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Turkey S tudy T our

Earlier this year, the Istanbul Cultural Center called with
an invitation to participate in a 10-day academic study
in Turkey, with all expenses in Turkey paid by an inter-

faith foundation in Istanbul. I accepted the invitation and flew
from Atlanta to Istanbul through John F. Kennedy Airport in
New York City on 19-20 May.

I met my three hosts at the Istanbul airport and we trans-
ported to the Istanbul Holiday Inn where we would stay while in
the city. Our hosts were each born in Turkey, but are now
American citizens living in the United States.

Eleven persons (plus the three hosts) made up the study
group: 4 professors, a retired chemist, 4 wives, a graduate

student in Islamic studies
at the University of Geor-
gia, and an architect from
Nashville who is married
to a Turkish man. She
had never been to Turkey.
The chemist and his wife
were originally from Egypt
and were Muslims. One
professor and his wife
were Jewish. The rest of
us were Christians.

By air

By bus

Our group at the home
of one of our sponsors.
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A Brief History of T urkey

Archeologists have found evidence of human existence
in Turkey some 10,000 years ago. They believe the
 second oldest known city, after Jericho, is in Turkey.

Catalhoyuk, a town of about 5,000 people today 85 miles west
of Tarsus, Apostle Paul’s birthplace, has been designated a
World Heritage Site by UNESCO. It may have been the first
town to use irrigation and to keep domesticated animals. They
were also well-known for black obsidian mirrors.

Turkey has been invaded by numerous forces over the
centuries: Hittites between 1900 and 1150 B.C. (The Hebrews
were in Egyptian captivity – 1700-1300 B.C. – during this time.),
the Phrygians and assorted groups from 1250-650 B.C. (Homer
made this period famous in his legendary Trojan Wars.) The
Lydians came next and then the Persians under Cyrus, Darius
the Great and his son Xerxes. The Persians destroyed Ankara,
now the capital, and massacred or enslaved the population in
622 B.C. Alexander drove the Persians out in 333 B.C. Even
the Celts invaded Anatolia, the name of the area before the
Turks arrived, but the Celts’ campaign was unsuccessful. In
133 B.C., Anatolia signed a treaty with Rome and became
known as Asia Minor.

A number of major events occurred in Asia Minor, including
Paul’s missionary journeys. We drove through the Toros or
Taurus Mountains, some peaks covered with snow, between
Konya and Antalya. Paul would have crossed these mountains
on his first missionary journey when he stopped briefly in Attalia
(Acts 14:25), which is now the resort city of Antalya on the
Mediterranean Sea. The Council of Nicea was held in what is
now Turkey in A. D. 325.

Between Kayseri and the Toros Mountains, we drove
through a region known as Cappadocia. The region contains
several underground cities, used by early Christians as hiding
places in the first three centuries. We toured one underground
city. It would hold several thousand people with their animals
for a month or more. We saw a baptismal pool (for immersion)
in the underground city. On the surface, we saw strange natural
formations resembling toadstools. Even today, people live inside
the “toadstools.” The Cappadocian Fathers of the fourth century,
including Basil who was bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia,
were integral to much of early Christian theology.

The Roman Emperor Constantine moved his capital to
Byzantium and renamed the city after himself, Constantinople,
in A. D. 330 This was the official beginning of the Byzantine
Empire. (Constantine first chose ancient Troy on the
Dardanelles for his new city, before ousting the residents of
Byzantium for his “New Rome.”) Constantine is best
remembered for the Edict of Milan in 313, which fully legalized
Christianity in the Empire, and the Council of Nicaea, which
has already been mentioned.

The early Christian historian Eusebius
reports that Constantine was converted
when he saw a “flaming cross,” probably
the Chi-Rho symbol, with the words, “by
this sign, conquer,” during a battle in A.
D. 312. (At least, the Chi-Rho symbol
appeared on coins bearing Constantine’s
likeness.) However, following the custom
of the day, he was not baptized until on
his death bed. The Eastern Orthodox
Church considers Constantine a saint.

Arab Muslims invaded the Byzantine
Empire in A. D. 647. Almost 800 years of
constant fighting followed between the
Anatolians and various invaders and
would-be invaders: Bulgars, Armenians
and Persians, but especially the Turks

from the East and Northeast.
In 1078, the Byzantine Empire had been reduced to

Constantinople and the area immediately surrounding the city.
For years Constantinople was little more than a Muslim Turk
dependency. Its princesses forced to join Muslim harems in
an attempt to maintain some independence.

Constantinople finally fell to the Turks in 1453. The Turks
renamed the city Istanbul, short for Islamboul – City of Islam.
Istanbul, (Population today: 10,040,000) is the financial,
economic and cultural center of the country.

