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Lleligions/Adyvanis an annual and bi-lingual (English and Arabic) publication in interfaith
studies published by the Doha International Center for Interfaith Dialogue with an
emphasis on interreligious dialogue and the relations between Islam and other faiths.

In a world of religious misunderstandings, violence, and hijacking of religious faiths by
political ideologies, fel/igions/Adyan intends to provide a welcome space of encounter and
reflection upon the commonalities and shared goals of the great religions of the world. The
title of the journal suggests religious diversity while suggesting the need to explore this
diversity in order to develop keys to both a deepening of one's own faith and a meaningful
opening to other creeds. The Qur'an suggests a commonality of faith and a striving for the
Truth within the context of religious diversity:

“To each among you have we prescribed a law and an open way. If God had so willed, He
would have made you a single people, but (His plan is) to test you in what He hath given
yotut: so strive as in a race in all virtues. The goal of you all is to God; it is He that will show
you the truth of the matters in which ye dispute.” (The Table Spread 5:48, version of Yusuf
Ali)

As a refereed international publication published the Doha International Center for
Interfaith Dialogue, Zle/igionsAdyan finds its inspiration in the universal message of
monotheism broadly understood, while engaging the various religious faiths that share
common principles and values within this broadly defined context.

Leligions Adyvan encourages comparative studies and interreligious exchanges in a spirit
of dialogue and mutual enrichment. Its aim is to promote understanding between religious
faithful of various traditions by exploring and studying the rich field of their theological
and spiritual common grounds, their mutual and constructive relationships, past, present
and potentially future, a better understanding of the causes of their conflicts, and the current
challenges of their encounter with atheism, agnosticism and secular societies.

In addition, ZZeligionsAdyan wishes to highlight and revive the universal horizon of Islam
by fostering studies in the relationships between Islam and other religions and civilizations
in history, the arts, and religious studies. This is also a way to revitalize intellectual
discourse in Islam, within the context of an interactive and cross-fertilizing engagement
with other faiths.

The essays published in ZZe/igions Advan exclusively engage the intellectual responsibility
of their authors, and do not necessarily reflect the views of the DICID. They are published
as part of an ongoing dialogue on religions, and should not be construed as the expression of
the positions of any sponsoring organization.
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All the natural and cultural units of transmission and heritage,
such as the family and the homeland, enjoy a dual relationship
with the principles and goals of religious traditions. On the one
hand, natural and social bonds nurture human beings, and play an
essential role in the transmission and strengthening of religious
identity. The family, in particular, is to be highlighted in this re-
spect, for it is within its fold that the most precious moral and cul-
tural values are passed on, together with the loving care that is the
emotional energy, as it were, in the process of raising a child into
adulthood. The very verb“to raise” is highly indicative of a develop-
ment whereby the “horizontal” nature of the infant is brought up to
be clevated along the vertical “standing” of the adult. This vertical
motion is a fitting symbol of religious teachings and their aiming
at transcendence. When contemporary religious movements espouse
and promote so-called “family values™ they refer, explicitly or im-
plicitly, to this network of human interactions through which an
adult becomes part of a community of the faithful, and can thereby
relate to the Divine within the meaningful and transformative con-
text of a religious culture and civilization. It is as a child of men
and women that someone may be prepared to reach the goals of
religion. Hence, there is no religion that does not preach the love of
parents, siblings, spouses and children, since the natural is the soil
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it may be, remains unfulfilled if not
situated within the context of a rela-
tionship with the Divine. This is why,
among other reasons, heritage and
transmission are also, and above all,
the purview of religious institutions
of learning and authoritative schol-
ars and masters. Many thinkers, both
in the Western and Islamic scholarly
traditions, have for that reason raised
the degree of the teacher far above that
of the biological father. Short of its
fulfillment into spiritual brotherhood
natural Kkinship remains spiritually
lacking, and it potentially or actu-
ally obstructs the way to the highest
inner vocation of mankind. It there-
fore remains also a possible source of
inner and outer conflict. This is what
is taught by the Gospel and the Quran
alike: “For T am come to set a man at
rariance against his father, and the
daughter against her mother, and the
daughter in law against her mother in
law™ (Matthew 10:35) and “O ye who
believe! L.o! among your wives and
your children there are enemies for
you, therefore beware of them. And
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if ye efface and overlook and forgive,
then lo! Allah is Forgiving, Merciful.”
((ZREY)

So what happens when the influence
of religions has become marginal in
society? How does religion position it-
self in view of the defense of its norms
without colliding with a secular am-
bience or the various modes of devi-
ated understanding that surround it?
This is an urgent question that some
of the following essays address from a
rariety of perspectives, either directly
or indirectly. The complex and chal-
lenging role of religion is to preserve
the transmission of that which lies
beyond any transmission, for virtue
and loving service of God cannot be
transmitted but only realized, and this
is ultimately a personal privilege and
responsibility. The best that can be
done is to foster ambiences in which
such realizations are made possible, at
a time when experiences of this kind
have grown as rare as nurturing in-
stances of authentically religious in-
fluence on society.

Patrick Laude

Editor-in-Chief
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How do we transmit religious values in our modern world in a cultural ambience that
is largely secularized?

It is important that the family itself becomes a church - a cell of practice where we begun
to induct children into practices. The understanding comes later, and may or may not
work fully and successfully. What matters is that there is a background of habits that
people learn of relating to the world and the things around them, feeling the world with
a reverent deportment, an attitude of expectation and veneration of what is around in the
name of God; that is where we start.

What do you mean Archbishop that understanding comes later?

We often have the idea that the way to educate children in our great faiths is to get them
to learn the ideas first. But actually, most of the ideas of our great faiths crystallize out of
practice, out of prayer, out of mutual relationship, out of worship and the sense of ado-
ration, and repetition of rituals that children do understand. Out of this then crystallize
some of the concepts that allows them to communicate at different levels.

Families and marriage in your European context are now understood in various dif-
ferent ways that challenge our received notions of what the family and marriage is
and is not? So how can believers respond to the various family resemblances that the

form of the family has taken in the world around us?

We are in a situation where we cannot assume any longer that what we take for granted
about the farnily is taken for granted by the soclety at large. That’s where we are and we
have to be honest about that reality. At the same time we can and we should work with
the grain of any form of the family that makes for stability, generosity, fidelity, we work
with the grain of whatever holds people together. Whatever the state might call the family
may change with time, but we as believers need to at least take seriously the aspiration of
some people to be something like the traditional family. To be a dependable, trustworthy,
nourishing abode for a child.

Given the short cutting paths to a pristine and pure past by contemporary religious
movements, do you find here opportunities or dangers?

[ think the opportunity is that people can be startled and positively surprised and en-
larged by discovering a past that they thought was familiar and actually becomes more
challenging. I find myself simply talking about the contents of the gospels to a class of
13 year olds and they ask me “is that really what it says?” “We never knew that.” So we
have an opportunity, in a way, there. The danger is that you forget that the Gospels or
the Quran or any other sacred text has been read by others. And that you read it not as
an individual but as part of a community, an ongoing community of praying, reflecting
on this text; and if you cut yourself off from that you cut yourself from an awful lot. You
cut yourself from a fullness of life that it can give.

8
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How can seemingly incompatible views of early childhood as either Adamic fallen
nature or marian virginal purity work in the context of an interfaith classroom?

I would hesitate to agree that there are radically different views that are inherently in-
compatible here. The Christian belief in original sin is not a belief that there is an evil
principle at work in the small child, it’s a belief that the small child’s options, like every-
body else’s, are limited by the inheritance of Adam - that we are in some sense inheriting
an imperfect awareness of God and world. Jesus said that you have to become like a
child to enter the kingdom, so we have a positive affirmation there. Both Christians and
Muslims can say that the first reason that the child is born is because God has called him
into being of his free love and the child has a purpose and a vocation. This basic lesson
we can affirm together. There are of course a lot of difficulties about the practices that we
don’t share, a language also that we don't share.

Can traditional religions still be tolerant to a well intentioned pedagogy of fear and
verbal violence?

In the Christian past there have been some strands of Christianity that have had a nega-
tive view of the child especially in some strands of Calvinism. At the same time, you look
back further and you see in a very Christian writer like St. Augustine a very sensitive
awareness of the child growing as he develops. I think it is important for a religious peda-
gogy to say that the child will not fully discover what it must believe in God unless the
heart and their imagination is engaged from the very beginning and it is best engaged by
love, by trustworthy nurturing, companionship in the family and in schools. So, however
much fear has been a part of both the Muslim and Christian pedagogical traditions it is
time that we should rightly be suspicious of this aspect of our inheritance.

Should there be religiously sanctioned limits of appropriate closeness and affection
in the student-teacher, master-disciple relationship?

I think we are in a very difficult situation in the West culturally. We are rightly utterly
intolerant of the sexual abuse of children. We have needed to become much more aware
of that. At the same time, we are in danger of not understanding that the warmth of a
relationship is part of what takes people forward. We need to be clear about physical
boundaries with children, while at the same time, we need to be clear about emotional
boundaries, of not drawing children into our own emotional fantasies. But that should
not stop us from being as warm and friendly as we can be - treating children as persons,
and in some sense friends.

Does the perspective of Trinitarian relationality help Christians better relate to each

other in practice?

The Trinitarian belief of Christians is not simply an abstract projection of plurality onto
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God. It is saying that we as Christians have discovered our relation to God through an
act by which God has, as it were, come within our world and transformed it from inside.
We relate to God as our father because of what Jesus has done, because of the gift of the
spirit of Jesus, that is where we start. But, we should be very much aware that what this
imposes on us is a certain caution about thinking we have the life of God wrapped up in
one particular perception, one particular moment. The focus is how God creates within
us a kind of liberty, the kind of liberty that belongs to Jesus. We start from there. I think

that opens all sorts of doors to work across the boundaries.

Sometimes Arab parents affectionately invert calling their child by the diminutives
of father and mother? More than friendship can adults learn from children?

That'’s a good point. This is what Jesus seems to be saying in the gospels that you must
receive the kingdom of God like a child. Watch how children respond to the world and
then you will find out what you are lacking. And there are many many great Christian
writers, poets especially, who have said that learning how the child responds in adoration,
love, wonder, is something essential to our own adulthood.

Relizions



Continuing Oral Transmission
of Islamic Knowledge

Jane Casewit

The mid-morning sun blazing down and
gusts of fine golden sand whirling around
them, a small group of feisty goats inter-
rupt their scavenging in the wind-blown,
sandy walkways of a small Mauritanian
village to poke their heads through a small
doorway protected by a makeshift cloth.
Inside, three young men sit on a piece of
bright yellow matting, heads down, and
slowly take turns reading aloud as they
plough their way through an intricate Ara-
bic text. A middle aged man, with no text,
also sits in their circle, fingering a rosary
made of date pits, and patiently correcting
them as they work their way through the
dense Arabic sentences and endless defini-
tions of the words.

These students, most of them in their
mid-twenties, have abandoned the public
education systems in their own countries
and have travelled to far off Mauritania
in pursuit of knowledge of religion. Hav-
ing already acquired much of their foun-
dational religious learning through oral

transmission in the communities of their
home countries, they are now prepared to
continue to exploit the immense capacity
of the human memory as they learn ad-
vanced texts in Islamic jurisprudence, log-
ic, and other subjects. Armed with a highly
stimulated mental capacity for retention,
they have come to this remote oasis village
of Nabbaghiyya some 150 kilometers east
of the capital Nouakchott to study with
scholars who have put advanced classical
texts in Koranic commentary, jurispru-
dence, logic, Sufi doctrine and other sub-
jects into their own vast memories. The
teachers residing and teaching in the vil-
lage are veritable walking libraries. Mem-
orization of the Koran in early childhood
greatly assists students and scholars in not
only setting to memory the new texts, but
also in deepening their understanding of
the meanings of the classical works that
they are studying by thoroughly absorbing
the texts into their beings. Thus equipped
with an agile mind and long, focused at-
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tention spans, these students normally
spend several years in Nabbaghiyya' and
are privileged in this setting to be able to
delve into the Islamic tradition in its pu-
rity through studying in-depth the early
texts and listening to commentaries given
by their teachers. Following their teachers’
examples, the students will go back to their
home countries and, along with their cho-
sen profession such as imam of a mosque
or gad/ ( judge), they will teach others and
maintain the flow of knowledge and tra-
dition from one generation to the next,
through largely oral transmission and with
the assistance of written texts. Most often
supported by the local community of the
village, the students’ lifestyle is simple and
their needs few. Not only are they receiv-
ing a thorough education in the classical
works and thought of religion, but they
also avoid the bureaucracy and time con-
suming activities of modern universities.

Oral Transmission

The Semitic religions believe that God
taught Adam the names of things; in other
words, Adam was taught language, and
this primordial language was transmitted
orally from God to the first human being.
For most believers, this original transmis-
sion is proof of the sacred origin of lan-
guage. Like all sacred scriptures, the Ko-
ran, from the beginning of its revelation,
has been transmitted orally from one gen-
eration to the next in its original language.
In the case of the Islamic tradition, the
Archangel Gabriel transmitted the Koran
to the Prophet Mohammed who transmit-
ted it to his family and companions. The
compilation of the Koran into book form as
we know it did not take place until the gen-
eration of Muslims living after the death of
the Prophet.? Thanks to their extraordi-
nary memory capacity developed through
the age-old tradition of vying with one
other in the recitation of extensive and in-
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tricate pre-Islamic poetry, the early Arabs
were able to accurately learn, absorb and
transmit the holy words of the Koran with
ease. Up to the present day, the Koran is
still transmitted orally and memorized in
many parts of the Islamic world.

This oral tradition has been well preserved
in the Islamic world up to our times in
North Africa, especially in the South of
Morocco, Sub-Saharan Africa and Mauri-
tania. In many parts of these regions,young
students still use lowa; (sing. lohah) or flat
writing boards to memorize the Koran onto
which they transcribe the sacred verses
with a reed pen dipped in an ink mixture
made of burnt sheep’s wool. Working sys-
tematically through the Koran, they tran-
scribe the verses onto the /oAa/A,’® and then
begin setting them to memory through
repetition. Once the verses are learnt, the
board is rinsed, letting the water contain-
ing the holy words flow into the ground.
New verses are then copied onto the board
and the process begins again. Their teach-
er, the mu allim, assists the students and
verifies the cumulative retention of the
verses. In practicing and reciting the Ko-
ran, the board is also used by both students
and teachers for tapping the rhythms of
the oral recitation of the text which assists
in the memorization process.

Recent neurological studies on the rela-
tionship between memorizing the Koran
and the impact this process has on the
brain have shown that putting to memory
the Holy Book, especially using the tradi-
tional methods which move from verse to
verse from the beginning to the end of the
Koran, graduaﬂy accumulating new text,
contributes to developing the memory ca-
pacity of the brain and other essential life
skills.* More precisely, this development
takes place in the hippocampus, a part
of the brain located in the temporal lobe,
which is the memory consolidation cen-
tre. The more activation the hippocampus



receives, the more efficient it becomes in
learning and memorizing; learning the Ko-
ran activates this part of the brain. The
parietal lobes are also activated when one
memorizes the Koran; this part of the brain
is where skills in logic and mathematical
problem solving are developed. The occip-
ital lobes which generate mental imagery
are also stimulated. In short, memorizing
the Koran has shown to improve connec-
tions in all locations of the brain because
the brain becomes trained in visual percep-
tion, working memory, language, memory
formation, attention, sound processing,
planning and other skills.® Buttressing this
research, most educators in the Islamic
world agree that it is easier to teach other
subjects to students who have memorized
Koran than it is to work with those who
have not. It is also interesting to reflect on
the fact that when the Koran was the cen-
ter of the education system in the Muslim
world, prior to the introduction of modern
education systems by colonial and newly
independent governments, Muslims were
world leaders in astronomy, mathematics
and the natural sciences. All the luminar-
ies in the golden age of Islamic science and
philosophy began their education through
memorizing the Koran.

