

  stars to steer human affairs and in reincarnation. These religions were vestiges of the pre-Christian culture of Mesopotamia but drew as well from Indian traditions that had been transmitted to the

  Middle East through the Persian Empire, and from Greek philosophy. These are some – and only some – of the groups described in this book.




  As I met these different religious groups, I was inspired and amazed by their constancy in faith. They have held on to practices and traditions without change for more than a thousand years

  – sometimes preserving them for many millennia, under constant pressure to convert. Most of these groups, though, are now more vulnerable than ever and this book aims to give them a voice.

  They are worth hearing for other reasons as well: they connect the present to the past, bringing us within touching distance of long-dead cultures. They link the Middle East with European culture

  by showing how the two emerged from shared roots. They follow their religions differently than Europeans and Americans do – the Copts, for example, take on a burden of prayer and fasting that

  exceeds even that of monks in the West; the Druze have a religion that makes no demands of them at all, save that they marry within it. Thus the groups featured in this book seem to me to address

  three things that troubled me during my time in the Middle East: humanity’s collective ignorance of its own past, the growing alienation between Christianity and Islam,

  and the way the debate about religion has become increasingly the preserve of narrow-minded atheists and literalists.




  We have intellectual cousins in unexpected places. Greek philosophy is not a European phenomenon, for example, but a Mediterranean one, and it influenced the Middle East as

  much as it did Europe. To give another example, when Alexander the Great marched through what we now call Afghanistan and Pakistan, he felt that he could see echoes of his own culture – and

  he was right, because Europe and North India share a common Indo-European heritage. Such links exist with people who live even further east. The Christians of Iraq a thousand years ago shared their

  church with Mongolians; they had a Chinese patriarch and a bishop of Tibet, and influenced the modern-day Mongolian and Tibetan alphabets. Everywhere in the Old World, at least, apparent

  differences can conceal unexpected connections and commonalities. As I wrote this book I was always delighted to find these: they disprove the theories and beliefs of those who want to corral

  people into separate cultures and civilizations and set them at war with each other.




  At the same time, I enjoyed finding differences, too: ideas that differed from my own and challenged me to reflect on what I myself believed and why. The Lebanese-French writer Amin Maalouf, in

  a book called On Identity, called for a fight ‘for the universality of values’ but also against ‘foolish conformism . . . against everything that makes for a monotonous and

  puerile world’. I agree with him – though I could never in my own mind decide whether cultural diversity should be treasured whatever the price. Should we be sad if a community grows

  rich and abandons its customs, or if a religious belief is defeated in an argument? Even some of the people who belong to the communities in this book do not particularly believe in keeping up

  their traditions. ‘What does it matter if we become extinct?’ one of them asked me. I do not pretend to have a definitive answer to that question, but it does

  seem to me that we are all enriched by encounters with religions which have attracted the loyalty of their followers for so long.




  How did they survive so long under the Muslim rule? Very often Islam is presented as an intolerant religion, and some of its own followers regrettably want it to be so. The existence of the

  minority religions described in this book shows that image of intolerance to be untrue, for they survived under Islam, while no equivalent faith survived in Christian Europe. The reasons for this,

  though, are complex. For the remainder of this introduction let me try to summarize them.




  One reason goes back well before Islam or Christianity. There were religions in the Middle East that were more sophisticated than the pre-Christian religions of Europe and which had common roots

  with Christianity and Islam. So whereas Christians had no hesitation about putting an end to the Norse or Celtic religions and relatively quick success in doing so, some Middle Eastern pagans

  – deeply learned in Greek philosophy and Babylonian astronomy, and possessing a complex theology – clung on much longer.




  Also, though the Prophet Mohammed certainly wanted to put an end to the traditional religious practices of the Arabs, which involved worshipping multiple deities, the Koran was by contrast

  relatively benign towards religions that were monotheistic and had religious texts, such as Jews, Christians and Zoroastrians. These groups were called ‘people of the book’. Several of

  the groups discussed here survived because they managed, somehow or other, to secure this label for themselves.




  The early Muslims were not systematic about suppressing even openly pagan practices in the first three or four centuries of Islam, when Muslims remained the minority in many parts of the

  Middle East. When Muslim preachers did seek converts more aggressively, some of them were prepared to tolerate a wide range of beliefs and practices that elided the difference

  between Islam and the old religions it was supplanting. A group of newly converted Muslims, for example, might say that their rites of reverence to the stars were legitimately Islamic because the

  stars were angels – and so they could preserve some parts of the older, pagan heritage that they were giving up by adopting Islam.




  None of this means that minority faiths were treated well. This was a time when to disagree with the ruler about theology was also potentially to challenge his right to rule. It was understood,

  in both the Byzantine and Arab empires, that those who rejected the ruler’s religion would be disadvantaged. The ‘people of the book’ were legally inferior to Muslims and paid an

  extra tax. When they rebelled against the imposition of taxes, as the Copts did in the ninth century AD, the state might begin to regard their religion as a subversive force

  and take measures to undermine it.




  In the tenth and eleventh centuries, as Islam became the majority faith, communities that were not ‘people of the book’ came under greater pressure. The tenth century saw the mass

  persecution and virtual extinction of the Manichees. In the eleventh century, the temple of the sun god Shamash at Harran, which had existed since Babylonian times, was demolished and the scholar

  al-Ghazali pressed for Muslims to abandon their fascination with pre-Islamic philosophers. Even then, though, scholars such as Biruni and Ibn Nadim were writing about non-Muslim religions with an

  objectivity that still impresses modern readers.




  Conflict between Muslims and the followers of other faiths – Crusaders in the west, Mongol invaders in the east – further undermined tolerance, as Arabs looked for the enemy within.

  By the thirteenth century the fundamentalist cleric Ibn Taymiyyah was issuing every execration and encouragement to violence that he could against sects such as the Druze and Alawites. By this

  time, though, some of the Middle East’s minority religions had taken refuge in places where the authorities could not reach them, such as mountains and marshes. Central

  government did not become as strong in the Middle East as it did in Europe and military force was usually deployed against rebels or outside conquests, not in suppressing religious divisions at

  home. It was not until the nineteenth century, for the most part, that these remote religious communities faced widespread interference from the state, and by the middle of that century the

  governments of the Middle East had begun to change their approach towards minorities and (sometimes under Western pressure, sometimes just inspired by progressive ideals) to offer them something

  like equality. The Ottoman Empire gradually granted its non-Muslim subjects near-equality in the nineteenth century. The fifty years from 1860 to 1910 revolutionized the status of the Copts in

  Egypt. The Iranian revolution of 1906 gave Zoroastrians a seat in the country’s parliament. All this proves that Muslims in the Middle East were perfectly capable of valuing diversity. In

  fact, it was sometimes the Europeans who did not. When asked by Lebanese Christians what his country might do to help them, the German kaiser replied: ‘You are three hundred thousand

  Christians among three hundred million Muslims. Why not turn Muslim?’




