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in the Muslim World
Paul-Gordon Chandler

ecently, on an unbearably hat July afternoon in Delhi,
found myself standing barefoot n pilgrim reverenceat
the memorial of Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948). This self-pro-
claimed Hindu has been called one of the most Christlike men in
history. When India, a Hindu-majority nation with a large Mus-
lim population, wanted to pay its highest complimenttoits most
famous native son, it chose to describe him as a Christlike man.
Missionaries in India were greatly influenced by his example of
Christlike living, They would sitat his feet, seeking to learn what
it meant to live like Christ within the Indian context in order to
communicate him more effectively to a Hindu and Muslim
populace?
Gandhi was captivated by the person and message of Christ.
He spoke of the Sermon an the Mount as going “straight to my
heart.” While Gandhi remained fundamentally a Hindu in
outward things, he was more Christlike than most Christians,
with his iner life more and more transformed toward Christ. In
many ways Gandhi, a non-Christian, helped to Christianize
unchristian Christianity, yet his influence for Christ on Hindus
and Muslims was even greater. His life, outlook, and methods
provoked great interest—indeed fascination—with Christ.*

A Peaceable and Sacrificial Approach

Gandhichallenged Christians to make love their “working force,”
adopting it as a total way of life, "for love is the center and soul
ofChristianity.” This advicefits with an early picture we haveaf
Gandhi, as reported by C. F. Andrews, Andrews, a respected
Scottish Anglican missionary to India, once visited Gandhiat the
Phoenix Ashram in South Africa, where he found Gandhi sur-
rounded by children, whom he loved. A baby girl belonging toa
family that in India was considered untouchable wasin his arms,
along with a litle Muslim boy who was an invalid. Gandhi’s
tenderness toward the smallest thing that suffered pain was part
of his devout search for truth, or God.*

Gandlhi would constantly say to Christians and missionar-
ies, “Don't talk about it. The rose doesn’t have to propagate its
perfume. It just gives it forth, and people are drawn toit. Live t,
and people will come tosee the source of your power.”? Because
of Gandlhi, a nonorganized “Christ following” arose in India,
apartfrom the church. The leadiing ideas of this movement were
Tove, service,and self-sacrifice, which created an atmosphere for
understanding the Gospel.

i called his type of power “soul force” or “the power.
of suffering”: taking suffering on aneself but never causing
suffering, Normally, the Hindu doctrine of karma haslittle orno
room for the eross. Butwith Gandhi's teaching that Hindus could
joyously take on suffering for the sake of achieving righteous
purposes, there came a new sensifivity to the cross? In light of
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this shift, a Hindu intellectual once said, “What the missionaries
havenot been able todoin ifty years, Gandhi by his ife,trial and
incarceration has done, namely, he has turned the eyes of India
toward the cross.””

‘Gandhi’s humility and sacrificial nature were particularly
evident in his relationships with Muslims. At the age of seventy-
eight, during the riots in Calcutta between Muslimsand Hindus,
e chose to stay in a Muslim home in the very center of the riot
district, There he welcomed the Muslim former premier, called
“The Butcher” by Hindus because they believed he had incited
the riots, who stayed with him. In orcler to stop the brutalities,
Gandhi went on a fast until death. As a result, after seventy-two
hours both sides came to him to guarantee the lives of the
oppasite community with their own lives, laying all their weap-
ons at is feet. Later at the even greater Hindu-Muslim riots in
Delhi in early 1948, he drew up eight points on which all must
agree, or he would fast until death. All eight points shamelessly
favored the Muslims, including returning 117 mosques that had
been converted into Hindu temples or residences. On the sixth
day of the fast, the parties signed the “Pact of Peace.”

Gandhi's last pilgrimage was to Mehrauli, a Muslim shrine
seven miles south of New Delhi. Muslim women who had been
fasting with Gandhi had complained to him that Hindu violence
Tad kept them from going alone to Mehrauli. Gandhi therefore
chosetoaccompany them. Onceatthe Mustim shrine, which had
been vandalized by Hindus, Gandhi promised that it would be
repaired. Three days later he was murdered by a Hindu funda-
mentalist who was incensed at his kindness to Muslims.”

