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Abstract
The vast majority of studies on Buṭrus al-Bustānī (1819-83), a leading intellectual of Arab Nahḍa, have accentuating his intellectual “transitions” from the Maronite church, to Protestantism, and finally to a bevy of new secular frameworks, such as fostering a Syrian national identity, separation of religion and politics, and supporting a political culture based on equal rights and religious ecumenism. The present article contends that the extant literature gave precedence to the secular over the religious on Bustānī’s intellectual biography. A balanced portrayal requires underscoring his engagement with religious topics such as defending Protestantism as the sole true faith; the divinity and textual integrity of the Bible, the veracity of its accounts, and dismissing Darwinism for contradicting aspects of his faith. Equally, the present research points to explicit prejudices against Catholicism and Islam that went side by side with his defense of freedom of conscious and the revival of classical Arabic Culture. In sum, Bustānī strove to balance loyalties to multiple orientations – an act that left signs of tension on his thought.
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Introduction
In his study on Arab Christian intellectuals of the Nahḍa (Arab Awakening/Revival), the historian Hisham Sharabi characterizes their thought as purely secular. That is to say, they marginalized traditional religious conceptions and interpretations; espoused a scientific and rationalistic worldview; separated religion from politics; and submitted the former to secular criticism. From these intellectuals’ perspective, Sharabi claims, religion was an obstacle to progress. Instead of seeking to reform religion, they undertook to oust it from the public sphere. To the same degree, he adds, these thinkers encouraged independent moral discretion and formulated socio-political reforms on profane terms, sans confessional justification.

Scholars, though, have disputed this interpretation of the Nahḍa, challenging binaries such as modernity and tradition, secularism and religion, and external Western influences and native cultural factors. Disclosing the nexus between sources, traditions, and subjects, the literature accentuates the complex intellectual dynamics.
 However, the Arab-Christian intellectuals’ unique experience and secularism, vis-à-vis their Muslim counterparts, to the exclusion – or at least downplaying – of their confessional doctrine and practices has remained the ascendant historiographical perspective in Nahḍa studies

A case in point is the rich corpus on Buṭrus al-Bustānī (1819-83), among the luminaries of the Nahḍa. According to a number of distinguished scholars, his conversion from the Maronite Church to Protestantism in around 1841 was a mere waystation on the road to secularism. He is widely depicted as a pioneering exponent of secular citizenship and education as well as a champion of tolerance, equality, and freedom of conscience. Bustānī’s call to erect a “barrier” between ecclesiastic and civil authorities is deemed to be no less than revolutionary. To wit, he established non-denominational journals and a secular school along with the historiography he penned in this spirit. Succinctly put, studies of the Nahḍa have dubbed Bustānī the embodiment of “a secular antithesis to a sectarian age”.
 His faith assumes a marginal, auxiliary role in his thought: to bestow “moral legitimacy” upon “the civil order” or provide an ethical basis for “secular citizenship”.
 Likewise, Bustānī’s approach is cast in purely Lessingian terms, denying the existence of a single true faith in the name of religious ecumenism. In Albert Hourani’s estimation, Bustānī believed “that all religions are in the end the same”.
 Treading along this same path, Ussama Makdisi has pinned him with the view that “God spoke through multiple religions”.
 Nadia Bou Ali argues that Bustānī propagated a concept of “universal religion”. More specifically, “all religions [are] ‘sectarian’ variants of one monotheistic faith”.

The secularism of Bustānī and his Arab Christian ilk ostensibly set them apart from their contemporaneous Muslim reformers. Ambivalent towards modernity due to its foreign origins, the latter were hesitant to embrace the occident’s cultural and political values. They remained faithful to the tenets of Islam qua a source for moral guidance and an impetus for socio-political reform. For this reason, the Nahḍawi Muslims dismissed the secularist idea of barring religion from politico-intellectual domains. Instead, they made a concerted effort to defend the validity of Qur’anic teachings by, among other steps, reconciling the latter with modern conceptions and scientific discoveries.

Against this backdrop, precious few studies have delved into Bustānī’s religious thought and identity. Deanna Ferree Womack is practically the only voice to have critiqued the lack of scholarly attention on the Nahḍawi Arab Christians’ religiosity. In her own study, she highlights Bustānī’s conversion experience, Protestant beliefs and practices, and many of his public evangelical activities, both within the framework of the American mission and his private initiatives. Throughout his intellectual career, Bustānī’s worldview was anchored by his devout Protestantism, even upon turning to secular pursuits.
 

Nadia Bou Ali argues that Bustānī’s very concept of “secularism” was imbued with theological reasoning. For instance, he posited that the fledgling Syrian national community was unified by a universal faith; provoking sectarian violence violates a religious obligation towards God and therefore warrants a divine punishment for the entire wayward populace. For the sake of making amends, he exhorted the citizens to seek out the Lord’s mercy, cultivate their love for the nation, and strive towards peaceful co-existence.
 Taking Bou Ali’s interpretation one step further, Rana Issa linked Bustānī’s secular writings to narrow sectarian motives. By dint of a thorough examination of his Arabic dictionary Muḥīṭ al-Muḥīṭ (1867-70), she detects an effort to rein in the Qur’an and Islam’s preponderant sway over the Arabic lexicon, while carving out space for the Bible and Christianity. What is generally lauded as Bustānī’s enterprise to secularize Arab culture is no less a quest for its Christianization. At any rate, this aspect of his worldview was overlooked due to the scholarship’s preoccupation with secularism.

