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– History, Stephen said, is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.… What if that nightmare gave you a back kick?
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PREFACE

This book was first suggested to me in the course of a conversation in October 1998, commissioned in June 2000, pondered during the following months, and written between May and December 2001. Its publication has been delayed for reasons beyond the author’s control. It is intended as a neutral introduction to the story of a large and complicated, intricate and controversial set of relationships, which has assisted in shaping the world for many millions of people of diverse cultural attachments living today: no more, no less.

The origins of the book go back a good deal further than the dates just indicated. For many years I taught undergraduate courses on various aspects of the relations between Christianity and Islam in the Middle Ages at the University of York where I was until recently employed. Well before that, however, a formative experience in my own undergraduate career at Oxford had implanted the seeds of an interest in this cultural encounter. In my first long vacation in 1963 I visited Spain with friends and for the first time in my life gazed with wonder upon the mosque of Córdoba and the Alhambra of Granada: I returned from my holiday intent upon learning more about the culture which had produced these marvels. In the immediately following Michaelmas term I attended what were called ‘classes’ – they were actually informal discussion groups – on the theme of ‘Christianity and Islam in the Middle Ages’. These classes were presided over by a triumvirate consisting of Richard Southern (then Chichele Professor of Medieval History), Samuel Stern and Richard Walzer. These three were sometimes joined by Albert Hourani or Lorenzo Minio-Paluello, occasionally both. Simply to rehearse the names of these immensely distinguished scholars is to be sharply reminded how very privileged we pupils were. I cannot speak for other members of the group, but I am pretty sure that in a callow, nineteen-year-old way I had no idea how fortunate I was to be among the audience for their wise, lucid and thought-provoking reflections. The classes took place at All Souls’ College, if I recall correctly in Dr Stern’s rooms. There were not enough chairs to go round, so we sat on the floor quite literally at the feet of these scholars and just listened to them talking, sometimes joining in to ask a question or even venture an observation. It was a mode of teaching which perhaps could not have been encountered in any other university in the Western world at that time and which would be altogether unthinkable in the conditions that govern academic life today. I still possess the yellowing pages of notes, random and scrappy though they are, which I jotted down in the course of that term, as a reminder of one of the most valuable pedagogic experiences of my life.

In the nearer past, I record my grateful thanks to Craig Taylor, for guiding my purchase and assisting my early operation of a new computer; also for directing my attention to Honorat Bouvet (see Chapter 5). To my kinswoman Emma Clark (to whom the book is dedicated) I am deeply indebted for finding time in a busy life to read the entire typescript and comment constructively upon it from a Muslim’s perspective. In the light of her criticisms I have introduced many changes into my text; where I have neglected her advice it has never been without anxious hesitation. I am indebted once again to the editorial skills of Stuart Proffitt, exercised on this occasion on a text which he had not commissioned.

Dates are given in their AD form (sometimes today more neutrally expressed as CE or Common Era): plenty of reference books exist which furnish parallel lists of Islamic Hegira and Christian AD/CE dates. In my nomenclature I am aware that the coupling of the terms ‘Christendom and Islam’ is in a strict sense inaccurate: ‘Islam’ is a faith which may thereby be linked to ‘Christianity’; ‘Christendom’ is a territory or culture or society which may thereby be linked to the Dār al-Islām or ‘Abode of Peace’, that portion of the world in which the faith and law of Islam prevail. If I have overlooked instances in which I have slipped into this error I ask the forgiveness of those readers who might find it offensive. Readers’ attention is drawn to the Chronology, the suggestions for further reading and the notes identifying quotations in the text which are to be found towards the back of the book.

In writing this book I have not infrequently regretted that I could not have included some consideration of Judaism, as the third (but earliest) of the monotheisms of the medieval world, whose fortunes were inextricably intertwined with those of the other two. But that would have made a very different and much longer book.

Finally, a quick word about the title. I am aware that the crescent did not become widely current as a symbol of Islam until the Ottoman period. I am also aware that other authors have been struck by the appositeness of the phrase ‘cross and crescent’ as a title for works on this theme. In the preface to his novel Summer Lightning (1929) P. G. Wodehouse owned to the chagrin he felt upon learning that two novels of that name had been published in England, and three in the United States. I take my cue from him, and venture the modest hope that the present work will be considered worthy of inclusion among the Hundred Best Books called The Cross and the Crescent.