  So why today are the Middle East’s minorities on the retreat? Why are attacks on Christian churches in Egypt or Baghdad, or on Yazidis in northern Iraq, more common now than they have been

  for 150 years? (Not forgetting minorities within Islam – even the largest Islamic group, the Sunnis, can find themselves a minority under pressure in Iran and Iraq, while massacres of

  Shi’a Muslims are common in Pakistan.) There are several factors at play here.




  For one, the diversity of the Middle East is partly because its governments were too weak to impose their religion. Today governments have more power and when they choose to evict a religious

  minority or impose orthodoxy they can do it more effectively than ever before. The Ottoman Empire was able to organize, between 1915 and 1917, the killing of more than a

  million of its Armenian subjects when it perceived that the Armenians were siding with Russia – ‘giving the death warrant’, as the American ambassador to the empire later wrote,

  ‘to an entire race’. Civil wars, too, can reach deep into the territory of a religious group that might only want to be neutral – as the Yazidis of northern Iraq found in 2007,

  when they became the victims of one of the world’s deadliest terrorist attacks. There are no safe places any more.




  Religious groups in the Middle East have a high degree of internal cohesion. Marriage to an outsider is generally frowned on; people within the group may prefer to employ other members from the

  same group; converting to another religion is not an intellectual choice but a much more profound change, because it usually means leaving behind one’s community and joining a new one. Some

  religious groups (such as the Yazidis and Assyrians, for example) enjoyed a high degree of autonomy for many centuries, outside the reach of governments; a few still speak their own language. This

  internal cohesion means there is a tendency to hold such groups collectively liable for the actions of anyone who has their religion. Hence the past attacks on the Armenians and Jews and the

  present ones on Shi’a and Christians. In itself, this is not new. In the complex and ever-shifting political landscape of the modern Middle East, though, it is easy to end up being loyal to

  the wrong people. The Samaritans, living on a mountain in the West Bank, try hard to avoid alienating either the Israelis or the Palestinians; the Yazidis of northern Iraq are being pressed to

  choose between Arabs and Kurds; the Egyptian Coptic Church has had to decide whether to back military or Islamic rule. Each choice makes enemies for the whole community, not just its leaders.




  Although governments have become strong enough to crush troublesome minorities, some of them are hesitant to expend political capital and risk wider confrontation by

  protecting smaller communities from attack. In southern Egypt, if a Coptic family comes up against a Muslim tribe, it will lose the fight – whether that be over money, land, or

  ‘honour’ (love affairs, as described in Chapter 6, are a particularly frequent cause of conflict). Some Coptic communities are big and tough enough to turn the tables. Those that are

  not rely on the police and courts to protect them – but even those institutions, which often lack moral authority, may be afraid of the belligerent tribe and prefer not to punish them. This

  is not only a religious issue. Racial minorities often have the same problem. Religious minorities in the twentieth-century Middle East, however, became detribalized, urbanized and middle-class,

  meaning that they are now well placed to benefit from stability and economic growth, but also that they are usually not well enough organized to defend themselves and so they become especially

  vulnerable in times of conflict.




  Finally, the past few decades have brought a change in the behaviour of some Muslims in the Middle East towards other religions and towards rival interpretations of Islam itself. In Egypt, the

  past fifty years have seen much more violence against Copts than the previous fifty years had. In Pakistan, a country founded by a Shi’a Muslim, violence against the Shi’a has become

  common. Iraq, a country ruled in the 1950s by a man of mixed Shi’a-Sunni parentage, is now a maelstrom of communal violence. Weakness and vulnerability make for closed-mindedness, and in turn

  closed-mindedness holds societies back. Anger and hatred towards outsiders strengthen the communal identity of a group, perhaps satisfy some atavistic human urge for companionship in the face of an

  external threat, and may be cultivated by the group’s leaders as a way to strengthen the group’s sense of identity and mutual loyalty. There is no quicker way to build a sense of group identity than to point to a common enemy who is wicked and powerful yet can be defeated – to be David defeating Goliath.




  In the Middle East, such anger and hatred – which sometimes boil over into violence and at other times simmer unnoticed, perpetuating themselves through virulent propaganda – are

  also the product of specific circumstances. Islamism’s secular competitors from the twentieth century, Communism and nationalism, have declined. In their time, all these ideologies appeared

  to offer opportunities for peoples in the Middle East to regain the dignity and power to which they felt entitled and of which they felt European colonialism, American dominance, Israeli military

  strength and Arab governments’ weakness and corruption were depriving them. Communism’s appeal and its external funding ceased when the Soviet Union collapsed; nationalism’s

  popularity has declined since the end of the anticolonial struggle of the early twentieth century. Both movements offered minorities a cause in which they could stand side by side with Muslims.

  With the decay of postcolonial nationalist movements, religious divisions became easier to exploit. The idea that Iraq, or Egypt, was a country for all of its citizens has given way, for some

  Muslims, to the older idea that the natural community is one based on religion. As Suha Rassam wrote in Christianity in Iraq, ‘All minorities . . . have become vulnerable in the

  absence of a unifying Iraqi identity.’




  Outside attempts by a secularized Christian West to interfere in the Middle East have strengthened this religious tension – particularly when that interference has all too obviously not

  served the interests of the people of the Middle East. ‘We do not even propose to go through the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the country,’ wrote Arthur

  Balfour in 1919 about the British scheme to establish a Jewish national homeland in what was then Palestine. That attitude has not greatly changed, as the ill-considered Coalition plans for postwar

  Iraq (including a failure to safeguard the country’s precious archaeological heritage) demonstrated in 2003.




  Nor do state institutions often enjoy the moral authority that might help them face down extremists without resorting to the use of force. State-backed religious institutions and clerics are

  discredited in the eyes of some Muslims by the presumption that they have been given preferment and money in return for toeing the government line. Radicals can exploit this by presenting

  themselves as bolder, less corrupt alternatives. Confronted with religious radicals who are more popular than they are, governments often prefer to buy off the radicals rather than confront

  them.




  The currency with which religious extremists have usually been bought off is the opportunity to radicalize future generations through the education system. Islamists did this successfully in the

  1970s, when they were seen (including by Israel and the West) as a valuable antidote to Communism and radical nationalism; they have since benefited from the fact that oil and gas wealth has

  enriched the Middle East’s most conservative societies. In Egypt, they have used their influence over the past forty years to make the country’s laws more explicitly Islamic. This has

  created an environment where minorities feel unwanted; as one Egyptian Christian told me, ‘If the constitution makes Islamic law the source of legislation, then I feel

  marginalized.’ Some Islamist groups use violence, too – usually for political motives, rather than just for the sake of encouraging conversions. Christians were targeted by Egyptian

  Islamists in the 1980s not just as a way to force conversions and remove an obstacle to religious homogeneity but also as a means to put pressure on the government. After the fall of the Muslim

  Brotherhood government in Egypt in 2013, and in revenge for it, radicalized gangs of young men burned dozens of churches.