The example of Gandhi's sacrificial approach made it easier
for Indians to mave fram the thought thatif one man could take
suffering on himself in order to bring peace and reconciliation.
between two religious communities, then f there was one divine
and holy enough, this one might take on himself the sin of the
whole human race in order to bring peace and reconciliation
between usand God. When Gandhi died for the nation of India,
his death pointed to the cross, supplying on a national scale an
llustration of what e see in Christ on the cross. In the Muslim
city of Hyderabad Gandhi’s death was commenmorated by a
procession carrying his garlanded picture with a cross above it.
They saw the connection.

Though Gandhi’s life shed much light on the cross, there is
much more in the cross than his own experience illustrated.
Furthermore, the final goal is not just interest in Christ but faith
in Christ, Gandhi's ife, however, raises the question of what the
effcctin the Middle Eastmightbe ifthose who bear Chist'sname
were really more like Christ, caiching and demonstrating his
spirit and autlook.

Perhaps unknown to himself, Gandhi presented an Eastern
face of Christ to India. By his life, Gandhi helped Indians to
visualize Christ walking down Eastern roads, dwelling among
Fastern villagers in lowly poverty, simplicity, and love. Many
Hindus believed Gandhi was the Eastern incarnation of Christ,
and others began to see themeaning of the cross becausethey had
seen it in one of their sans.? Gand hi reflected the Easternness of
Christ, and this Easternness had profound implications in the
Indian context, One Christmas day Rabindranath Tagore, a
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[image: image2.jpg]Nabel-Prize-winning Bengali poet and friend of Gandhi, wrote
this amazing prayer: “Great-souled Christ, o this blessed day of
your birth, we who are not Christians bow before you. We love
youand worship you, we non-Christians, for with Asia you are
bound with the ties of blood """

A Muslim Disciple

‘Gandhi's unintentional witnessof Christ to Hindus and Muslims
stretched over time to 1959 and geographically west from India
to the Middle East, touching Mazhar Mallouhi, the celebrated
Arabrovelistand publisher, asa young man posted on the Golan
Heights as a soldier in the Syrian army who was looking for

spiritual life. The story of how Mallouhi met Christ through
Gandi is yot ancther axammple of God's using unexperted and
irregular channels to accomplish his purposes.

Born into a large Muslim family in Syria that has produced
a number of well’known writers, including one uncle who
translated all of Chairman Mao's works into Arabic, Mallouhi
cares deeply for his country and is proud of its heritage. His
family is also very proud of theirreligious heritage. A family tree
inagold frame showing the Mallouhis’ descent from the Prophet
Mohammed hangs on their wall. To date the family has pro-
duced Muslim clerics, Communist political activists—and one
disciple of Christ.

An avid reader from his childhood, Mallowhi spent much
time alone with books. Atan early age he began to have religious
questions but was strongly discouraged from asking them, for
according to Islam it is blasphemous to question God. “When I
read the Qur'an, I pictured God up in the sky smoking his water
pipe. He had given me his book but had no involvement in my
daily life ox in the suffering of humanity below ** Spiritual
restlessness led Mallouhi to study many Eastem religions, as
wellas ancient Greek and Roman religious beliefs. His search led
himtoconclude that because humans had created a hell on earth,
they had created “God” as an escape 5o as to obtain peace of
mind. Furthermore, he observed that the leaders of all the reli-
gions preached something they themselves could not live; all
were striving for something they never actually experienced or
realized. This conclusion lod him to eject his family’s plan that
he pursue a religious vocation as a cleric.