Nunnington, York

June 2002


1

Ishmael’s Children

Islam is the faith of a single sacred text; Christianity, by contrast, of many texts. This contrast between mono-textual and multi-textual faiths has had very far-reaching consequences in the world’s history. The sacred text of Islam is the Koran, revealed by God to his Prophet Muhammad and under human editorial hands taking on its fixed and final form, according to orthodox Islamic tradition, within about twenty years of Muhammad’s death in the year AD 632. The many Christian texts are commonly found within the covers of a single volume, the Bible. Our word ‘bible’ is derived from the Latin bibliotheca, meaning ‘a library’, and that is exactly what the Bible is. Part of this library comprises a mass of myth, history, law, poetry, counsel and prophecy inherited from Judaism, in aggregate making up the Old Testament. The New Testament contains the earliest Christian writings in the letters attributed to St Paul and other leaders of the apostolic age; no less than four versions of the life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth, each one slightly different from the other three; a narrative which finds its focus in the missionary activity of St Paul; and a work of apocalyptic prophecy unveiling the imminent end of the world and the Second Coming of the Messiah.








This multiplicity and diversity of Christian texts, and especially of those letters and narratives bearing upon the teachings of Jesus and his earliest followers, have ensured that argument, debate and disagreement have been built into Christian history from its earliest traceable beginnings. From a certain point of view, Christian history has been about the sprouting of different tendencies or sects, about cellular fragmentations and re-formations, played out against a background din of polemic, denunciation and skulduggery. During the early Christian centuries the theological issues that generated the most intense and intemperate debates were the linked doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation. God is One, but He is also Three, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. What precisely does this mean? What are the relations between these Three Persons of the Trinity? What does ‘Son of God’ signify? How could God be His own Son? In what sense was Jesus Man as well as God? These and related questions, obscure and difficult, exercised the best intellects of the Christian Church during much of the third, fourth and fifth centuries of the Christian era, and are still debated. In answer to them, theological definitions of great – and to the lay mind almost incomprehensible – subtlety were proposed. In some quarters these definitions were accepted; in others rejected.

Doctrinal bickering of this type is not possible under an Islamic dispensation. The strictly theological doctrines enshrined in the Koran do not suffer from the ambiguities and obscurities and seeming contradictions of the earliest Christian texts. Of course, that does not mean that Islam has been immune from internal strife, but it has tended to be strife of a different kind. Within a generation of the Prophet’s death issues about the source of authority within the Islamic community had become divisive and would split that community between Sunni and Shi’ite factions in a rift that has never been healed. * The elaboration of a body of Islamic law from the Koran and the almost equally authoritative Hadith or ‘Traditions’ required interpretation, and rival schools of Islamic law established themselves in the course of time. Different commentators on these sacred texts advocated slightly different observances, slightly different forms and routines of piety. Individual holy persons experimented with new means of approaching God by way of asceticism or mysticism or communal activity, and their adherents formed groups or sects.

Holy men and sometimes – rather more frequently than is commonly believed – holy women might be revered within the Dār al-Islām (literally ‘abode of peace’, the lands in which the Islamic faith is observed and Islamic law prevails) as teachers, as spiritual guides, as being learned in the law. But they were not priests in the Christian sense. There is no priesthood in Islam. Nor is there, nor can there be, a Church in the sense of a religious institution set apart from the secular world, with its own organization, customs, staffing and funding. Authority within Islam is indivisible; there is no separation between the sacred and the secular. Under a Christian dispensation, on the other hand, there is a distinction between ‘state’, ‘world’, ‘society’ on the one hand and ‘Church’ on the other. The gap between them may be wide or narrow, relations between them warm or wary, but the distinction is always there, always containing the potential for tension and conflict.

These fundamental differences between Islam and Christianity have impeded easy understanding and harmonious dialogue. The austere monotheism of Islam finds the Christian doctrines of Trinity and Incarnation incomprehensible and distasteful. What else is a God who is in some sense ‘divisible’, a God who can turn himself into a man or a dove or a lamb, but some form of polytheism or idolatry, beliefs repeatedly condemned in the Koran? Christian sectarian divisions have traditionally been a matter for derision among Muslim onlookers. If there is a line of tension between Church and state (or society) within Christendom which there cannot be under Islam, that is going to open up completely different ways of thinking about authority and of organizing the community of the faithful – that is, of conducting politics.

By the time that Muhammad received his first revelations early in the seventh century, Christianity had been in law the exclusive faith of the Roman Empire, the superpower of the Mediterranean, for some two centuries. This does not mean that Roman authority and Christian belief were coterminous. Neither does it mean that the Christianity of the Roman world was either even or monochrome. Christianity had long been spreading beyond the political frontiers of the Roman Empire: by Muhammad’s day exterior colonies of Christianity had been planted from Ethiopia to Ireland, Morocco to Georgia. Expansion had been most significant, both numerically and culturally, towards the east. A particularly flourishing branch of Christianity was to be found in Mesopotamia – roughly, modern Iraq – which was politically within the bounds of the other superpower of late antiquity, the Persian Empire. This ‘Church of the East’, as ecclesiastical historians call it – though ‘Churches’ in the plural might be more accurate – was already spawning missionary communities as far away as India and China.