  At the same time, it is important not to exaggerate. There are plenty of cases of Muslims protecting Christians in Egypt, and in Lebanon – where a terrible civil war

  ended only about twenty years ago – polling suggests that religious tolerance is higher than in many European countries. The progress the twentieth century brought towards religious equality

  in the Middle East has not been wholly undone: not even Ayatollah Khomeini went so far as to restore the old penal laws that oppressed non-Muslims in nineteenth-century Iran. But minorities feel

  increasingly unloved. And it is easier than ever before for minorities to emigrate from the Middle East, since they have used the last century or so to educate and enrich themselves, and generally

  find it easy to emigrate to Australia, Canada, the United States or Europe. So the prospect that some of these religions will diminish or even disappear from their homelands is a serious one.

  Nobody would lose from this more than the Muslims of the Middle East, who I hope, therefore, will welcome this book, which attempts to memorialize the diverse faiths their ancestors brought to the

  world.




  One thing remains to be said, about belief. The communities in this book have refused every inducement to abandon their religious beliefs and customs, and have often endured insult or violence

  in order to stand by them. In some cases those religious customs are in themselves very demanding, as they are for the Copts who fast most of the year round or indeed for Muslims during Ramadan. If

  people in the Middle East fight about their beliefs more than Europeans and Americans do, it is partly because those beliefs are so precious to them. While the fighting is something that should be

  stopped, the religious spirit that motivates it may have something more attractive to offer. So the chapters that follow may perhaps prompt a reflection: as well as all the lessons that the West

  wants to teach to the people of the Middle East, have we something to learn from them?




  I have chosen in the book to use modern names of countries in the Middle East, even when referring to the distant past. So when I say that something

  happened in ‘Lebanon’ a thousand years ago – a time when there was no such country – I just mean that it happened in a place within what is now Lebanon. This is simply for

  convenience’s sake. I have also used AD and BC instead of CE and BCE because, in a region where

  every community has its own calendar, there is not yet such a thing as a ‘Common Era’. To give an example, this year is AD 2014. In the Samaritan calendar the

  year is 3652, measured from the day when the people of Israel entered the Promised Land; in the Muslim calendar it is 1435, measured from Mohammed’s migration to Medinah; in the Zoroastrian

  calendar it is 1383, measured since the last Zoroastrian king was crowned. Given this plethora of different dating systems, it seems more honest to say that 2014 is a year reckoned on the European

  Christian system.




  On the same note, I want to make it clear that this book is a series of informal and personal investigations. They are necessarily subjective and selective, coloured by my own interests and by

  the encounters and scenes that I have chosen to depict. My own perspective is that of a British-American Roman Catholic speaker of Arabic and Farsi. Like the members of the other religions

  portrayed here, I also come from a culture in the process of transformation, whose older customs and traditions are being abandoned. There are other ways of looking at these communities, other

  stories that might cast a different light on them, and other interpretations of their histories. Anyone who wants to take a more thorough look at any of these communities should read certain books

  listed in the Sources and Further Readings section. Attempting to write this book based on only four years of research and ten years of travelling in the Middle East, I was awed by the dedication

  of someone such as E. S. Drower, who spent her whole life studying the Mandaeans. I could never compete with her knowledge or that of the many experts who have been kind enough to help me with this

  book. I have named and thanked them in the Sources and Further Readings.




  In respect to Drower, and still more with Biruni and his medieval contemporaries, I am reminded of the praise given to Sir William Jones, the proponent of the idea that European and Indian

  languages had one common source. ‘Blessed are the peacemakers,’ commented political economist James Anderson, ‘who by painful researches, tend to remove those destructive veils

  which have so long concealed mankind from each other.’ I cannot claim any credit for doing anything so significant – but at least this book can remind people of the work of those who

  have.




  To return to the speculation with which I began the introduction: how might the world have been different if (let’s say) the emperor Constantine had not become a

  Christian in 312, the event that led to the empire adopting Christianity as an official religion? There would still be many Christians, of course, though their numbers might have been diminished by

  persecution. Judaism would be a major world religion, based in Iraq, squaring off from time to time against the Samaritans (who would number millions, dominating what is now Israel and maybe

  southern Syria, too). Greek philosophers would not just be read; they would be worshipped by some. As for the rest of us, we might be following a mystery religion, one that vouchsafes its truths

  only to selected elders. What such a religion offers is not so much a personal relationship with God as the opportunity to benefit from the powers enjoyed by those few austere and pious elders who

  do have such a relationship. Several of these religions were among Christianity’s early competitors, including the Manichees. The following chapter gives an idea of what having such a

  religion might be like.
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  MANDAEANS




  In the faded cafeteria of Baghdad’s al-Rashid Hotel, the Mandaean high priest, his brother and his cousin all looked at me, asking for my

  help. They did not know how honoured I felt to meet them. Here, in front of me, were the representatives of one of the world’s most mysterious religions. Because they worshipped one God,

  practised baptism, took Sunday as their holy day and revered a prophet called John, the Mandaeans had been mistaken by sixteenth-century European missionaries for yet another of the region’s

  many and varied Christian sects. In fact, their religion is wholly separate from Christianity. They believe in a heaven, but it is called the Light-World; in an evil spirit, but one that, unlike

  Satan, is female and called Ruha; and in baptism as a necessary condition for entering the Light-World, though for them it must be in running water, while babies who die unbaptized are comforted

  for eternity by trees bearing fruits shaped like their mothers’ breasts. Their John is the Baptist, not the Evangelist and, although the Baptist is presented in Christian texts as a follower

  of Jesus, the Mandaeans see him as a greater prophet. After hearing the Christian gospel in which John the Baptist says he would be unfit to undo the strap of Jesus’

  sandals, one nineteenth-century Mandaean convert to Christianity became indignant. ‘Aren’t Isa and Iahia’ – the Arabic names for Jesus and John – ‘cousins, and

  therefore equal?’ he demanded of the priest after the service. ‘Aren’t they in the Light-World together?’
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    A Mandaean baptism in the River Tigris. (© Oleg Nikishin/Getty Images)


  




  Mandaeans claim descent from Seth, son of Adam, and to have received secret teachings passed on from Adam in the Garden of Eden. When a Mandaean priest whispers into the ear of one of the

  faith’s followers, on the day of that individual’s first baptism, the person’s sacred name, the name that he or she must never disclose except to the closest family members, he

  says it in the language of ancient Babylon. When he takes down from his shelf one of the sacred books, containing legends and dialogues that were so secret that for many centuries they were not

  written down at all, he reads words that have been repeated by Mandaeans for more than fifteen centuries. When he ingests a sacred meal, performing the rituals in the precise

  order required for the salvation of souls, he is doing as his ancestors did for generations. These rituals connect the present day with the distant pre-Christian past, the funerary banquet of the

  Mithraists and the Egyptians, and the teachings of the Manichees, the now extinct religion that in its day had followers as far away as China and competed with Christianity for the loyalty of St

  Augustine.