‘Though Muslims respect Christ highly, Mallouhi refused to
study theChristian faith, Hesaw Christianity asa tool of oppres-
sive colonialists, a Western religion that was continuing its
‘medieval Crusades against the Arab people. Western “Chris-
tian” nations gave blind support to the injustices of the State of
fsracl against the Palestinian peaple. He observed Christians
calling Christ the Prince of Peace but then supporting and
waging war. “The most beautiful part of the Gospel, the cross,
becamea weapon used againstusin Crusaders’ handls. The cross,
where God had embraced humarity, had become a sword,” he
says. (The Arabic word for Crusader means “cross-bearer.”)

During the 19505 Mallouhi, like many moderate Syrian
intellectuals, joined a popular secular political party. He also
began to write for newspapers and publish some of his poetry.
During this period he started reading Gandhi's worksand learn-
ing about Gandhi’s nonviolent movement, and soon he discov-
ered Gandhi's great respect for Christ, Mallouhi began to see a
different Christ through Gandhi's eyes than he had heard about
previously. He was fascinated, he says, to see how “Gandhi took
Christian principles without Christ against a Christian nation
[England] without CI n principles and won the battle.”
“Gandhi stands out to meas the ane person who most dramati-
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cally demonstrated Chriet's teaching Inthisway Gandhiopened
Mallouhi's heart to consider Christ.

Influenced by Gandhi, Mallouhi decided to study the Bible
while stationed as a soldier on the disputed Golan Heights. His
spiritual turmoil grew sa great that at one point he felt on the
verge of committing suicide. Finally, after spending one year
readiing the Seriptures, he concluded that Christ was unlike the
otherreligious leaders hehad studied; like Gandhi, Christmatched
his teaching with hislife. Even though he had had no contact with
a church or Christianity in any other form, Mallouhi was drawn
by the words of Christ, “Come to me all you who are weary and
heavy laden, and 1 will give you rest.” Finally, at the age of
twenty-four, his heart responded, crying out, “This Christis my
Lord!Givemethisnew life you promise!” Notonly was Mallouhi
given new life, but the whole world came to life for him. Now
instead of hating people, he wanted nothing more than to be with
them.

New Direcl

ns

Mallouhi immediately experienced refection from his family,
including from an uncle who attempted to kill him, as evidenced
today by a scar on his neck. Not long afterward, as a result of his
beingan active member of a certain palitical party, a warrant was.
issued for his arrest, which led to his exile from Syria.

Mallouhi persevered in his new faith and began writing
Arabic novels with a spiritual theme in the mode of Tolstoy and
Dostoyevsky. Hissupreme desire became toshare the treasureof
Christ with others. The most natural way for him, and one of the

Mallouhi spent much time
alone with books. Yet he
was discouraged from
asking religious questions.

mast effective methods in the Arab world, is through literature,
forstories are especially powerfulin the Eastern traciition. He has
now written seventeen baoks, whichareread ali over the Middle
East. His first novel, The Traveler, a modern-day Arab prodigal
story, has sald more than 80,000 copies and has been read by over
1.5 million Arab Muslims. >

Years later, in 1975, Mazhar married Christine, an Austra-
lian who had dedicated her life tothe Arab people. Christine was
on her way to live in the United Arab Emirates when they met.
‘They now have two sons. Working together in a writing and
publishing ministry, the Mallouhic have lived and served in
Egypt, Moraceo, Tunisia, Syria, Jordan, and, most recently, Leba-
non.

“This transformation occurred because of one humble Indian,
Mahatma Gandhi, who did his best o live his lfe in the shadow
of Christas taughtin theSermon on the Mount. Being introduced
tolifewithChrist throughGandhi hasgreatly influenced Mazhar
Mallouhi’s approach to living and sharing his faith with fellow
Muslims.