Elaborating on these studies, the present article contends that irregardless of its nature, the secularism attributed to Bustānī in no way supplanted his dedication to the Protestant creed or broader Arab-Christian identity. As illustrated earlier, faith remained a pillar of Bustānī’s Weltanschauung throughout his lifetime. At this juncture, the focus turns to what are regarded as two of his major ‘secular’ works: The Clarions and the biography on Asʿad al-Shidyāq. These texts distinguish between “political theology” as a means for peacefully maintaining the socio-political order and “doctrinal theology”, that is enumerating the nature and attributes of “true religion”. In the subject’s estimation, only Protestantism falls under the latter heading. Likewise, his reproof of clerical authorities was motivated by both politico-secular considerations and narrow anti-Catholic prejudice. Bustānī’s apologia for the Bible’s textual integrity and attempts to reconcile certain scriptural passages with contemporary breakthroughs, above all Darwinism (a subject to which the relevant literature oddly turns a blind eye) further attest to the importance of religion in his thought.
 The final section centers around Bustānī’s endeavors to revive classical Arab culture. Whereas the literature has labelled this as a purely secular undertaking, the present author’s research has unveiled confessional elements as well. Bustānī certainly viewed this enterprise as a springboard to an over-arching Syrian identity, but was also driven by sectarian concerns. Foremost among them was his deep-seated Christian need to suppress Islam’s monumental contribution to this same culture. In sum, Bustānī ceaselessly attempted to balance loyalties to multiple identities – a tense-ridden juggling act that is palpable in both his devotional and secular writing.
A Concise Religious Biography

Given his familial and learned background, one could have expected Bustānī to fill a key role in the Maronite Church, where his kin occupied clerical posts across the hierarchical spectrum.
 After graduating from the ʿAyn Waraqa Seminary, he took a job teaching at the said school and carried out assignments for the church’s prelate, Bishop Yūsuf Ḥubaysh (r. 1823-45).
 Soon after, Bustānī evidently had a crisis of faith; upon reading a Syriac testament, he denied the function of the sacraments in attaining grace, thereby approaching the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith alone. Fearing retribution for his views, he fled from Ghusṭā (region of Kisruwān) to Beirut in around 1840, where he met the American missionaries Eli Smith (1801-57) and Cornelius Van Dyck (1818-95). These encounters seeded Bustānī’s conversion to Protestantism within the space of a year.
 Immersing himself in outreach – not least among Syrian Christian communities – for his newfound stream, Bustānī became the most conspicuous ‘local’ Protestant figure, serving as a teacher, principal, and founder of the mission’s schools. Correspondingly, he proofread and revised evangelical writings in Arabic.

Bustānī also wrote a variety of texts that expound on his religious commitments, including an untitled “tract about the corruption of the papacy”. In 1859, he penned a biography of Asʿad al-Shidyāq (1798-1830) – a Maronite convert to Protestantism.
 During the 1860 civil conflict on Mount Lebanon in 1860, he published an elegant series titled Nafīr Sūriyya (The Clarions).
 These ostensibly secular works, alongside his dictionary Muḥīṭ al-Muḥīṭ (two vols. 1866/1870) and encyclopedia Dāʾirat al-Maʿārif (1875-82), open a window onto his devotional convictions. In addition, Bustānī translated into Arabic a clutch of books containing emphatically Protestant messages: John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (1859); Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe (1861); and Jonathan Edwards, A History of the Work of Redemption (1868). Between 1872 and 1877, he helped Van Dyck render Jean-Henri D’Aubigne’s History of the Reformation into Arabic as well. Each of these texts stand out for their missionary rhetoric, anti-Catholic leanings, and the Bible’s outsized role in triggering genuine conversions.
 From 1847 to 1857, Bustānī’s devotional literary career reached its zenith with his participation in a large-scale enterprise to translate the Bible into Arabic
 – a rendering that is widely viewed as a major contribution to modern Arab culture.
 In any event, Bustānī deemed the Bible’s translation to be a purely religious undertaking that would cater to the needs of Arab-Christians and the Protestant mission.

For evangelical purposes, Bustānī sought to become an ordained pastor of Beirut’s Protestant church. However, the American missionaries nixed his bid in 1855. This veto, along with the termination of Bustānī’s work on the Arabic Bible, put an end to his official ties with the mission. Henceforth, he struck an autonomous path for his intellectual and cultural pursuits. This turn of events neither severed his friendly ties with the missionaries nor significantly distanced him from their confessional apparatus.
 In fact, Bustānī commended the American Protestants for their role in the civil war and advancement of women’s education in Syria.
 For three years, his private school (more on this topic below) qualified students for the mission’s Protestant Syrian College in Beirut.
 Bustānī was a most influential lay elder of the denomination’s native church in Beirut, of which he was among the founders, between 1849 and 1878. For example, he was involved in formulating the parish’s constitution, declaration of faith, and rules of discipline.
 In 1862, Bustānī launched “the Beirut Bible Society” (Jamʿiyyat Bayrūt al-Injīliyya). According to A. L. Tibawi, he also oversaw “native missionary work independent of the Americans”.
 

Religion came to expression in other areas of Bustānī’s thought and life. An advocate of women’s literacy, he believed that an education would teach girls to appreciate the work of God while inoculating them from social corruption and popular beliefs at odds with the Bible’s teachings.
 At his aforementioned “national” school, al-Madrasa al-Waṭaniyya, which he ran from 1863 to 1875, religious instruction was indeed a primary subject on the curriculum. Bustānī avowedly established this institution “to foster patriotism in the hearts of the pupils and to create a basis for concord and unity, rendering the fatherland a common focal point for their sentiments.”
 That said, establishing a non-sectarian school is hardly tantamount to downplaying the importance of faith. From Bustānī’s perspective, secular disciplines, like history, languages, and geography were meant to further enlighten his pupils, in conjunction with their devotional studies. Moreover, students were taught their own religious traditions on a separate basis by instructors from their own denomination.
 For the Christian pupils, the Bible was a central text. Drawing on a Protestant innovation, Biblical passages were read at prayer services in both the morning and evening.

