Case Study: The Iranian Revolution and its Lasting Impact on Muslim/Christian Relations in Iran and Beyond. 

Introduction 
There is no ‘one’ view of Islam from a Christian perspective, just as there is no singular Muslim opinion of Christianity; as the two largest religions in the world, they are arguably also the two most diverse, with each having been subject to a spectrum of interpretation. Such diversity inevitably extends towards their opinions of the other. It is true that a number of Christians have, and still do, regard Islam as heretical and hostile. However, this is not always the case- other Christians have admired, studied and partnered with Islam in matters of inter-faith dialogue and international relations. Furthermore, many Christians have moved beyond regarding Islam as the ultimate ‘other’ and have instead placed emphasis upon their common ground- noting their shared importance on matters such as prayer, monotheism, faith and obedience to God’s will.[footnoteRef:1] Similarly, while a number of Muslims render the Christian belief in Jesus as blasphemy and a denial of the one-ness of God (Qur’an 5/72), others regard Christianity (along with Judaism) as People of the Book/Ahl al-Kitab, once again drawing upon what their shared history.[footnoteRef:2] Charles A. Kimball writes that “Muslim-Christian dialogue dates back to the rise of Islam in the seventh century. Rooted as both traditions are in the monotheism of the patriarch Abraham, Muslims and Christians share a common heritage.”[footnoteRef:3] Perhaps it is this ‘common heritage’ that leads Martin Bauschke to regard any conflict between Christianity and Islam as “family conflicts… conflicts among siblings or with neighbours”.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Stuart E. Brown, Meeting in Faith: Twenty Years of Christian-Muslim Conversations, Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1989. Hans Kung, Islam: Past, Present, Future (Oxford: Oneworld Publishing, 2007). ]  [2:  F. E. Peters, The Monotheists: Jews, Christians, and Muslims in Conflict and Competition. Vol 1. (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2003). ]  [3:  Charles A. Kinball, ‘Muslim- Christian Dialogue’ in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World. Oxford Islamic Studies Online. http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0567 (accessed 17-Jan-2020). ]  [4:  Martin Bauschke, ‘Islam: Jesus and Muhammad as Brothers in Christian Approaches to Other Faiths eds. Alan Race and Paul M. Hedges (London: SCM Press, 2008), p. 191. ] 

Within this case-study I will be exploring the effects and realities of such ‘family conflicts’ that have, and still are, taking place within the Islamic Republic of Iran. I will be placing particular focus upon the Iranian revolution in 1979 and the lasting impact it has had upon both Christian and Muslim communities within the country and beyond, before briefly commenting upon the current affairs which are predicted to have further lasting impact upon inter-faith relations. 
Present Day Iran
Iran is home to approximately eighty-three million people, 99.5% of which are Muslim, meaning that Iran holds 4.4% of the world’s Islamic population. Furthermore, 90-95% of the Muslims residing in Iran are Shi’a Muslims, making Iran the “global epicentre of Shi’a Islam”.[footnoteRef:5] On the contrary, the Christian population in Iran is somewhat of a mystery, with estimated figures ranging between a mere fifteen-thousand and a vastly larger figure of eight-hundred-thousand.[footnoteRef:6] These figures have both been presented by the Christian charity ‘Open Doors’ (who specialise in mobilising the persecuted church through-out the world) as opposed to the Iranian government who have no official numbers regarding the Christian population in their country. Although the exact figures remain a mystery, what is clear is that Iranian Christians are an extreme minority; if the larger figure of eight-hundred thousand is accurate, that still only accounts for less than 1% of the Iranian population, despite Iranian/Persian Christianity pre-dating the emergence of Islam in the country.  [5:  https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/01/the-countries-with-the-10-largest-christian-populations-and-the-10-largest-muslim-populations/ ]  [6:  https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/countries/iran/ ] 