Waging Peace on Muslims

The best way to describe Mallouhi's approach is to speak of his
“waging peaceon Muslims.”* With this perspective, he has been
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[image: image3.jpg]a powerful force for peace and healing between Muslims and
Christians. In Mallouhis understanding, the critical element, if
Muslimsare to be able to see Christ's true nature, is that they first
sce the likeness of Christ in his followers. For Mallouhi, who
describes himself as “a Muslim whao follows Jesus,” following
Christ in the spirit of Gandhi means taking the path of love,
peace, sacrifice, and self-denial on a daily basis. Gentleness,
kindness, open-heartedness, and joyfulness exude from him,
and people are drawn to him like a magnet. Children love him.
Thave enjoyed walking with him through the old Arab medinas,
watching him converse with strangers. They almost instantly
bond to him because of the warmth and the depth of being he
displays. Itis fascinating to watch him sharing about the sweet-
ness of Christ to those gathered around him in Arab cafes, as he
puffs ona water pipe and fingers his prayer beads. He is known
through North Africa and the Middle East as a big-hearted man.

‘The Mallouhis’ lives are always open. The result is a con-
tinual flow of people through their home, hundreds each week
when they lived in Cairo. Everyone comes, from Muslim funda-
‘mentalist sheikhs, Catholic priests and nuns, Baptist pastors,
Coptic Orthodox, Communists, Jewish rabbis, and Baha'is, toall
Kinds of Western expatriates. While living in Morocco, Mallouhi
would bring home people he found in the street to feed them and
help them. Fle was known to somany people in Fes, Morocco, a
city of 1.3million people, that he once received a letter addressed
simply “Mazhar Mallouhi, Fes.”

Mallouhi has hundreds of friends around the world and
Kknows their telephone numbers by heart. As soon as he walks
into a city, he begins calling friends, He calls them regularly
during the year, checking on them and praying for them. He has
a renowned capacity for people and friendships, both Muslim
and Christian. Everywhere he lives, he forms a weekly meeting
of men, drawn largely from the intellectual and artistic commu-
nities.

Mallouhi lives his life for athers. His tenderness and joviality
disarm even those who would naturally be against him because
of his beliefs. When he was in jail once in Egypt, fellow prisoners
who were fundamentalist Muslims asked him why he was there.

Mallouhi’s most significant
contribution is stripping
Christ of his Western
trappings and introducing
him as a Middle Easterner.

After telling them it was because he was sharing his faith in
Christ with other Muslims, a fundamentalist sheikh shared his
blanket with him, and another shared his food. Muslims often
say tohim, “Ican‘t figure you out. Why are you going to somuch
trouble o help us? What is your hidden agenda?” Mallouhi's
reply is simply, “If I see a chance to do good and don’thelp, it s
asin, The opposite of love is indifference.”

A prison experience in Syria had a profound effect on his
understanding of Christ's sacrificial suffering. After twenty-five
years of exile, he returned to his homeland. Upon his arrival he
surrendered to the authorities, requesting that his case be inves-
tigated and that he be given a chance to prove his innocence. For
eighteen days he was kept in solitary confinement in an under-
ground cell, sharing it only with rats. For the cold concrete floor
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e had only a thin blanket. God used this prison experience to
teach him anew to “embrace the bitter until its piercing brought
drops of sweetness.” Mallouhi testified, “I felt as if | was released
from my dismal surrounding and from my personal internal
prison. T drank deeply of the Father’s love and suffering for us in
Christ on the cross.”

Heightened interestinIslam has recently been evidentamong
Christians, with many sincerely and open-mindedly seeking to
understand Muslims. Nevertheless, a quickly growing discord
‘between the twohas also been evident. Some Western Christians.
have sought to demonize Islam, portraying it as the last great
enemy to be conquered, Rather than create further alienation
between Muslims and Christians, Mallouhi advocates a non-
confrontational approach to Muslims and demanstrates the im-
portanceof building on commonalities between Islam and Chris-
tianity. Christ’s followers today need to be involved in an all-out
effort to help Muslims, not to conquer them, embodying good-
will, appreciation, and sympathy in the spirit of Christ.

By offering respect and reciprocity, Mallouhi has found an
amazing openness among Muslims toward his faith in Christ.
For example, Muslim students, studying in the prestigious Is-
lamic intellectual and missionary center of Al-Azhar Mosque in
Cairo, have sat around him in the courtyard of the mosque as he
taught them of Christ, opening the Seriptures to them.