Religious Rhetoric, Religious Authorities, and “True Religion”
Two of Bustānī’s aforementioned works exemplify his religious outlook. The first, The Clarions, consists of eleven broadsheets. Originally published between September 1860 and April 1861, this undertaking came in response to the sectarian violence on Mount Lebanon along with the pogroms against Damascene Christians in 1860. The second was a hagiography on Asʿad al-Shidyāq, who is regarded as Lebanon’s first Protestant martyr. Succinctly put, Shidyāq was a Maronite who embraced Protestantism. As a result, the Maronite patriarch locked the ‘apostate’ in a monastery, where the brutal penitentiary conditions ultimately led to his demise.
The Clarions were part of a new reasoning on cultural and political topics, to include Syrian patriotism centering around a shared language, traditions, and geography; the equitable treatment, rights, and duties of all Ottoman subjects; and a reform of public offices whereby qualified candidates would be hired regardless of creed. In this work, Bustānī envisioned politics and the civil service as secular institutions that advance the public interest (ṣāliḥ ‘āmm).
 He stressed that modern Arab civilization (tamaddun) must rest on three pillars: religion; a fruitful interaction with the upsides of Western culture and science; and a secular revival of classical Arab culture. As emphasized in The Clarions, Bustānī deemed religion a key tool for coping with the interminable strife in Syria; for educating the masses and restraining their excesses; advancing peace and concord; and instilling morals and socio-political values, not least tolerance, solidarity, and love of the homeland (waṭan). In several passages, Bustānī exhorted his readers to abide by the teachings of their respective faiths, appealed to Christian virtues, and was wont to employ the concept of “true religion”.
 He referred to God’s attributes and intervention in human affairs on roughly twenty occasions. Likewise, Bustānī pleaded with God to bring the warring factions to their senses, elicit good deeds, and prevail upon the Ottoman rulers to act in their constituents’ best interests. In enumerating the divine attributes, he referred to God as, inter alia, the Creator, Eternal, Governor, Providence, and Caretaker. The Lord alone, Bustānī added, supports and heals the wounds of the orphan, the widow, the needy, and the war victims.
 Citing the Scriptures, The Clarions’ readers are urged to learn from the Israelites’ blindness and from the shepherds who failed to care for their flocks.
 Moreover, Bustānī championed the Golden Rule: “Do onto others as you would have done unto thyself”.
 Like Cain who was driven from the land, he warned, so too will the aggressors pay for their sins.
 He reminded Christians that even in the throes of war, Jesus commanded them to “love thine enemy” – an injunction that, in Bustānī’s estimation, “puts Christianity above other faiths”.
 In summation, besides availing himself of the emergent secular rhetoric of rights, duties, and citizenship, he mobilized the personally familiar language of faith throughout The Clarions. As one scholar duly notes, this tone imparts the eleven editions with the feel of a sermon, thereby revealing snippets of the mission’s influence on Bustānī. 
 

Clerical Authority and Protestant Prejudices

In The Clarions, Bustānī also underscored the importance of modifying the clerical brass’ authority by separating the religious from the political sphere. Above all, he offered pastoral arguments for this objective, such as enabling ecclesiastics to fully devote themselves to the socio-spiritual life of the community and individual devotee. Furthermore, the tract notes that this would prevent religious leaders from being enticed by worldly gain and privileges.
 The clergy, however, would not be fully-stripped of their power in other significant areas of denominational life. Bustānī’s recommendations dovetail neatly with his accommodationist approach of striking a cautious balance between different, occasionally conflicting, attitudes. Nowhere in his oeuvre did he call for a radical transformation of the Ottoman millet system, which revolved around autonomous devotional communities, each of whose ministerial elite ran the group’s internal affairs pursuant to its own legal codes. Therefore, the equality that Bustānī envisioned was not between fully autonomous citizens per se, but subjects who also belong to religious collectives enjoying a certain level of independence. Under the millet system, the individual’s devotional affairs and family matters (e.g., marriage, divorce, and inheritance) were governed and, if need be, adjudicated by the ecclesiastical authorities, rather than the secular judiciary. What is more, the senior clergy oversaw the group’s prayer houses, endowments, and welfare institutions, not least its socio-politically crucial autonomous educational systems.
 
In the Shidyāq biography, Bustānī accentuated his subject’s Protestant leanings vis-à-vis the Maronite Church’s without casting doubt on the millet system. He excoriated the Maronite authorities for suppressing their flock’s freedom of conscience – a major interest of Bustānī and the Protestant mission. Without mincing words, he declared that his religious objective was “to expound on the power of God’s blessing” for the sake of defending Jesus’ true believers who are persecuted for their faith. Insofar as Bustānī was concerned, Shidyāq’s tale of abiding loyalty to his new religion, which was grounded exclusively on the Bible, warrants unqualified emulation. This story teaches devotees—converts or otherwise—not to be deterred by the establishment “from publicly acknowledging Jesus in the right way”.
 

In the biography, Shidyāq’s relationship with the patriarch is depicted as a struggle between a lonely figure, who converts by virtue of an unmediated reading of God’s word, and a powerful ecclesiastic, who demands blind obedience to distorted church traditions.
 The prelate is cast as the villain who prevents true knowledge from reaching ordinary people, hinders freedom of conscience, and imprisons Shidyāq with the intention of forcing him to relinquish his Protestant faith. When the latter refuses to budge, the patriarch severely exacerbates the prisoner’s accommodations, humiliates, and physically assaults him. After three years of confinement, Shidyāq dies under suspicious circumstances.

Bustānī’s negative portrayal of the ecclesiastic was part and parcel of a larger cultural trend among the Nahḍa’s adherents to pillory traditional Muslim and Christian authorities. According to this outlook, such clerical elements blindly uphold distorted legacies and firmly oppose socio-religious reforms.
 For a balanced view of the patriarch, then, it behooves us to read the biography with a grain of salt. In extolling Shidyāq‘s firm devotion, Bustānī unintentionally canvassed the bishop’s predicament. Throughout the story, the latter spares no effort to bring the ‘apostate’ back into the fold. He has Shidyāq discuss religious issues with various figures from other denominations, such as the Armenian and Orthodox Churches. Maronite officials even go so far as to reinterpret aspects of their creed in an effort to harmonize them with his new set of beliefs. For example, they claim that papal infallibility is institutional, rather than personal. They even offer the ‘prodigal son’ material rewards. However, all these steps are for naught. At a certain point, the bishop is willing to concede Shidyāq’s embrace of the rival stream on the condition that the latter stop preaching his heretical ideas in public. The ecclesiastic’s main objective is to defend the church against what he perceives as corruptive teachings disseminated by hostile foreign missionaries either directly or through native proxies. Should these adversaries triumph, they would imperil established church traditions and thus the cohesion of the Maronite community. As opposed to Bustānī’s fixation on Shidyāq’s freedom of conscience (a Protestant notion par excellence), the prelate is concerned with broader issues of doctrine, tradition, and maintaining the social order. 