  I encountered this extraordinary religion in the least promising of circumstances. In 2006 I was stewing in the dusty heat of Baghdad, suffering not from fear but from frustration. Barbed wire

  circumscribed my world – the Green Zone, a five-square-mile twenty-first-century dystopia filled with concrete berms and barbed wire, highway bridges that ended in mid-air where a bomb had

  cleaved them, and tunnels walled off to block intruders. In this place, which once had been a suburb specially built for the former dictator Saddam Hussein and his closest henchmen, swimming pools

  had now been dutifully filled in, gaudy palaces had been partitioned and a private zoo had been evacuated to make room for an ever-expanding legion of Western bureaucrats who, exhausted by long

  days at their computer screens, occasionally fortified themselves with lobster flown in from America or with alcohol served in bars closed to Iraqis, where the overwhelmingly male clientele swayed

  and shifted their feet collectively whenever a woman entered.




  I had at least the distraction of working in an office wholly staffed by Iraqis. During Ramadan, when they neither ate nor drank during the day, I sometimes slipped surreptitiously into the

  kitchen, anxious not to offend but in need of sugary soft drinks to stave off torpor. Otherwise, I tried to do as they did – up to the point where they had to leave the safety of the Green

  Zone. In the evenings during Ramadan we ate iftar together, the pleasure of the dates and simple soup magnified if I had managed to survive the day without eating. I tried to mimic the

  deep-vowelled, complex Baghdadi accent, learned to navigate the shabby corridors of various government departments and steeled myself to the ghastly news that came in every day

  from the world outside that office, where Sunni and Shi’a Muslim gangs were fighting for control. Each day new tragedies were reported: the decapitated head of a girl, implanted with

  explosives so that it became a booby trap for her family when they tried to recover it; men kidnapped and released for ransom, but with their eyes gouged out and their hands and feet cut off.




  All this was happening in the place where civilization began more than seven thousand years ago. In the landscape of recorded history, Iraq is Everest: just as Everest makes other mountains seem

  small, Iraq makes even ancient history seem recent by comparison. Noah’s ark? Ancient Iraqi legends speak of a great deluge and of a man called Utnapishtim who survived it in a great boat.

  The legend, which influenced the biblical account of Noah, was based on fact. Iraq’s low-lying cities were exposed to devastating inundations. The archaeologist Leonard Woolley discovered

  evidence of one such flood as his team dug down through the ruins of Ur in the 1920s and found eight feet of clean soil between two layers of pottery and flint implements. As he drily recorded,

  ‘My wife came along and looked . . . and she turned away remarking casually, “Well, of course, it’s the Flood.”’ It might be truer to say that it was a flood,

  but the basis for the biblical story is certainly Iraq, whose civilization therefore is older than the Flood.




  The pyramids? Spry youngsters compared with south-central Iraq’s cities, which appeared as early as 5300 BC – three thousand years before Pharaoh Cheops built

  the Great Pyramid. Iraq’s cities were almost as ancient for him as Tutankhamun is for us. It is the Iraqi habit of building in mud brick, in a climate much less dry than Egypt’s, that

  has caused its great monuments to collapse while Egypt’s have been preserved.




  Homer’s Odyssey? The golden age of Iraq was almost over by Homer’s time. Iraqi epic stories survive from as early as around 2000 BC. One is about a hero called Gilgamesh, his relationship with a man called Enkidu and their joint slaying of the monster Humbaba. It deals with eternal themes: friendship, sex, death.

  It even has comedy. A bawdy curse aimed at a prostitute goes, ‘May wild dogs camp in your bedroom . . . may drunkards vomit all over you . . . may angry wives sue you!’ Odysseus himself

  might have heard this epic poem and recognized in it some similarities to his own travels – but even in his time, it was already old.




  The most famous and maybe greatest of all the cities of ancient Iraq was Babylon but this once-great city is now a huge expanse of almost featureless mud by the side of the Euphrates River,

  fifty miles south of Baghdad. All that remain are low walls and the foundations of gateways. These were once part of temples so tall that people thought they reached up to heaven itself. Among

  these unprepossessing ruins language was supposedly invented. ‘Therefore is the name of it called Babel,’ says the Bible, ‘because the Lord did there confound the language of all

  the earth.’




  In their ceremonial religious processions, Babylonians carried effigies of the lion, the animal form of the sun god, Shamash, and of the dragon, the form of the moon god, Sin. Ishtar, goddess of

  love (whose name survives today as Esther), was symbolized by the dove. A temple almost as large as St Paul’s Cathedral was dedicated to the city’s chief god, Marduk; its doors were

  decorated with motifs of dragons, mythical creatures that were half goat and half fish, and dogs. The city was reputedly home to the Hanging Gardens, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.

  It was here that Daniel and his companions escaped from the fiery furnace, that Belshazzar was weighed in the balance and found wanting, and Alexander the Great died in the palace of

  Nebuchadnezzar, thwarted in his ambition to conquer the world.




  It is now four thousand years since Babylon was founded and for more than half that time it has lain abandoned, exposed to rain, flood and the pillaging of later generations.

  After Alexander’s death in 323 BC his huge empire was split between his squabbling lieutenants. Their civil war devastated Babylon’s economy and the city entered

  a period of decline. Apart from sporadic sacrifices, we hear no more of its great temples. The Hanging Gardens of Babylon disappeared and today no trace of them can be found. One grandiose project

  exists among the ruins – but it is new, not old. It is one of the ancient city’s palaces, reconstructed. Its bricks bear an inscription: ‘In the era of President Saddam Hussein,

  all Babylon was reconstructed in three stages. From Nebuchadnezzar to Saddam Hussein, Babylon is rising again.’




  All around, Ozymandias-like, is an expanse of decaying mud brick. Saddam’s reconstruction of Babylon was pastiche, derided and deplored by serious archaeologists. Most of what had remained

  of the actual Babylon was taken long ago as building material for the city of Baghdad, or plundered or bought for a song by foreign archaeologists and shipped to museums in London, Berlin and

  Paris. Saddam’s new palace was not built to please archaeologists, though. By building it, Saddam was laying claim to Iraq’s ancient past, which could help to legitimize Iraq’s

  existence as a country and his own rule over it. Instead of being a set of Turkish provinces wrested from their Ottoman rulers in the aftermath of the First World War, not unified by religion,

  language or ethnicity, he could present his oppressive police state as the successor to the Babylonian and Assyrian empires. Conveniently, in that glorious past, it had been ruled not by Muslim

  clerics, whom Saddam hated and feared, but by capricious and brutal monarchs – just like Saddam.