Presenting Christ as a Middle Easterner

Perhaps Mallouhi's mastsignificant spiritual contribution is that
of stripping Christof his Western trappings and introducing him
1o Muslims as one who was born, lived, and died in the Middle
East. This Christ, one that Muslims can understand, is the Christ
that Mallouhi met, which explains why he calls himself simply a
Syrian Arab follower of Christ, avoiding the label “Christian.”
Muslims generally perceive Christianity as partofa Western
political agenda and see Christ as a Westerner with no relation-
ship to Eastern culture. Christianity, however, is Middle Fastern
in origin, not a Western faith, Christ, a Middle Fasterner, was
culturally more like today’s Arab than a Westem Christian.
Maliouhi effectively bridges this gap because of his own
personal experience. When he became a follower of Christ, he
was told by Christians that he needed to leave his cultural past
behind, change his name (take a “Christian” name), stop social-
izing in coffee shops (the primary meeting place of Arab men),
not attend his family’s religious celebrations, keep his distance
from mosques and Muslims, cease to fast, begin to pray in a
different posture (notbowing or prostrate), and begin to eat pork
(to prove he was converted). As a result, he quickly became
alienated from his family and all his former friends, whom he
wasadvised by Christians to reject. Ironically, nomatter what he
did, Mallouhi still was not fully accepted by the local Christian
community, because of his coming from a Muslim background.
Overtime, however, Mallouhi realized that following Christ
does not mean denying his loyalty to Middle Eastern culture and
becoming part of an alien "Christian” culture. Although he
worships Christ, he continues to embrace his Middle Eastern
roots, the very raots of the one he serves. He came to understand
that his family’s rejection of him was not because he was follow-
ing Christ but rather because of the way Christians had told him
to act and to explain his new life. It was not Good News to his
family. In their eyes he was tuming his back on family and
community values in favor of Wester individualism, rejectinga
manotheistic faith for polytheism, and abandoning strong moral
traditions for morally lax Western styles of behavior. They saw
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[image: image4.jpg]him as rebelling against all the best values they had taught him;
any decent family would have been similarly and rightly con-
cemed.

Today, Mallouhi enjoys prayingand meditating in the quiet,
reverent atmosphere of a mosque, where he sits on the carpeted
floor and readis his Bible. While there, he often visits the sheikhs
and imams, who are his friends. Mallouhi says, “Islam is my
heritageand Christis my inheritance,” and asa result he has kept
his Islamic and Arab culture while being a follower of Christ for
four decacles. Mallouhi's official Syrian identity papers stil list
him as a Muslim, as the government does not allow a change in
one's religious identity. And he encourages new followers of
Christ from Muslim backgrounds not to leave their family,

By presenting the Scriptures
as culturally Middle Eastern,
he gained unprecedented
acceptance for God’s Word.

people, or culture. He emphasizes that following Christ does not
require taking a Christian name, wearing a different type of
clothing, using the symbol of the cross (not used by the early
church), changing the day of public warship (Sunday instead of
Friday), achering toa different style of worship withina church
building, eating different foods, drinking alcohol (Muslims do
not drink alcohol, whereas many Christians do), using pictures
of Christ(most llustratea Jesus of European descent), or ceasing
tofast. He works to help them becomedisciples of Christ without
having to join the “Christian” West.

Presenting Scripture to Muslims

Mallouhi now spends most of his time and energy working to
present the Christian Holy Scriptures in ways that Muslims can
respect. To assist in carrying out this mission, he founded
Al Kalima (“the Word” in Arabic), which publishes spiritual
books throughone of thelargest secular Arab publishing houses.
Al Kalima's most important projects focus on re-presenting the
Christian Scriptures as the ancient Middle Eastern writings that
they are, returning them to their authentic cultural origin. After
all, the Bible is not a Western book, being actually rooted in
Middle Eastern cultures more ancient than that underlying the
Quran.

