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N A Previous paper | outlined the
I thought of Louis Massignon, a

Catholic Islamicist and radical
political mystic, on the encounter
between Christianity and Islam.!
Merton and Massignon conducted an
intensive exchange on mysticism in the
Islamic tradition.? Among the books
that Merton was reading on his Asian
journey was the Islamicist’s classic
study in comparative mysticism, Essai
sur les origines du lexique technique
de la mystique musulman—a work
that concentrates on the technical
vocabulary of Islamic mysticism in the
Arabic language. In The Asian journal
Merton twice quotes from this work
of Massignon.* Merton was struck by
the Islamic critique of monasticism,
expressed in part in the famous phrase
attributed to Muhammad, “there
is no monasticism in Islam”.® Early
Muslim mystics had to justify their own
behaviour in the light of this dictum,
and to explain its original import.
They advanced in response the notion
that what was wrong with Christian
mysticism was, as Merton put it, the
substitution of “human institutions for
divine providence”.® Here is just one
example of the insightful challenge to
Christian life and thought that one can
find abundantlyin Islamic texts.”
The drama of the modern encounter
hetween Christianity and Islam which
is only echoed in the life of Merton,
takes on a further twist around the
continuing debate ahout the presence
of Christian monks and monasticism in
the Islamic tradition. The martyrdom
of the seven Cistercian monks of the
Atlas monastery in Algeria in May

1996; and the subsequent “religious’
justificationfortheassassinationsgiven
by certain Muslim “thinkers’ brought to
the attention of many the distinctive
theological understanding that the
Islamictradition has of Christian monks
and monasticism.®

I

For centuries before the rise of Islam
monasticism was a distinctive feature
of Christian life, both in the place in
which Islamwasborn, and the Christian
communities subsequently integrated
into the world of Islam as it spread.
Accordingly, from the perspective of
its relationship to Islam, one must
consider the phenomenon of Christian
monasticism under three headings.’

In the first place, there is its presence
in the Arabic-speaking communities
before and up to the time of
Muhammad. Then, there are
the passages in the Quran that
mention “monks’ (three times) and
“monasticism’ (once)." Finally ‘monks’
and “monasticism’ are discussed in
the Islamic texts that both interpret
the Qur'an and set the boundaries of
Islamiclife in later times.

Already in the fifth Christian century
monks and their monasteries were
plentiful on the borders of Arabia.
From the deserts of the Sinai Peninsula
northwards into Syria/Palestine, east-
wardalong the edge of the Syrian Desert
into Mesopotamia and southward into
Iraq, monasticcommunitiesflourished.
Monastic institutions were at the heart
of Christian church-life in nearby Egypt
and Ethiopia. In a number of places,
such as the monastery of St Euthymius
in the Judean Desert, the monks
actively fostered the growth and
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development of Christianity among
the neighbouring Arab tribes, who then
had the monasteryasthe centre of their
religious life. Similarly, the shrines of
St Simeon the Stylite at Dayr Sam’an/
Telanissos and of St Sergius at Rusafa/
Sergiopolis in Syria regularly attracted
large numbers of Arab tribesmen
among their frequent visitors. On the
borders between the territories of the
Byzantine Romans and the Arab tribes
of Arabia proper, the Ghassanid tribal
federation, allies of the Byzantines,
presided over a widely distributed
population of monks and monasteries
to an extent that a closer examination
of textsand archeological dataare only
lately revealing.

Similarly, on the northwestern frontier
between the territories controlled
by the Persian Sasanids and the
tribesmen of Arabia, in the territories
of the Lakhmid allies of the Persians,
centered near the city of Hira in lower
Mesopotamia, monastic communities
flourished. Arabic-speaking monks
seem to have made up a large part of
these monastic populations, usually
with a Syriac theological and liturgical
heritage; Arab pastoralists regularly
sojourned among the Syriac-speaking
Arameans of the area. From these
monastic centres onthe near periphery
of Arabia, inthefifthand sixth centuries
monks and monasticism penetrated
into Arabia proper. Remains of their
establishments have been uncovered
along the southern coasts of Arabia as
well as in cities in the interior such as
Najran.™