 Iran is now a Republic which is governed by an assembly comprised of elected officials, a democratic Presidency (currently held by Hassan Rouhani) and the appointment of a Supreme Leader (currently Ali Khemenei). Much of the religious ethos at the core of the Iranian government, as well as the daily realities of being an Iranian Muslim/Christian, are a result of the afore mentioned Iranian Revolution in 1979. I would argue that it is therefore essential to have an understanding of the causes and events that led to the revolution if we are to obtain an understanding of the impact it has had on Christian/Muslim relations in Iran. 
The Iranian Revolution 
The economic backdrop of the Iranian Revolution was one of prosperity and affluence, yet this wealth was being enjoyed by the few and not the many- consequently, the economic divisions between the social classes rapidly and dramatically widened.[footnoteRef:7] As the contentious economic situation continued to heighten tensions among the Iranian people, so too did the presence of the decedent Iranian monarchy, which was held by the Pahlavi family. The Shah himself, as well as his family and the monarchist establishment in its entirety were becoming increasingly unpopular as accusations of ruthless self-promotion and alliances with countries such as Russia, America and Great Britain began to stir.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Janet Afary, ‘Iranian Revolution’ in Encyclopaedia Britannia. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ruhollah-Khomeini (17-Jan-2020) ]  [8:  Michael Axworthy, Revolutionary Iran: A History of the Iranian Republic (Milton Keynes: Penguin Books, 2019), pp. 130-131] 
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Yet the tensions were not only economic, they were also deeply cultural. Iran, and the capital city of Tehran in particular, were accused of being Westernised and urbanised by the Shah and his government, at the expense of Islamic values. The Muslim community in Iran grew increasingly aware that their government did not represent their Islamic piety nor their adherence to the Shi’a paradigm; nor was there adequate freedom of speech or an advocacy for true democracy. As Michael Axworthy states- “the Shah’s government failed in a variety of ways- there was the short-term economic difficulty but, more importantly, a deep-seated failure to recognise or nurture the political aspirations of the people”.[footnoteRef:9] it was this deep-seated failure that ultimately led to the demise of the monarchy and the establishment of the Islamic Republic.  [9:  Michael Axworthy, Revolutionary Iran: A History of the Iranian Republic (Milton Keynes: Penguin Books, 2019), p. 130. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk30791909]Within the remarkably short time-span of only seven months (August 1978- February 1979) a revolution successfully arose from the Iranian people, leaving the government un-recognisable and the Pahlavi regime as non-existent. Abbas Amanat notes that the revolution was forged by a culmination of “Islamic modernity, dormant Shi’i messianic aspirations, rampant anti-Westernism and anti-Pahlavi sentiment.”[footnoteRef:10] Through the medium of both peaceful and violent protests and demonstrations in Tehran, the continual striking of essential workers (including the invaluable oil workers, through whom the Shah and his regime were obtaining their wealth) and the eventual statement of neutrality from the country’s armed forces, the revolution culminated in a dramatic rally in which approximately one million Iranians demanded change (January 26th 1979) on the streets of numerous cities throughout the country. This left the Shah and his family with no choice but to abdicate and flee the country.[footnoteRef:11] An Islamic Republican government was the fruit not only of the revolution, but of the subsequent actions taken by political and religious activists such as the hugely influential Ayatollah Kohmeini. [10:  Abbas Amanat, Iran’s Modern History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), p. 703. ]  [11:  Axworthy, Revolutionary Iran
Abbas, Iran’s Modern History, 
Afary, Iranian Revolution. ] 
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Kohmeini was a (if not the) leading figure in the Islamic up-rising against the predominantly secular government, as it was a solidarity with the then-extradited Kohmeini and his cohort that brought many differing strands of the Iranian population together. What makes him extremely important for this case-study however, is his religious and political ideology, which has largely become Iran’s religious and political reality. Kohmeini envisaged a purely Islamic rule under which Muslims would abide by Shariah law and therefore not recognise the authority of secular politicians- such an ideal was derived from the Shi’a belief in the ‘gayhba’/the hidden Imam, and those who are qualified to work under his authority (the Jury/’Fuqaha’).[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Andrew Rippin, Teresa Bernheimer, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (5th ed) (London: Routledge, 2019,) pp. 121-123.] 

The Impact of the Islamic Revolution on the Muslim and Christian Communities 
[image: ]According to Kohmeini’s teachings, it is only under this purely Islamic rule that Islam can thrive in its fullness, as opposed to the diluted Islam that was promoted by the previous Shah. Subsequently, Islamic religion and Iranian politics became thoroughly entwined as religious leaders were given political authority and religious codes of conduct became the core values upon which the Islamic Republic was, and still is, built. Shariah laws regarding family, male/female relations, dress code and the prohibition of alcohol became officially recognised as the law of the country, and not only the prominent religion within it. Amanat observes that “the Islamic Revolution is the first, and so far the only, popular movement in the Muslim world that has sustained and successfully driven forward its ideological agenda”[footnoteRef:13] further writing that “it is the potency of this brand of politicized Islam, and its Shi’i underpinnings, that transformed Iran’s manifold strands of opposition into a monolithic revolution”[footnoteRef:14] As a consequence of the 1979 revolution, both the current Iranian President and the Supreme Leader are influential Shi’ite leaders, and were appointed for being such. Being a Muslim is not only permitted or tolerated in Iran, it is accommodated and prioritised by the highest authorities. Interestingly, in 2012, Pew Research Centre conducted a survey in order to gain an understanding of how Iranian Muslims view the intrinsic link between religion and politics within their country, the results were as follows:  [13:  Abbas, Iran’s Modern History, p. 704]  [14:  Abbas, Iran’s Modern History, p. 704] 











https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/10/5-facts-about-iran/ 


Less than half of Iranian Muslims believe that religious leaders should have significant influence in political matters, although they believe that it is important that they are represented. Pew Research Centre also noted that the younger Muslim demographic, who have only known the reality of the Islamic Republic, were less in favour of the complete link between religion and politics than their elders.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Drew Desilver and David Masci, Five Facts About Iran, Pew Research Centre, 2018. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/10/5-facts-about-iran/ ] 