“In the beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God and the Word was
God”.® Eternal, traditional wisdom in all
cultures was revealed and transmitted
orally for millennia before being set to
writing. And, indeed, if one examines the
content and themes of oral teachings, usu-
ally in the form of myths and poetry, there
is a distinct difference in content between
oral and written literature. Writing from
the perspective of the 1940s and criticiz-
ing the imposition of the colonial powers’
education systems upon peoples of South-
east Asia and the Middle East, Ananda
Coomaraswamy reminds us of this “quali-
tative and thematic distinction” between

oral and written knowledge.” It is known
that the peoples of proto-historic Europe
contemporary to the Greeks and Romans,
resisted transmission of knowledge in a
written form. There is proof that this re-
fusal to use writing was deliberate, thanks
to some rare Celtic inscriptions which have
been discovered and which used the Greek
alphabet during exchanges during the
Hellenic period. In the Western world, it
was the Phoenicians who first invented an
alphabet, but the original purpose of this
written form was to facilitate mercantile
exchatnge.8 In ancient societies, written
communication was considered appropri-
ate for merely “mercantile” purposes, i.e.
trade and commerce of goods belonging to
the lower domains of the cosmological hi-
erarchy. If one examines their origins, oral
literature in a general sense is usually of a
spiritual, moral and mythical nature and
often poetic, whereas written literature
is usually prosaic and secular. Coomaras-
wamy reminds us that Plato said that one
who is “in earnest” will teach rather than
write; the philosopher is referring to eter-
nal truths and the nature of real being, the
nourishment of our immortal souls. For
such a sage, says Plato, writing would be
but a secondary priority. For Plato, the
written text was useful for those whose
memories had “weakened with old age”.
We can thus intuit that sacred texts, myths
and moral stories were transmitted orally
and only after texts were put to memory
were they put into written form, with the
weakening of the oral tradition and the
weakening of human mental capacities.

In the arid communities of the Muslim
world where writing resources are scarce,
especially in those regions least affected by
colonization, the oral transmission of the
Koran and the wisdom of the Islamic tradi-
tion have remained alive, the proliferation
and use of written texts being considered
a step down from the exploitation of the
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human receptacle to learn and teach with-
out the assistance of writing. Furthermore,
if we compare the quality of the material
used for early reading and writing in an-
cient cultures, we can see that as writ-
ing material devolved from rocks, animal
skins, parchment, paper, and by extension
today’s ubiquitous screens, this change
coincides with an ever greater quantity of
“Information” and “data” as well as an ar-
guably gradual decrease in its quality. The
scarcity of knowledge about what is con-
sidered truth and knowledge of the Real
corresponds to the simultaneous degenera—
tion of material quality.’

Learning by Memory, Learning
through Abstraction

The use of memorization techniques for
learning has fallen into disfavor in West-
ern education over the last 50 years and
students are rather encouraged to cultivate
“critical thinking” skills. Critical thinking
is defined as “the disciplined mental activ-
ity of evaluating arguments or proposi-
tions and making judgments that can guide
the development of beliefs and taking ac-
tion.”! Modern educators agree almost
universally that critical thinking skills are
crucial for comprehending and navigat-
ing the complex social and political issues
of the modern world. However, critical
thinking leaves everything, even truth,
open to question and does not ensure that
one will reach either truth or correct con-
clusions. Critical thinking aims to develop
in students the skills of analysis, inference,
explanation, interpretation, self-regulation
and evaluation. Although all of these skills
are valuable for navigating the academic
and professional worlds of Western social,
political and commercial systems, absolute
truth is side-stepped for potential, future
material gain. “The future now belongs
to societies that organize themselves for
learning...nations that want high incomes
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and full employment must develop policies
that emphasize the acquisition of knowl-
edge and (thinking) skills by everyone, not
just the select few.”!!

No longer having as its goal learning about
Ultimate Reality and Its implications for
human beings, education is now consid-
ered ultimately as a means to gradually ac-
quire wealth. Against this backdrop, mem-
orization and learning of a sacred text are
no longer necessary and are considered a
misuse of mental skills that should rather
be sharpened through critical thinking. In
shaping these skills, skepticism on all lev-
els and in all fields is encouraged, fostering
doubts about the highest truths and lead-
ing students to doubt and to potentially fall
into disbelief of truth, often resulting in a
loss of faith. The use of reason becomes
the final means of reflection and thinking,
what Rene’ Gu'enon calls the “negation of

intellectual intuition.”!?

Mabhdarah of Nabbaghiyya

Let us return to our students laboring over
their text in the scorching Sahara desert.
It is remarkable to note that they have
come from all over the world, including
Europe and Asia, to acquire knowledge
through the traditional transmission of
classical Islamic texts from teachers who
have learnt them in much the same man-
ner. Many of the students are from West
and North Africa and the Middle East, but
a few have travelled from as far away as
Southeast Asia. Destiny has guided them
to study in this noble Mauritanian village
of Nabbaghiyya. Home to 3500 inhabit-
ants, including several hundred students,
this village is said to be the largest of the
mabhadir (sing. mahdarah) or “settled cen-
ter of learning” in Mauritania and also
has the largest number of teachers. Pres-
ervation and transmission of traditional
Islamic knowledge still being considered
very important in Mauritania, there are



many other mabhadir scattered about the
country. Nabbaghiyya was founded by
the venerable Sheikh Muhammed Fall ibn
Abd Allah ibn Mohammed Fall ibn Babah
al Alawi, known in the reglon as Sheikh
Bah. He was born around 1936 and was
given a traditional Islamic education, be-
ginning with memorizing the Koran. He
studied under Sheikh Muhammad Abd
Allah ibn Muhammad Mukhtar al-Alawi
(d. 1974) and other great North African
scholars and masters of the mid twentieth
century. He taught in Senegal before mov-
ing back to his native Nabbaghiyya in the
1960s where he began teaching and estab-
lishing the mahdarah. Even the history of
the settling of Nabaghiyya is transmitted
orally; information about the village, cur-
rent logistics for travel and study are very
difficult to find. Through word of mouth,
students across Muslim lands learn of
great scholars who have put many classical
Islamic texts to memory, are authorities on
these works and are living and teaching in
this desert village. Nabbaghiyya is a great
centre of learning, but like many of these
centers in Mauritania, it is little known to
the outside world. (The curricula currently
used in the mahdarah of Nabbaghiyya is
included at the end of this article).

Many of these texts have been set to poetic
form for ease in memorization. The early
Arabs loved poetry and could recite thou-
sands of verses. Modern Mauritanians
have retained this tradition and skill to the
present day.

Islamic Pedagogy

Present education reform movements in
the Muslim world are calling for more
parental and community participation in
children’s education, because, generally,
as famﬂy ties and authority weaken, par-
ents have become less and less involved in
their children’s education. Furthermore,
education research based on empirical

studies shows that small group interactive
learning circles and individual attention
to distinctive learning styles are more ef-
fective in conveying knowledge than large
classrooms of students. From its earliest
beginnings, the traditional Islamic system
of teaching and learning was based on in-
dividual learning and supervision. Small
groups of students gathered throughout
the Muslim world. In this system, a teacher
and student were encouraged to work to-
gether for several years so that they could
get to know one another well and individ-
ual characters could be developed simulta-
neously with acquisition of knowledge.

Recent education researchers have found
that in countries where oral transmission
of knowledge has only been lost for a few
generations, parents still consider learning
the Koran at an early age to be very impor-
tant, and they send their children to learn
the Koran largely through memorization in
a local kwutab or madrasah which function
in parallel to the public education system.'?
Muslim communities have historically
collaborated in assuming responsibility
for educating their youth. After receiving
their early education in the home from
both parents, children were entrusted to
the community teacher or scholar (faqih,
or mu’allim), i.e. a Koran teacher, to con-
tinue their education and acquire proper
adab, or righteous virtues and manners.
The Koran instructor often taught in a lo-
cal mosque and not only transmitted the
Koran to his students through memoriza-
tion exercises such as the one described
above, but he (or she, in the case of young
girls) was also entrusted with disciplining
the children. In this endeavor, the teacher
enjoyed the support of the entire commu-
nity. Parents expected the mu allim (fem.
mu allimah) to teach their children man-
ners and considered him or her to play a
major role in their children’s upbringing.
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In exchange, the material needs of the
teacher were provided by the community
who were responsible for housing and
feeding him, and often providing a mon-
etary stipend. This custom is still strong
in many parts of North and Sub-Saharan
Africa, despite the imposition of national,
public education.

The present day vision of public education
throughout most of the world has lost the
original and traditional objective of edu-
cation: to prepare young souls for salva-
tion in the Afterlife. As governments and
ministries of education launch one reform
movement after another, educators are of-
ten returning to time honored pedagogical
techniques such as small group and indi-
vidual instruction, intergenerational teach-
ing and the memorization of select pieces
of literature and essential facts. Due to the
breakdown of social systems around the
world, the loss of public storytellers and
the intrusion of television and other media
into family life, formal storytelling sessions
are now being integrated into schools and
libraries faintly reflecting the oral trans-
mission of knowledge from one generation
to the next and stimulating the imagination
and memory of young minds.'" The maha-
dir of Mauritania, and specifically that of
Nabagghiyya, are worthy of recognition
and honor for their perseverance in pre-
serving traditional teaching and learning
circles and the retention of sacred knowl-
edge by means of inscribing it into the
hearts and souls of young learners.
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Notes

1 Nabbaghiyya from the Arabic, from
Nubugh meaning outstanding, excel-
lent, having distinction and qualities.
The people of Nabbaghiyya call their
village ard (balad) al-Nubugh. For
more information on traditional educa-
tion in Mauritania see: Yousef, Hamza,
Mother of the Believers, Methods of
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watch?v=Sdz5vmbcM4c

2 The Koran as we know it today was
compiled during the rule of the third of
the “Rightly Guided Caliphs” (al-khu-
lata’al-rashidun) following the battle of
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inscribed until the end of time.
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Courrier du Livre: Paris, p. 33.
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14 The coming of television to rural areas

had a corrosive impact on customs and
social gatherings and listening that are
necessary habitat of extended formal sto-
ry-telling sessions in the home. These fac-
tors and others have driven the transpo-
sitioning of storytelling to more formally
constructed contexts, such as libraries,
schools and storytelling revival festivals.”
Haare, Donald, (ed.), 2008, Greenwood
Encyclopedia of Folktales and Fairy
7ales, Greenwood Press: Westport, Con-
necticut, London, p. 14.
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MARRIAGE AND FAMILY VALUES: A CASE STUDY OF
JIEZHU (A RELIGIOUS MENOPAUSAL RITUAL) PER-

FORMED IN CHINA
Neky Tak-ching Cheung

As is well known, in traditional China a
woman'’s role is defined by her attachment/
submission to three men—her father, her
husband and her son—throughout her
three stages of life: the period from birth
to marriage (as daughter), married life
(as wife), and old age (as mother). This
Confucian moral code of “three attach-
ments/obediences” (sancong) has met
fundamental challenges beginning in the
early twentieth century, and it no longer
holds absolute power over the lives of Chi-
nese women today. However, patriarchal
family values persist in China, especially
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in rural communities. Marriage and hav-
ing a male heir are still perceived as ideal
ways of life and the ultimate realization of
happiness for many women. This paper is
an ethnographic case study of a religious
ritual, Jiezhu performed by the menopaus-
al women in Ninghua, Western Fujian,
China. It examines how JrezAuz endorses
marriage as a woman'’s “ideal” destiny; and
how the concept of “uterine family”' is be-
ing reinforced in the ritual. A woman is ex-
pected to get married and to raise children
(ideally sons) so that her mission would be
accomplished.



Jiezhu Ritual

The ritual of Jiezhu is a major once-in-a-
lifetime rite of passage performed by the
menopausal women in Ninghua, Western
Fujian, China.? It is believed that when
a woman reaches her menopausal age,
she has to do JrezAu, without which, her
Amituofo recitation (chanting namo Ami-
tuofo’§® would not be efficacious. JrezAu
means literally “Receiving Buddhist
Prayer Beads.” It is also called Nazhu
(accepting the beads),® or Guozhu (pass-
ing on the beads).® “/7e” means to receive,

“» . P
7na” means to accept graciously, and Zwo

means to pass on to. Incorporating all
these terms, Jrezhu can be described as a
rite in which a woman accepts or receives
the mala (prayer beads) which is passed on
to her.” There are two texts associated with
Jrezhu and describe what the 108 beads
represent: Fenzhu jing (Distributing the
mala Scripture),’ and Guozhu jing (Pass-
ing on the ma/a Scripture).’

As a rite of passage that brings the initiate
into the next stage of life, Jiezhu also car-
ries religious taboos. It is believed that if
one has not done Jiezhu, in addition to the
suffering that one would have to face in the
underworld, one would become a cow or
a horse in one’s next life.!? It is also said
that when a woman dies but has not done
Jiezhu, her coffin cover would have to be
hit three times with an axe. Therefore, if a
woman does not perform Jiezhu, her mind
would not be at peace and she would feel
guilty even while she is alive. Jiezhu is an
interesting ritual not merely because it al-
lays these fears; more importantly, it is an
initiation rite.'! It initiates a woman to en-
ter the Buddhist door, and become a nian-
fo mama (literally an Amituofo-Recitation

Mother).

Glorificiation of Married Life
Many women in Ninghua today still follow
traditional prescriptions about marriage

and a male heir. The Jiezhu ritual pretty
much defines a “happy life” for a woman
in Ninghua. She is supposed to be “happy”
if she has a husband and male offspring.
As such, “single” women are disqualified
to perform Jiezhu, and widows are not al-
lowed to attend the first session (featuring
the most important rite of “receiving the
prayer beads”) of the ritual. These exclu-
sivities reiterate the need to have a “hus-
band,” and having one that is alive makes
it all the better. Let us examine how Jiezhu
ratifies marriage as a woman’s “ideal” des-
tiny and how it sustains the concept of
uterine family.

Traditions and rituals work hand in hand
reinforcing each other. Rituals support
a set of traditions that direct how people
live and thereby confirm their values.
Marriage as the “ideal” life for a woman
is symbolized in the Jiezhu ritual: its ritual
program, rites and ritual objects highlight
married life as being the “ideal” destiny for
a woman. First, despite the woman being
the initiate of the ritual, it is her husband
who takes up a prominent role in the ritual
process and being seen as the master and
host of the event. In the rite of passing on
the mala, the mala is passed on from the rit-
ual specialist to the daifo mama," and from
the daifo mama to the husband who in turn
puts the mala into the palms of the initiate
(see photo 1). The husband is also the host
of the whole event. When the communal
lunch is served, the husband goes from ta-
ble to table with the initiate to make toasts
to the guests. This is not only an act typical
in Chinese wedding banquets, but is also
endorsing the husband as the host of the
event.

Another obvious symbol of the concept of
lineage is evident in the ritual arena, xiang-
huo ting.® A ting is a hall. Xianghuo literally
means the burning of incense sticks and
candles. A temple that has a large num-
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ber of worshippers or pilgrims is said to
be flourishing with xianghuo. Xianghuo also
means the family line. To continue with the
family line is to have a son; therefore, hav-
ing a son is said to ji xianghuo (continue the
family line). Jiezhu may also take place at
home, particularly so in the city gate where
there is no xianghuo ting."

An altar is set up in the ritual arena. The
general rule is that the more elaborate the
ritual or the more days the ritual lasts,
the more deities are to be called upon.'
My observation of the four Jiezhu ritu-
als shows a mixed variety of deities be-
ing worshipped. A so-called “plate of the
spirit” (vhenxian par), however, appeared
on all four occasions. It stands on a stick in
rice buckets (dou) at the upper right corner
of the central altar. The plate of the spirit
is always written by the ritual specialist
in black ink on a red sheet of paper and
is stuck on cardboard to make it stand. It
states that the light of the Buddha shines
on the Jiezhu event and that the initiate
is bringing all the members of her family
to wish for blessings. The names of each
member of the family are written in the or-
der of seniority, with men’s being written
before women’s. The ritual space sets up a
backdrop for Jiezhu to enact the woman’s
destiny.

The image of the uterine family tags along
with the Jiezbu rites, the ritual texts/docu-
ments and accessories. In the rite of Light-
ing the Incense, the husband, the daifo
mama, the initiate, and fellow Buddhist
friends, led by the ritual specialist, place
incense sticks in various areas of the ritual
arena. When they are doing this, they chant
the Scripture of Lighting the Incense in
Paying Homage to the Buddhist Dharma.
Ten wishes are mentioned in the scripture.
Of the first five wishes, the first one asks
for passing through the Buddhist door, and
the second, third, fourth and fifth wishes

are built around the concept of a good
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family. These are for the togetherness and
longevity of the couple, the happiness of
the sons, cooperation from the daughters-
in-law, and the fulfillment of the sisters-in-
law. The others are auspicius wishes for
the initiate’s rebirth in the Pureland.
Another major rite is the Grand Offerings
in which ten bowls and ten dishes!® are
offered to the deities. A male member of
the famﬂy has to be there to present the
offerings to the deities. The ten bowls and
ten dishes are first placed outside of the
main ritual place, but at a reachable dis-
tance. The main ritual specialist picks up
one bowl and one dish at one time and puts
them in a tray while he walks up to the al-
tar in step with the music. He chants and
does ritualistic steps and turnings before
passing the tray on to a male family mem-
ber‘,17 either the husband or the eldest son
of the initiate, who also follows the ritual
specialists to do turnings and then passes
the tray to another ritual specialist. This
ritual specialist also chants and makes ritu-
alistic steps and turns before placing the
bowl and the dish over the main altar table.
This is done repeatedly ten times until all
the bowls and dishes are transferred ritu-
alistically from the outside into the ritual
arena and are placed over the table. Of
course, the message of male hierarchy is
also seen in minor rites such as distributing
the friendship snacks in the order of hus-
band, sons before other female members
and the Buddhist friends (who are obvi-
ously female).