  By 2006, Saddam was under American guard and Iraq was in chaos. The time when it was a capital of world civilization could not have seemed more distant. Once, Christian patriarchs in Iraq had

  signed their letters ‘From my cell on the river of the Garden of Eden’ because they believed that it was the site of the original paradise where Adam and Eve had

  lived. Now that same river carried the bodies of the dead down towards the sea, past Abu Nawas Street, where Baghdadis in happier days used to sit, eat fish and smoke narghileh pipes. Most

  Iraqis tried simply to stay safe: they headed home as quickly as possible after work and then stayed indoors. If they wanted to try to live as they had before the war and sit at one of the

  city’s cafés, they had to harden themselves. One woman told me how she and a friend had been drinking tea from the elegant tea glasses that Iraqis call istikhanas – wide

  at the rim, thin at the waist; similar examples survive from the fifteenth century – when they heard a man blow himself up further down the street. They looked around briefly and, when they

  realized there was no immediate danger, they turned back to their istikhanas and resumed sipping their tea. A mere suicide bomb was an everyday thing.




  In the months that I had spent in Baghdad as a diplomat, speeding along the city’s highways in an armoured car or looking out from a helicopter scudding over Iraq’s farmland with a

  machine gun hanging out the side, I had seen no trace of the country’s history. Its ancient palaces and mosques and churches had been destroyed in multiple wars, invasions and ill-considered

  rebuilding schemes; mud-brick houses had been dissolved by centuries of rain. Wars, neglect, decay and an oil-fuelled twentieth-century construction boom had all helped modernize Baghdad, which was

  now ringed by vast suburbs of small two-storey houses with tiny yards.




  A guidebook bravely written the year before the 2003 war for the few tourists who might want to visit (under the section ‘Entertainment’, it said, ‘The news is bad’)

  recommended just a few mosques and one palace that remained from the city described in The Arabian Nights, where the caliph Haroun al-Rashid had wandered at night in the company of his

  faithful servant Jaafar. The Arabian Nights was fiction, but the real city had been remarkable enough: built by the Arab caliph al-Mansur in AD

  734, designed by Persians and at one time staffed by Hindu astronomers who had been brought from India by a Jewish envoy. This monument to the fertile links between cultures and religions was now

  buried in concrete somewhere underneath the main railway station. Iraq had not been kind to its own history.




  The Mandaeans, though, were living history. Their religious texts dated back at least to the third century AD and they preserved customs and traditions

  that were far older – dating back perhaps to Babylon itself. For the surprising fact is that neither Christianity nor Islam fully suppressed Iraq’s older religions. Certain areas of

  Iraq remained predominantly pagan after the Muslim conquest. A book called Nabatean Agriculture, written by an Iraqi called Ibn Wahshiyyah in around AD 904, described

  a contemporary culture so little changed from ancient times that Victorian scholars for a while thought that the book dated back to ancient Babylon and was thus the oldest ever written. It

  describes encounters with worshippers in temples to the sun and moon; fruits, vegetables and trees that, invested with the power of the gods, are able to speak; insects brought into being by the

  evil deeds of men; soothsayers; golems formed by Greek science from Chinese clay; ascetic bands dedicated to the old gods, but resembling Christian monks or Sufi mystics, with henna-dyed hair and

  long beards; and philosophical speculation about the origin of the world. Against such a backdrop, Babylonian culture could easily have survived – and indeed, the Muslim writer

  al-Mas’udi wrote in the tenth century AD that the ‘remnants of the Babylonians’ were still living in the Iraqi Marshes, which once covered more than seven

  thousand square miles of southern Iraq.




  Why had the Muslims, who had been ruling Iraq for more than two centuries, not suppressed these un-Islamic cultures? One reason was that the first generation of Arab

  conquerors, who in the decades following AD 632 beat back the forces of Byzantium and smashed the Persian Empire, did not work particularly hard to impose Islam on their new

  subjects, since they saw it as essentially an Arab religion. The caliph Omar wept, it was said, when he learned that his non-Arab subjects were adopting Islam. From a practical point of view,

  non-Muslims also paid more tax, so the state lost income when its subjects adopted Islam.




  Even when they wanted to, the Arabs could not impose their will over every square mile that they conquered. They began by being a small proportion of the population, at most 20 per cent in Iraq.

  In the 1990s, for example, Saddam had to dam the rivers feeding the Marshes before he could suppress rebel groups that had taken refuge there. For rulers in the past such a crackdown was not worth

  the trouble.
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    A village in the Iraqi Marshes, whose maze of rivulets isolate its inhabitants from the outside world. At least three religions originated there. (© Nik

    Wheeler/Corbis)


  




  Furthermore, there was a tradition of tolerance in Islam. Although the Koran denounced idol worshippers, it praised ‘people of the book’, who were monotheists

  and possessed written scriptures. The latter explicitly included the Christians and the Jews. Other religions singled out for positive mention in the Koran were Zoroastrians and

  ‘Sabians’. A few centuries after Islam’s beginning, the precise identification of this last group was unclear, providing a loophole by which several other Middle Eastern religions

  escaped persecution – including the Mandaeans, who were identified as Sabians by the great eleventh-century Muslim anthropologist Biruni in one of his 142 books. Incidentally, Biruni,

  described by George Sarton as ‘one of the greatest scientists in world history’ for his open-mindedness, is a good example of the tolerance some Muslim intellectuals displayed towards

  the religions they discovered in their midst. Another was al-Mas’udi, who was the one who spotted the Babylonians living in the Iraqi Marshes – and who studied peoples as distant and

  diverse as the Russians and the French. Despite the reservations of religious conservatives, these intellectuals were prepared to learn even from those who did not share their faith, acting on an

  Arab saying: ‘Knowledge is the stray camel of the believer: it benefits him regardless from where he takes it.’ Although this spirit of tolerance waned in subsequent centuries, and the

  Mandaeans were frequently harassed and sometimes persecuted, it was only rarely that the Muslim authorities put great effort into converting their subjects forcibly; and, the Mandaeans had the

  Marshes to protect them, right up into the twentieth century.




  The Babylonians had been living in the Iraqi Marshes; so had the Mandaeans. Might they be connected? I had loved reading about Babylon when I was a child, and it was exciting to think that the

  Mandaeans were the last real remnant of Babylonian civilization. When I was telephoned by the high priest of the Mandaeans and asked for a meeting, therefore, it was like being

  summoned to meet one of the Knights of the Round Table, or discovering that in a small village in the English countryside a community still worshipped Odin and had invited me to tea. So I said yes:

  I would see the high priest. This was in the spring of 2006.




