
Insight Turkey  Vol. 12 / No. 2 / 2010

Book Reviews

257

Artillery of Heaven: American Missionaries and the Failed 
Conversion of the Middle East

By Ussama Makdisi
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008, 262 pp., ISBN 9780801446214.

In this remarkable book, Ussama Mak-
disi offers a marvelously subtle analysis of 
American missionary work in nineteenth-
century Syria, and just as importantly, the 
Syrian Maronite reaction to the missionar-
ies’ overtures. Although much of the work 
on American missions has focused primar-
ily on the missionaries, Makdisi meticu-
lously reconstructs the cultural collision 
that transpired in Syria, and shows how the 
collision perplexed and transformed the 
religious assumptions of both sides. This 
book is now the field’s best micro-history of 
the early Protestant missionary encounter.

Makdisi begins by elaborating the 
starkly different religious worlds of New 
England’s Puritan settlers and Mount 
Lebanon’s Maronite community, as seen 
primarily through the roughly contempo-
rary writings of Cotton Mather of Boston, 
Massachusetts, and Istifan Duwayhi, pa-
triarch of the Maronite Church in the late 
seventeenth century. Mather’s Puritanism 
was millennialist, expecting that religious 
adversaries and the “heathen” would be de-
stroyed and/or converted by the inexorable 
march of the Christian gospel. The hope for 
conversion went substantially unfulfilled 
with the New England Puritans’ most obvi-
ous missionary target, their Native Ameri-
can neighbors. The Maronites, by contrast, 
emphasized survival under Ottoman rule 
and fidelity to Rome, to which their church 
had submitted in the twelfth century. Main-
taining orthodoxy was the key to their re-

ligious agenda, not seeking conversion of 
others or trying to end coexistence. 

To Makdisi, the American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM), the chief American mission-
ary society of the nineteenth century, was 
“indelibly stamped by the template of the 
Puritan experience with the Indians” (52). 
Makdisi may overstate the actual connec-
tions between Puritan missions to Native 
Americans and the ABCFM’s global efforts, 
as it is not clear to what extent the ABCFM 
missionaries consciously felt they were 
completing the unfinished business of Pu-
ritan evangelism of Indians. Nevertheless, 
Anglo-American Puritanism certainly had 
a genealogical connection to the ABCFM 
missionaries, as did the “disinterested be-
nevolence” of the New Divinity theologians 
of the late eighteenth century. Christian 
benevolence required that the missionar-
ies take the gospel to the heathen and to 
unconverted, nominal Christians wherever 
they could be found. Doing so would fulfill 
essential prerequisites to the coming of the 
millennium prophesied in the Bible.

When the handful of ABCFM mission-
aries arrived in the Middle East in the early 
1820s, their optimism about the gospel and 
Bible made them deeply insensitive to the 
religious culture which they entered. As 
they visited various churches and monas-
teries, they badgered priests and monks 
about the deficiencies of Catholic or East-
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ern Orthodox theology. The missionaries’ 
failed to grasp the differences of their new 
cultural location. Theirs was “a mission 
born of a particular moment in American 
history as it collided with the realities of 
an entirely different moment in Ottoman 
Arab history” (88). They were used to being 
cultural imperialists, but in the well-estab-
lished multi-religious milieu of the Otto-
man Empire, they had no means of impos-
ing their religious agenda. All they could do 
was make rude, poorly received arguments. 
The patriarch Yusuf Hubaysh became so 
concerned about the missionaries’ threat 
to Maronite orthodoxy that he condemned 
them in 1823. The missionaries, in his view, 
were wolves in sheep’s clothing, seeking to 
disrupt the Maronites’ long-lasting theo-
logical purity.

Not all Maronites agreed with Hubaysh. 
As'ad Shidyaq, a Maronite language teacher 
who came to work for the missionaries, 
embraced their faith in 1825. Despite the 
warnings of the patriarch, As'ad began to 
proselytize for the Americans’ conversion-
ist beliefs. In a deeply sympathetic chapter 
on the convert, Makdisi portrays As'ad as 
“the first to try and reconcile hitherto irrec-
oncilable constructions of faith” (111). His 
efforts incurred the wrath of the Maronite 
leaders, even as the missionaries abandoned 
him to his fate. Patriarch Hubaysh offered 
increasingly urgent appeals for As'ad to re-
turn to the Catholic faith, but As'ad refused 
to concede that he had left the fold. He only 
meant to bring the Maronites back to their 
original faith, the apostolic tradition dis-
played in the New Testament. As'ad’s pub-
lic criticism of the Maronite hierarchy was 
unfathomable and intolerable, given the 
Maronites’ priority of maintaining ortho-