In the rite of Annoucement, a ritual docu-
ment is read aloud by the ritual specialist.
The rite is to announce to heaven that this
woman is performing Jiezhu and asks that
her wishes be granted. The document cer-
tifies that Jwezhu has been performed by
the initiate, and announces her wish for
the forgiveness of sins: now [my] sins are
gone, as such good fortune is bestowed.'®
There are two copies of the ritual docu-



ment, one written on a piece of red paper,
and another one on yellow. The contents
of them are the same. The yellow one, for
filing with the bureau of the underworld, is
burned at the end of Jiezhu. The red one,
as a certificate for the inititate to claim her
merits in the underworld, is to be passed
on to her by the ritual speicalist at the end
of Jiezhu. She keeps it in her mala bag to be
eventually burned at her funeral. The ritu-
al document states details known about the
initiate and the famﬂy members, the rea-
sons for the ritual, and their wishes. This is
the only ritual document listing the names
of all the Buddhist friends."”

Among the ritual objects and accessories
required for performing Jiezhu, the most
obvious conjugal symbols are found in a
pair of silver thumb rings, and a pair of
rectangular silver plates that have to be
prepared for the event. One of the rings
has the word “Buddha” (Fv) engraved on
it, while the other has the word fu (a for-
tunate life). The thumb ring with the word
Fo is for the husband, while the one with
the word fu is for the wife. One possible
explanation of the use of Fo and fu for the
husband and the initiate respectively is
that the attainment of the Fv status is not
believed to be possible at all by women,
hence the o ring goes to the husband,
while the women are better off staying with
their wish for attaining fu. A fortunate life
for a Ninghua woman is to be married and
have male children. Other highly symbolic
items are the silver plates (about 1.8 cm by
2.8 cm). The name of the husband and that
of the wife are separately engraved on each
piece. For the wife, her Buddhist name,
which is given to her by the ritual special-
ist, is engraved. The plate is tied to the end
of the mala, which also helps identify it.
The initiate also needs to get a pair of lo-
tus shoes made of cloth that are exquisitely
embroidered with pink lotus floral pat-
terns.?’ The number of lotus flowers varies

from four to the more luxurious twenty-
four. The greater the number of lotus flow-
ers, the more expensive the shoes will be.
The flowers can be big or small or a combi-
nation of big and small ones.”!

I have visited a woman, Luo Shangxiu,
who makes lotus shoes. She says that
“shoe,” pronounced as “xze” in Chinese,
has the same pronunciation as “together.”
The idea is for the couple to be “tong xie dao
lao” (staying harmoniously together to old
age). “Zong” implies both “togetherness”
and “money.” It is phonetically the same as
the “tong” in “tong gian,” which means cop-
per coins. The lotus flower is called “/ian-
hua;” the fruit of a lotus plant has a head
and a tail that makes it look like a fish. A
fish carries many eggs (duozi); a fish is thus
a common symbol of procreation in Chi-
nese society. The concept of uterine family
is all too clear.

How the mala is passed on to the next
generation reflects also the uterine fam-
ily values. The mala will not be carried
to the grave; it has to be passed on, but
to whom? The ideal is to pass it on to the
eldest daughter-in-law. The emphasis on
having a daughter-in-law is an extension
of the need for male heir. The daughter-
in-law, upon receipt of the mala from her
mother-in-law, would ask her daifo mama
to undo the string of mala and have the
beads strung up again with a new thread.
A Jiezhu woman, Liao Huizhu, has told
me that a woman is considered as having a
fortunate life if the mala can be passed on
to her daughter-in-law; but for those who
do not have a fortunate life, the mala has
to be disposed of in a river. However, in
case the woman has passed away before
being able to pass it on to her daughter-in-
law, the ma/a, as a sacred object, needs to
be ritually disposed of.? In sum, the mala
is to be handed down from generation to
generation as a family heirloom, but the
heir is another woman who is to continue

Reli;ons



the family lineage. The /mala is yet another
lineage-carrying symbol.

When we say Jiezhu is performed by the
menopausal women in Ninghua, it does
not mean that all women reaching meno-
pause are eligible to perform the ritual.
Women who have never married are not
qualified to perform Jiezhu. Even for those
who are married but whose husbands are
no longer living must also refrain from go-
ing to the first session of the Jiezhu ritual,
which incorporates the most important
rite of “receiving the mala.” A widowed
Buddhist friend may go to the second ses-
sion that begins at daybreak. While celi-
bacy is not welcomed, neither is widow-
hood admired. What is being respected
and celebrated is someone who has a liv-
ing husband and male offspring, which are
the “qualifications” required of the dasfo
mama. Her “qualifications” and duties are
similar to those of the bride’s chaperon
(geanyjianiang) in wedding ceremony. A
qianjianiang accompanies the bride to the
hall where the couple bow to one another
in a wedding rite called baiting. Both the
gtanjianiang and the daifo mama serve as
respective chaperons of the bride/initiate.
The gianjianiang has to be “ming hao” (hav-
ing a fortunate life), and to be ming hao is
to have son(s) and a living husband, which
is the “ideal” life for a Ninghua rural wom-
an, if not for city dwellers.

After examining the ideal life for a wom-
an, we may as well ask, after aﬂ, if these
women are happy with their “ideal” life.
Most of the Jwzhu women 1 interviewed
said they were not happy with their mar-
ried life. They lamented, “Life as a wom-
an is bitterly hard.” Indeed, they have to
bear children, suffer in childbirth, raise
children, and work on the farm as well
as do household chores; and worst still,
they have to bear their unsatisfactory
husbands. With Jezhu, they wish to have
a better husband in their next life so that
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their life will be of better quality. Jiezhu
and Amituofo recitation make up a twin tool
to envisage a more fortunate rebirth. They
chant, “When entering the Buddhist door,
the bell is being rung thrice wishing us to
marry a good husband in the next life.”
For the Ninghua women, the most desir-
able future is to marry a good husband.
Marriage remains their destiny, yet these
women are taking the initiative to actively
negotiate for a better husband, and thus a
better life, through a ritual.

To conclude, Jiezhu espouses patriarchal
family values with the husband as the
transmitter of the Buddhist prayer beads,
and the male offspring as the lineage car-
rier. A woman is supposed to be “happy” if
she has a husband and male heir. As such,
“single” women are disqualified to perform
Jiezbhu, and widows are not allowed to at-
tend the first session (featuring the most
important rite of “receiving the prayer
beads”) of the ritual. These exclusivities
reiterate the need to have a “husband,” and
having one that is alive makes it all the bet-
ter. It enacts and reinforces marriage as the
“ideal” life for a woman with all the ritual
symbols in its scriptures, texts, songs and
accessories.

Notes

1 A term made familiar to us by Margery
Wolf. See Margery Wolf, 1972, Women
and the Famdly in Rural Taiwan, Califor-
nia: Stanford University Press.

2 Ninghua is a county in Western Fujian,
China that has an area of 2,368 square
km and a population of 345,723 accord-
ing to the Ninghua Annual Statistics of
2004. For the social and religious back-
ground of Ninghua, see Neky Tak-
ching Cheung, 2008, Womeni Ritual in
China: Jiezhu (Receiving Buddbist Prayer
Beads) Performed by Menopausal Women
in Ninghua, Western Fujian, New York:
Edwin Mellen Press, 15-64.



3 The chanting of “namo Amituofo” is the

single phrase commonly used for at-
tainment of merit among Buddhist fol-
lowers in China.

John Lagerwey calls this ritual “Re-
ceive the Rosary” or the “Rosary Initia-
tion,” both of which are excellent trans-
lations that provide the ritual with an
explicit and clear meaning to the read-
ers. However, this article stays with the
Chinese term Jiezhu on the following
basis. First, the use of a rosary, which
comes from the Latin for “crown roses,”
is specifically a Christian ritual. The ro-
sary is closely identified with Mary, the
mother of Jesus. Moreover, the num-
ber and arrangement of the Christian
and the Buddhist beads, not to mention
the meaning, are quite different. Final-
ly, the use of Buddhist beads may have
pre-dated Christian use. See Lagerwey,
Yang Yanjie, 2005 (eds.), Lineages, The
Economy of Customs in Ninghua County
(11), Traditional Hakka Society Se-
ries, vol. 24, Hong Kong: International
Hakka Studies Association, 28.

Jiezhu is also called Nazhu in the town
of Quanshang in Ninghua as [ was told
in my interview with the ritual special-
ists and other informants during June
10-14, 2002.

Jiezhu is also called Guozbhu in the
town Hucun in Ninghua; see Deng
Guangchang, Huang Ruiyi, and Zhang
Guoyu, 2000, 'The Worship of Ding-
guang in Hucun, Ninghua,” in John
Lagerwey and Yang Yanjie (eds.), Cuv-
tomary Religion and Soctety in West-Cen-
tral Fujian, Traditional Hakka Society
Series, vol. 11, Hong Kong: Interna-
tional Hakka Studies Association, 208.
A mala (or mala in Sanskrit) is a string
of beads generally used for keeping
count of Amiluofo recitation. A mala
is sometimes called nrianzbhu (prayer

beads) or fozhu (Buddha’s beads), or

puti(zi) (Bodhi seed) in scriptures.

8 For the full text of Fenzhu jing, see
Cheung, A Women s Ritual in China, 267 -
70.

9 For the full text of Guozhu jing, see
Cheung, A Women s Ritual in China, 270-
73.

10 Liu Shanqun, Kejia livw (Fuzhou: Fu-
jian jiaoyu chubanshe, 1995), 146.

11 See also Lagerwey and Yang, 2005
(eds.), Lineages, The Economy and Cuos-
tomy in Ninghua County (1), Traditional
Hakka Society Series, vol. 23, Hong
Kong: International Hakka Studies As-
sociation, 28.

12 A daifo mama is a veteran nianfo mama
who serves as the leader of the nianfo
community.

13 It should be noted that a xwnghuo ting is
different from a lineage hall (citang). A
citang functions both as a place to wor-
ship the ancestors and as a court for
family or domestic tribunals. A xiang-
huo ting keeps the dead body before it is
delivered for cremation or burial, some-
thing that a citang never functions as. A
citang keeps ancestral tablets, which are
never found in a xwanghuo ting. For the
purpose of differentiating the two plac-
es, | call xianghuo ting the incense lin-
eage hall, and c[[anlc] the ancestral hall.
A xtanghbuo ting in Ninghua is a hall built
by a number of families, usually five or
six, that belong to the same clan. These
families usually live close to one an-
other. Xianghuo ting functions as a com-
munal place for these families to hold
both joyous and festive events, such
as a wedding, a newborn’s completion
of its first month of life and funerary
events. A xianghuo ting is sometimes a
house inherited from a forefather and
is kept by its successors to be used as
a communal place that serves the same
purposes of a xianghuo ting.

14 T observed the Jiezhu ritual of Sun
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Lanxiang on February 20, 2004, and
that of Zhang Jingyun on October 17,
2006, both of which took place at home.

15 A remark made by ritual specialist
Zeng Yuanchuan during an interview
with him on August 24, 2006.

16 The ten bowls are edible offerings.
They are all vegetarian food items such
as bean curd, rice-flour noodle, mush-
rooms, eggplants, cabbage, lotus fruit,
gourd, day lily, fungus (usually an ed-
ible tree fungus considered a tonic),
and fuzhu (tightly rolled dried skin of
bean milk), each in one bowl. The ten
dishes are offered to the deities. They
are incense, flower, lamp, usually a
burning lamp wick in a small dish filled
with lamp-oil), ointment, fruit, tea,
food, treasure (for example, gold/silver
bracelet), beads (typically a mala) , and
clothes (for example, a piece of hand-
kerchief or towel).

17 It was the husband who did the transfer
of offerings in the rite of Grand Offer-
ings in the Jiezhu ritual of Zhou Weijin.

18 The reference to sins here is a gener-
ic term that may include any kind of
transgressions; female uncleanness can
be understood to be one of them.

19 For a sample of the ritual document
(wengao) showing where the names of
the Buddhist friends being listed, see
Cheung, Womens Ritual in China, 278.

20 Lotus is one of the symbols that repre-
sents Buddha, and it is also an emblem
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of grace and purity. The Buddha and
the Bodhisattva in Chinese sculptures
and paintings always sit on a lotus seat.

21 The mala and the mala bags, and even
the shoes are quite easily available at
shops and market stalls that sell Bud-
dhist-related goods. I have also seen
some women selling them in front of the
Dongyue Temple during its temple fes-
tival. However, exquisite, nicely made
shoes have to be tailor-made by some
special shoemakers who make lotus
shoes to order.

22 A ritual specialist, Wu Ruiyang, told
me how the mala should be rituaﬂy
handled in such cases: within three
days of her death, a piece of black roof
tile is to be placed over a brick and the
mala is to be put in the concave side of
the tile. Some oil would be put over it;
then it would be covered by another
piece of black roof tile. The open ends
of the two pieces of roof tiles have to
be covered by dregs from soybean milk
makings (doufu zha). It is to be burned
by her daughter or her daughter-in-law
at the entrance of the main hall of their
home. Then the ashes will be placed in-
side a Buddhist mansion made of paper,
which will be set over a pile of straw
to be burned at her funeral service. A
Jiezhu woman from Chengnan, Wu Qi-
ugen, mentioned to me a similar rite of

handling the mala.
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In the very name of the God beyond my
God, I applaud post-denominational mar-
riages. | do see the loss of folk culture and
folk wisdom. I do feel the grief of those
who sense they are being left behind in
mixed up religious families. Nevertheless,
I applaud multi-faith (not interfaith) but
instead multipath marriages. Interfaith is
too small a notion for what is happening.
Instead we can talk about spiritual, reli-
gious convictional communities, many of
whom are already inside the people marry-
ing today. They may have been raised by a
Buddhist and a Jew and about to marry a
Roman Catholic. The blends are blending.

Christian views on Marriage

For Christians marriage is the imitation
of God’s unconditional love for us. We
promise “For richer, for poorer, for better,
for worse, in sickness and in health.” We
promise “to be faithful until death does u
part” (addition mine). These vows from
the Book of Common Prayer promise
more than most humans can deliver. Still,
they constitute what Christians mean by
marriage. It is the imitation of the covenant
God has, sealed in Jesus, while always
knowing that we will fail at our goal to be
Godly in love and in marriage.

Christians also use the first testament in
our understanding of marriage. Consider
the passage from Hosea 2:14 — 3: 5. The
prophet Hosea is downright romantic in
this passage. He promises not only that the
broken marriage will be healed but also
that the vineyards will be restored. One
of the ugliest parts of modern marriage is
how impoverished we can become and how
quickly if we don’t find ways to love each
other. Divorce or troubled marriages or
partnerships result not just in heartbreak
but also in lost vineyards. Apparently, this
has always been true, if Hosea is any evi-
dence but now, during the great stagna-
tion, what some call the great recession,
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it is even more true. I meet people every
day who tell me they are staying together
because they can’t afford not to. I wonder
what would make a marriage more likely
to result in great grapes?

First of all, we could remind ourselves of
what marriage is. It is a spiritual arrange-
ment that has economic benefits. Not an
economic arrangement which has spiri-
tual benefits. When we declare ourselves
in covenant with other — for richer, for
poorer, for better, for worse, in sickness
and in health, till death do us part — we tell
contract theology where to go. We replace
it with covenantal theology, that which
promises unconditionality in love.

