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Since state or nation-building in the world in general and the Arab world in particular 

focuses on questions of social integration and identity, it should aim at the engulfing principle 

of citizenship under which all groups with different religious and ethnic affiliations may melt 

together into one entity. But, in reality, we see the increasing resurgence of “sub-national 

religious consciousness and identity at the expense of national affiliation”. This has manifested 

itself lately in the “virulent” repression of Christians in the Middle East. 

 

In an effort at attempting to answer the complex question of whether Christians have a 

future in the Middle East, I shall rely on historical data and precedents from the last one 

hundred years. However, since my conclusion is, by definition, an opinion at best, my 

discussion will be based solely on historical data. 

 

In order to make my thesis logical and understandable, I shall rely on four different 

premises:  

I. Tenets of Islam: The first one is to explain some of the core tenets of Islam that 

continue to be the core of its teachings and sheds light on what still determines Muslim-

Christian relations: 

1. View of the World: Islam views the world as divided into two: Dar al-Islam and 

Dar al-Harb with the borders of the first always guarded by murabitoun ready 

to go to war against non-Muslims. Therefore, one is either a Muslim or an 

enemy. This is again very similar to the Jewish world that is divided into Jews 

and Gentiles. Israel just declared itself a Jewish State after 70 years of 

declaring itself the only democracy in the Middle East, thus stripping all 

Muslim and Christian Arabs, since the inception of Israel, from their civil and 

political rights and, therefore, citizenship. This also reminds me of my stay at 

Harvard, when one day as I was standing in line at the Co-op to pay my bill, the 
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cashier asked the young man standing in front me what his “nationality” was 

and to my great astonishment, he answered “I am Jewish”. 

2. al-Ummah: It is the totality of individuals, who are bound together by the tie of 

religion and not blood or tribal tie. The Ummah has no defined territory or 

borders; it is rather defined by its Muslim members, and its mission is to bear 

witness to God. All Muslims are brothers and, therefore, equal. The head of the 

Ummah is God and the Shari’ah is its law. If the state is to exist at all, it has one 

purpose: to uphold, maintain and enforce the Shari’ah. Thus Islam, pretty much 

like Communism, transcends all national borders, and, loyalty is to the faith 

rather than the nation or state. The word Ummah has been erroneously 

translated by the English word “nation”, which the dictionary defines “as a 

body of people, associated with a particular territory, that is sufficiently 

conscious of its unity to seek or to possess a government peculiarly its own.” 

Or it is “an aggregation of persons of the same ethnic family, often speaking the 

same language or cognate languages.” Thus, while the Ummah in Islam, or the 

state in Judaism, are bound to be homogeneous, while a nation is more often 

than not heterogeneous. 

3. People of the Book: Ahlul Kitab are the Christians, Jews, Hindus and 

Zoroastrians. Although they are allowed to live in the Islamic state and pursue 

their own religious teachings, they have no civil or political rights and no law 

to protect them. Instead, they are to pay the jizyeh (tax) so that their lives, 

women and wealth would be safe and protected. That is why they were 

referred to as Dhummiyyun derived from the Arabic word dhimmat meaning 

“covenant”, “trust”, “loyalty” and “security”. Since the jizyeh was labile, it 

often became too much to bear and many Christians converted to Islam. It is 

interesting at this point to note that in 1936, after the Treaty of Lausanne, 

President Emile Eddie asked the historian Dr. Asad Rustum to write the first 

history book of Lebanon for the elementary schools in Lebanon. When the 

book appeared in 1938, co-authored with Fuad al-Bustani, some newspapers 

came out claiming that the authors insulted Islam and the Qur’an by stating 

that the Crusaders treated their Christian and Muslim subjects equally. For a 

Muslim can never be subject to a non-Muslim. This makes one wonder whether 

this has been the hidden reason for the continued unrest in Lebanon. 
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II. Modernization: The second premise is the modernization that took place at the end 

of the 19th and early 20th century mainly through Jamaluddin al-Afghani, Moh’d Abdo, 

Rashid Rida, Kassem Amine and others, given a strong impetus by the French and 

British Mandates in Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria and Iraq. This period came to 

be known as the Arab Renaissance characterized by: 

 

1. Secular Political Parties: New secular political parties came out touting Arab 

Nationalism, Greater Syria and Baathism or and Arab Socialism. The main 

founders and loudest protagonists were Christian, hoping, I believe, to establish a 

place for them in this new land of Islam. The founders were, mostly, Greek Orthodox 

having lived in the cities directly under Islamic rule for hundreds of years. The 

Protestants were a minority and stayed away from politics. And the Maronites were 

never under direct Islamic rule having taken refuge in Mount Lebanon and fought 

virulently for an independent Lebanon. 

2. Literature: However, the Maronites did not seclude themselves from the Arab 

Renaissance. In fact, they played a major role in its foundation, development and 

spread in the Arab world and beyond. Among them were Nassif al-Yazigi and his son 

Ibrahim as well as Butrus al-Bustani, who translated the Bible into Arabic and had it 

published by 1881. 