Shidyāq did not suffice with privately observing his newfound faith. Rather he was imbued with a missionary zeal that was alien to local Arab Christian culture. Challenging Maronite tenets in public, the firebrand also argued that his former denomination’s belief in icons and saints, not least the Virgin Mary, was tantamount to idol worship. Moreover, Shidyāq rejected the notion of papal infallibility; taking another page out of the missionary playbook, he regularly labelled the pope a beast. In the hopes of bolstering his evangelical efforts, the convert asked the bishop to publish and distribute a new version of the Bible.
 From the Maronite leadership’s perspective, this step was liable to destabilize the entire community. 

Shidyāq’s intolerance is reflected in his Manichean rhetoric of light and darkness, truth and falsity, and the Bible versus the church. Owing to the lack of Biblical precedent in Maronite traditions, the convert dismissed the stream as idolatrous.
 His obsession with the mission’s rhetoric astonished his family and the community at large. On one occasion, the prodigal son discussed the social implications of his conversion with his mother. Although a devout Maronite, she was enraged by his incessant references to confessional buzzwords. “Away with ‘Christ’”, she demanded, “away with the ‘word of God’; what have we to do with them” (daʿnā min al-masīḥ wa-min kalām allāh, mā lanā wa-lahumā)?
 Put differently, more urgent issues that jeopardized the family’s social standing were at stake than mere abstract discussions about his newfound faith. For Mrs. Shidyāq (as well as the bishop), the religious affiliation was not purely theoretical; it had a major bearing on his kith and kin’s profane needs – issues that were egregiously overlooked by Bustānī and, for that matter, the dominant secular historiography of the Nahḍa. Instead, he accentuated freedom of conscience. Bustānī viewed this as neither an absolute right nor a matter of secular autonomy vis-à-vis religious heteronomy, but as freedom from church traditions. From his vantage point, conscience is bound to a personal reading of the Scriptures, unmediated by the church. Or as Luther put it: “My conscience is captive to the Word of God.”
 This is the one conviction that Bustānī’s protagonist embraced and for the dissemination of which he was subsequently martyred. 

 “True Religion”
In The Clarions, which was targeted at Syria’s sundry devotional groups, the concept of “true religion” is used on numerous occasions. Bustānī challenged his readers to demonstrate the verity of their faith via deeds. What is more, he asserted that religion must lead them to honesty, generosity, and caring for others, be it their rights or needs.
 Bustānī urged his compatriots to respect one another’s faith. From Bustānī’s perspective, all the area’s inhabitants should think of themselves as members of one family who share the same destiny and were created by a single God. In a salient passage he opined that Christians and Muslims “worship the same God”.
 On several occasions, Bustānī was generous enough to the rival faith to invoke Qur’anic verses and traditions of the Prophet, for the sake of exhorting his audience to do good, refrain from vice, and improve their existential conditions: “God will not change the state of a people unless they change themselves.”
 

Portraying his subject in Lessingian terms, the historian Ussama Makdisi contends that according to Bustānī, the barometer for the different Syrian religions’ validity lays “not in their respective dogmas but in the degree to which each contributed to a moral, civilized, educated, anti-sectarian community made up of truly pious individuals who collectively transcended religious difference.”
 Makdisi’s conclusion is far-fetched. As per one interpretation, Lessing’s protagonist Nathan the Wise feels that religion should serve a higher moral and rational purpose. The three monotheistic faiths are equally true, but relatively so to the same extent. As articulated by Nathan’s parable whereby it is impossible to tell which is the original ring, none of the three great religions exclusively possess the truth. Since all of the rings lack the original version’s magic properties, the judge in the parable advises all the claimants to display the power of their own ring by means of good deeds.

Throughout his oeuvre, Bustānī never so much as hinted at the marginalization of intrinsic religious doctrine. Therefore, perhaps a better analogy for comprehending his message is not Lessing, but the dramatist’s Jewish friend – Moses Mendelssohn (1729-85). The latter sought to find common ground with Christian Germans by actively participating in their salons, scientific associations, and literary societies. Mendelssohn even tried to join a Masonic lodge, only to be repulsed. His own salon welcomed both Jews and Christians alike, on the grounds that they all are sons of the One eternal God. Advocating toleration and respect for confessional differences, the Jewish thinker argued that human beings are entitled to practice their own religious traditions.

That said, Mendelssohn’s confessional pluralism is essentially political, as it “detracts nothing from his conviction that Judaism is the sole true religion.”
 For the Jewish intellectual, there are two main qualities that set Judaism apart from other religions, not least from its principal theological adversary in Europe – the Christian faith. First, the historical evidence for the Mosaic faith’s claim to divine revelation is stronger than that of Christianity, as the entire Israelite people bore witness to the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai. On the other hand, the advent of Christianity was seen and transmitted by a select few.
 That is to say, there is no firm evidence of its divine source. In consequence, the Church resorted to miracles that are inferior to mass revelation. Second, Judaism’s original divine message is protected from distortion by the collective observance of ceremonial laws. Predicated on theological doctrine, Christianity is incapable of offering such guarantees. Owing to lingual constraints, its priests are also hard-pressed to explain the faith’s verities. Furthermore, Christianity’s precepts are intrinsically subject to modification and thus corruption. Miracles and icons only reinforce the faith’s idolatrous nature, distancing it from the purity of divine revelation. In any event, Mendelssohn was committed to his own faith, vigorously defending it against any external criticism or notion that blurred its distinctiveness, such as the widespread Enlightenment idea of “the unity of all religions”.