As my friend says about our one son’s fa-
vorite sport, he plays penultimate Frisbee,
not ultimate Frisbee. Marriage is about ul-
timate Frisbee. It is not about how to look
normal or move into the middle class or not
to have to go home alone at night. Nor is it
about sharing the mortgage or even having
kids. Marriage is about loving the partner
in the same way that God loves us, without
conditions or unconditionally. We make
that choice as a vow, a solemn promise, a
desire that trumps all others. In the vow,
we say a loud no to consumer culture. Of
course, there is somebody better for you or
better looking or richer or not so troubled
or with a better set of in-laws as part of
the package. There always will be. When
you find the next one, there will also be a
next one. And you will be playing penulti-
mate Frisbee, in one contract after another,
where your own actions will predict those
that come towards you. One day you will
wake up and realize that “nobody ever real-
ly loved me the way I wanted to be loved.”
If you insert conditions into the core cov-
enant, so will your partner. If you take con-
ditions out of the covenant, so MAY, not
will, but MAY your partner. The golden
rule comes to mind with its sneaky prag-
matism and contractualism. We are to love



others as we love ourselves. To get the love
we want, we need to give it. Someone loves
me, 32 years now, who knows how feeble
[ am. Who knows my anger and its lack of
a shut off valve. Who knows how bad my
varicose veins really are. He by the way is
no prize himself. We have extraordinary
grapes. They may not be varietals that win
prizes but anything other than this well-
worn covenant would be unthinkable. You
get the point. Besides reminding ourselves
of what marriage is spiritually, we can also
back into what a new economy is and how
covenant is the only route there as well. In
the new economy, you work and get paid
covenantly as well. The 1% aren’t the only
ones whose vineyards are restored. Most
people today work on the faith that they
may get paid at the end of the month.

If Christian marriage is imitation of God’s
unconditional love in covenantal fashion,
and if it understands that it is culturally im-
portant, resulting in good vines and good
grapes all the way around, it also under-
stands that there are more people than just
Christians in the world. In the 21st cen-
tury, we will tip into what Diana Eck calls
religious pluralism, the time when over
50% of us will marry outside our faith of
origin. We won'’t just be diverse, we will
also be plural. We will be different from
each other. We will hold true to our faith
of origin and find ourselves delightfully
mixed up with others.

Religions think differently about marriage.
Culture tends to think the same. Whether
it is the Muslim dentist father from Detroit
insisting that the bride “convert” so that
the family is not embarrassed or the Jew-
ish mother taking to her bed for three days
when the engagement happened with her
son and a Christian minister, Culture pre-
vails. It’s unspoken and uncodified rules
are three. Do not intermarry. If you do, do
not embarrass the family. And have chil-
dren, as soon as possible.

Because I am Christian and not Muslim
or Jewish nor “spiritual but not religious”
or “nones!,” I only know the actual theol-
ogy of one religion, which is mine. I wish
I knew the particulars from others. Mar-
riage is more cultural than religious today,
in this plural context. First it is cultural,
then it is a religious institution. All the
faiths are sidelined in similar ways.

Let me define sidelined. I have performed
thousands of weddings, mostly of mix-
tures. The Hindu/Ecuadorian. She was
the head of the New York City taxi driv-
ers’ association. He was a cab driver. The
African-American/Chinese American. The
Palestinian to the Jewish Princess, afore-
mentioned. He was the one with the den-
tist father. The Americanized South Indian
who “bought” a mail order (Indian) bride.
The American woman who married the
Indian. The Christian Minister (me) who
married “the Jew” whose mother took to
bed, only to come out and be happy when
the grandchildren were born and had a bar
mitzvah, after their confirmation.

Culture prevails. Religion does not. On the
“Wendy Show”, while she was interview-
ing Larry King one afternoon, while I was
getting a manicure, the vows of some ce-
lebrity were observed. She said, “For rich-
er, for richer.” Not “for richer, for poorer.”
The crowd cheered.

From a woman'’s point of view, marriage is
sexual protection. From a man’s point of
view, marriage is sexual security. Never ask
Hillary Clinton or Mrs. Anthony Weiner
(a Muslim married to a Catholic) or Mrs.
Eliot Spitzer what they think about mar-
riage or the Achilles penis. Or listen to gay
couples describe how absurd it is that they
want to get in on a failed institution. Why
failed? In the U.S. one out of two marriag-
es, as in 50%!, end in divorce. The reason
the marriage rate is so high is that there
are so many opportunities to try again. Re-
peat: Culture prevails. The all-American
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optimism keeps people going to what we
Christians call the altar.

Marriage to this Christian is about what it
means to be a person with a gender, and
what it means to cling to each other, in the
world beyond consumerism. We promise
richer/poorer; better/worse; sickness and
in health when we get married. Our word
is our word here. Multiple attention dis-
solves into singular attention, the kind we
want from a lover. We stop “shopping” and
start living. Faithfulness is vowed precisely
as the holy moment when we stop shop-
ping and start covenanting.

Pre-Marital Counseling

When Culture prevails in the marriage
promise, we find extraordinary experi-
ences. As a clergy person, from my side of
the altar, I engage in a kind of competition
with culture at every moment. The compe-
tition between clergy and caterer has only
just begun when the couple announces
that they are happy to pay you USD 200 to
do the wedding service. Why? “The florist
budget 1s way over what they had hoped
to pay.” The competition continues when
the first question the couple asks about the
service is “how long is it.” It comes into its
finale when the couple tells you exactly
what date and time the service will be “be-
cause the restaurant has been booked al-
ready.” The drama — with this exaggerated
and fictional version of a married wannabe
couple — concludes when told they want a
“service” in which we refrain from men-
tioning God.

Sometimes this appointment is over and
sometimes it has just begun. Why would
any clergy person want to perform a reli-
gious service without mentioning God, get
paid less than the florist, be disrespected
regarding the timing, or be paid as an af-
terthought? Sometimes this marriage can
be saved for a spiritual service — and some-
times not. In what follows I try to show
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you how to speak to the couple that wants
to enjoy the services of a spiritual guide
before, during and after the wedding and
suggest ways they might have their cake
and eat it too.

Let’s start with the cost. Here is where
culture really has its way with us. What it
means to marry someone, and not be either
the bride or the groom is pre-marital coun-
seling, the service itself and the follow up.
I usually do four pre-marital sessions and
used to do many more. | blame the time
famine, which both couples and clergy ex-
perience. The first one is a get acquainted,
in which I focus on the longevity of their
parents’ marriage or marriages, their expe-
rience of any divorce that might have oc-
curred, whether they covet a similar or dif-
ferent partnership than their parents and
whether they think their parents are happy
and fulfilled. If there is sufficient time, |
also get to the grandparents. My objective
is, to teach the couple to each other: what
history is written on their psyche? What
pattern are they trying to break or fulfill?
In the second session, I focus on more ob-
jective matters like race, class origin, reli-
gious background, and ethnicity. If time
permits, I also focus on previous partners,
how the break ups occurred, how hurt
they were, if they were the “dumper” or
“the dumped”. Again, my objective is to
teach the couple to each other. If there are
obvious differences in any of these objec-
tive areas, | zoom in on them and show the
couple, as individuals, how the other per-
son sees things. I want them well educated
in each other’s patterns before they walk
down any aisle. Before the third session,
I give an assignment. “What will be your
biggest problem in five years? How will it
be connected to your histories? During the
third session, we discuss their prophecies.
By then, we have bonded and are having a
good time. The session is not designed to
resolve the coming problems so much as to



name them and to forecast them. When it
shows up at breakfast, no one will be sur-
prised, as the expression goes.

The fourth session focuses on the service. |
have already handed out a template for it.
The couple then chooses input into the cat-
egories — or throws it out and comes in with
their own. My template is absurdly simple,
with ten liturgically connected parts. They
are: A welcome, a blessing by the family, a
blessing by the gathered community, some
music, a reading or two or three, the prom-
ises, the vows, the rings, the announce-
ment, the Kiss. It often takes longer at the
rehearsal to deal with the entrances and the
exits than it does with the template service.
Why? Because the drama and narrative
arc of the wedding is in the coming in as
one person and the leaving as another. The
drama of the liturgy is about the farewell of
the parents, the blessing of the community,
the crescendo of the intimacy of saying “I
will” in response to the promises and “I do”
in the vows and then putting a ring on fin-
gers as a symbol of these promised vows,
which ring almost requires a kiss, a bodily
union in front of those gathered. The lan-
guage matters less than the liturgy and the
motion towards each other. Some couples
like to do a ring warming ceremony, where
the ring is passed through the community/
congregation and touched and blessed.
Others like a Unity Candle, in which a
flame of recognition is given to the litur-
gical processional and recessional. If you
add these two to my simple template, the
service can go as long as 30 minutes. With-
out them, this template gives you a simple
and sophisticated 22-minute service. Note
I am telling you about the time at the end
of session four, not at the beginning.

Some couples write their own vows, which
is fine. Honesty of spiritual commitment is
crucial. I do respect the spiritual concern
of “None of the Aboves”: their virtue is
that they don’t want to be hypocritical at

such an important moment in their lives.
Usually, the couple can come to an under-
standing that something larger than them-
selves is at work in the wedding service.
Others use the “for better for worse” frame
of the Old English and find it very satis-
fying. During my introduction I often ask
the blessing “of the God beyond God, the
one whom no one can name, the one whom
some call Allah, and others, Jesus, whom
some call Ruach and others Yahweh,
whom some call Spirit or Energy or Force
or Creator, whom others cannot compre-
hend, nevertheless, Thou beyond human
captivity or naming, draw near.” Since no
one can name God and at a wedding, we
are often with a fully mixed and ecumeni-
cal community, why bother naming God?
Because we refuse to capture God in any
one name does not mean that the divine
cannot be spoken. The strongest response
I get to my weddings is gratitude for the
opening prayer. People do not like to leave
God out so much as they refuse to bring
a God too small in. Thus, the request to
“keep God out of it.” T get the consent of
the couple to have this opening prayer. I
also get their consent to bless their mar-
riage at the end with these words, “In so
much as you and you (named) have con-
sented together before God and this entire
company to the art and act of holy matri-
mony, | now pronounce you...” Pluralism
is all in a good wedding service. Session
four negotiates this pluralism. If at the be-
ginning of our sessions, I were to ask for
this “permission” to include God, usually
the couple would say no. We don’t know
each other well enough. 1 will, however,
at the first meeting suggest that I want to
include God in the service and will do so
unapologeticaﬂy. If after these four ses-
sions, the couple refuses my insertion of
God language, as described, 1, of course,
will honor their request. What I want most
of all is to be heard — which is also what
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most people want.

So back to the clergy paycheck. I have now
done five sessions with the couple, will
also do the rehearsal and potentially the
dinner, then the wedding and potentially
the celebration. I will have a minimum of
ten hours work, assuming that there are
no glitches. What's a good example of a
glitch? The couple realizes in the last ses-
sion that she wants to get a full set of new
dishes and he thinks what they have is just
fine. He wants to put out a gift registry that
sends money to an international Aid orga-
nization. This couple missed a big chunk
in the session on class and spiritual differ-
ences. We had to schedule two more ses-
sions. I invited each of them to talk to their
parents alone, then together, about how
they might have become a person who did
or didn’t want matching dishes. This pro-
cess brought the parents into the service as
advisors — and moved all four parents very
much. They were honored to be asked an
intimate, psychological, spiritual and dare
I say moral question. It also increased my
time on the phone, email and in session
with the couple. Every service takes a dif-
ferent amount of time to prepare it. Cus-
tomizing is the point.

Vignettes from actual weddings

An example of “doing a wedding” or “mar-
rying someone” took me by air to Miami,
by air to Guatemala City, by van to Lake
Atitlan, and by boat to Casa Del Mundo,
a boutique eco hotel sketched into the
mountains on the Lake. The hotel shared
its space with Mayan carvings in the rock
walls. Frances, Chinese-American and
Catholic, was marrying Jacob, African
American and Unitarian. Their parents
were all still married, which is remarkable
in and of itself. About half are and about
half are not. Oddly, both parental couples
were married 41 years. This wedding start-

ed off like so many, saying; “let’s leave God
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out of it. “ It ended in prayers and a ring
warming ceremony, where guests warmed
the ring with prayers in their own words.
When I asked Frances and Jacob why we
had to go so far to get them married, at
lakeside, at sunset, they said, “Because it
was neither of our homes.” They weren’t
“sticking it to their parents” so much as
reaching for a new kind of home, one that
was not either’s. I noted that they rarely sat
with their parents during the ten meals we
enjoyed in the hotel dining room. I won-
dered (as a parent myself of their age chil-
dren) what the parents felt about that. In
fact, now that I often marry my kids’ peers
at far away places, 1 find myself strangely
warmed by their unique independence and
reach. I think we raised them to be globals
and need not be surprised when they turn
out that way.

Each wedding is different to a progressive
religious person — and each has its own
way of including God.

Another example was the first Lesbian
wedding in Mexico to make the society
page of El Pais. I will tell how the moth-
er of one of the brides got it placed there.
It had to do with interviewing all 100 of
the staff people for the three day event
about their attitudes towards gender and
sexual orientation. Then there was the sil-
ver sculptures in the great tree, the dance
floor built over the swimming pool, and
the sprinklers that were on automatic and
sprayed all the guests at promptly 11 p.m.
The couple had arranged for the service to
start at the last sunset of the last day of the
20th century. They mixed Mexican Catho-
lic, Protestant Milwaukee and ancient Ma-
yan practices into their service. There was
a profound sense of an unnamed and un-
nameable Spirit throughout the three day
event.

The main reason was the Mexican father of
the bride’s behavior towards the American
father. The Mexican father was upper class



in dress and demeanor. His home, where
the wedding was held, was stunning from
an interior decoration point of view. The
American father was a truck driver, whose
suit did not fit him well at all. The Mexican
father gave such enormous respect to his
daughter’s new father-in-law that his spir-
it pervaded the entire event. Something
Godly was afoot. You couldn’t miss it.

In a plural age, in a time when most of us
will end up in mixed marriges, the best
thing we can is be spiritually simple and
gracious. That will evoke the name of God
more than any prayer possibly can.

Excerpts from Marital Prayers
Whether we call it hooking up or dating
or seeing someone or going out, whatever
it is we call the great mating ritual of our
species, whatever we are thinking when
we shop for clothes and ask if some part of
our anatomy looks big in those jeans — we
are people who want each other. We want
to be linked, connected, even married. We
want to join at the hip with someone — and
laugh in great amusement at how God is
said to have created Eve from Adam’s rib.
First we separate, then we unify. Let us be
amused by our urgency to be together. Let
us be light about it. Let us become good
at it. Let unity be real — and allow for the
most beautiful of differentiations as well.
Allow us to dance the ballet of intimacy
with grace and a little wiggle in our walk.
For love that lasts, for humor that bridges,
for long days that last into the night, for
good vacations, for pillow talk, for time
alone that makes us want to be back to-
gether, for all that covenant can provide,
we pray. Give us the blessing of many an-
niversaries and even a larger number of
good times. Grant joy to the people around
us, about us, and let us not be so much a
burden to them as a gift. Let what we have
together radiate out in a great circle of hu-
man community. And if there be children,

let them be especially happy on our anni-
versaries.

Morning Prayer for Day of Wed-
ding Service

I am nervous, O God... nervous that [ am
not good enough, nervous that I won’t be
able to keep my promises much less dress
right, speak right, and act right. I am not
as much as I want to be for .
(Speak Partner’s name) Maybe I never
will be. But

way, you love me anyway, and I am awake

loves me any-

on this day of transformation. Thank you.
Thank you. Thank you. And let my ner-
vousness disappear. Let something like
calm take its place. Let me get out of my
own way and forget about myself in time to
be happy, today, and all the days to come.
Amen.

Prayer to Open Service

Holy God, Blessed Spirit, you whom
some call Yahweh, and others Allah, you
whom some call Jesus and others Christ,
you whom some know as breath or force
or Bruach or Adonai, you beyond any hu-
man name or cage, you who transcend
the cages we place you in, draw near
now and bless this time and place. Let
the vows that are spoken be real, let the
people who hear them renew the prom-
1ses they too have made. Hold the space
for us as a cosmic canopy and let us shiver
with the grace of your presence. Open the
doors on all the cages everywhere and let
your people breathe free, just as you in-
tended. Let the partnership that emerges
at the end of this time renew and be new,
let the feast that follows be such a sign of
your kind of time that we are newly hun-
gry for an end to any kind of smallness
and any kind of poverty. And bless the
two who make promises. Let them be as
light as lace and as strong as wrought iron.

Thank you for letting us be here, now.
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Rising Litany Inside Service
Before the Vows the couple turns and faces
the gathered congregation.

Will the families please rise, as they are
able, and join their blessing to the vows
about to be made? “Is it your desire to
bless this couple and to join with them in
their joys and sorrows, wherever their life
may take them, each and together? If SO,
answer, ‘This is our desire.’

Families remain standing.