On the opposite side of Kohmeini’s ideology, other religions are regarded as ‘servants of imperialism’[footnoteRef:16] and Christianity in particular is considered to be motivated by materialism and is therefore intrinsically opposed to Islam. Kohmeini further states that Christianity, Judaism and other ‘Westernised’ religions “therefore plotted and campaigned against Islam by various means, using agents in educational institutions, in religious institutions and in government”.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Aytollah Kohmeini, Hokumat-e Elsami, trans. Hamid Algar. http://www.al-islam.org/islamgovernment/ ]  [17:  Aytollah Kohmeini, Hokumat-e Elsami] 

According to the Berkley Centre for Religion, Peace and World Affairs, Kohmeini’s views of Christianity had, and are still having, a detrimental effect upon the Christian community within Iran, as their presence is met with the same assumption- that they are seeking to plot and campaign against the rightful authority afforded to Islam.[footnoteRef:18] It is therefore illegal to publicly evangelise, advertise or attempt to convert a Muslim to the Christian faith,[footnoteRef:19] in 2018 the Telegraph reported that over a hundred Christians (most of whom were Muslim converts) were arrested for their Christian activity; the Middle-East correspondent, Josie Ensor, wrote that “it’s not surprising that we’re seeing an increase in Christian persecution. It has become increasingly common for authorities to arrest worshippers, raid house churches, and confiscate Bibles.”[footnoteRef:20] Although Christian worship is not illegal in Iran, proselytising is punishable by imprisonment, as is possessing or distributing Christian literature in the official Iranina language of Farsi. It is inevitable therefore, that the boundaries between what is and is not permissible are regularly blurred, and Christians are regularly arrested and accused of being a threat to national identity. It is undeniable that hostilities between Christians and Muslims residing in Iran are dangerously high, and laws such as the ones mentioned above have led to the Christian church being officially regarded as a persecuted community by charities such as Article 18, Open Doors and many Western media outlets.  It is therefore un-surprising that many Iranian Christians have fled the country since the 1979 revolution.   [18:  Berkley Centre for Religion, Peace and World Affairs, Iran: Religious Elements of the 1979 Islamic Revolution (Georgetown University Press, 2013) p. 11. ]  [19:  US Commission on International Religious Freedom’s 2019 report]  [20:  Josie Ensor, Iran Arrests More Than 100 Christians in Growing Crackdown on Minority, The Telegraph. 10-Dec-2018. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/12/10/iran-arrests-100-christians-growing-crackdown-minority/ ] 

And yet, it must be noted that despite the legal obstacles that stand in way of Muslim-Christian dialogue in Iran, there have been specific significant events that have propelled the relations between the two religions into much more amicable ground, even if only for a short amount of time. Arguably the most prevalent occasion was the meeting between the Iranian President Rouhani and Pope Francis in 2016, an event which was the subject of much global media attention. Following the historic encounter, the Vatican released a statement referencing the need for peace amidst the  unrest in the Middle East and claiming that “The two leaders stressed the importance of interreligious dialogue to achieve this aim and the responsibilities of religious communities in promoting reconciliation, tolerance and peace”.[footnoteRef:21] This event and the subsequent statement are all the more significant when one recalls the views of Kohmeini in 1979, views that regarded the involvement of religins in Iranian politics as sabotage and the presence of leaders who do not adhere to Islam as irrelevant and unnecessary. Although this meeting did much to improve the global Christian view of the Iranian government, there is very little evidence to show that its significance had any long-lasting affect upon the realities of being a Christian in Iran itself.  [21:  Elisabetta Povoledo, Pope Francis and Hassan Rouhani of Iran Discuss Mideast Unrest, New York Times, Jan-26-1016. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/27/world/middleeast/pope-francis-hassan-rouhani-meeting.html ] 


Concluding Thoughts- Current Affairs and the Future of Christian/Muslim Dialogue 
On the 3rd January 2020 Qasem Soleimani was killed by an allegedly un-provoked order of President Donald Trump the hostilities within Iran were once again at the forefront of the world’s attention, highlighting once more the tensions between Islam and Christianity. Donald Trump’s affiliation with evangelical Christianity has arguably given yet more weight to the Islamic Republic’s belief that Christianity is intrinsically in opposition to Islam. This continues to ensure that inter-religious dialogue remains a challenging task, as Article18’s 2020 report calls for Iran to adhere to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCCPR) in allowing Christians freedom of thought, religious choice and public religious expression. I would argue that at the core of this un-relenting hostility is the power-dynamics between majority and minority. Islam is the over-whelming majority religion within Iran, and yet it is a global minority when compared with Christianity. On the contrary, Christianity is the largest world religion, yet it makes up a minute percentage of the population within Iran; could it be possible both religions’ perception of the other is built upon the persecution they feel is directed towards them by the larger, more powerful demographic? Iranian Muslims feel they are being targeted by global Christianity and yet Iranian Christians are being persecuted by the Islamic Republic. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]While religion and politics are so powerfully entwined within Iran, it seems unlikely to me that inter-religious dialogue will become and easier task. 
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