Another, perhaps more relevant analogy to Bustānī’s devotional thought is the outlook of Vatican II on Islam (1962-65). Promulgated roughly a hundred years after The Clarions, the Ecumenical Council’s resolutions were the subject of painstaking debate. The Council expressed genuine respect for Muslims and certain aspects of the Islamic faith, like its submission to the one God, its profession of upholding the “faith of Abraham”, adoration of God, and exhortation “to submit wholeheartedly to His incomprehensible decrees”. For the benefit of all mankind, Christians and Muslims are urged “to work honestly for mutual understanding and to further as well as guard together social justice, [. . .] peace, and freedom.” This display of ecumenism notwithstanding, Vatican II remains silent on doctrinal questions of the first order such as whether Muḥammad was indeed a prophet and the Qur’an a divine revelation. According to quite a few theologians, these Islamic precepts run counter to the Roman doctrine whereby revelation “came to its completion in Christ”. Likewise, the Catholic Church believes that Islam consists of other errors that are incompatible with Christian teachings.

Like Mendelssohn and Vatican II, Bustānī’s overriding concern in The Clarions is “political” doctrines, namely those that can be shared by all Syrian communities, regardless of creed. He advanced the public interest (ṣāliḥ ʿāmm) over narrow private or sectarian interests (gharaḍ), which tend to result in violations of the Lord’s commandments. In the end, he averred, gharaḍ leads to fanaticism and morally corrupts society.
 
Bustānī deemed the followers of the various religions to be political, social, and moral equals. God does not favor some people over others due to their communal affiliation. Instead, the emphasis is on deeds.
 Furthermore, he confirmed that the followers of the different Syrian faiths worship the same God and certainly possess a modicum of truth. Be that as it may, Bustānī never so much as implied that these faiths are true, doctrinally correct, or immune to error in equal measure.

“True religion” is an underlying concept of the monotheistic faiths. For Catholics and Muslims, there is no true faith outside the Church and Islam, respectively.
 As a devout Protestant, Bustānī believed that his denomination possesses the sole divine doctrine.

In his encyclopedic entry for “tamaddun [civilization]”, Bustānī undertook to depict Christianity as it was preached by Jesus and recorded in the Gospels. Devoid of religious authorities, he explained, Christianity stands apart from all other faiths, including Judaism. Although the Jews received divine truths, they subsequently misinterpreted them.
 To the best of my knowledge, Bustānī never classified Islam as a genuine revelation. In his dictionary, the Qur’an is defined as a text that “Muslims believe [. . .] to have been revealed by God.”
 While certainly respectful of this belief, there is no clue throughout Bustānī’s oeuvre that he shared this view.

The Clarions and the entry for tamaddun insist on the pure divine source of religion, arguing that it should be free from human intervention and corruptions.
 In his biography of Asʿad al-Shidyāq, Bustānī frowned at the possibility that his subject even weighed leaving the Maronite Church for Islam. While debating Muslim scholars in Tripoli in 1821, the future Protestant struggled to defend his faith. As per his disputants, Shidyāq contemplated embracing their religion. In all likelihood, Bustānī was aware of this account of his subject’s crisis of faith and thus attempted to explain it away. The weakness of Shidyāq’s position, Bustānī asserted, stemmed from his reliance on church traditions that had no Scriptural basis.
 With this comment, he raised two polemical points: owing to their distortions (shawā’ib), Maronite traditions scantily prepare the faithful to defend Christian teachings against external criticism; and the Bible is a more reliable source than the Qur’an. Had Shidyāq predicated his faith on the Bible, Bustānī thus asserted, he would never have contemplated joining the Muslim faith. Several years after this disputation, the missionary Jonas King (1792-1869) introduced Shidyāq to “true” Christianity. As a result, he became a firm believer who was willing to endure abuse from his erstwhile community’s religious authorities and prepared to face a martyr’s death.
 

Scripture-based Christianity has a major presence in Bustānī’s thought and life. Throughout the said biography, the Bible is depicted as a third protagonist, alongside Shidyāq and the Maronite patriarch. The Scriptures indeed played an outsized role in the hero’s conversion. More specifically, the latter is described as having submitted himself exclusively to the Bible after reading it enthusiastically, plumbing its verses, and searching for their meaning.
 While these activities were exhausting, they were a catalyst behind Shidyāq’s joy. According to Bustānī, the Scriptures are the true Christian faith. Both he and his subject accused the Maronite Church and the patriarch of hiding the Bible from laymen, thereby iniquitously preventing the light of Jesus from touching them. Moreover, they argued that the Bible “should serve as a companion [to every Christian] around the clock; an object of his contemplative reading and study under every circumstance, in particular times of crisis.”

Scripture factored heavily into Bustānī’s own change of heart. After joining the Protestant Church, he devoted twenty years to teaching Bible at various institutions, and a decade to translating its books. Moreover, the Scriptures played an enormous role in Bustānī’s family life, the curriculum of the school he founded, and his justification for educating women.
 Likewise, The Clarions, which promotes coexistence and partnership between the various Syrian religious groups, is brimming with Biblical references and allusions. For Bustānī, the Bible is the primary source behind modern civilization.
 Additionally, he drew on Scripture in his polemics with Catholicism and Islam. Within this framework, Bustānī went out of his way to strengthen the Bible’s integrity and reconcile its teachings with modern science and culture.

The Bible and Modern Scientific Knowledge
About a year before Bustānī’s sudden death on May 1, 1883, a controversy over Darwinism erupted in Beirut. Edwin Lewis, a professor of geology and chemistry at the Syrian Protestant College, delivered the commencement address to the graduating class. During this speech, he vouched for the theory of evolution, above all Darwin’s elaborate scientific methodology centering around observation, data gathering, and induction. A heated debate ensued over the Bible’s relation to science. The friction within missionary circles eventually led to Lewis’ dismissal. As a result, the student body decided to strike and most of the medical school’s faculty resigned, including the aforementioned Cornelius Van Dyck – a prominent figure within the mission since his arrival in Beirut nearly five decades earlier. Remarkable in their absence from this public debate was Buṭrus al-Bustānī and al-Jinān – a popular journal run by Bustānī and his son Salīm.
 