3. Education: The Maronites also helped establish schools and printing presses. 

4. Newspapers: The Arabic newspapers of the Arab World first appeared in Lebanon. 

The first to come out was Khalil el-Khoury’s  “Hadiqat al-Akhbar”, Fares al-Shidyaq’s 

”al-Jawa’ib”, Butrus al-Bustani’s “al-Jannah” wa “al-Jinan”, and Khalil Sarkis’ “Lissanul 

Hal”. Selim Bey Takla who founded “al-Ahram” and, after several years, took his 

newspaper with him and immigrated to Egypt. 

 

III. Resurgence of Islamic Fundamentalism: Soon after the genesis of the Arab renaissance 

and modernization, my third premise or the resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism took place: 

 

1. Hassan al-Banna: He founded his Muslim Brotherhood, in Egypt, in 1929, which has 

continued strong to this day. He also paved the way to more extreme ideologues such as 

Sayyid Qutb and Zaynab al-Ghazali of Egypt; Hassan al-Turabi of Sudan; Rashid al-
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Ghannoushi of Tunis and others from the Islamic World. They all preached the return to 

pristine Islam. 

2. Palestine Liberal Organizations: Palestinians, in 1965, realized that if they were to 

defeat Israel, they must give up traditional military armies and resort to popular militias 

and undertake terrorist attacks in all parts of the world. The Palestinian Christians 

played a major role in those militias, but soon afterward, they mostly became Muslim 

such as Hamas. 

3. Persecution of Copts: The persecution and massacres of Copts as well as vandalism 

and destruction of churches never stopped and continue till the present. 

4. Muslim Countries: To this day, some Muslim countries do not allow Christians to have 

civil or political rights, or to be buried in their land since the Christian bodies would 

make the Muslim land sacrilegious. Christians, to this day, are not allowed to have their 

own places of worship or hold meetings to pray together, nor are they allowed to bring 

in their own personal copies of the Bible. Christian women are still forced to wear the 

veil, the niqab or the ‘aba. Christians are not allowed to eat, drink or smoke in public 

during Ramadan. Where is democracy and secularism? 

5. American University of Beirut: It was in the mid eighties of the last century that the 

Cultural Studies Program at the American University of Beirut used to teach its students 

what was referred to as the “Sacred Texts”, i.e., the Bible and the Qur’an. Since faculty 

members were both Christian and Muslim, one of our erudite Muslim scholars advised, 

one day, that Christian faculty should stop teaching the Qur’an as it antagonized the 

Muslim students. Consequently, the “Sacred Texts” were abolished from the curriculum. 

Another incident took place last year, when a veiled student interrupted her professor 

more than once claiming she could not hear what he said. The professor, irritated by her 

interruptions, asked her to remove her veil or hijab so she could hear well. She took his 

remark as being directed against Islam and reported him to the administration. The 

professor was summarily dismissed. Had he been Muslim, would he have been fired? 

 

IV. World of Technology: The fourth premise has to do with the advancement of technology in 

this day and age turning the world into one big village and bringing knowledge and the Internet 

to all its corners. Christians, today, witnessed by all to be persecuted and massacred, who 

seldom find work in their homeland, are the first to emigrate either for security and stability 

and those never return, or to find work, economic prosperity and affluence. Most of the latter 
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would wait out the economic stagnation to return to their homeland and help in its economic 

prosperity. 

 

My Thesis: Based on the preceding of the core tenets of Islam, such as the concepts of the 

Ummah, where loyalty is to the faith rather than the nation and transcending all national 

borders; the discrimination against and repression of Christians under the rubric of ahlul 

dhimmah; and the bipolar view of the world as Dar al-Islam and Dar al-Harb making all non-

Muslims enemies; the fact that despite the modernization that took place in the Arab world, the 

Arab Renaissance and the rise of secular political parties, there has been a resurgence of 

fundamentalist Islam, including Turkey after one hundred years of secularism, the only true 

secular state in the Muslim world. There are no Christian Turks, the Greek Orthodox Patriarch 

is prohibited from using his religious title “Ecumenical”, and only Christian Turks (who are 

virtually non-existent) are allowed to be elected to this position – catch 22. 

 

The mere fact that Islam and Judaism have no place for the “Other” in their religions and 

societies, and based on the past and present with the world getting smaller and smaller 

opening, thereby, the doors to freedom, security, stability and affluence; and barring another 

Sykes-Picot based on religious differences, taking Christians into account, it is my studied 

opinion, that if human nature remains the same, Christians will certainly have no future in the 

Middle East and will be subjected to another diaspora. However, there will continue to be 

Christians attached to their homeland that provided them with the only identity they know. 

 

I shall, therefore, conclude with what a Christian Syrian lawyer said in 1956 at the apogee of 

Arab nationalism: 

 
 

 