  There was only one place in the Green Zone to which the average Baghdadi might easily gain access. In its heyday the al-Rashid Hotel, an eighteen-storey concrete building from the 1970s, had a

  hundred eavesdroppers sitting in its basement, connected to a network of cameras and microphones that recorded everything done and said in its every room. After the 2003 war the cameras and

  microphones apparently were stripped out and the mosaic of George H. W. Bush that had been the hotel’s official doormat was covered over. The hotel remained a strange place. The waiters at

  the café, in fake bow ties and waistcoats, stood slightly too close to the tables for slightly longer than was necessary, listening intently. This was where I met the high priest, who was

  known as Sheikh Sattar (sheikh is an honorary Arabic title, used widely in Middle East religions and tribes to indicate respect). He was sitting at a table with two men who turned out to be

  his brother and secretary.




  ‘Ours is the oldest religion in the world,’ said Sheikh Sattar. ‘It dates back to Adam.’ He traced its history back to Babylon, though he said it might have some

  connection to the Jews of Jerusalem. The Mandaeans believed in Adam, he said, who was the first man, and they accepted some other prophets who featured in the Hebrew Bible, such as Seth and Noah.

  Above all, they revered John the Baptist. But they rejected Abraham and had their own holy books that were quite separate from the Bible or the Koran. The sheikh handed me one of these books, which

  had been published in Arabic with a white cover.




  The book was called the Ginza Rabba; the title means ‘Great Treasure’. I leafed through the pages, right to left, and realized that it could also be

  turned upside down and read back to front, revealing another text back-to-back with the first. Both versions were laid out like the Koran, divided neatly into verses and chapters. At the start of

  each chapter, where the Koran has the phrase ‘In the name of God, the merciful, the beneficent!’ the Ginza Rabba declared, ‘In the name of the Great Life!’ On each page was

  what seemed to be a cross, crowned with a myrtle branch, over which a white scarf had been draped. This was not a cross, Sheikh Sattar assured me, but the darfesh. It is a symbol of the

  immersion in the Tigris, the Mandaean ‘baptism’ and one of the religion’s most sacred rites. Its four arms represent the four directions of the world. It is a glimpse on earth of

  the Mandaean heaven, in which the spirits of the good have eternal bliss. It was placed on earth on the day when Hibil Ziwa, the angel of light, baptized John – who then in turn became John

  the Baptist and performed miracles recorded in one of the Mandaean holy books, the Drasa da Yehia (Book of John). John the Baptist, the book says, was a far greater miracle worker than

  Jesus.




  Baptism was a particular focus of the Mandaeans. ‘We practise baptism not just once in a lifetime, like Christians,’ said the sheikh, ‘but before all big occasions. Before a

  wedding, for instance, both the bride and groom are baptized.’ The baptism is more than just a cleansing process. It is seen as giving energy and spiritual contentment, and as purifying sin

  and healing the body. Mandaeans preferred to wear white, Sheikh Sattar added, and to live near rivers, because baptisms had to be performed in clean running water. They were also pacifists.

  ‘We don’t believe in fighting even if we are attacked,’ he insisted. Our conversation was in Arabic, but I learned that the Mandaeans had their own language, which today is used

  only for names and rituals. The name Mandaean came from this language’s word for wisdom, manda. They believed in one God, manda da hiya, the Great Life. They called

  heaven the Light-World, malka da nhura.




  The group had not come just to tell me about their religion. They had a request for me. ‘My family are gold merchants,’ the secretary told me, and so they were

  attacked not just for their religion but also for their money. All the male members of his family, he added, had been killed. ‘Please,’ the high priest said, ‘there are only a few

  hundred of us left in Iraq. And we all want to leave. We want your country to give us all asylum.’ Britain did not grant them asylum as a community, which is what they were hoping for, but I

  knew that it would not be hard for them to apply as individuals, in Britain or elsewhere, and that one by one they would leave Iraq. I had encountered the link to the ancient culture of Iraq that I

  had been looking for, and it was vanishing almost before my eyes.




  As I would see, the Mandaeans do preserve Babylonian customs, but their religion is not the same as that of the ancient Babylonians: they do not worship the Babylonian sun god

  Bel or the fertility goddess Atargatis, for instance. Their earliest surviving religious texts date back to the late second or early third century AD, according to historian

  Jorunn Buckley. That dates them to a time of unprecedented intellectual ferment in the Middle East, when new cults and philosophies swept through the Middle East, bringing new deities, ideas and

  legends to replace the traditional ones. Why did this intellectual revolution happen at that particular time? It was mainly because of politics and empire. East and West had been brought together

  more closely than ever before, thanks to the expansion of huge empires such as those of Persia, Alexander and Rome. Persia had India on its eastern border and Greece on its west; Rome touched

  Persia on the east and Britain on the west. So cultures that previously had been isolated from each other could meet. Even in an earlier era, stories of Indian asceticism had reached the early

  Greek philosophers and inspired the practices of the Cynics, who believed that the only path to true happiness lay in abandoning all possessions and living in complete poverty.

  In later centuries (especially after sea travel was easier) this kind of contact became even more common. Urbanization, too, threw different religions into a melting pot. It was no longer enough

  for a people to hold on to the gods they had had for a thousand years: new gods were wanted and new philosophies to justify their worship.




  What resulted was an era of fervent religious belief and radical intellectual debate that makes the modern world, whose five largest religions are now all more than a thousand years old, look

  static by comparison. Hinduism and Buddhism entered the Persian Empire. Middle Eastern faiths reached Rome, such as the clannish cult of the god Mithras and the worship of the Egyptian goddess Isis

  (the latter notorious because its initiation rites allegedly involved ritual sex). A man called Elagabalus from the Syrian city of Homs became emperor in the third century, supplanted the old cult

  of Jupiter with worship of a Levantine sun god and installed a black meteorite from his home town as focus of Rome’s largest temple. In the other direction, the cult of the Greek philosophers

  spread across the Middle East. Another religion that moved from west to east was Judaism. Perhaps some Jews had remained by the waters of Babylon after their exile there in the sixth century

  BC; certainly there was an established Jewish community in Iraq in the early first century AD, when the king of the northern province of Adiabene,

  his wife and his mother were all separately converted to Judaism. In AD 70 the Jews of Iraq were joined by others fleeing eastwards from the Roman armies that had sacked

  Jerusalem and demolished its Temple. Babylonia (the region where Babylon had once stood and which kept its name: the city itself was ruined by this time) became the heartland of the Jewish

  religion. Estimates of the Jewish population of Iraq go as high as two million by the year AD 500 – perhaps something like 40 per cent of its population.