A few Syriac texts speak of the activities
of monks in Arabia, and a number of
pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arabic
texts similarly record their presence.
Poets, for example, in the classical
qgasidas sometimes mention the lights
burning in the cells of monks in the
dark of night. More helpfully, the

biographical traditions concerned
with Muhammad'’s early years mention
several encounters between monks
and the young prophet-to-be, most
famously his encounter with the monk
Bahira, who reportedly recognized the
signof prophecyonhishody.”?However,
they do not suggest a wide and well-
established monastic presence in the
Hijaz and its environs, in the heart of
Arabia. Butby Muhammad’s day monks
and monasticism were certainly known
to be an integral feature of Christian
life, and monks may well have been
prominent among the Christians
actually known to Muhammad.

A monk Fimiyyun is also named
in the sura in connection with the
establishment of Christianity in Najran.
And the early Persian companion of
Muhammad, Salman, is said to have
come to the profession of Islam due
to his earlier association with monks,
one of whom had premonitions
about the coming of Muhammad and
Islam. These and other mentions and
allusions in Arabic texts to monks and
monasticism in the world in which
Islam was born testify to their common
presenceamongtheChristiansknownto
Muhammad and the Qur'an. According
toanoldtradition,Muhammadordered
his troops not to hurt hermits in their
cells. Another tradition attributed to
the Muslim prophet says, “There is no
monasticism in Islam; the monasticism
of my community is jihad”.* This
appears to be a simple polemical
statement regarding the ascetic life in
Christianity. On the other hand, it may
wellreflectanoppositionto rigid ascetic
tendencies that developed at a very
earlystageamongstMuslims. Goldziher,
one of the founders of modern Islamic
studies, goes so far as to suggest that
Christian asceticism was the model for
Muslimasceticsat the very beginning of
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Islam.™
Itseems, however, thatwhena monastic
tradition was in conflict with the basic
values of Islam, the attitude towards
the former changed, an example being
marriage and celibacy. The latter, so
important to Christian monasticism,
was not accepted by the Muslims.”
Muhammad, who on several occasions
clearly opposed extreme ascetic
practices, is said to have rebuked a
certain “Akkaf b.wad’a al-Hilali, who
was resolved upon an unmarried life:
So you have made up your mind to be one of the
brethren of Satan! If you want to be a Christian
monk, join them openly. If you are one of us,
you must follow our sunna, and our sunna is
married life”.'®
It would seem that an inclination
towards celibacy was viewed, at least to
someextent,asanimitation of Christian
monasticism.
There is also the question of Christian
monastic influence on the Muslim
tradition. The phenomenon of Muslim
asceticism (zuhd) appeared within
the Islamic community at a very early
stage. Historically and conceptually, it
is not homogeneous in nature. Muslim
ascetics reflect a variety of trends and
attitudes regarding religious, social
and political issues. According to some
scholars '7 there is a great similarity
between certain aspects of Christian
monasticism and those in the world
of zuhd.”® The ideal of retirement or
seclusion for ascetics (or Sufis) was
connected, at leastin part, to the model
of Christian asceticism and was not
always welcomed by Islamic religious
scholars.Among the hiblical figueswho
appear in Arabic literature as models
are John the Baptistand King David.
The custom of wearing wool (suf) that
was adopted by Muslim ascetics and
mystics was most probably borrowed
from monastic practices. Mention is
made of ascetics wearing suf, or of

wearing the rough unfinished side of
the garment next to the body; there is
also opposition to the use of expensive
cloth. The ideal of poverty may well be
related to the Christian concept that it
is hard for a rich man to enter the
Kingdom. We have various reports
about Christian ascetics who gave all
their money or their inheritance to the
poor and the needy before entering
monasticlife.Asimilartendencyamong
Muslim ascetics might be connected
to the monastic custom although the
concept can also be found in the Jewish
tradition. Other traditions represent
a different trend, calling not for the
giving of charity as such but for seeking
out the company of the poor and
underprivileged. This probably reflects
the values of humility and modesty,
which also appear in Jewish thinking
and certainly among the Christian
monastic tradition.

