Credo 676  24th September 2006,

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times


Pope Benedict XVI has endangered Christian minorities in Islamic countries, with his quotation from Manuel II Palaeologus, the Byzantine Emperor from 1391 to 1425:  "Show me just what Muhammad brought that was new and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached."


Note: Manuel II was not saying that the whole of Islam was evil. He was arguing that what Muhammed had added to Jewish and Christian Revelation was “evil and inhuman.” – “what Muhammed brought that was new.” He overstated his case, and as the Pope himself said, spoke “with a startling brusqueness.” 


Manuel II went on to explain why spreading a religious faith through violence is unreasonable. Violence is incompatible with the nature of God and the nature of the soul. "God", he says, "is not pleased by blood - and not acting reasonably is contrary to God's nature. Faith is born of the soul, not the body. Whoever would lead someone to faith needs the ability to speak well and to reason properly, without violence and threats... To convince a reasonable soul, one does not need a strong arm, or weapons of any kind, or any other means of threatening a person with death...".


Therefore violent conversion is against God’s will. Not to act in accordance with reason is contrary to God's nature. 

The media have spread more heat than light over this quotation. Islamist mullahs have brought crowds out on the streets with cries of “The Pope has insulted the Prophet,” to burn effigies and attack Christian churches. Have 1% of them read the Papal lecture, delivered to representatives of science in Regensburg University?


Who was the Emperor Manuel II Palaeologus? Why did he write in this way? As perhaps he looks down from heaven, is he now thinking: “Pope Benedict, you should be more careful, even in Regensburg!” Or “I told you so! Now you’re having the same trouble as I had in my lifetime!”


To explain the Emperor’s stance, we need some Byzantine history. The Byzantine empire dates from 330 AD, when the Roman Emperor Constantine moved his court to “New Rome” on the Bosphorus, where the Turkish city of Istanbul now stands. His new capital, christened Constantinople, ruled the Eastern Mediterranean and North Africa, the Balkans and southern Italy.


This Greek Christian empire suffered heavily from the rise of Islam. The Islamic jihads (holy wars) of the seventh and eighth centuries conquered the Levant, Egypt, and Libya. Christians and Jews were reduced to dhimmi status, second class citizens, in their own ancient homelands. 


Lest we imagine that “inter-faith dialogue” is a twentieth-century invention, discussion between Christians and Muslims started with St John Damascene (d. c.770). In his book “Concerning heresies” he “vigorously assails the immoral practices of Mohammed and the corrupt teachings inserted in the Koran to legalize the delinquencies of the prophet.” (Catholic Encyclopaedia).


At that time Christians regarded Islam as a Christian heresy rather than as a separate religion, much as we regard Mormonism today.

 Later, the Seljuk Turks, an Islamic tribe who had migrated from central Asia, invaded the Greek lands of Anatolia (modern Turkey). At the fateful battle of Manzikert (1071) they wiped out the  Byzantine army. The whole of Anatolia was lost to the Greek Christians. The Greeks clung on only around the Bosphorus and in Europe.

The Crusades did little to help Byzantium against militant Islam. 

Manuel II Palaeologus was born in 1350. He was an intellectual, a soldier, a statesman. From 1369 he served as Governor of Thessaloniki. The situation of the Greek Empire was desperate. The Turks had conquered most of the Byzantine provinces, devastated and pillaged the major cities, and enslaved thousands of women, boys and girls. 


In 1390 Manuel was forced to go as an honorary hostage to the court of the Ottoman Sultan Bayezid I at Bursa. He had to watch as the Ottomans besieged Philadelphia, the last Greek enclave in Anatolia. They destroyed Pontus and other ancient Christian cities of Asia Minor. When he asked the Turks the names of the cities they were devastating, he received the reply: "the way we destroy them their name is also disappearing from the earth...".The moral advantages of Islam were hardly apparent to him.

In 1391 his father died. He escaped from the Ottoman court back to Constantinople to take the imperial throne. Having been a prisoner of the Turks, he was well informed about the Islamic religion. 