  The oldest surviving Mandaean scriptures were written in a language very close to that used by the Jewish scholars who compiled the Babylonian Talmud, one of the most

  important collections of Jewish law, which was assembled between the third and fifth centuries AD. The Mandaean books themselves show an interest in Judaism, and a close

  knowledge of its practices, but a lot of hostility too. The Mandaeans have adopted John the Baptist but dislike Abraham. They utterly reject circumcision – a practice that marked out the Jews

  from the Babylonians even during the Jewish exile in Babylon. The Mandaeans take Sunday, not Saturday, as the Sabbath. The legend of Miriai is about a Jewish woman who leaves her community in order

  to marry a Mandaean man. Jews and Mandaeans knew each other but they were rivals.




  Mandaeanism was not alone in being heavily influenced by Judaism: several versions of Christianity were, too. Some tried to keep Jewish law while following Jesus, while others were more hostile.

  For example, a breakaway Christian group called the Marcionites, founded in what is now northern Turkey in about AD 144, accepted that the events described in the Hebrew

  Bible (adopted by Christians as the Old Testament) were true, but were appalled by some of them. Why would God, for instance, forbid Adam to eat from the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden?

  Why would he ask Abraham to kill his own son? So they believed that the God described there was in fact an inferior deity, unworthy of worship. The material world this inferior deity had created

  was something to escape from. That included the human body and its urges: elite Marcionites were unmarried and had no children. The Marcionites’ scriptures included only the Gospel of Luke

  and the Epistles of Paul, and even those were changed somewhat. The name of Abraham, for example, was removed almost everywhere it appeared, because Abraham not only was willing to kill his son but

  also slept with his maid and allowed Pharaoh to sleep with his own wife.




  It was in such an environment – where Jews were numerous, Christian groups proliferated and the old religions were giving way to new ideologies – that a man

  called Patik prepared to offer a sacrifice to one of the old gods at a temple in a city south of where Baghdad stands today. It would have been a bloody affair, the slaughter of a goat or a sheep

  perhaps, after which he might receive a portion of the flesh to eat. But he suddenly heard a supernatural voice telling him never to eat meat again. Nor to have sex. Nor to drink alcohol. The year

  was around AD 215.




  Asceticism was a common theme of the new religions of the Middle East. This may have been in part a reflection of Indian influence or a reaction to the self-indulgence of the older religions

  (Syria, where pagan temples once housed sacred prostitutes, was also the country where a Christian saint lived on top of a pillar for thirty years without once coming down). There was a philosophy

  behind the self-denial as well. Society was technologically advanced: in the second century AD Ptolemy drew a map of the world that would be used for more than a thousand

  years, and Galen wrote a medical textbook that would be used until the nineteenth century. Yet cesspits had to be cleaned out by hand, diseases such as typhoid were common and wounds might easily

  develop gangrene. The body’s weakness and foulness were in strange contrast to the intellect’s amazing achievements. Since at this time it was not generally understood that the

  intellect had any connection with the brain (Galen realized that it did, but Aristotle had thought the brain existed just to release heat from the body), it was easy to suppose that the mind, or

  soul, could survive without the messiness of the body.




  Religions that instructed their followers to punish or subordinate the body so that the mind could be made free are often called ‘Gnostic’, and there were several such at this time.

  Patik discovered that a number of austere communities had recently been established in the Iraqi Marshes. The Mandaeans were one of these, but their rules perhaps were not

  strict enough for Patik. (Although the Mandaeans may have been vegetarian at some point in their history, they never favoured celibacy.) A nearby community fitted better with the instructions that

  the voice had given him. Not only did they never eat meat, have sex, or drink alcohol, but they also avoided art and music. Otherwise they tried to strictly follow both Jewish law and the Christian

  gospels. Each family seems to have had a plot of land where they grew vegetables and fruit to eat. Later writers called them the Mughtasila, which in Arabic means ‘the washers’, because

  of their practice of baptism in the rivers of the marshes. It was the Mughtasila that Patik and his already pregnant wife joined and shortly afterwards their only child was born. They named him

  Mani.




  As Mani grew up, he went through a period of rebellion. It did not involve sex or alcohol. Instead, he chafed at the restrictions on art. He was a talented artist and longed to express his ideas

  visually as well as with musical hymns. The Mandaeans, living nearby in the marshes, were an inspiration: although they rejected Jesus, whom Mani admired, he appreciated their music and borrowed

  one of their hymns. In other ways, however, he found his own community’s rules too lax. Giving up meat was not enough, he said. To kill and eat vegetables was cruel to plants, and he could

  even hear the fig tree weep for the fruit that was cut from its branches. The springs of fresh water complained, he said, when the Mughtasila bathed in them, because they were polluting the water.

  (His own followers in later years apparently would wash themselves using their own urine instead.) Eventually Mani claimed to have received a new revelation – an account of a cosmic battle

  between light and darkness.




  According to St Augustine, who followed Mani’s teachings for a time before becoming a Christian, Mani taught that the universe contained ‘two antagonistic masses, both of which were

  infinite’ – one good, the other evil. ‘Evil was some . . . kind of substance, a shapeless, hideous mass . . . a kind of evil mind filtering through the

  substance they called earth.’ Evil was the source of all darkness in the universe, including eclipses of the sun and moon and the alternation of day and night. To Mani, day following night

  and night following day were signs of a constant battle between light and darkness. To this day, we speak of a ‘Manichean worldview’ to mean one that divides the world into the forces

  of good and the forces of evil. (Mani chai was what Mani’s followers cried in Aramaic: it means ‘Mani is alive’. So his followers came to be called

  Manichees or Manicheans.)
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    A modern representation of Mani, a third-century founder of a religion that competed with early Christianity and whose division of the universe between good and evil, gave

    rise to the term ‘Manichean’. He was preceded and influenced by the Mandaeans.


  




  For religiously enlightened Manichees, the highest calling was to free the spirit from the bonds of matter. For the truly committed – the ‘elders’, as they were called (the

  same word, sheikh in Arabic, is applied to Mandaean priests) – this meant never having children, eating only fruit and atoning for plucking that fruit. Wasting water was a sin. Killing

  animals was unthinkable. Strict Manichees would not kill a fly. ‘Let [the country] . . . with smoking blood change into one where the people eat vegetables,’ as a Manichee prayer

  declared. The religion also offered a chance of salvation, however, to people who wanted to follow Mani without observing all his rules: after all, someone had to commit the sin of plucking the

  fruit for the elders to eat. The elders absolved their followers of this sin by digesting their food according to a strict ritual, which was meant to liberate the fragments of light trapped inside

  the food. This structure of elders and followers meant that the religion had people of exemplary austerity who were capable of interceding with God on behalf of the whole community, leaving their

  followers free to live as they chose, provided that they maintained and respected the elders. As we will see, this structure is still used by some Middle Eastern faiths today.