The Turks were a nomadic people from Central Asia. They
may have been related to Genghis Khan, who was half-Mongol
and half-Turkish. Theirs was originally a polytheistic religion of
shamanism, magic and totemism. They did not convert to Islam
until the 10th century.

The Crusades, beginning in 1097, was an attempt, at least
at first, to save the Holy Land from the Muslims. The Crusaders,
from the West, viewed the Eastern Orthodox as little better
than the Muslims and conquered the Orthodox cities of Antioch,
Edessa and finally Jerusalem, placing those cities under
Western rule. During the 4th Crusade in 1203, the Crusaders
laid siege to Constantinople, which was still under Christian
control. (The Christian Church had split in what is called the
Great Schism in 1054, when the Pope of the Western or Latin-
speaking Church and the Patriarch of Constantinople, head of
the Eastern or Greek-speaking Church, each of whom
considered himself to be head of the Church, officially
excommunicated each other.)

The next power on the scene was the Osman clan or
Ottomans. They arrived on the scene when local confidence

Unique rock formations in Cappadocia regions. Homes have
been carved inside some of the larger formations.

The symbol con-
sists of the sup-
erimposed Greek
letters Chi and Rho,
the first two letters
of the Greek word
Christos.
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in Christianity was at an all-time low. When the Ottomans
forced non-Muslims to pay a 50 percent tax on earnings, while
Muslims paid only ten percent, thousands upon thousands of
Byzantine Christians converted to Islam.

The fourteenth century was a violent period. All women
captured by the Ottoman army immediately became slaves to
the soldiers. The Ottomans also attacked lands far beyond
their own kingdom to capture more female slaves. The Qur’an
does not prohibit taking of slaves so Muslims have held and
still hold that slavery is permitted by their faith.

The last Crusade was launched in 1396, but instead of
attacking Muslims, the Crusaders turned against the Christian
population in Hungary. The knights came upon an army of
200,000 highly-trained Janissary Muslims. Within hours,
10,000 knights had been killed. Sultan Murat I of the fledgling
Ottoman Empire had formed the Janissary units around 1365
as household body guards. They became known as great
warriors. The Ottoman Empire used Janissaries in all its major
campaigns, including the 1453 capture of Constantinople. The
Janissary were abolished in 1826.

The Ottoman Empire entered World War I in an alliance
with Germany in 1914, in which it was ultimately defeated. On
1 November 1922 the Turkish Grand National Assembly
formally abolished the office of the Sultan, ending 631 years of
Ottoman rule. Today, the Republic of Turkey is a democratic,
secular, constitutional republic whose political system was
established in 1923. However, 99% of the population is at least
nominally Muslim. Nearly 80 percent belong to the Sunni
branch of Islam.

The Turkish constitution recognizes freedom of religion
for individuals, and the religious communities are placed under
the protection of state – and watched over closely by the Army.
The Christian community, though, is rarely seen. Older adults
make up the vast majority of Christians in Turkey. When
Muslims took control of Turkey, they converted the largest
Christian churches into mosques. The huge Aya Sofya or
Church of the Holy Wisdom (Haghia Sophia) was converted
into a mosque. Since Turkey became a Republic, this mosque
has been turned into a museum – which many Muslims don’t
like – and work is being done to uncover Christian art that had
been covered over by the Muslims.

Janissary Band

Christian art inside huge Aya Sofya or Church of the Holy
Wisdom (Haghia Sophia).

The Christian Church in T urkey
Although the site of major Christian activities in the early

centuries, little remains of those early sites. The Seven
Churches of Revelation were in Turkey; today, those sites are
archaeological digs and the locations of some of the early
churches are unknown.

We visited only two Christian sites: Aya Sofya in Istanbul
and St. Mary’s
Church near the
old city of
Ephesus. An
early Christian
tradition says
Mary, the mother
of Jesus, moved
to Ephesus and
is buried there in
the church that
bears her name.
(There is also a
church in Jerusa-
lem where she is
said to have
been buried — this is a much more likely location.)

Although Christians oversee St. Mary’s Church, I thought
it interesting there were more verses
about her on the wall of the church taken
from the Qur’an than from the Bible.

Tourists stop at her church to pray,
take photos, buy souvenirs, and collect
“holy” water in bottles running from un-
der the church.

St. John the Apostle is said to be
buried in the Basilica of St. John in the
town of  SelHuk, a few miles from
Ephesus. He is said to have lived the
last few years of his life in Ephesus af-
ter his exile on Patmos.