Will the friends of those present please
rise, as they are able, and join the family in
their blessing upon the vows to be made?
“Is it your desire to add your blessing upon
this couple and to join with them in their
joys and sorrows, wherever their life may
take them, each and together? If so, an-
swer, together, ‘This is our desire.’
(Family and congregation are seated to-
gether as couple returns to face altar or

table)

Closing Benediction

You walked in here as one couple, you
leave as another. You are changed. You
have joined the magic of covenant to the
love you already had. May it continue to
change you and may the uncaged God,
the free spirit, the holy vows mark your
goings out and your coming ins from
this day forward, even forevermore.
Prayer for Blessing Food

This feast is a sign of your reign, O God.
It is a picture of the joy you intend for
all people all of the time. Let us raise our
glasses first to you and then to each other
and let us promise to live in the feast, now

and always.

Prayer for first morning after
Marriage

Before the pictures arrive or the party is
cleaned up, before the first cup of coffee
or the first regret, let me kiss you and hold
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you as though I know who you are. Let me
be present to you. Keep me from running
by the great moments of my life as though
they didn’t really happen or I wasn't re-
ally there. Slow me down and let me walk,
again and again, down the aisle, up to the
cake, over to someone I don’t know. Let
me be surprised by what really happened
as opposed to what I thought would hap-
pen. Let me relish and repeat, rejoice and
evaluate, open the many gifts slowly as
though each were the only one. Let me
light a candle on this first anniversary and
each one to come. Let me be a person who
collects joy. Amen.

Prayer for First Fight

We don'’t really know why this happened, O
God, nor do we want to be right. We want
something more than being right. We just
want you to return us to our promises and
to see how big they are and how small this
is. People say you crossed the river Jordan,
that you set a rainbow in the sky. They say
you took crumbs and fed 5000. You act like
there is always enough to go around. Can
you make a miracle also out of us? Amen.

Prayer for Album’s Arrival

We are thankful, O God, for the smiles on
each face and the love in each heart. We
wonder why we had so few quiet moments
— and we wonder how we could ever have
looked so good. Ritualize the joy in us so
that every year on our anniversary we go
back to these pictures and rejoice. Ritual-
ize our wedding joy so that we find a way
to sneak feast into our ordinary ways of
living. Manage our lives not by the fleet-
ing joy of our big day but by the ongoing
gladness we have in each other. Some peo-
ple think nothing is a miracle and others
know that everything is a miracle. Let us
be a part of the last group, enchanted by
and with life. Reenchant us daily with each
other and with life. Amen.



Prayer for Childbirth

Exhausted by the exhaustion of life’s travel
through the birth canal, we find ourselves
sweaty, giddy, and glad. We are finally
amazed about what we knew was hap-
pening but couldn’t quite imagine: a child

is born. We were a biological vessel and
now we are a social vessel. Please, please,
please, don’t let us drop anything. Let us
be a good vessel. Please. We are amazed
and glad but scared and fragile. Help us.

Amen.
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Kapwa in pamilya rooted in /oab of divine
image: Thoughts from a filipino catholic theologian

Levy Lara Lanaria

The Filipino culture and society is essen-
tially familial.! Indeed, the native notion
of kinship system “lies deep in the heart of
Filipino community social organization.”
For better or for worse, it “affects, if not
dominates, the shaping of local institu-
tions, values, emotions and actions.”” Be-
yond domestic confines, familial solidarity
is tangible in politics, business, and even
in the ritual practice of religion. The fam-
ily “stands at the heart of social life” and
is considered as the only corporate unit in
the society that serves both as the bond of
group decisions/actions and source of per-
sonal security.

A scientific study administered to Filipino
students in the 1970s disclosed emotional
closeness and security of the family as a
major Filipino value.” Another fairly recent
study showed that of the top ten most im-
portant components of the good life iden-
tified by the Filipino respondents, six of
these represent emotional support provid-
ed by the family.® A more recent Philippine
Happiness Index (PHI) study conducted
in 2010 revealed that “family” topped the
list of things that made Filipinos happy.®
The structural-functional and the symbol-
ic-interactionist value of the family” can be
overshadowed, however, by a number of

constricting forces. They threaten healthy,
mutually trusting and truthful relationships
within the family and vitiate the integral
growth of family members and the family
itself both ad intra (within the family) and
ad extra (in relation to the community and
society at large). Three major shortcom-
ings of the Filipino family can be noted as
pointed out by local anthropologists and
sociologists. These are the propensity to be
clannish or social individualism wherein
common good is subordinated to familial
interests, manifestations of authoritarian-
ism which block off trusting and truthful
two-way communications, and the pres-
ence of patriarchal elements in the family
which relegate the wife to an inferior role.®
These are stumbling blocks to the healthy
and integral development of the family
members and the family vis-a-vis the larger
community and society. If Jesus Christ has
envisioned a world where there is fullness
of life (John 10:10b: “I have come that
they may have life, life in all its fulllness”),
then his followers ought to facilitate the
development of attitudes and the creation
of structural conditions which make pos-
sible the fulfillment of such a vision.

This paper attempts to proffer a philo-
sophical-theological framework as a heu-
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ristic device to undergird efforts towards
facilitating this fullness of life in the Fili-
pino familial culture/society.” It prescribes
the concept of “kapwa” to bring out what is
deeply implicit in the Filipino social psyche
awaiting to be harnessed towards recon-
structing a more ‘life-giving’ familial cul-
ture. Kapwa is the core value of the native
lowland culture as propounded by the Fili-
pino sociologist, Virgilio Enriquez.'® In the
context of our deeply religious orientation,
I propose to ground it upon the traditional
Christian theological concept of imago Dei
(image of God) mediated by another indig-
enous and equally popular concept of loob.

Kapwa: Core Social Psychological Value

Kapwa literally means “both” or “fellow.” It
is one of those terms in the Filipino lexicon
which enjoy common usage both in oral
and written form. Very often it is used as
a qualifier, thus kapwa manggagawa (fellow
worker) or kapwa guro (fellow teacher).
Or it can be used as a subject as in kapwa
nagmamahalan (both loving each other) or
kapwa matalino (both [are] intelligent). In
any case the emphasis is on sameness and
relational-ness.

Enriquez regards kapwa as a “superordi-
nate concept” which can help render an
emic account of patterned Filipino inter-
personal behavior. Its more dynamic deriv-
ative pakikipagkapwa (“relating”) subsumes
at least eight behaviorally recognizable
levels which Enriquez clusters into two
general categories: ibang-tao or “outsider”
and hindi ibang tao or “one-of-us.” Under
the “outsider” group are the levels of pak:-
kitungo (amenities/civility), pakikisalamuba
(“mixing”); pakikilahok (joining/participat-
ing), pakikibagay (conforming), and pakiki-
sama (adjusting). The “one-of-us” category
ranges from pakikipagpalagayang-loob (mu-
tual trust/rapport), pakikisangkot (getting
involved), and pakikiisa (fusion, onenes
and full). These are not merely interre-
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lated modes of interpersonal relations but
are levels of interaction. Neither are they
merely conceptually but behaviorally dif-

ferent as well.

More significantly, Enriquez refers to kap-
wa as “shared inner self,” which presup-
poses the sharing of “collective values with
the rest of humanity and deep respect for
the dignity and inherent worth of a fellow
human being.” It is marked by “a reflex-
ive quality, such that what is good for one
is shared and is good for the other, what
would be to the detriment of one is ac-
cepted in fact as detrimental to the other.”
The derivative pakikipagkapwa is intimately
linked with the personalist trait of the Fili-
pinos. To a Villager, there is no such thing
as impersonal relationships, only highly
personalized one. This is not to be equated
with the American concept of “individual-
ism” where autonomous individuated self
takes precedence over inter-relations. Fili-
pinos are oriented to relating to one another
as part of the collectivity. The expression,
pine-personal (taking things personally),
captures the essence of pagkamapagkapwa
as an element of value orientation.'

Pakikipagkapwa is more inclusive and goes
much deeper than pakikisama (smooth
personal relations), for which Filipinos
are noted in terms of the degree or level
of commitment to a relationship.’? While
pakikisama is very often associated with
avoidance of conflict and pleasing the
other/others it does not necessarily denote
depth of commitment to the kapwa or mga
kapwa (plural), pakikipagkapwa means the
ego-sharing-identity-with-the-other. Take
note that it is not the ego-dominating-over-
the-other. The latter is the Western ego of
the enlightenment which post-modern phi-
losophers have criticized vigorously for its
propensity to make other peoples into its
own image and likeness to the exclusion of



otherness, difference, multiplicity.” In the
kapwa-scheme | am proposing, the other,
endowed with his/her own uniqueness, re-
mains my Aapwa not just on the basis of
his/her status or standing but because the
ako (1) and viya (he/she) or vila (they) es-
sentially partake of the same humanity.
Kapwa is difference-in-sameness. Another
Filipino sociologist refers to pakrkipagkap-

wa as “humanness as its highest level.”!

A person starts having kapwa not so
much because of a recognition of status
given him by others but more because of
his awareness of shared identity. The ako
(ego) and the rba-sa-akin (others) are one
and the same in 4apwa psychology: Hindi
ako 1ba sa aking kapwa (I am no different
from others). Once ako starts thinking of
himself as separate from 4apwa, the Fili-
pino “self” gets to be individuated in the
Western sense and, in effect, denies the
status of kapwa to the other. By the same
token, the status of kapwa is also denied
to the self.

To be denied of the selfhood or person-
hood (pagkatao), that last remaining ‘line
of defense’ of the individual, is a terrible
misfortune for a Filipino. A popular Fili-
pino movie illustrates the deepest value of
pagkatao. The heart-rending plea of a Fili-
pina mother beseeching her daughter with
whom she has a heated altercation says it
all: “ Aung hindi mo na ako gustong galan-
gin bilang ina, galangin mo naman ako bi-
lang tao "(“If you don’t want to treat me as
your mother, treat me as a human being”).
It is an appeal to relate to her as her daugh-
ter’s kapwa (fellow human being) as moth-
erhood loses, rightly or wrongly, its moral
ascendancy.'®

Kapwa, then, has an innate ethical dimen-
sion which a priorirecognizes and respects
and advances the cause of human dignity.

One may refer to it as a pre-existent meta-
physical force which makes an ethical
claim on our personhood. A very famous
Filipino slogan puts it this way: kapwa ko,
pananagutan ko (my fellow human being,
my responsibility). Interestingly Enriquez’
treatment of Aapwa in Chapter 4 of his
book bears the title “ Aapwa and the Strug-
gle for Justice, Freedom and Dignity. The
struggle to re-build a just, free and human-
istic world is intimately linked to or passes

through pakikipagkapwa.

Kapwa Rooted in Loob of Divine Image

In the entire chapter of his book solely
devoted to kapwa, Enriquez does not ex-
plicitly tie up the concept with the anthro-
pological value of egalitarianism. One can,
however, extract a vital surplus meaning
from the rich and deep dimensions of the
concept. Here I will attempt to argue that
kapwa has the intimations of equality hence
pakikipagkapwa in its profound meaning
is two co-equal persons relating to one
another. However, the /Aapwa-construct
needs to have, as it were, an ontological
grounding to serve as persistent correc-
tive of dominating tendencies that might
be wrongly subscribed to the kapwa-prin-
ciple.’® The ontological foundation I have
in mind is another very rich native concept
which has been reflected upon by contem-
porary Filipino philosophers and theo-
logians in recent decades: the concept of
Joob (literally, inside or interior).

The Filipino philosopher-anthropologist
Albert Alejo has done extensive research
on the concept in his excellent published
work in Filipino, 7ko po/ Tuloy! Ilsang
Landas ng Pag-unawa sa Loob ng T20."”
In the process he was able to gather an en-
semble of descriptions by a group of local
thinkers who had reflected on the concept
using different theoretical lens such as his-
torical, metalinguistic analysis, psychologi-
cal analysis, and theological hermeneutics.
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Loobis described variously as cave of Fili-
pino thought, holistic self of the Filipino,
state of feeling and core of character, gen-
uine self of the person, and the person in
his/her deepest interiority. There was also
the post-modern critique of the ‘embalmed’
loob as instrument of conquest.’® At the
end of Alejo’s book is a remarkable collec-
tion of 261 /oob-idioms alphabetically or-
dered by the author with their respective
meanings.

The indigenous concept of /00b so caught
the theological imagination of a popular
Filipino lay theologian Jose de Mesa that
he has creatively re-constructed an incul-
turated theology upon the native concept
for lowland Filipinos.”” He is known to
have pioneered the use of the native ex-
pression kagandahang-loob as a cultur-
ally appropriate category to refer to God'’s
pagmamahal (love).”® He is fond of trans-
lating his preferred theological expression
kagandahang-loob ng Diyos into Eng-
lish as winsome benevolence (a synthesis
of beauty and goodness) of God. In his
popular 1987 published work In Solidar-
ity with the Culture: Studies in 74eologrcal
Re-rooting de Mesa shares his observation
on the depth-meaning of /00b as “the in-
ner self... the core of one’s personhood and
where the true worth of a person lies. It
is what makes the lowland Filipino what
he is and who he is as a person. Not only
that, it is an appropriate term to describe a
person in relationship to others because it
provides an insight as to what kind of per-
son one is.”*!

Loob is an essentially relational concept.
One’s /oob is appreciated only in terms of
how he/she relates to histher mga kapwa
(plural). If he/she has been showing re-
peatedly signs of remarkable 4abutihan
(goodness) to them, in time, they will de-
scribe him/her as of magandang-loob or
mabuting-loob. The qualifier maganda
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literally is beautiful thus emphasizing the
aesthetic dimension of /oob, while mabuti
is good which brings out its moral side. If
the person is oftentimes unkind or mean
or selfish towards others, people will even-
tually describe him/her as possessing ma-
samang-loob (bad-/loob). Loob is beyond
ethical judgment when it does not manifest
itself in outward behavior. However the
concrete way by which a person relates to
others in general may not necessarily be re-
flective of the mabuting loob. This simply
means that his/her attitude/behavior is dis-
connected from his/her /oob. This person
is perceived as plastik (plastic), doble-kara
(double-faced), balatkayo (deception),
may maskara (with mask) - all referring to
the hypocritical behavior. Zoob manifests
itself “through external behavior, and be-
havior in an authentic person stems from
the /oob and is not used to camouﬂage the
inner self.” In the /oob-scheme the /zbas
(external) or 4atawan (body) is not a mere
accessory, or adjunct, it is an essential part
of our interiority. That is why A/ejo dares
to exclaim: Walang loob kung walang
katawan! (There is no loob if there is no
body). Pakikipagkapwa can only manifest
itself through the corporeal self, and the
magandang-/mabuting-loob or masamang-
loobwill be sensed through time.

A popular adage among Filipinos is ang
sakit ng kalingkingan ay damdam ng bu-
ong katawan (the pain of a little finger is
felt by the entire body). When a 4apwa
suffers, we also feel his/her suffering (un-
less vitiated by calloused indifference)
that is why we “feel with” (dumadamay)
the pain. The rootword of dumadamay is
damd (feel). If we do not show concern to
a suffering person, we forget that our body
is rooted in the shared loob. Hence we call
a person who does not feel the pain of the
kapwa as ‘manhid (insensitive). If some-

one tells you “Manbhid ka!,” (you feel noth-



ing) it is tantamount to being told that you
are not a human being because you do not
know how to feel with a A’ade.

The state of a person’s /oob affects as well
his/her outside world. If there is disconnect
or disjunction between the external and
the internal “(t)he world will forever be in
turmoil as long as people either fail to dis-
tinguish between reality and appearance
or continue to behave outwardly in a mode
that runs counter to what their /oob is.”*
The construct of /00b, then, does not only
point to the core of one’s personhood, but
directs us to what kind of core is this that
is in a relationship. To belabor the point,
/oob is one concept which has something
to do with emphatic relating. It is not just
the measure of one’s personhood as such;
it is likewise the measure of the person as
kapwa of the other.