1l

In the Qur'an, “monks” (ruhban) are
mentioned threetimes (Q5:82;9:31,34)
and “monasticism” (rahbaniyya) once
(Q 57:27). In general, one may say that
the Quran’s attitude towards monks
mirrors itsambivalent attitude towards
Christianityand Christiansatlarge.'” On
the one hand, the Qur'an says that the
reason Muslimswill find those claiming
to be Christians “closest in affection to
the believers” is that “there are among
them priests (qissisin) and monks, they
arenotarrogant” (Q9:31).

On the other hand, the Quran also says
that Jews and Christians respectively
“take their rabbis (@ahbar) and monks
as lords (arbab) besides God” (Q 9:31).
And the text goes on to say, “many
of the rabbis and monks devour the
wealth of the people unjustly and
turn [others] from the way of God” (Q
9:34). While in the many translations
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and interpretations of the Qur'an into
western languages there are a number
of variations in rendering the technical
terms in these passages, usually due to
lexical or exegetical considerations, the
senseofthejudgmentsaboutthe monks
remains thesame in all of them.

In one passage the Quran addresses
the institution of monasticism itself
but there is significant disagreement
among commentators and translators,
both medieval and modern, Muslim
and non-Muslim, about what the text
actuallysays. Inone understanding, the
text (sura 57:27) speaks of the followers
of Jesus, of whom God says,
“Then We sent, following in their footsteps, Our
messengers; and We sent, following, Jesus son of
Mary, and gave upon him the gospel. And Wessetin
the hearts of those who followed him tenderness
and mercy. And monasticism they invented - We
did not prescribe it for them - only seeking the
good pleasure of God; But they observed it not as
it should be observed. So, We gave those of them
who believed their wage, and many of them are
ungodly."
We will now consider positions
propounded by a number of Catholic
Islamicists(orscholarsofislam);byLouis
Massignon and later, independently, by
E. Beck, and by Paul Nwyia, in relation
tothe exegesis of sura 57: 27.
In his Essai sur les origines du lexique
technique de la mystique musulmane?'
Massignon argues that “this verse
was unanimously interpreted in a
permissive and laudatory sense
by commentators of the first three
centuries after the Hijra”, whereas later
commentators, influenced by [anti-
monastic or anti-ascetic] tendencies,
introduced into their commentaries
of this verse the spirit of reservation
and interdiction, succinctly expressed
by the - according to Massignon - late
hadith: la rhbaniyata fi-l-islam* “There
is no monasticism in Islam”, and its

“milder version”: inna rahbaniyata
ummati al-jihad “The monasticism of
my community isthe holywar”.

In his paper “Das christliche Monchtum
im Koran,”” E.Beck, attempts to
demonstrate — by relying solely on
Qur'aniccommentary without resort to
external material —that Muhammad in
his Medinese period, revered Christian
monasticism as a noble religious ideal,
stemming from devout piety, while at
the same time regarding it as
incongruent with man’s physical and
spiritual weakness, and therefore not
prescribed by Divine decree. (In Beck’s
opinion, conflictingwith Tor Andrae’s,*
not even the ideal of celibacy was in
principle excluded from Muhammad’s
idealistic approval of monasticism). In
this way Beck endeavours to reconcile
the tone of reproach implied in our
verse by the term ibtada’uha “they
invested (it)” and by wa-ma ra’auha
haqqa ri‘ayatiha “they observed it not
as it should be observed”, with the
positive attitude implicit in the words
illa ibtigha’a ridwan allah “only seeking
the good pleasure of God”, and in other
verses expressing similar sentiments
towards Christian monks (sura 5:82-
83).
In keeping with this attitude, both
scholars construe this verse as
displaying a syntactical predicate;
object relationship between ja'alna fi
qulubihim “We set in their hearts” and
rahbaniyatan “monasticism”.  Thus,
Massignon translates:
“..et Nous avons déposé dans les coeurs de ceux
qui l'ont suivi [les germes de] la mansué (ra fa),
Idel |2 compassion (rahma) et Ldel la vie
monastique (rahbaniya)."
Similarly, in his transliteration of this
passage, E. Beck explicitly interprets
rahbaniyatanassyntacticallyconjoined
to ra’fa and rahma, ie. as a third direct
object to the verb ja'alana.
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In his Exégése coranique et langage
mystique,* the Jesuit scholar of Islamic
mysticism Paul Nwiya (who was from
northern Iraq) cuts the ground from
under  Massignon’s  chronological
argumentation by bringing to bear
the remarks of the early commentator
Mugatil ibn Sulaiman (d.150/767)
on the verse under discussion. In his
commentary Mugatil suggests a clear
syntactical distinction between ra’fatan
wa-rahmatan, the two direct objects to
the predicative phrase ja'alna fi qulubi
alladhina ittaba’uhu ie. |esus, and
rahbaniyatan, which is syntactically
connectedwithibtada’'uha.Thishedoes
byintroducingtheformulaicexpression
thumma ista’nafa al-kalam “then He
resumed His speech”, thus introducing
anewsentence.”