Olive tree near St.
Mary’s Church

Entrance to St. Mary’s Church
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“Whirling Dervishes” of Sufi Islam

Sufi Islam or Sufism is generally said to be the third and
smallest sect of Islam. However, some scholars ques-
tion whether Sufism is a separate sect as Shia and

Sunni Muslims sometimes practice Sufi mysticism. There are
many questions concerning its origin. Although Mevlânâ
Celâleddin Mehmed Rumi (1207-1273), or simply Rumi, a Per-
sian poet, is said to have developed the practice of whirling,
Sufism arose in the middle 8th century. However, like all Mus-

lim sects, Sufism traces its roots to Muhammad.
The origin of the name “Sufi” is uncertain. It is said to

come from the Arabic word for “wool,” a reference to the cloth-
ing worn by Sufi dervishes; dervishes means “followers.”

Although prob-
ably born in Persia
(modern Iran), Rumi,
called Mevlana by
Turks, is buried in the
Turkish city of
Konya. His grave/
museum is a major
tourist attraction. It is
also a place of pil-
grimage for his devo-
tees. In our brief visit
to Rumi’s museum,
we saw a number of
Muslims stop and
pray at Rumi’s tomb.

Tradition says
Mevlana Rumi’s fa-
ther died before his
son, but stood up
when Rumi was bur-
ied beside him. A tall upright column next to Rumi’s grave is
believed by some to be the tomb of his father.

The goal of Sufism is the annihiliation of the self by loving
God. The central concept in Sufism is love.

Sufis believe everything that exists is a manifestation of
God, the only reality. When a person looks into a mirror, God
looks back at him/her. Sufis are primarily concerned with at-
taining a direct personal or mystical experience with God.

Entrance to Rumi’s grave/museum

A part of this effort is overcoming pride and conceit. Early
Sufis accomplished this by using begging bowls. Since beg-
ging is prohibited in Islam (although I was asked more than
once for money, both in Turkey and several years ago during
my visit to Bosnia-Herzegovina), dervishes saw gifts received
as blessings from Allah.

Although best known, whirling is only one of the mystical
practices of Sufis. Meditation, on the names of God, a favorite
verse from the Qur’an, or even certain Arabic letters, is prac-
ticed. Music is also an avenue for mediation. Each of these,
as well as whirling, is said to enable the dervish to keep his
mind focused upon God.

Not all Muslims approve of Sufism. Wahabism, the type
of Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia, rejects Sufism as not Is-
lamic.

Prayer Beads

Muslim prayer beads are found with 33 or 99 beads, or in
mulitples of 33. I saw prayer beads, which no one could

carry around, in Rumi’s museum that had 990 large beads.
The number corresponds to the 99 names, actually character-
istics such as mercy, judge and compassion, not personal
names, of God. A common sight on Istanbul streets was see-
ing a man fingering his prayer beads as he walked.

Muslims probably bor-
rowed the idea of prayer
beads from the Hindus, who
used either 108 or 109 beads
on their prayer beads. Bud-
dhists also use prayer beads
with 108 beads.

Roman Catholics began
using a rosary in 1213, prob-
ably borrowing the idea from
Muslims.

The Anglican Church cre-
ated its own rosary in the
1980s. It also has 33 beads
to remember the years Christ
lived.

4



CIS Interfaith Report September 2006

The Women of T urkey

About 50 percent of women in
Instanbul wear a head covering on
 the street, most often a colorful

scarf. A larger percentage of women wear
head coverings in other cities.

We ate meals in the homes of sev-

eral sponsors of our trip. In only one home
was the wife uncovered. The meals were
generally served by boys or men in the
homes, while the women remained in the
kitchen. However, the wife of our host in
Antalya was uncovered, ate dinner with us
and entered into the conversation as an
equal with her husband. A servant woman,
who was covered, served all of us.

As an officially secular country, Tur-
key does not allow female university stu-
dents, faculty, or staff, or government
workers to wear headcoverings. The ban
against head covering has been strictly
enforced since 1997. A number of Turk-
ish women attend universities in other
countries, including the United States,
in order to wear a head covering.

Some female students wear wigs to
class — to keep their head covered. The
European Court of Human Rights has
ruled that Turkey has a right to ban
headcoverings at universities. One per-
son said he believes some teenaged girls
wear scarfs as a form of teenage rebel-
lion.

Turkey is trying to come to terms
with the cultural conflict between West-
ern and Islamic morals. In newspapers
and on billboards, photos of women in
sexy shots exposing their cleavage and
legs to the upper thigh are common, es-
pecially in Instanbul.