Bustānī’s silence was hardly accidental. His opinions on Darwinism were closer to the mission’s conservative critics and the smattering of so-called traditional Arab-Christians, foremost among them Father Luwīs Shaykhū (Louis Cheikho) and the Protestant convert Ibrāhīm Hūrānī (Ibrahim Hourani).
 In his encyclopedic entries for creation (al-khalq), history (taʾrīkh), Exodus (khurūj), Torah (tawrāt), and “Adam”, he rejected the theory of evolution due to its variance with the Bible.
 For Bustānī, Darwinism reflects a decline of true faith and morals because it opens the door to inequality by ascribing various human races to different origins. Fortunately, he wrote, this account was refuted by Christian scholars by means of Scriptural evidence (abṭalahā bi-adilla dīniyya).
 According to Bustānī, the annals of mankind are a sacred story that commenced with God begetting all creatures ex nihilo on a separate basis. Since everything was designed by the Lord, there is no room in this narrative for self-generation, accidents, or natural selection. The Biblical account, which ties “the different human races” (al-jins al-basharī) to one primordial father, Adam, is morally superior, for all human beings are equally defined as children of God.
 

Bustānī undoubtedly espoused a Christian worldview. To begin with, humanity merits a special place in the universe. Created in God’s image, Adam was endowed with the faculties of reason and speech. No less importantly, the Creator gave him power over all other creatures.
 If not for the divine guidance and protection over the course of its history, mankind would have never survived all the radical changes to the environment.
 Through God’s revelations, man learned the truths of religion as well as the social, cultural, and political sphere.
 Life on the planet, Bustānī concluded, “was wrought by God, and so it will come to its end”.

Bustānī was expounding from the devout Protestant perspective according to which modern-day investigations into the dawn of mankind had reached a dead end. In addition, the Bible remains the most ancient source as well as the only one that provides a continuous narrative from the genesis to an advanced stage of history, by way of seminal events like the deluge, the breakup into multifarious races and languages, the rise and fall of nations, and of course the emergence of Christianity. To some extent, he contended, science can enhance our understanding of the Biblical narrative and elaborate on certain details thereof, but it is incapable of debunking the Scriptures.

Regarding the precise years of Biblical events, Bustānī was amenable to reinterpretation. He claimed that the Scriptures refrain from accurately dating the genesis. Though modern findings about the universe’s age and the nascent stages of humanity run counter to some religious traditions, they do not refute any particular Biblical text.
 As per traditional Christian accounts, the planet was created sometime between 6984 and 2616 BC, and the deluge struck roughly twelve decades later. In Bustānī’s estimation, powerful kingdoms like Babylon and Egypt predated the flood. He admitted that the incongruity between the traditional Christian and modern accounts cannot be bridged by merely dismissing the latter. Furthermore, the Scriptures tally of roughly 376 years between the deluge and Abraham’s birth appears to be untenable owing to the enormous number of people inhabiting the world during this period and the mighty polities they erected. In other words, this multitude cannot have descended from a single family consisting of Noah, his three sons, and their spouses.
 Following in St Augustine’s footsteps, Bustānī averred that the genesis account, especially its six-day time frame, bespoke the level of human comprehension at the time of the revelation on Mount Sinai. With this in mind, a day herein should not be literally understood as 24 hours, but as an indeterminate period, six of which can encompass the creation in its entirety.
 Since the exact date of the genesis is unknown, the same holds true for the flood. Against this backdrop, Bustānī hypothesized that all pre-Abrahamic human chronology is incalculable. Only from that point forward (all the more so from the reign of Solomon, when Biblical historiography intertwines with that of other ancient nations) can we more or less establish accurate dates.

Bustānī drew a distinction between that which is and is not binding in the Scriptural teachings. In his estimation, the genesis and flood are ironclad truths. However, the Bible has no intention of delineating the exact dates of these events. The fact that Christian scholars have reached a wide array of disparate conclusions on these matters further attests to the indeterminate chronology of the Biblical narrative.

In his encyclopedia, Bustānī asserted that the Old Testament’s main objective is to offer guidance to a perplexed human race on how to fathom and worship the Creator. As such, the Hebrew Bible laid the foundation for the Christian Gospel.
 Espousing that the Scriptures are a divine and authentic text, he defended the Bible’s integrity against the findings of modern critics. One argument that they raised was that the Pentateuch cannot be attributed to Moses himself, for Deuteronomy 34:5, among other passages, report of the Lawgiver’s demise. In response, Bustānī claimed that this observation does not refute the Scriptures’ divine authorship, for he considered parts of Deuteronomy to be a revelation that was transmitted by one of the later prophets, such as Joshua, Samuel, or Ezra. More specifically, a divinely inspired editor added “exegetical phrases” (jumal tafsīriyya) to Moses’ original text.
 In one instance, Bustānī repudiated the effort by a few Christian scholars to provide explanations for the literal Exodus story that adhere to the laws of nature. For example, they suggested upon fleeing from Egypt that the Israelites traversed a dry area of the Red Sea. Bustānī wrote off this particular exegesis on the grounds that it denies God’s miraculous intervention to save the Israelites from the Pharaoh’s chariots.

Secular Arab Identity and Religious Angst

Bustānī sought to forge a new consciousness and identity through the medium of Arabic. To this end, he produced the first modern Arabic dictionary, an encyclopedia, and other literary works. As per a long-standing interpretation of his oeuvre, Bustānī “spurred on an effort to supplant religion as society’s main identifier and in its place install language.”
 “Khuṭba fī ādāb al-ʿarab” (Lecture on Arab Culture), which he delivered in 1859, reshuffles the deck of identity politics by enlisting language as a demarcation line between (Syria’s) Arabs and non-Arabs.
 Put differently, Bustānī excluded what he dubbed ʿajam (non-Arab Muslims) from the emerging Syrian identity and culture, despite their Islamic bona fides and contributions to classical Arab culture. On the other hand, Bustānī endeavored to unite Muslim and Christian Arabs as equal, organic members of a community grounded on a shared tongue, culture, and homeland. This new identity would revolve around historic cultural achievements by scholars (e.g., instructors, translators, and scientists) from multifarious religious backgrounds collaborating on the production and dissemination in Arabic of a wide range of intellectual knowledge.