Inside the Roman world the great cultural divide was that between east and west. The east – Greek-speaking, wealthier, more urbanized, comprising some of the great cities of antiquity (Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus and the new arrival Constantinople) – was the more thoroughly Christianized. In the west – Latin-speaking, poorer, more rural, its provinces by now under the control of Germanic kings who had set up successor-states in the crumbling Western Empire of the fifth century – Christianity was still trying to make headway among a rural peasantry as yet little affected by it. The hectic doctrinal disputes already referred to had arrived at what appeared to be a resolution in a succession of Church councils culminating in the impressive meeting of nearly 600 bishops at Chalcedon, near Constantinople, in 451. However, the definitions of orthodoxy proposed there were unacceptable not only to the Churches of the east beyond the imperial frontiers and therefore unamenable to discipline, but also to a well-entrenched coalition of Christian sects inside the frontiers who could be, and were, coerced. These sects followed a doctrine of the Incarnation of Jesus known as Monophysitism, the belief that in the Incarnate Christ there was only one nature, not two (divine and human). The theological details need not concern us here: suffice it to say that the Monophysites were thickly scattered through the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire from Armenia through Syria and Palestine to Egypt. Throughout the period from the late fifth until the early seventh centuries the Monophysites within the Empire experienced intermittent but sometimes intense persecution directed from the seat of orthodoxy in Constantinople.

The Arabs were the semi-nomadic tribespeople, sharing a common language and culture, who clustered along the frontiers of the two major imperial powers on the fringes of the Syrian Desert and were scattered in the habitable zones of the Arabian Peninsula proper. * The Arabs interacted with their two mighty imperial neighbours in all sorts of ways: seeking employment as mercenary soldiers; trading incense, camels or slaves to Syria or Mesopotamia; suffering capture and deportation as prisoners of war. Many of them stayed, willingly or unwillingly, within the empires into which they had made their way; some of them, as we shall see, rose to high positions in their new homes. There was traffic in the other direction too, for the frontiers of the empires were porous. Migrants from Rome or Persia settled among the Arabs, for example Jews or Christians who were fleeing persecution at home. By Muhammad’s time there were plentiful Jewish and Christian expatriate communities in Arab lands, who diffused their faith and observance among the Syrian Arabs who were intrigued and attracted by these monotheisms of the Roman world. From the fourth century onwards there were communities of native Arab Christians in Syria, though not yet in the Arabian Peninsula, Churches which steadily grew throughout the fifth and sixth centuries and developed their own distinctive Christian Arab culture. Muhammad had himself travelled to Syria on business and numerous passages in the Koran attest his familiarity with both Judaism and Christianity.

The settled peoples of the two empires had that disdain for the Arabs that so frequently marks the attitude of the sedentary towards the nomad. Enmity between pastoralists and cultivators, the desert and the sown, goes back to Abel and Cain. Ammianus Marcellinus, last of the great Latin historians of antiquity, writing towards the end of the fourth century, is representative. He considered the Arabs a destructive people, who would swoop down like birds of prey to seize whatever they could find. And different in their habits too, not people like us: by means of what today would be called cultural stereotyping he distanced the Arabs as the unpalatable Other.


No man ever grasps a plough-handle nor cultivates a tree, none seeks a living by tilling the soil, but they rove continually over wide and extensive tracts without a home, without fixed abodes or laws… They wander so widely that a woman marries in one place, gives birth in another and rears her children far away… Wholly unacquainted with grain or wine, they feed on wild animals and milk and a variety of plants.1



Christian writers such as Ammianus’ contemporary St Jerome, a near neighbour of the Arabs during his long residence at Bethlehem between 386 and 420, agreed with him. And these Christian authorities knew how to explain these peculiar people. It was all there in what the Bible had to say about Ishmael, whose birth and destiny are described in Genesis 16. Ishmael would be ‘a wild man, his hand against every man’s, and every man’s hand against his; and he shall live at odds with all his kinsmen’. Here is Isidore of Seville, the great polymath and encyclopedist of late antiquity, and a contemporary of Muhammad, summing up a Christian consensus:


The Saracens live in the desert. They are also called the Ishmaelites, as the book of Genesis teaches, because they are descended from Ishmael [son of Abraham]. They are also called Hagarenes because they are descended from Hagar [Abraham’s slave concubine, mother of Ishmael]. They also, as we have already said, perversely call themselves Saracens because they mendaciously boast of descent from Sarah [Abraham’s legitimate wife].2



In this manner the Arabs could be marginalized as enemies of the human race by their tainted descent, or as we should say today by their ethnicity, as much as by the unappealing habits of nomads which were not those of the civilized world. And this had scriptural sanction. The word of God Himself in the Bible, it seemed, had declared that
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