doxy in the plural Ottoman environment. 
The patriarch began to paint As'ad as in-
sane, and had him detained at a Maronite 
monastery. Repeated escape attempts led to 
his torture and incessant pressure to repent. 
Violence associated with the Greek revolt 
against the Ottomans led the American 
missionaries to leave Lebanon in 1828, and 
As'ad soon died in prison. Makdisi sees the 
vicious suppression and abandonment of 
As'ad as tragic fallout from the collision of 
these two cultural systems.

Over time, American missionaries used 
As'ad’s death as a justification for a more 
civilizational mission in Syria. Increasingly, 
the chief problem the missionaries tried 
to address was not so much their evange-
listic targets’ lack of saving faith, but their 
degraded culture. The turning point in 
Americans’ attitude came with the Druzes’ 
massacres of Maronites in Syria in 1860. 
From this point forward, the American 
missionaries claimed more sympathy for 
the eastern Christians, whom they saw as 
assaulted by bloodthirsty Muslims. Because 
of the increasing western imperial presence 
in the Ottoman Empire after 1860, the mis-
sionaries could also focus on transforma-
tion of Arab culture by the building of hos-
pitals and schools, most notably the Syrian 
Protestant College. Although Americans 
had plenty of reason to criticize their own 
nation’s history of race relations, the mis-
sionaries came to see American Christian 
culture as the solution to the violence of the 
primitive Ottoman world. 

Makdisi concludes on a more hopeful 
note by examining the ecumenical temper-
ament of Butrus al-Bustani, whose conver-
sion under the missionaries came through 
similar circumstances to As'ad Shidyaq’s. 
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“I argue that the vast majority of Isla-
mist movements do not pose a real threat to 
the West and its interests,” Ahmad S. Mous-
salli asserts in his latest book, U.S. Foreign 
Policy and Islamist Politics. Taking this idea 
as his starting point, the author confronts 
one of the key questions for the future of 
the Middle East region: whether to include 
– or exclude – Islamist parties as protago-
nists and interlocutors in regional and in-
ternational policy. This question has been 
raised in American and western debates in 
general since the 1990s. But the pressing 
need to give a coherent response to this di-
lemma has become more urgent in the last 
few years. The experiences of Hezbollah in 
Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza have revealed 
the need for resolution, as well as the con-
tradictions that result from any endeavour 
to find solutions to the conflicts and crises 
affecting this important part of the world. 
Therein lies the broad interest of this book, 
which seeks to demonstrate that the con-
struction of Islamism as a threat to the West 
has been created above all “by the media, 
academia, policy makers, and strategists, as 
well as Muslim regimes and Israel.” Further, 

Moussalli argues that this media construc-
tion deliberately leaves aside any real, on-
the-ground analysis of the many different 
Islamist parties, whose evolution and tra-
jectories tend to show their diversity, their 
social integration and their progressive ad-
aptation to democratic dynamics.

Moussalli rightly notes that the problem 
with the image of Islam as a source of fear 
and threat is that it has long been estab-
lished and reiterated as the west’s dominant 
perception of Islamism, whereas it is in fact 
a narrow view, based on choices made by 
the media to depict supporters of the most 
fundamentalist discourse, or the most radi-
cal and extremist sectors. Put another way, 
extremist views get media attention. The 
overwhelming application of this criterion 
for choosing Islamic actors to portray in the 
media conceals or silences the fact that most 
Islamist parties are situated in the enormous 
central area usually hidden between funda-
mentalists and the people of violence.

Moussalli, sharing conclusions long held 
by a minority of fellow academics, gives 
prominence to the trajectory and evolution 

U.S. Foreign Policy and Islamist Politics

By Ahmad S. Moussalli
Florida: University Press of Florida, 2008, 225 pp., ISBN 9780813031491.

But Bustani converted in the 1840s after the 
missionaries had put considerable pressure 
on authorities to allow them and their con-
verts to operate freely, and the Ottomans 
had recognized Protestants as a protected 
group. In Bustani, Makdisi sees a truly new 
creature of the clash between American 

and Ottoman culture, as Bustani came to 
advocate tolerant education for the varied 
religious groups represented in Syria, and 
coexistence of these people as equal sub-
jects in non-sectarian political community.

Thomas S. Kidd, Baylor University