This tableau is more complex than the dominant historiographical narrative, where Bustānī is portrayed as smoothly transitioning from a local faith-based identity to a national Arab-Syrian one.
 In the first place, the latter overlooks Bustānī’s religious angst concerning the history that he ostensibly inherited. To wit, Bustānī was manifestly biased against Islam. Moreover, he avoided crediting the Muslim faith with any substantial contribution to the building of Arab identity or civilization. On certain occasions, Bustānī polemicized against the Muslim faith and its historical record. To substantiate this theory, I will draw evidence from two of his works that pertain to the different, even contradictory roles, he attributed to Christianity and Islam in the development of human civilization. As opposed to the transformative universal influence ascribed to Christianity, he made no mention of any imprint that the Muslims left on either world or Arab history. 

In the above-mentioned entry for tamaddun, religions are classified according to their impact on civilization. From Bustānī’s standpoint, civilization revolves around equality and fraternity between human beings. The religions of primitive societies, he averred, split human beings into two groups: the members of their own community or tribe, who believe that the group is of divine origin and morally superior to the rest of mankind; and all others. Major societies, like the Indians, Egyptians, and Romans, expanded the purview of the collective, but their religious principles divided these same groups into a number of hierarchical tiers with varying rights. As per Bustānī’s Protestant reading, even the Jews, who were bestowed with divine truths, refrained from applying equality to all human beings, limiting this principle to their co-religionists. Only with the coming of Jesus was a non-hierarchical, universal system applied to one and all regardless of background or creed. This level of equality constitutes an unbridgeable gap between the civilization advanced by the Gospels and that of other religions. However, these all-encompassing Christian social reforms, Bustānī bemoaned, have progressed unevenly in various contexts. The greater the scope and depth of the populace’s receptiveness to Christ’s message, though, the higher the society’s level of tamaddun. In his telling, there is no hint of the Muslim faith contributing, alongside Christianity, to tamaddun.
 Even more surprising is Bustānī’s suppression of Islam’s impact on classical Arab culture. All that the upstart religious movement did, from his vantage point, was channel the Arabs’ energies toward bellicose territorial expansion – an objective diametrically opposed to spreading civilization. Out of all the possible characterizations for the emergent faith, Bustānī chose vagueness, violence, and bigotry – a depiction in line with the missionaries’ polemical portrayal of Muslims and their religion.
 Vagueness speaks to the historiographical difficulty of chronicling Islam’s rise in an accurate manner, of going beyond the conflicts that dominated the relationships among the newly converted Muslims and between the latter and those who refused to abandon their faith despite the rise of Islam. According to Bustānī, bigotry shaped the early Muslims’ religious worldview. They lived in “an utter state of backwardness and barbarity” (aʿmaq tawaḥḥushihim wa-barbariyyatihim), as reflected by their suspicion towards foreign and profane knowledge.
 Instead, the early Muslims focused their intellectual effort on the Qur’an and confessional matters, to the detriment of knowledge acquisition or production. 
A case in point is Bustānī’s account of the Great Library of Alexandria. When Egypt fell to ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb (r. 634-44), the second caliph, Bishop John Philoponus (Yaḥyā al-Naḥwī, 490-570), an Aristotelian scholar, entreated the military leader, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ, to spare the athenaeum. The commander turned to Caliph ‘Umar who responded that if the books therein concur with the Qur’an, they are of no avail to mankind. In other words, Muḥammad’s revelation is a sufficient source of knowledge. Alternatively, if the holdings in the library contradict the Qur’an, they are just as useless. Whatever the case, ‘Umar ruled that the books should be incinerated.
 However this narrative is approached, one cannot ignore Bustānī’s polemical intention and anti-Muslim bent: as opposed to the bishop who endeavored to save the renowned athenaeum, Islam’s founding fathers expunged knowledge.
 

In Bustānī’s synopsis of Arab civilization, Muḥammad bears no mention whatsoever; ‘Umar is a bigoted caliph, and Abu Bakr merely an expert in genealogy. Furthermore, Islamic cultural enterprises, such as the ḥadīth (reports of the Prophet’s sayings and deeds), fiqh (jurisprudence), tafsīr (commentary on the Qur’an) only surface tangentially qua fields in which only certain scholars excelled.
 According to Bustānī, Arab culture only started bearing fruit a century and a half after the Prophet’s mission, with the founding of the Abbasid empire (750). He offered two underlying explanations for this Arab leap forward to tamaddun, both of which are unrelated to the Muslim faith and probably diverge from the religion’s original character. The first is a sociological factor that pertains to the Arabs’ interaction with the peoples they conquered: Islam’s control over prosperous lands that were home to classical cultures germinated a spirit of urbanity and civility among the Arabs, despite their marked ignorance.
 Secondly, rulers like Abū Jaʿfar al-Manṣūr (d. 775), Hārūn al-Rashīd (d. 809), al-Maʾmūn (d. 833) inadvertently encouraged the production and dissemination of knowledge upon commissioning scholars from different religions, mainly Christians, to translate the scientific works of Greece, Persia, Syria, and other foreign cultures into Arabic.