In 1394, the Sultan laid siege to Constantinople and blockaded the city for eight years. Many of the population died of starvation. The Hungarian King Sigismund led a united Christian army of Franks, Germans, Italians and Poles into Bulgaria to raise the siege and to drive the Turks out of Europe, but they were defeated at Nicopolis in 1396. 


The Turks slaughtered all their prisoners, and facing no resistance poured south, overrunning Greece right down to the Peloponnese.

By 1400 the once extensive Byzantine Empire had been reduced to three small enclaves: Constantinople with the northern coast of the sea of Marmara and part of the Black Sea coast, Thessaloniki and Halkidiki, and the southern part of the Peloponnese. 

Now Manuel II was a cultured and reasonable man. Despite the wars, he attempted a dialogue with a Persian Islamic scholar on the relative merits of Christianity and Islam.


In the seventh conversation of this controversy, he touched on the theme of holy war. The Qu’ran, surah 2, 256 reads: "There is no compulsion in religion". Scholars suggest that this is an early surah, dating from the period when Mohammed was still powerless and under threat. However, later surahs prescribe the rules for “holy war” and the treatment of “unbelievers.” They have three alternatives. To convert to Islam; to pay the jizya or soul tax for the right to continue practising Christianity or Judaism unobtrusively; or to be executed.


The problem here may be that the Qu’ran itself is not internally coherent, because Mohammed taught different things at different stages of his life, depending upon his political situation.

 Manuel II was the only Byzantine Emperor ever to have visited England. In 1399 he visited London, Paris, Vienna and Aragon, to solicit military support against the Turkish threat. 

Ironically, his empire was temporarily saved by the Mongol hordes of Tamburlaine, who  attacked the Turks from behind in 1402. Constantinople finally fell to the jihadis in 1453.

Given Manuel II’s personal history and the plight of his empire, one could hardly expect him to speak kindly of militant Islam and jihad. It would be like asking a Pole in 1939 to make complimentary remarks about Nazism or Soviet communism.

One thesis of Pope Benedict’s lecture was that God always acts in a rational manner. The Logos of God – logos in Greek means either Reason or Word – took on human nature. Rationality is of the inner nature of God. God always acts reasonably. 

The marriage of Greek philosophy with Judaeo-Christian Revelation was no mere accident. It was divinely intended. Greek philosophy, purified by Christian insight, has deepened our understanding of God and given us something valid for all time.


Benedict argues that this vital Hellenic legacy has been endangered in three ways  - a “threefold dehellenisation” of Christian thought: first by the Protestant Reformation’s insistence on sola fide (faith alone) and its rejection of reason as a means of arriving at some truths about God. 

Secondly, liberal theology has “restricted the radius of reason” to that which can be empirically proven, as in the physical sciences. Questions of religion and ethics, not susceptible to such treatment, are relegated to the realm of the purely subjective and relative. 

The third threat is the modern notion that the Greek elements which entered Christian thought were simply an early “inculturation” which can now be dispensed with.

Very typically, Professor Joseph Ratzinger was defending the role of Greek philosophy and reason in underpinning Christian faith. He was attacking the limited western viewpoint which restricts “reason” to mathematics and the hard sciences, and excludes religion from rational debate. 

His sharpest criticism of Islam came elsewhere. Many Islamic schools hold that Allah is so transcendent that he transcends reason, and so can act irrationally if he so chooses. “Ibn Hazn went so far as to state that God is not bound even by his own word, and that nothing would oblige him to reveal the truth to us. Were it God's will, we would even have to practise idolatry.”

The uproar over this scholarly lecture leaves one wondering:  Is it actually possible to have dialogue with Islam? Or are we only permitted to speak about Islam on Islamic terms? The Times suggested that the clash was between nations which encourage religious diversity and those which practise religious intolerance. Or those who favour open debate and those who think free speech is anathema. 


Tasnim Aslam, speaking for the Pakistani foreign ministry, stated: “Anyone who describes Islam as a religion as intolerant encourages violence.” Wonderful doublethink. Once again we see Muslim zealots trying to impose their restrictions of free speech upon the West. We do not as yet, thank God, live under sharia law. But it is a warning.