Human ZLoob as Shared Trinitar-
ian Loob

To put the discourse in a theological plane,
we go to the Christian sacred book. Ac-
cording to the Scriptures, when God cre-
ated human beings He was first projected
as a relational God-within. “We shall make
God in our image, to our likeness” (Genesis
1:26).% One is God but He is not alone in
the innermost depths (kaloob-looban) of his
divine being. God'’s loo/ is essentially an in-
tra-relational self - which is why Christians
love to refer to Him as ‘Trinity’ (three-in-
one). For a Christian believer there is so
much beauty within the intra-relational loob
of God. For this reason he/she look up to
the Trinitarian image as the model-par-ex-
cellence of pakikipagkapwa among members
of biological families and ecclesial commu-
nities. In a profound manner, the one Tri-
une God wishes to gpagkaloob (give; share)
to His creatures the beautiful intra-rela-
tionships happening within His loob.? Tt is
not just His ‘being-God’ that He wants to

be shared, but His ‘being-God-in-relationship-
with.” “Then Yahweh God formed Man, dust
drawn from the clay, and breathed into his
nostrils a breath of life and Man became
alive with breath” (Genesis 2:7) - and man
became an intimate and inseparable part
of God’s loob and the divine image dwelt
in man’s loob. Filipinos are wont to saying
“nothing happens to us which is not God’s
kalooban” (will). If God’s will is profoundly
rooted in His loob and man partakes of the
divine loob, then God’s kalooban from the
innermost core of His being finds an echo
in man’s kaloob-looban (depths).

The Christian theological tradition has
given names to the three-in-one God: Fa-
ther, Son and Spirit. Within the innermost
Triune /oob is a dynamic interaction of co-
equal persons in perfect unity. Christians
normally commune with the Triune God
through Jesus Christ the one mediator be-
tween God and humankind (1 Timothy 2:5
“As there is one God, there is one media-
tor between God and men, Christ Jesus”).
Believers refer to him as the incarnation of
God’s love (John 3:16 “Yes God so loved
the world that he gave his only Son that
whoever believes in him may have eternal
life”). If God is kagandahang-loob (winsome
benevolence; love), then Jesus Christ, as
de Mesa stresses, is God's kagandabang-loob.
To be united with the Triune God is to be
united with and through Jesus Christ-God
who had ‘gone down’ from the Spirit world
and became our kapwa-in-corporeality. The
union with Jesus who had returned to the
spiritual world in His resurrected body but
now present in Spirit “is an intrinsic one,
based on an ontological reality” wherein he
“communicates his life, his being to (them)
from an innermost dwelling place within
(their) being” thus enabling them to be
animated by his Spirit and to live in him.?

Reli;ons



Loob-rooted Kapwa in Familial Ethos

Pagkakaisa (unity), as propounded by En-
riquez, is the highest expression of paki-
kipagkapwa, and 1 suggested earlier that
the concept of kapwa must be ontologi-
cally rooted in the divinely gifted loob of
the Trinity. This is, as it were, the mysti-
cal bond which inextricably links us to
one another. The ultimate unity among
the members of the Christian family, then,
is founded neither on blood nor on their
culturally-prescribed roles and functions
but on their shared loob, the core of their
pagkatao (personhood).

The kapwa-in-loob has an attached moral
injunction which summons the family to
re-order its hierarchical structure based
on authority and seniority. This is not an
appeal to do away with parental or el-
derly authority/seniority but to strip it of
its domineering tendencies and absolutist
pretensions and relativize its exercise in
the family in a way that authority/senior-
ity 1s not immune to constructive criticism.
In the most basic nuclear family form par-
ents remain parents and children remain
children but each of them kapwa Kristyano
(fellow Christians) tries to work out his/
her domestic roles within a context of re-
lationships where authority becomes sub-
ordinated to the kapwa-in-looh normative
principle of equality en Cristo.”® Between
husbands and wives, among siblings of
different genders, among all the members
of the family household making the socio-
ethical value of pakikiisa-as-egalitarianism
truly operative remains an ongoing chal-
lenge for the Filipino family. This mode of
pakikipagkapwa turns members of the fami-
ly into dialogical persons who can commu-
nicate with each other through a healthy
and mutually trusting/enriching interac-
tion. A well-formed dialogical attitude,
which trumps the attitude of superiority
entails humble listening and understand-
ing each other’s differences especially in
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vital matters which have a bearing on in-
dividual and family well-being. This is not
an invitation to a chaotic relationship but
a moving together of unique-yet-co-equal
persons in the depths of their shared loobs
towards a possible consensus or collective
decision.

Outside the realm of internal domestic
relationship the sublime value of pakikip-
agkapwa-pakikiisa moored in the shared
loob of divine image urges the Christian
families to identify itself with the suffer-
ings, struggles, hopes and aspirations of
humankind for a much better country and
world. In this pro-person, pro-community
agenda, the common good of the deprived,
marginalized, the poor, the powerless and
the voiceless have a special place.

The strangers, those outside of the kinship
system, are hndi thang-tao for they are kap-
wa-tao. Social individualism ought to give
way to the normative principle of shared
divine-human loob to ensure that the family
does not separate itself from the peoples’
struggle to build a more just and more hu-
mane social order. The task is brought to
the fore in bold relief in light of what the
Second Plenary Council of the Philippines
refers to as imbalances in the country’s
economic and political situation.?” Work-
ing for gender equality and social jus-
tice as an ethical demand of the principle
of unity springs forth from a decidedly
Christian faith-perspective that builds on
humanitarian impulse of pakikipagkapwa.
Jesus Christ, the full embodiment of God’s
shared kagandahang-loob is in the human.
The virtue of hospitality (taos-pusong pag-
tanggap®®), which is at once a cherished
cultural value of the Filipinos and the
early Christian household communities,
appears in a tangible expression of paki-
kipagkapwang pagkakaisa (relating of the
unity kind). The world today is one that
is ravaged by so much indifference and
exclusiveness. This leads to imposed suf-



fering of individuals and groups caused by
the structure of injustice built into our so-
cial institutions. De Mesa suggests that the
salvation brought by Jesus be recast today
in terms of “intimacy and communion, fel-
lowship and solidarity.””

Described by a couple of Christian authors
as “a spirited openness to others from out-
side the family circle,” the virtue of hospi-
tality may be considered a realization of
Jesus’ salvific mission.*® In its radical form
it is making room and giving space to the
unwelcomed (Hindi vila mga ibang tao; They
are not strangers anymore) and working
as well for their becoming welcome in the
larger society. At its depth it is acknowl-
edging human bonded-ness as a reality of
earthly existence and the essential inter-
connectedness of all social life. A Church
document affirms this: “God did not create
human beings for life in isolation, but for
the formation of social unity” (Gaudium et
Spes #32).

Kapwa ko, pananagutan ko.
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From father to son, from master to
disciple: terms and stakes of knowledge

transmission in Islam

Florence Ollivry

he love that parents transmit to
Ttheir children, the wish for them to

receive a successful education, the
pursuit of what is right for their child, are
they universal? Or is this love incarnated
in a particular culture, is it expressed in a
language particular to a specific culture? If
education is a way of preserving and trans-
mitting the physical and intellectual char-
acteristics of a society and its cultural and
social norms, then what, for Muslim soci-
ety, is at stake in this transmission? What
are the characteristics of the transmission
of knowledge in Islam?
After studying textile craftwork in Syria,

the relationship between masters and ap-
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prentices, between fathers and sons in the
profession, this study pursues further re-
search on the relationships between mas-
ter and disciple and on the transmission of
knowledge and of a profession in Islam.
What model do these chains of transmis-
sion follow? Can the boss of a guild be
compared to a “head of family”? Do men
with the same profession consider them-
selves as members of one family? Can this
fraternity be compared to that of Sufis be-
longing to the same takya? Are spiritual
initiation and professional initiation com-
parable? How are fatherhood and spiritual
fatherhood considered in Islam? What are

the characteristics of the transmission of



knowledge in Islam, what are the values
that society attempts to preserve through

this method of transmission?

Teaching Quran in the kuttab

In a work published October 2013 en-
titled “Family in Islam According to Ara-
bic Sources” the idea is put forward that in
most cases it was upon the father to finance
his children’s education, and that he signed
a contract for such purposes with an in-
structor of ku[ttz/l, a contract deﬁning the
duration of the studies, the curriculum, the
punishments and the instructor’s salary.

In the 12th and 13th centuries, in the
south and east of the Mediterranean Sea,
Ibn Jubayr asserts that the emphasis was
placed on the memorization of the Quran,
considered as the foundational element of
any curriculum. Students should be ca-
pable of reciting passages from the Quran,
while writing was occasionally neglected
at this stage. By memorizing the Quranic
text, even without comprehension, chil-
dren are believed to benefit from the
protective power that was attributed to
this text. The years spent studying kuttab
were dedicated to one particular objective,
meaning to protect the child for the lower
world while preparing him for the world
to come by imprinting the Quranic text in
him and teaching him the basic principles
of faith and religious commandments. This
pedagogical choice can be explained by
the fact that children, very vulnerable in
those days to neonatal and infant mortality,
needed to be prepared at the earliest age
for the eternal afterlife. Al-Ghazali writes:
“A father may well protect his son of the
fires of this world, but he would be better
off protecting him from the flames of the
afterlife.” This is done through moral and
religious education. The memorizing of the

Quran, rawon d'etre of the kuttab, was there-
fore seen as way of protecting the child.
The reference to revelation perceived
through sound then transmitted orally that
was instilled in Muslim society would ex-
plain, according to Louis Massignon, the
sustained attentiveness of youth for their
elders. In a text entitled “Note on Islam and
old age” (Note sur l'islam et la vieillesse),
is written “Islam was first and foremost an
oral testimony of the revelation perceived
by sound, in its intention through its into-
nation, - and this revelation goes back to
the origin of the world through successive
and discontinuous apparitions, and proph-
ets, - the only way of returning to the pri-
mal meaning of this revelation is to search
for direct auditors, to the first degree, of the
revealed word.” This is why, according to
Louis Massignon, the concern of the Mus-
lim 1s to search for an wnad ‘ali, the shortest
possible chain of transmission, which gave
rise between the 5th and 10th centuries of
the hiri calendar to professionals of chains
of transmission, whose professions consist-
ed in listening, starting at the age of five to
hadith dictated by people in their nineties
(and in fact written in Jahifa) or written
for which the old man insisted on giving to
the child an jaza, in other words the right
to recite them as his predecessor, meaning
with the same pronunciation. Therefore
we witness the child’s care for listening,
memorizing and faithfully transmitting the
speech of the elders, in order to transmit
speech which, because it links a people to
revelation, gives it a sacred character.

Sanctified Head of household
Another Muslim peculiarity, which can be
explained by the model of the Prophet’s

Sunna, is the existence in Islam of “Sanc-

tified Head of household,” the Sheikh,
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Indeed, unlike Christianity, the Muslim
sheikh is in most cases husband and father.
This is why there was a gradual appear-
ance in the Muslim world of hereditary
forms of sainthood, partly molded on the
descendents of the Prophet. Hereditary
sainthood becomes, from the 14th and 15th
centuries onwards, a massive phenome-
non. Baraka passes from father to son, and
even to the daughters, but also from uncles
to nephews, and ties an entire clan, cousins
and family members. Note that sainthood
may also pass through women, mothers or
grandmothers.

Muslim hagiography illustrates complex
familial ties and allows for entry into the
debate concerning the priority of blood re-
lations and heredity on the one hand, and
the relations from patronage, training, and
brotherhood between master and disciple
on the other hand. Blood fatherhood and
spiritual fatherhood are placed in parallel,
sometimes in opposition, although most of-

ten in reciprocity.

1. Master to disciple transmission in
tariqa

As explained by Eva de Vitray Meyero-
vitch, starting from the 11th century, the
term tariga refers to the entire set of rites of
spiritual training recommended for com-
munal life in various Muslim congrega-
tions. It became by extension synonymous
with brotherhood and designates a com-
munity founded on specific proscriptions,
under the authority of a single master. The
adherence to one such brotherhood may
lead to residing in a “monastery” (takya),
for varying lengths of time, very rarely is
it for an entire lifetime, the majority of the
adherents being married. The Sufi treatis-
es describe meticulously the Rule followed
in each takya as well as the stages (maga-

Relizions

mat) along the mystical path by the pilgrim
(valik). The role of the shetkh, or murshid,
who directs and to whom total obedience
is due, consists in adapting the spiritual ex-
ercises to the needs and capacities of the
disciples, or murids. Tt does not solely con-
sist of the teaching of a method, but rather
an initiative transmission, the transmission
of a spiritual influence, a divine inflow
(baraka) that can only be conferred by a
representative of a “chain” (slsila) going
back to the Prophet himself. In practice,
this initiation is symbolized by the inau-
guration, the conferring of the frock or
khirga. The murid is called the son of the
sheikh. In other words, the disciples con-
sider each other as brothers, who love each
other for the love of God. They are united
by a spiritual affinity closer than blood re-
lations could ever be. The entire Sufi com-
munity therefore consists of an indivisible
fraternity. The bonds between these broth-
ers can never be broken for it is a marriage
between souls sealed in heaven.

As we shall see later, and as expressed by
Eva de Vitray Meyerovitch, it is interest-
ing to observe that the relationship be-
tween master and disciple, fundamental
in Sufism, has an exact counterpart in the
professional guilds, which had always been
closely related to spiritual masters.

2. Master to disciple transmission of
guilds

In the same way that the master guides
the disciple along the path, it can be ob-
served that in the typical Muslim city the
transmission of professions follows well-
established rules. To understand the stakes
in this transmission of know how and
knowledge, Ibn Khaldun’s texts are a pre-
cious source of information and elucidate

the way in which the city was conceived



and organized. For example, he relates this
quotation from the Caliph ‘Ali: “The worth
of a man is what he knows how to do.” This
means that the price of a man is his profes-
sion, the worth of his work, his livelihood.
This quotation elucidates several points.
First, it clarifies the acceptable forms of
livelihood and one of the virtues of work,
that of making one’s work licit. This same
idea is also expressed in the 19th century
in a text written by the Sheikh Qassimy.
According to this text, in the Islamic city,
loyalty in transactions is highly recom-
mended and each profession confers upon
the believer a degree of honor which en-
titles him to bear witness to the one God.
The degree of honor may vary. Thus, ac-
cording to Ibn Khaldun, the noblest arts
are obstetrics, calligraphy, the production
of books, song and medicine.

The link between the profession and the
required skill is also examined by Louis
Massignon when he writes, “a city of Islam
[...]is above all a place of gathering, not so
much of buildings constituting a fossilized
museum, but knots of streets where oral
testimonies of witnesses, shuhud ...” The
profession enables a man to bear witness
to the one God and renders earnings licit.
One of the characteristics of a profession in
the Islamic city is its stable, fixed character
to the point where the profession becomes
part of identity. This is the case because of
the often hereditary nature of the transmis-
sion of a profession. Most often the profes-
sion is inherited from the father who trans-
mits the secrets of the trade. These secrets
are protected, either because it will remain
in the family (blood ties) or because it will
remain within the professional guilds and
will only be transmitted after a slow initia-
tion. For Ibn Khaldun, the reason for this

constancy in a single profession, for an en-

tire lifetime, is the quest for perfection in a
profession. He writes: “Once ‘colored’ by a
habit, one is no longer in his natural state
and much less prone to take on another.
All this is evident and easily observed.
One rarely finds an artisan, knowledge-
able in his affairs, who changes profession
and equally excels in his new art. Thus is
the case also for the sciences and the in-
tellectual faculties. A successful specialist
rarely succeeds as well in another branch,
except for rare exceptions, his new studies
will not lead him as far. The reason is the
tendency of acquiring abilities and to be
colored by one’s habits. For the rest, God
knows best.”

This specialization has also been observed
by André Raymond who has studied the
guilds of Cairo and has observed that: “the
one who sells the tarboosh does not sell the
tassel.” The extreme refining and great
complexity of textile craft, as well as a keen
preoccupation for professionalism, would
certainly explain this phenomenon.

This extreme specialization as well as the
transmission of the profession from father
to son would explain without a doubt that
since the foundation of Islam until the 18th
century, industrial processes have known
little changes.

Louis Massignon notes that the profes-
sional guilds were set in place without
structural intervention of the State, but
rather from within, by initiatory involution
i.e. growing from within through training
fresh interns. Bit by bit, work took shape,
between the 4th and 9th centuries. The
hiraf were organized and these guilds, he
states, gradually became “brotherhoods”
and individualized.

Thus, the organization of the Muslim city
is founded on the idea of the market and

its organization arose from the profes-
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sional guilds. Professions are regulated
by a sworn statement which constitutes a
code, a custom, called dustur. These guilds
were relatively closed off from elements
from the outside, being heredity in pro-
fession constituted a fundamental trait of
the socio-professional organization. The
son subsequently succeeded his father in
his workshop from whom he inherited his
technical baggage.

The Muslim guilds are indeed a brother-
hood, with initiation rites as well as a par-
ticular code. Each guild contains a founda-
tional initiatory text and a “patron” who is
buried in the city where the artisans of this
guild go visit. Adherence to the rules of the
guild is an essential condition for the arti-
san who aspires to become a master of his
art. This recognition was the greatest rec-
ognition a worker could hope for in reward
for his talent. Massignon, citing a text of
Ibn al-Jawzi (Tablis, 420), states that in
the 11th century initiation into the Futuwwa
created a fraternal bond which subjected
the initiate to the law of the guild’s high
court.