In a similar vein, Bustānī completely ‘snubbed’ Islam with respect to the Arabic tongue. He considered Arabic a holy tongue, describing it as “venerated, honorable, the most noble amongst all languages” (musharrafa, al-sharīfa, or ashraf al-lughāt).
 If not “the language revealed on the heart of Adam in paradise”, at the very least Arabic derived, together with its two sister tongues—Syriac and Hebrew—“from that primordial Adamite language”. Paradoxically, Bustānī underscored this sacralization of Arabic in a discussion on secular Arab culture where the language evidently has nothing to do with any divine revelation, be it Christian or Islamic. In any case, Arabic’s ties with each of these religions glaringly differ. Christianity adopted Arabic as a religious medium at a later stage in its development; neither Jesus nor his disciples—or for that matter, any of the Biblical prophets—spoke Arabic or left a single record in that language. Until the modern era, one would be hard-pressed to name a canonical Arab-Christian text that was penned in Arabic. In stark contrast, Islam has always been exclusively predicated on what the Muslim faithful consider to be “the eternal word of God”, which was revealed in Arabic. Against this backdrop, excluding the Qur’an from an exposition of this language’s sacredness demarcates the limits of the theological concessions that a Protestant intellectual like Bustānī was willing to make.

On one occasion, Bustānī did remark that the Qur’an, along with other “Arabic texts in different sciences”, has preserved Classical Arabic.
 That said, he makes certain to note that Arabic’s originality, sacredness, and richness are unconnected to Muḥammad’s revelation; instead, the language is the product of the collective Arab genius. In his opinion, Arabic was miraculously preserved by God for reasons that are beyond human comprehension. The tongue’s survival, even when its native speakers deteriorated to “ignorance and barbarity”, attests to its sublime qualities.

This discomfort with the Qur’an’s putative divinity is understandable. As a committed Arab Protestant, Bustānī respected Muslims’ belief in the Prophet’s revelation, though he naturally did not share in it. However, his silence regarding the literary merits of this work conspicuously diverges from most other Arab-Christian intellectuals. A case in point is Nāsīf al-Yāzijī (1800-71), who learnt to recite the entire Qur’an by heart and frequently cited verses in his maqāmāt.
 Nāsīf’s son Ibrāhīm (1847-1906) considered the Qur’an a linguistic medium shared by Muslim and Christian Arabs.
 While rejecting the divine origin thereof, Shiblī Shumayyīl (1850-1916), a secular Christian, acknowledged the eloquence and unworldly brilliance of Muḥammad’s revelation. He also rebutted the accusations made by Lord Cromer (the British consul-general of Egypt from 1882 to 1907) that Quranic laws are responsible for the Muslims’ cultural stagnation. To the contrary, Shumayyīl argued that the Qur’an, like the Bible, is consonant with progress and modernity.
 Jurjī Zaydān (1861-1914), a prolific Arab Christian journalist and novelist, widely credits this work with transforming Arab religious, cultural, and material life.
 Following in Bustānī’s footsteps, Luwīs Shaykhū—a priest who is viewed as a “traditional” voice among the Nahḍa’s Arab-Christian intellectuals—marginalized Islam’s contribution to Arab culture. In fact, he lambasted Zaydān for exaggerating the Qur’an’s role, accusing him of pandering to Muslim readers.

Conclusion
In Hisham Sharabi’s weighty Arab Intellectuals and the Nahḍa, Arab intellectuals are classified according to religion—Islam or Christianity—and ideology: traditionalists, reformers, and secularists. Under the first two groups, there is not a single Christian. To Sharabi, every last one of these thinkers was unreservedly secular. Excluding a few marginal secular intellectuals, he labels the Nahḍa’s Muslims as either traditionalist or reformist. Likewise, Albert Hourani does not include any religious Christians in his Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age. Both authors contend that there was a significant difference between the Arab Nahḍa’s Muslim and Christian thinkers. The former struggled with the question of how to become modern while remaining observant. On the other hand, the Christians made a smooth, unwavering “transition” from a faith-based culture to secular modernity without any “pangs of conscience”.

Centering on Bustānī, the present article has reached a different conclusion. To wit, his devotional rhetoric is akin to that of the modernists. After embracing Protestantism on account of genuine religious convictions, Bustānī took an active part in various missionary projects and served as an elder of the Beirut Protestant Church throughout the rest of his lifetime. The Bible was the exclusive source of Bustānī’s faith. What is more, he translated the Scriptures into Arabic, taught the subject for many years, and peppered his writing with Biblical citations and allusions. Bustānī staunchly defended the divine authority and textual integrity of the Bible. Adopting a variety of methods, he reinterpreted the Scripture for the purpose of reconciling its teachings with contemporary knowledge, to include scientific discoveries. When necessary, he dismissed modern ideas, such as Darwinism, that contradicted the Bible’s historical accounts.

Bustānī’s devotional commitments were reflected in his attitude towards other faiths and involvement in supra-confessional political and cultural projects. Needless to say, Bustānī’s outlook on clerical authority was influenced by his Protestant convictions. His effort to revive classical Arab culture as the lynchpin for a unifying Syrian identity triggered his religious anxiety. Ambivalent towards that same culture, Bustānī downplayed Islam’s role in its formation. In sum, his Protestantism was not flexible enough to brook a leading role for a non-Christian religion in a culture that he deemed to be a personal birthright.

Throughout Bustānī’s oeuvre, there is not a single attempt to transcend confessional disparities or render them negligible. Put differently, he did not believe that all faiths were the same or equally veracious. However, Bustānī considered religious difference to be a historical fact that needs to be managed by a political theology fostering stability, tolerance, and coexistence between all groups. Consonant with his religious worldview, Bustānī genuinely aspired to a system of government that advances the common welfare of all Syrians, fosters equality, and aspires to justice. While these values might be defined as secular, in no way did he perceive them as running counter to the tenets of his own faith.

Against this backdrop, the fact that the literature has by and large ignored the complexity of Bustānī’s thought by describing him, for the most part, as a secular icon devoid of meaningful religious obligations, concerns, and anxiety betrays a historiographical prejudice against organized faith that has dominated the scholarship on the Nahḍa, especially with regard to the religiosity of the movement’s Christian intellectuals. At different stages and in manifold ways, religious Arab thinkers, both Christian and Muslim alike, have shared the values espoused by Bustānī. However, this concord in no way diminishes his pioneering role in this field.
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