  In around the year 240 Mani left the marshes and the community where he had been brought up and travelled east to the capital of the Parthian Empire. He was a distinctive figure in his

  multi-coloured coat, striped trousers and high boots. Helped by his family’s aristocratic connections and the general laissez-faire attitude of the Parthians towards religion, he almost

  succeeded in converting the emperor to his cause – and was executed for his efforts. But his religion continued to spread. As his followers went east from Iran, they relied on Buddhist

  iconography to explain their message. Mani was presented as the ‘Buddha of Light’. A Manichee kingdom was established among the Central-Asian Uyghur. In later

  centuries, Manichees became numerous in China, where they were best known for their refusal to eat meat. ‘Vegetarian demon worshippers’ was the way the authorities described them in an

  edict in 1141. Official persecution winnowed their numbers, but they may have survived in southern China until the turn of the twentieth century. Indeed, it appears that Mani is still worshipped in

  one place in China today, though accidentally: at a temple in eastern China, a statue of a Buddha with a beard and straight hair dates back to the time when the temple was built by Manichees

  – and was probably originally a statue of Mani.




  In the West, Manichaeism taught reverence for Jesus and was a serious competitor to early Christianity. A Manichee called Sebastianus almost became the emperor of Rome in the middle of the

  fourth century: if he had, world history would have been very different. Instead, Manichaeism largely disappeared in the lands of the empire, as Christianity became the state religion of Rome and

  Roman authorities began to stamp out rival faiths. It survived longer among the Muslims, and Manichees even worked in the centre of government – until the eighth-century caliph al-Mahdi

  decided that its adherents had become too powerful and crucified large numbers of them. The Muslim scholar Ibn al-Nadim, who left the account of Mani’s life on which the above is based, knew

  a few Manichees in Baghdad in the tenth century, but they do not seem to have survived much longer than that under Islamic rule.




  Manicheism nevertheless left a lasting mark on European civilization. There is some evidence that Christians felt the need to imitate the unsurpassed austerity of Mani’s holy men and

  women. Inspired by their belief that matter was permeated with evil and was a prison for the soul, the Manichee elect tried to thwart all bodily impulses – and Christian hermits followed

  suit, denying themselves sleep, eating only grass and fruit and sometimes castrating themselves. Christian monasticism was particularly strong in Egypt, where Manichee

  monasteries had already been established. St Augustine, a strong believer in original sin and an advocate of chastity, had been a Manichee and felt the need to combat its appeal. In short, modern

  Christian asceticism and monasticism may still owe a debt to Mani.




  The Mandaeans are neither Manichees nor Mughtasila. Unlike both these groups, they reject Jesus and believe that marrying and having children are moral obligations. But in other ways they have

  many things in common with the Manichees. They condemn Abraham and believe that that the body is a prison for the soul. They believe in an angel of light, Hibil Ziwa, who is always contending with

  darkness. Mandaeans believe themselves to be sparks of the cosmic light that have detached themselves from it and become trapped in a material home. When liberated by death from their bodily

  prisons, these sparks of light can ascend back to the great light from which they once came. So at a funeral, a Mandaean priest may address the soul of a dead man as follows: ‘You have left

  corruption behind and the stinking body in which you found yourself, the abode of the wicked, the place which is all sin, the World of Darkness, of hatred, envy and strife, the abode in which the

  planets live, bringing sorrows and infirmities.’ And the Mandaeans believe that the manner in which a priest eats a sacred meal at the funeral of a deceased member of the faith can make a

  difference to that person’s fate in the afterlife. All of these are ideas and practices that would have been familiar to the followers of that other Iraqi religion, Manichaeism. The Mandaeans

  therefore are a link not only to the ancient history of the Middle East but to the history of Christianity as well.




  The Mandaeans probably number fewer than a hundred thousand in the whole world and until 2003 most of them lived in Iraq. Not all of them are religious, as I discovered when I

  had my second encounter with a Mandaean – this time in a café in Manhattan, in 2009. Nadia Gattan was visiting the United States from Britain, which had given her

  asylum. Though she had left Iraq, she remained, as she put it, ‘hard-core Iraqi. We’re matter-of-fact people, not interested in glamour. I’m emotional, passionate, not like

  Europeans.’ Brought up in a left-wing family in the Baghdad suburbs, Nadia saw herself as Iraqi first and Mandaean second. Her friends came from many different religions and her parents were

  not especially observant. ‘I was taught nothing about religion,’ she went on, ‘only moral rules: not to lie, not to steal, always to remember that I was a woman.’




  The Mandaean holy books were not available for Nadia to read, as they were kept by priests in a chapel called the mandi. Her family did not pray and in their home in Baghdad, which she

  described to me, it would have taken a sharp eye to spot anything that marked them as different from other middle-class, secular Iraqi families. It was an absence, not a presence, that would meet

  the eye at first. The walls were not decorated with the sacred writing of the Koran, nor any photograph of the great Ka’aba of Mecca with thousands of white-clad pilgrims circling it, nor (as

  the Shi’a Muslims tend to have) a portrait of Imam Hussein. On a closer look, a privileged visitor might have seen more evidence of Mandaeanism. A discreet picture of the darfesh hung

  on the wall of the living room. The family’s white baptismal robes and girdles, used for sacred immersions in the water of the Tigris River, were stored in a cupboard kept free from all

  impurity, ready for the rare occasions when they would be needed.




  Nadia was brought up in Baghdad, but her family had only moved there in the 1970s. Before then they had lived in a small town in the south of Iraq called Suq ash-Shuyukh (literally, ‘the

  elders’ market’). Nadia’s father had been a teacher there, with a small gold shop as a side business. And it was when the family went back there for Mandaean festivals that Nadia

  really experienced her religion properly, spending time with her devout grandparents. In an old photo that Nadia showed me, I saw her grandfather: surrounded by children

  dressed in Western-style clothes, he was an old man with a long beard and a red-and-white keffiyeh. He ate meat only if it had been taken from an unblemished male animal that had been

  slaughtered while facing north and then bled dry, and only his wife was allowed to prepare it. She was next to him in the photograph: an equally devout woman, dressed all in black and wearing a

  veil over her hair. He was a blacksmith and she practised traditional medicine, treating the eye diseases that local farmers would get during the rice harvest. When she visited these grandparents,

  Nadia was told that if she was menstruating, she had to sit at a separate table. This was the strict enforcement of a rule shared by both ancient Babylonians and Jews (in Babylon a man who touched

  a menstruating woman was impure for six days). With Nadia it came to an end. She refused and eventually her grandparents stopped complaining that she was violating the rules.
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