Thanks to the work of Elias Qudsi on
damascene guilds in the 19th century, it is
possible to verify the existence of a frater-
nity among artisans of a same guild. Until
the end of the 19th century in Damascus,
when an apprentice had mastered the en-
tire set of techniques of a profession, when
he proved good moral and religious con-
duct, and when he reached the age of be-
ing bearded, the deputy of the guild (the
shawish) would hand him a green twig, a
sign that he was ready to begin the initia-
tion process. An initiation ceremony then
took place. The master of ceremonies
placed the hands of the initiate over his
head, tied a large belt of cloth around his
kidneys, from the back forward. This rite
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was known as vhadd al-mibzam. Most often,
he tied three knots: the first in honor of the
master of the guild, the second in honor
of the “father” of the initiate in the guild,
and the third in honor of the shawish. These
knots, signs of the obedience due by the
initiate to these three figures, embody the
pledge and the fraternal promise of the ini-
tiate to all the members of the guild.

The master of ceremonies enjoins the ini-
tiate not to abuse the trust of those who
will pay him, to always remain loyal to the
other members of the guild and to never
betray the profession. The “father” of the
initiate approaches him to administer the
solemn promises. Face to face, both would
position themselves with half-bent knees
approaching one another until their left
knees touched. The “father” would then
take the initiate’s right hand in his own
right hand. This rite was called the tak-
ing of the hand (akhd al-yadd). The thumb
and index finger of one would form a ring
through which would pass the thumb and
index of the other to form another ring.
Then the initiate would recite the Fatiha
and would swear to betray neither the
members of the guild nor the profession.
God and men were taken as witnesses.
The initiate was then taken to the elders of
the guild. Each would take a turn slightly
untying the knots, then the “father” of the
initiate, then the vhawish. The last knot was
untied by the master (sheikh) who would
hand the belt to the master of ceremonies
who would place it on the shoulders of the
initiate saying “May God bless you!” From
that moment on, the members of the guild
considered the initiate as their brother. In
some circumstances, they would prefer
him over their natural brother. As for the
master of the guild, from then onward, he

would call the initiate “son.” At the end



of this ceremony, the initiate would offer
a banquet to all the members of the guild
called “tamlih”, meaning the sharing of salt.
Similarities between the
guilds and the Sufi brotherhoods are as-
tounding. It allows us to put in parallel the

professional

relationships between master and disciple
in the transmission of a profession and in
the progression along the spiritual path
among a takya.

Additionally it points to the religious im-
portance attributed to a profession, which
enables to bear witness and renders live-
lihood licit, and which becomes slowly a
mark of social identity in the city.

It seems that the influence of mystical life
on the organization of professions in the
city can be further understood thanks
to this observation of Louis Massignon:
“Mysticism, especially in Islam, has a se-
cret and profound impact, as a source of
purification of intentions.” It purifies in-
tentions, the gestures of the artisan, loy-
alty of transactions, and thus contributes
to strengthen the links of the social fabric.
This study has shown that similarly to
sainthood which can be transmitted he-
reditarily, like a baraka transmitted from
father to son, by transmitting the profes-
sion, it is also a moral rectitude, an apti-
tude for bearing witness and legitimacy in
obtaining one’s livelihood that is transmit-
ted. More than a simple know how, it is a

lifestyle before men and God.

Conclusion

Several ahadith express the following idea:
“Parenthood is a branch attached to the
belt of the All Merciful. It remains united
with the one who is united to it, and breaks
off from the one who breaks away from it.”
Because parenthood links man to God, it

too 1s sacred. The concern of the artisan to

inscribe his gestures in a hereditary chain
or in a “guild family” has its parallel in the
spiritual fraternity of the takya, and the ini-
tiation of the novice on the Path towards
God. For within the takya are formed the
bonds of a celestial brotherhood. Even
though most guilds have more or less dis-
appeared since the 12th century, this mode
of organizing a society which was perpetu-
ated during ten centuries has profoundly
marked the city and explains even to this
day the modes of transmission of a profes-
sion.

During the course of my research on textile
crafts in Syria, | observed that the silk arti-
sans addressed each other as “ak5”, broth-
er, and that they derive their honor partly
from their tutelage under an illustrious
and reputed master, keeper of knowledge,
who is occasionally their father. In Aleppo,
the bean merchant Abu ‘Abdu hung his
father’s portrait visibly on the wall of his
stall, this is the best quality certificate in
the eyes of the locals. After asking one of
his employees what was the secret of Abu
‘Abdu’s success, with a smile he confided
that “his hand was blessed.” It is a phrase
stated lightly but which may elucidate that
the fact that this blessing derives from the
profession being among those with a chain
of transmission. The reference to an illus-
trious ancestor and its inscription in a tra-
dition are factors that provide legitimacy
for the present. In the same way that the
disciple, during his investiture, is handed
a frock called khirga, a man who has been
initiated in a profession “dons” this profes-
sion. This passage can be symbolized by
wearing a belt or clothing. In the Muslim
city, the profession is donned, inherited

and upheld for a lifetime.
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Love and Marriage:
the Realities of My th

Elizabeth Kristofovich Zelensky

he West has been defined in various

ways: by its geographic location,

its political system, its economic
preferences. Another possible principle of
categorization derives from the realm of
poetic or figurative language — what stor-
ies do people belonging to this civilization
tell themselves and others to explain the
dilemmas of the human condition? What
particular images and plotlines do they
use to express the beauty, pain and mys-
tery of existence? From this perspective
the boundaries of a civilization may appear
as the limits of a particular narrative space
where a story ceases to carry a common, in-
stantly recognizable meaning. Among such
archetypal stories some of the most com-
pelling are those of love and marriage, and
the different ways these two separate, but
complementary conditions merge, diverge
and (in the best of all possible worlds)
overlap; thus, plotlines of their various tra-
jectories may be treated as the figurative
boundaries between civilizations.
Denis de Rougement, in his classic opus
Love in the Western World argues that the
West was unique in its paradoxical model-
ing of the relationship between passionate
love and marriage; “Since its origins in the
twelfth century passionate love was consti-
tuted in hostility to marriage.” This focus

on love carried out in defiance of society,
love as transgression - whether against the
bonds of marriage or against the strictures
of parental authority - results in the fore-
grounding or highlighting of individual
emotion and, ultimately, of the individual
as the vine gua non, or essential unit of intel-
ligibility. Thus, following de Rougemont’s
argument, the appearance of the passion-
ate love motif may be viewed as an import-
ant step in the development of the Western
concept of individual sovereignty, and as
such a precursor of modernity itself. Many
of the iconic tales of romance in the liter-
ary canon of the West -Tristan and Iseult,
Lancelot and Guinevere, Romeo and Ju-
liet, fit this pattern.

Struck by the profound implications of
this hypothesis I decided to compare the
twelfth-century French legend of Tristan
and Yseult’ — the original Western source
of the plot of passlonate and fatal love,
according to Rougemont - with a model
of love formulated by a soclety not yet
Westernized, but already Christian: in this
case the model lovers are Peter and Fev-
ronia of Murom, a medieval principality
in what is now Russia.’ I conclude with a
brief re-appraisal of what is perhaps, mod-
ern Russia’s quintessential story about
married love, Leo Tolstoy's Anna Karen-
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ina , first published in 1877. This novel
was written five hundred years after the
composition of “Peter and Fevronia” for
a Russian elite which was already fully
Westernized and thus familiar with the
imagery of “passionate love.” The plot of
the novel may be interpreted as both a re-
sponse to Western individualism, as an ex-
amination of the price paid for “passionate
love” by the men and women involved, by
their families and by society,” but also as
an acknowledgement that in modern mar-
riage there is a place for both passion and
commitment. “Courtly Renaissance moor-
ings and conventional Tristan and Iseult
reflexes in matters of love are precisely
what Tolstoy has set out to refute with his
scenes of everyday, thus imperfect and real
human commitment.” “Love and death, a
fatal love - in these phrases is summed up,
if not the whole of poetry, at least whatever
is popular, whatever is universally moving

" according to

in European literature...’
Denis de Rougement,Swiss cultural theor-
ist and philosopher, who suggests that the
celebration of romance as destruction and
defiance is a cultural myth unique to the
West. A brief perusal of the ideal couples
from the literary tradition of Western
Europe supports this idea; besides Tristan
and Iseult, Queen Guinevere and Lancelot
in the tales of King Arthur and the Knights
of the Round Table, Dante’s Francesca da
Rimini and Paolo, Shakespeare’s Romeo
and Juliet all consummate their love not-
withstanding marital vows or parental
wishes, and through this consummation
set loose a tragic sequence of events ending
in death. Far from being unambiguously
condemned, this fatal love is palliated,
even glamorized; its tragic circumstances
are presented as evidence of its sublime
value. Shakespeare’s play, Romeo and Ju-
liet presents young love as a challenge to
the social and political order of Verona:
“Deny thy father, refuse thy name, or if
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thou wilt not, Be but sworn my love and
I'll no longer be a Capulet” begs Juliet of
Romeo in Act 11, sc.2. Moreover, from the
play’s beginning, in the Prologue, this chal-
lenge is framed in the trappings of tragedy
as transcendence; “the fearful passage of
their death-marked love” may ultimately
be interpreted as a regenerative force,
since it ushers in a new political order, one
in which Montague and Capulet can make
peace, albeit over their children’s grave.
Shakespeare, in the late sixteenth cen-
tury was using romantic passionate love
as a cultural trope already familiar to the
West. In Dante’s fourteenth-century poem
The Divine Comedy the Poet encounters
Francesca da Rimini in Hell. Francesca
and Paolo, her brother-in-law and lover
are trapped forever in the Second Circle
of Hell, in the hurricane of souls led astray
by passion. As Francesca explains, the
direct cause of their fall from grace was
a book they read together which told the
twelfth-century story of Sir Lancelot and
Queen Guinevere - whose own affair res-
ulted in the destruction of King Arthur’s
kingdom and the fellowship of the Round
Table:

“One day we reading were for our delight
Of Lancelot, how Love did him enthrall.
Alone we were and without any fear.

Full many a time our eyes together drew
That reading, and drove the colour from
our faces;

But one point only was it that orercame us.
When as we read of the much-longed-for
smile

Being by such a noble lover kissed,

This one, who neser from me shall be di-
vided,

Kissed me upon the mouth all palpitat-
ng...

We read no more that day.””

Rougement believes that the legend of
Tristan and Iseult-in which Iseult, the
bride of the king of Cornwall falls in love



with Tristan, his nephew sent to escort
her back to the king - to be the principle
source of the imagery used to express this
link between fatal passion and individu-
ation or as Rougemont himself termed
it “the West’s obsession with adultery”.
A contemporary scholar summarizes de
Rougemont’s interpretation in the follow-
ing way: “This 12th century legend consti-
tutes a cultural myth which both expresses
and veils the foundation of Western con-
sciousness. By falling in love Tristan and
Iseult will fully but unconsciously choose
to desire what they cannot have, because
the object of their passion is not each other
but their own suffering, through which
Western man gains his self-consciousness.
Their ultimate objective is death, in which
they gain the absolute they seek.” The fol-
lowing is my brief synopsis of the legend of
Tristan and Iseult , with direct quotations
from the text in bold (the full text of the
legend may be accessed on-line at http://
www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/14244).

My lords, if you would hear a high tale of
love and of death, here is that of Tristan
and Queen Iseult; how to their full joy, but
to their sorrow also, they loved each other,
and how at last they died of that love to-
gether upon one day; she by him and he
by her. Tristan was the nephew of King
Mark of Cornwall. He sailed across the Ir-
ish Sea to bring back a princess, Iseult, for
the king to marry. Tristan and Iseult fall
in love as a result of a magic potion which
they drink by mistake during the voyage
home to Tintagel. Now she had found not
wine — but Passion and Joy most sharp,
and Anguish without end, and Death.
Their adultery is presented as having been
written into their destiny and thus irres-
istible; the magic potion symbolizes the
inexorable power of fate. Swept away by
passion they betray the King. They are
possessed by Eros, by the frenzy of love.'
And once more the bark ran free for Tint-

agel. But it seemed to Tristan as though
an ardent briar, sharp-thorned but with
flower most sweet smelling, drove roots
into his blood and laced the lovely body of
Iseult all round about it and bound it to his
own and to his every thought and desire.
And he thought, ”Felons, that Charged me
with coveting King Mark’s land, I have
come lower by far, for it is not his land I
covet. Fair uncle...why did you not drive
out the boy that was to betray you? Ah!
What thought was that! Iseult is yours
and T am but your vassal; Iseult is yours
and I am your son; Iseult is yours and may
not love me.” On the third day, as Tristan
neared the tent on deck where Iseult sat,
she saw him coming and she said to him,
very humbly, “Come in, my lord.”
“Queen,” said Tristan, “why do you call
me lord? Am I not your liege and vassal,
to revere and serve and cherish you as my
lady and Queen?”

But Iseult answered, “No, you know that
you are my lord and my master, and I your
slave. ...and now I know

“And what is it that you know, Iseult?”
She laid her arm upon Tristan’s shoulder,
the light of her eyes was drowned and her
lips trembled.

“The love of you,” she said. Whereat he put
his lips to hers ...

“Stay and return if still you can ... But oh!
that path has no returning. For already
Love and his strength drag you on and
now henceforth forever never shall you
know joy without pain again. The wine
possesses you ... and in that cup you have
drunk not love alone, but love and death
together."

The lovers held each other...And as even-
ing fell, upon the bark that heeled and ran
to King Mark’s land, they gave themselves
up utterly to love.

Iseult marries the king, but she and Tristan
continue their affair. Eventually they run
away from court and wander in the forest
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for three years. Finally, the King takes
Iseult back and Tristan leaves forever, still
pledging his love. Tristan dies falsely be-
lieving that Iseult does not love him any-
more, and Iseult perishes as well, after
unsuccessfully trying to reach Tristan.
Their love is impossible within the con-
text of society; whether at court or in the
forest there is no place on earth where the
lovers can find shelter, they can finally be
together and at peace only in death. Each
is unique and irreplaceable to the other, a
point further underscored when Tristan
actually marries another woman named
[seult in Brittany, Iseult of the White
Hands, but fails to consummate the mar-
riage since his one and only beloved can
never be replaced in his affections. Their
love has no future because it is not about
a relationship, it is about deepening levels
of self-knowledge through sexual ecstasy,
intensified by the pain and isolation caused
by defiance of social norms, chief among
them - marriage.

I would like to compare this to a medieval
Russian tale of love and marriage - “The
Tale of Peter and Fevronia”. Again I will
give a brief summary, with highlights taken
from the text in bold: (“The Tale of Peter
and Fevronia”- may be accessed on http://
russian-crafts.com/russian-folk-tales/
peter-and-fevronia-tale.html) In the land
of the Rus’ there stood the city of Murom.
It was ruled by a pious prince named Paul.
It came to pass, through the wiles of the
Devil, that a winged serpent began to visit
the prince’s wife for the purpose of fornic-
ation. And through magic he would appear
to the princess alone in his own vile form
but for everyone else he would take on
the form of her own husband, the prince.
This spell continued for some time. The
wife confessed all to her husband and the
husband was stymied as to what to do. He
then turned to his younger brother Prince
Peter for help. Prince Peter killed the ser-
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pent, but was spattered with his blood,
which caused great scabs to appear all over
his body. He lay on his deathbed, suffer-
ing greatly, when one of his servants told
him of a peasant, a wise maiden skilled in
magic named Fevronia, who could cure
him. Fevronia cured the prince and as her
reward asks to marry him. Prince Peter is
reluctant, since she is a peasant. The scabs
come back, she cures him again and he
agrees. They return to Murom, where he
is now ruler but the nobles are unhappy;
they do not want a peasant girl to rule over
them. The evil nobles convince Fevronia to
go away, in order to restore peace in the
land. They offer her treasure. She agrees
to go but says she must be allowed to take
what she loves best; the nobles agree. Then
she takes Peter, who willingly gives up his
throne rather than abandon his wife.

The evil lords prepared boats for Peter
and Fevronia, for the city of Murom was
situated on the river Oka. And so they
went down the river in these vessels. On
the princess> boat was a courtier who...
was tempted by evil spirits and began to
stare at Princess Fevronia with shameful
thoughts. The princess immediately dis-
cerned his evil thoughts and exposed them
to the man.