The distinctive emphasis of Al Kalima is best llustrated by
its recent publication of the Gospel of Luke and the Book of
Genesis. Mallouhi actively seeks cooperation and counsel from
influential Muslims as he secks to shatter stereotypes, overcome
prejudices, and illuminate and resolve typical Muskim misun-
derstandings of Seripture. He has asked hundreds of Muslims to
read the Scriptures to identify difficulties they have in under-
standing the text. With their feedback, he then develops com-
‘mentary to address the issues raised. Titled An Oriental Reading
of the Gospel of Luke and Genesis: The Origin of the World and of
Humanity, these recent works include the biblical text and Mus-
lim-focused commentary that effectively explains the Scriptures
and presents Christ as the Middle Easterner that he was. " Terms
such as “Messiah” and "Son of God” are explained so average
Muslim Arab readers can understand them within their own
cultural context, helping them see how Christ was the fulfillment
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of God's covenant with Abraham, whom they view as their
historical father. Mallouhi is currently working on An Oriental
Rending of the Gospel of John for Sufi Muslims (the mystical
segment of Islam). The commentary and articles will present
Jesus as the ultimate mystic and the Living Word.

Mallouhi also asks Muslims to contribute articles and intro-
ductions for these publications. Fadhel Jamali, the late prime
minister of Iraq, wrote the introduction for the Orieital Reading of
the Gospel of Like, saying, “We Muslims know less about the
Christian faith than Christians know about Islam, Therefore, I
encourage you asa Muslim to read this book to understand what
they truly believe.” These “Easternized” publications of Scrip-
ture have been endorsed by Arab Muslim leaders ranging from
aformer prime minister to current government cabinet ministers
to Islamic university deans and professors.

Not only is their content exclusively oriented to Muslims,
but equally important are their external packaging and the way
they are distributed. To a Muslim, God's Holy Word needs tobe
presented in a fashion that conveys great reverence and impor-
tance. Hence Al Kalima's publications are beautifully detailed
hardbound volumes, printed with ornate Arabic calligraphy on
a par with the quality that Arab readers expect in editions of the
Quran.

By presenting the Scriptures as culturally Middle Eastern,
Mallouhi has gained recedented access and acceptance for
God’s Word. At a recent Arab book fair in a North African
country with very few local Christians, An Oriental Reading of the
Gospel of Luke was the best-seller. After reading it, a Muslim
professor commented, “This is the first time we've seen that
Christ has Middle Eastern roots, related to our own culturel
Historically, we've only received Christianity through the im-
posed view of Western colonialists. But we want everyone and
every student in our Department of Islamic Studies to read this.”
It has since become a required textbook in his university.

Coupled with Middlle Eastern presentation and packaging
of theSeriptures is Mallouhi’s strong belief that their distribution
shouldbe exclusively through legal saleschannels, as opposed to
smuggling or mass free distribution of any sort. Al Kalima's
publications are sold legally and openly through normal outlets
from supermarket boakstands to book fairs to Arabic Muslim
bookstores, Theyall havebeenapproved by government censors
for sale in the mainstream market and therefore do not bear the
stigma of smuggled contraband that much Western-procuced
Christian literature does. This approach has made the Scriptures
widelyavailableand officially acceptableinmost of the countries
considered “closed” to the Bible. Over the years, Mallouhi has
seen the very negative effects of smuggling, blockingall possibil-
ity for the Bible fo be taken seriously and naturally by Muslims
or for the Bible to be endorsed officially s a legal book, some-
thing his approach has proved is very possible. Atthe same time,
the greatest financial support for these publications comes from
Muslim readers themselves, as the proceeds from the sales are
reinvested to underwrite reprintings and Further publications. -

Conclusion

AsMahatmaGandhi enabled Indians to visualize Christ walking
down their Indian roads, so Mazhar Mallouhi isserving toreturn
Christ to his cultural origins, walking naturally down the roads
of the Middle East. His vision to win a home for God's Word in
the heart of the Muslim world is helping thousands of Muslims
to understand the Gospel and enabling many to find true and
lasting reconciliation in the Middle Eastern Prince of Peace.
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