This somewhat formalistic insistence
upon syntactical distinctions s
obviously crucial to the semantics of the
question under discussion, since there
lies a deep emotive and conceptual
gap between the idea — portrayed by
the verb ja'alna..— of monasticism
having been granted to the followers
of Jesus by God’s grace, and the idea
— conveyed by the verb ibtada’uha
— of monasticism having been created
and institutionalized by the followers
themselves.*

Our exegetical tradition concerning
the Quranic phrase wa-rahbaniyatan
ibtadauha thus clearly reflects an
early attempt at harmonising two
contradictory sets of traditions, of
which one condemns and rejects
monastic life as practised in
Christianity; the other concerns the
recognition of Muhammad by hermits,
who were the sole guardians of a
rejected and forgotten knowledge.

This harmonization is achieved hy
distinguishing between two types of
monasticism: the one benevolent and
temporary, destined to guard the true

Scriptures, and then to dissolve and
integrate within Islam; the other false
and distorted, condemned both for its
extreme asceticism and for its apostasy
from the true religion of Jesus.
Traditionally, Muslim scholars have
considered monasticism to be an
instance of the Christians’ putting
religious burdens on people beyond
what God has mandated and then not
being able to support them. By way
of contrast, the prophetic tradition
(hadith) according to which, “There is
no monasticism in Islam”, gradually
gained currency among Muslims.
While many scholars have questioned
the authenticity of this tradition,
it is nevertheless widely reported
and accepted. Similarly, another
controversial prophetic tradition says,
“The monasticism of this community is
Jihad”. These traditions seem to have
come into prominence in the context of
debates among Muslim scholars in the
early centuries about the legitimacy of
Sufism.

Muslim scholars have also been
careful to point out that the
disapproval of monasticism should not
be mistaken for a disapproval of the
hermit’s way of life, or the practice of
a religious  retreat, including
sexual abstinence undertaken
for a time for legitimate religious
reasons.

Rather, whatisrejected in monasticism,
according to many scholars, is the
commitment to lifelong celibacy
that the Christian institution entails.
Celibacy is seen by some commentators
to be the innovation introduced by
Christians into what Muslim could
considerto be an otherwise acceptable,
evendivinely instituted, monasticism.
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Despite the religious narrative within
Islamic traditions, Christian monks
and monasticism continued to attract
the attention of many Muslim scholars
and mystics into their world of prayer,
liturgical culture and scholarship.”
After the rise of Islam and the
consolidation of the territories of the
Christian, ecclesiastical provinces of
Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem
under Muslim rule, Christian monks
writing in Syriac, Greek and Arabic
were the first to call attention to the
doctrinaland moral challenges of Islam
to Christians.*

Monks were also the first Christians
to adopt Arabic as an ecclesiastical
language, to write theology in Arabic
and to translate the Christian bible
and other classical Christian texts into
Arabic. In the agreements drawn up
to govern the relationships between
Muslims and Christians in early Islamic
times, monks were often exempted
from the payment of the Poll tax
(jizya), and often the authority of the
prophet himself was claimed for this
dispensation.

Monasteries were often considered
to be privileged places by Muslims
and Christians alike, where help
could be sought and interreligious
conversations could take place. Some
of them claimed to have patents
offering them special protection. On
the other hand monks and monasteries
were sometimes targets of anti-
Christian attacks. In Arabic secular
literature from the early period a
genre of poetic writing often called
diyariyyat, or “monastic poems”,
developed that celebrated monasteries
as places of revelry.*!
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