Approaching him, she ordered him to
scoop up water from the river on one side
of the boat and drink it. When the man had
done so, she ordered him to go to the other
side of the ship and do the same. When the
man had drunk the water, I evronia asked
him: «Tell me, did you find that the water
tastes the same on both sides of the ship, or
was it perhaps sweeter on one side than on
the other?»

The man answered: «No, my lady. The wa-
ter tasted the same on both sides.»

Then she replied: «<And so is the nature of
all women. Why then do you want to leave
your wife and think about another wo-
man?» The courtier then realized that the



princess possessed the gift of reading the
minds of men. Becoming afraid, he gave
up his evil intentions. Eventually, the cit-
izens of Murom beg Peter and Fevronia to
come back, and they rule well and wisely
for many years. Finally, they grow old and
take on holy orders, and move to a mon-
astery and a convent, respectively. Dying,
they ask to be buried in the same tomb -
but this is not done for it is unseemly for a
monk and a nun to lie together. Their bod-
ies are taken to two separate churches for
the funeral rites which last three day. Mi-
raculously, each morning Fevronia’s body
is found in the coffin with Peter’s corpse.
After this demonstration of the principle
“whom God has joined together, let no
man put asunder” they are buried together
at last and their tomb becomes the site of
many miracles. They are canonized by the
Russian Orthodox Church and are con-
sidered the patron saints of both Murom
and marriage. Their cult is presented by the
Orthodox Church in contemporary Russia
as a counterweight to St. Valentine’s Day -
which is considered a Western innovation.
Let us compare the major points of these
two legends; firstly, the question of adul-
tery. Adultery provides the circumstance
through which the enchantment of self-ex-
ploration can take place in “Tristan and
Iseult”; it is at the center of the plot. In the
Russian tale it is a peripheral motif which
moves the action forward, but is never the
main focus of the story. The serpent casts a
spell on Prince Paul’s wife but there is noth-
ing attractive or poetic about her situation
- she is the victim of his lust. The serpent is
the source of death and decay; his blood is
poisonous - it infects Peter with something
like leprosy. When the courtier is tempted
by Fevronia’s beauty she points out to him
that for the purposes of adultery, all wo-
men are as alike as the river water which
runs on either side of the boat. This is in
direct opposition to Tristan’s sentiments -

he cannot consummate his marriage with
Iseult of the White Hands because his be-
loved is unique and irreplaceable. Socially,
both Tristan and Iseult are of noble blood
- poetic adultery is exclusive since it can be
enjoyed honorably only by the feudal elite
in whose midst troubadours first recited
this legend. In the Russian tale true love
destroys class boundaries and respects no
political order. Lastly, the love of Tristan
and Iseult succumbs to death, the inev-
itable end for any individual. Peter and
Fevronia’s marital love defies death itself
and acts as a bridge into the realm of tran-
scendence, demonstrating the mystery at
the heart of marriage - that the whole is
greater than its parts.

Rougemont includes the observation that
“Happy love has no history” on the first
page of his book. This may be taken as
a possible reference to the opening lines
of what is perhaps the world’s most fam-
ous novel of adultery, Leo Tolstoy’s Anna
Karenina: “All happy families are alike;
each unhappy family is unhappy in its own
way”.!" Tolstoy’s novel gives us the oppor-
tunity to observe how the two myths dis-
cussed above work themselves out within
the parameters of mid-nineteenth-century
Imperial Russian high society. In the pop-
ular culture that has grown up around this
book—in the countless films, operas, bal-
lets, fashion shoots that have sprung to life
on the basis of Tolstoy’s characters - these
words are usually treated as a portal into
the world of Anna’s fatal passion. This
young wife of a prominent government
official falls in love with a dashing cavalry
officer, Vronsky, and automatically frames
this emotion within the narrative provided
by her Westernized education and up-
bringing, that of the grand, thus fatal pas-
sion. Vronsky is only too happy to encour-
age her, as it will aid him in achieving his
initial goal; Anna’s seduction. It had to be
so. As long as we live, it must be so.”? We
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had no choice. We are helpless against this
feeling - is a sentiment voiced time and
again during the course of their relation-
ship. Their story ends with Anna’s suicide,
and the moral destruction of both husband
and lover.

There is, however, another major plotline
in the novel which undermines an exclus-
ively romantic reading of Anna’s fate; the
presence of another family at its heart - the
happy, loving family formed through the
union of Kitty Scherbatsky and Konstantin
Levin. By creating the Levins Tolstoy puts
under question the very assumptions un-
derlying the prerogatives of the passion-
ate love. In the beginning of the novel
both Kitty and Konstantin are tempted by
its narrative. “It cannot be,”’® says Kitty
when she initially rejects Levin’s marriage
proposal. She is clearly referencing the
romantic meta-narrative of “fate” by this
turn of phrase and she does so because
she is enthralled by her “romantic” vision
of Vronsky, whom she hopes to marry.
Once she learns that Vronsky is infatuated
with Anna, Kitty falls ill and nearly “dies
of love” — in true Iseult fashion. However,
she is cured through “active love”'* for
her family and the other patients at the
spa where she is sent to recover - and in
the course of this “cure” from romance
she becomes a different person, one who
is capable of appreciating Konstantin’s
love. Konstantin himself starts to change,
through work on his estate, through his
interactions with his peasants, through
self-reflection. His broken heart allows
him room for spiritual growth so that he
can finally over-step his own pride, push
aside the “fatal” metaphor of “it cannot be”
and once again ask Kitty to marry him,
though in a coded form, within the guise
of a children’s game. And Kitty agrees,
deciphering his secret message as only a
loving heart could do. Happiness becomes
possible because people grow and develop
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and ultimately interact with each other not
as ideal types - lover and beloved - but as
living and thus changing human beings.

A loving marriage - that most singular and
idiosyncratic of all institutions - ties indi-
vidual to community. Love in its various
manifestations makes social life possible;
the love of two people for each other as the
foundation for family life, the love of coun-
try as the foundation of civic life, the love
of work as the foundation of creativity -
in short, love as the force which holds the
very world together as Dante says in the
last line of The Divine Comedy: “By Love
which moves the sun in heaven and all the
stars”. We have examined two ancient and
very different narratives concerning love;
the story of Eros or fatal/passionate love
in which the individual defies society-nar-
rowing it down to the point of one irredu-
cible beloved — as in the case of Tristan and
Iseult , and that of Agape or companion-
ate love, which embeds the individual in
an ever-widening network of community
made up of friends, relations, descendants
as it did for Peter and Fevronia. In Anna
Karenina Tolstoy presents a new variation
on the theme of passion love and marriage
- a synthesis demonstrating the effects of
Westernization on traditional Russian cul-
ture, and one much closer to our modern
sensibility; he does this by demonstrating
the simultaneous existence of Agape and
Eros within the same plot, sometimes act-
ing in opposition to each other, sometimes
in concert. Anna destroys her life, and
those of both her husband and her lover
by forcing these lives into the contours of
grand passion. Kitty and Konstantin toy
with the ideal of Tristan and Iseult, yet
ultimately re-enact the companionate mar-
riage of Peter and Fevronia. Rougemont in
the Postscript to his book’s second edition
posits the following possibility of contem-
porary married life as a dialectic between
Eros and Agape; “If it is true that passion



seeks the Inaccessible...could Eros and
Agape not join in a paradoxical alliance at
the heart of an accepted marriage? Is not
every Other the Inaccessible, and any wo-
man loved an Iseult...the autonomy of the
person loved (assures, EKZ.) her fascin-
ating otherness.... The couple is the ori-
ginal social cell, whose basic forces are two
beings with singularly different laws, but
who choose to compose a union without
fusion, without separation and without ...
subordination ... even while the conflict of
Eros and Agape animates their days and
their dreams.”"®

True knowledge of another person, not as a
reflection of our own desire but as a separ-
ate and self-sufficient entity requires much
time and space — and marriage creates the
conditions within which such an alloca-
tion of physical and spiritual resources be-
comes possible. Its framework both quick-
ens and contains the interplay of Eros and
Agape. A theological insight from St John
Chrysostom, one of the Church Fathers of
Eastern Orthodoxy, helps clarify why this
is so. In his Homily VI on Mathew II:1,2
St. John offers the following explanation
of the role of the familiar in the economy
of salvation. Why, he asks, did God choose
a star to reveal the birth of Jesus Christ to
the Three Wise Men? It was because they,
as astrologers, were most familiar with
celestial bodies: God calleth them by the
things that are familiar, in exceeding con-
descension...For, since to every one what
is familiar is dear, both God, and the men
that are sent by Him, manage things on
this principle.'® “To everyone what is famil-
iar is dear'— what better argument could
there be for the possibility of transfigura-
tion through love in marriage?
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Book Review

Christ Jesus and the Jewish People Today: New Explorations of Theological
Interrelationships. Ed. Philip A. Cunningham, Joseph Sievers, Mary Boys, Hans
Hermann Henrix, and Jesper Svartvik. Grand Rapids, Michigan and Cambridge,
U .K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. and Rome: Gregorian & Biblical
Press, 2011. Pp. xxxii + 302.

This excellent and thought-provoking volume arises from the profound transformation in
the relationships between Catholics and Jews in recent decades. After the Second World
War and the horrors of the Shoah (the Holocaust), many Christian communions, including
the Catholic Church, undertook a thorough reexamination and revision of their traditionally
hostile attitudes toward Judaism and the Jewish people. In 1965 the Second Vatican Council
issued the landmark Declaration on the Relation of the Catholic Church to Non-Christian
Religions, commonly known by its Latin title, Nostra Aetate (“In Our Age”), which ex-
pressed an attitude of respect for other religious traditions, including Hinduism, Buddhism,
Islam, and Judaism. In 1974, Pope Paul VI established the Pontifical Commission for Re-
ligious Relations with Jews to develop Catholic-Jewish relations. In recent years, at the
suggestion of this Commission, a working group of Christian and Jewish scholars has dis-
cussed the historical and theological issues involved in the transformed relationship.Christ
Jesus and the Jewish People Today presents the fruits of these discussions. In each section
of this book, two or more Christian scholars reflect on a particular issue and a Jewish scholar
responds. The authors make no pretense that Christians and Jews can agree on all issues
or that there is any prospect of resolving theological differences in the foreseeable future.
Instead, there is a shared recognition of the profound, positive transformation underway in
recent years, and a common interest in understanding and developing this process. While
Christianity’s theological relationship with Islam is not under discussion in this volume,
these essays contain manifold implications for rethinking Christian relations with Muslims
as well.

A number of issues have historically troubled Jewish-Christian relations, beginning with
Christian interpretations of the New Testament and culminating in the disputed question of
Christianity’s relation to the Holocaust. Arguably, the single greatest factor exacerbating
Jewish-Christian relations was the accusation of “deicide,” the attempted murder of God,
allegedly willed by the Jewish people in the crucifixion of Jesus. According to the gospel
of Matthew, when the Roman governor Pontius Pilate declined responsibility for ordering
Jesus’ death, the Jewish crowd exclaimed, “His blood be on us and on our children” (Mt
27:25); for centuries Christians recalled this scene, frequently blaming all Jews for Jesus’
death, and often attacking Jewish communities, especially in the context of Holy Week com-
memorations of the crucifixion of Jesus.

John T. Pawlikowski and Mary C. Boys, both American Catholic scholars with great ex-
perience in interactions with Jews, review the long, bitter history of Jewish-Christian rela-
tions from the changed vantage-point of the present. Pawlikowski rightly rejects any direct
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causal link between classical Christian attitudes towards Jews and the Holocaust: “Clearly
the Nazi program depended on modern philosophy and pseudo-scientific racist theories”
(p- 22). Nonetheless, like many scholars, he acknowledges the indirect role of Christian
anti-Semitism in shaping the background of the Nazi atrocities: “But we cannot obfuscate
the fact that traditional Christianity provided an indispensable seedbed for the widespread
support, or at least acquiescence, on the part of large numbers of baptized Christians during
the Nazi attack on the Jews” (p. 22). Given this stark admission, Pawlikowski sets forth the
challenge to rethink Christian theology in light of human rights, insisting that “any authen-
tic notion of ecclesiology after the experience of the Holocaust must make human rights a
central component” (p. 25). In a similar vein, Boys recalls that the accusation of Jewish re-
sponsibility for Jesus’ death was central to traditional Christian rhetoric, and she laments the
failure of the Second Vatican Council to acknowledge forthrightly this fact and the suffering
that resulted to Jews. Boys notes that in the later Christian imagination Judas became the
archetypal image for the Jews, that the violence of the Crusades frequently targeted Jews,
and that the long history of condemnations of Jews was a factor in the background of the
Holocaust. Boys proposes creative interpretative strategies for wrestling with difficult texts,
including the scriptures; these approaches center on the principles of evangelical justice and
charity and acknowledge frankly the limitations of the human authors of biblical texts.
Somewhat paradoxically, Jewish scholar Marc Saperstein responds to Pawlikowski and
Boys by tempering the laments of the two Catholic scholars and noting the importance of
examining one’s expectations when evaluating earlier historical periods. Saperstein, who
has long studied and taught the history of Jewish-Christian relations, acknowledges that
if we start from post-Enlightenment norms of religious tolerance, mutual acceptance, and
respect, then we will be appalled by pre-modern Catholic attitudes of interreligious hostility
and violence toward Jews. However, he asserts, “if we start with a somewhat more pessim-
istic assumption—that the default pattern is one of competition, tension, resentment, anti-
pathy, hostility —an assumption that appears to be validated not only by the realm of nature
but by the empirical evidence of our own time, then we might marvel more at the reality of
coexistence when it appears” (p. 70). Despite the long history of Christian mistreatment of
Jews, Saperstein notes that Christians viewed Jewish survival as directly willed by God and
that Pope Clement VI forcefully forbade attacks on Jews during the Black Death. Where
Jewish historian Daniel Goldhagen harshly accuses the Catholic Church of active involve-
ment in Nazi crimes against the Jews, Saperstein sharply dismisses Goldhagen’s indictment
as “in my judgment a diatribe that no fair-minded reader can find remotely persuasive” (p.
73). Saperstein does not see Christian attitudes toward Jews as in any way a necessary back-
ground to the Nazi atrocities, noting that other totalitarian regimes have performed similar
atrocities without such prerequisites.

The interpretation of the New Testament plays a major role in Jewish-Christian discussions;
today scholars increasingly read these texts as Jewish texts in the context of first-century
Jewish debates. Recent scholarship has devoted much attention to the so-called “parting of
the ways” between Judaism and Christianity, with many scholars calling into question any
early dating of this development. In light of this research, Daniel Harrington explores the
development of the early Christian movement within Judaism, placing the negative state-
ments about Jews in the New Testament in the context of first-century Jewish polemics. He
also notes developments in the letters to the Colossians and Ephesians that point the way to-
ward the Christian church moving into the Gentile world beyond the boundaries of Judaism.
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Christians have often understood the Epistle to the Hebrews as teaching supersessionism,
i.e., the belief that Christianity has superseded Judaism and the Old Covenant that God made
with the Jewish people has been replaced by the New Covenant with Christians. New Test-
ament scholar Jesper Svartvik offers a careful reading of the text, rebutting the traditional
understanding.

Other scholars explore the significance of the Jewishness of Jesus. Most traditional Chris-
tian theology did not reflect on this question and saw Jesus as simply becoming a human
being in abstraction from his Jewish identity. As Hans Hermann Henrix points out, the
specifically Jewish background of Jesus’ teachings had no importance for the noted Cath-
olic theologian Karl Rahner, who had commented that “the Jewish origin in Jesus is of no
interest for Christians today” (p. 119). In sharp disagreement with Rahner, Henrix insists
that Jesus “became Jewish flesh, a Jew, the son of a Jewish mother and as such a concrete
human being” (119).

The authors do not reflect upon the implications of these discussions for Christians’ relations
with the Muslim community. Nonetheless, the more one roots Jesus in his original Jewish
context and sees him as developing the prophetic heritage of ancient Judaism, the closer
Jesus comes to some aspects of traditional Muslim perspectives on him. As Christians re-
visit and revise traditional attitudes towards Jews, they are challenged to undertake similar
reflections regarding Muslims. Perhaps more important than any conclusions drawn in this
volume are the relationships reflected and strengthened in the dialogical model of scholar-
ship. Such frank discussions would have been difficult or impossible in many settings in
the past; they can offer a challenge and stimulus to Christian conversations with all other
religious traditions.

Reviewed by Leo D. Lefebure, Matteo Ricci, S.J. Professor of Theology

Georgetown University
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