The government is anxious to avoid
alienating the powerful Turkish military,
which deposed the last Islamic govern-
ment. Many Turkish secularists fear Is-
lamic extremism and see the wearing of
head covering as an act of extremism.
They argue the wearing of headcovering

I saw many women in public without
headcovering, such as the two servers at
an outdoor restaurant near Ephesus (left)
and a woman reading a newspaper at an
outdoor cafe in Instanbul. I saw a num-
ber of mostly older women wearing heavy
coats and scarves (below). I saw a few
women wearing a black outfit a full-body
black outfit called a shador. Chadors hide
the hair, but not the face. I did not see
any burgas, which completely hide the
woman’s face; she looks through a screen
over her eyes.

is a symbol of female suicide bombers.
The use of head covering appears to

be increasing in the Muslim world as a more
militant kind of Islam spreads, particularly
Wahabism, the type of Islam practiced in
Saudi Arabia where women are forced to
wear a burga in public, cannot walk or travel
without a male relative as an escort, and
cannot drive an automobile. A 2003 news-
paper poll showing that 64 percent of Turk-
ish women wear head scarves and that a
majority of Turks believe the head-scarf re-
strictions should be lifted.

France has banned the wearing of
head covering, as have two German
states. Muslim women in the United
States are free to wear headcovering,

except perhaps when taking legal pho-
tos, such as for  a driver’s license. In
Malaysia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, both
Muslims countries, wearing headcover-
ings is not required.

The practice of wearing shadors (or
chadors) began during Muhammad’s life-
time. Some Muslim scholars believe he
began the practice to hide the identities
of his family from those who sought to
kill them. The Qur’an is mostly silent on
the issue, except for a couple of verses
such as Surah 24:30-31, which reads,

31Say to the believing men that they
should lower their gaze and guard their

(The verse concerning the men is not
stressed.)

Poll Finds T urks Oppose Ban
Reuters released the results of a poll of

1,846 Turks on 14 June 2006 showing that
a majority oppose the ban on headscarfs in
public offices and universities.

Sixty percent would oppose their
daughter marrying a non-Muslim. Almost
one-third said boys and girls should be
taught in separate classes at school.
Nearly one-third expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the democratic process and
more than half said political freedoms
should be restricted.

modesty; that will make for greater pu-
rity for them: and Allah is well acquainted
with all that they do.
32 And say to the believing women that
they should lower their gaze and guard
their modesty; that they should not dis-
play their beauty and ornaments except
what (ordinarily) appear thereof; that they
should draw their veils over their bosoms
and not display their beauty except to their
husbands, their fathers, their husbands’
fathers, their sons, their husbands’ sons,
their brothers or their brothers’ sons.

             5
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  Gary Leazer receives a tea set from Harun Tokak, Presi-
dent of the Journalists and Writers Foundation in Istanbul.

On another occasion, we visited
Fatih University, established in

1996. Campuses are located in
Istanbul and Ankara.  A fine meal

was served with several of the
faculty joining us, 80% of whom

have Ph. D.’s from the United States
or England. Classes are taught in

English and Turkish.4,300 students
attend classes on the Istanbul

campus; 150 of the students are
from other countries. In an attempt

to attract foreign students, non-
Turkish students are charged one-half the cost for Turkish

students. (www.fatih.edu.tr)

There is no “w” or “x” in the
Turkish alphabet, so “Taxi”
is spelled “Taksi.” All
Taksis in Turkey are iden-
tical models and makes —
all new, complements of
the government. Traffic is
horrible in Istanbul, with
lots of honking by impatient
drivers.

Some Turkish Photos

Camels await tourists in the Mediterranean resort of Antalya.

Typical meal served in a nicer restaurant in Istanbul. Meals
were mostly meat-based dishes — of course, no pork. This
meal consited of cucumber soup, lamb, rice, French fries, to-
matoes, a mild green pepper, and Pepsi, water or hot tea.

Fresh cucumbers and tomatoes are served with every meal,
including breakfast. Yogurt with dill and cucumbers is very popu-
lar — and delicious!

My favorite desert was a stringy ice cream made from
goats’ milk.

Roasted corn-on-the-cob is a popular snack sold by street
vendors.

One also can find Pizza Hut, McDonalds, Starbucks and
KFC if one tires of Turkish food. I didn’t! Every meal was delicious!

A Muslim washes his feet before going into a mosque to
pray. Muslims in Turkey are not very religious. When the call

to prayer was sounded, most Muslims went about their
normal business. (This appeared
more so in Instanbul than in the

smaller cities and towns.) The calls to
prayers, five times a day, came from
every mosque and could be heard for

blocks.I went to a mosque one
Sunday morning for the first prayer of

the day. I was told 5,000 Muslims
were there for this special occasion in
honor of someone. They spilled out of

the mosque and into the streets.
Some had prayer rugs; others used

butcher paper on which to pray.

I saw a sign like this in
several tourist areas.

On one afternoon when the group went shopping in the
Grand Bazaar in Istanbul, I struck off on my own to find a
Christian Church — still in operation — they are rare in Turkey.
After walking past it once, I found the Virgin Mary Armenian
Orthodox Church. The church was in a run-down area. No clergy
were to be found, but several people were preparing for a fu-
neral of a member who had died two days earlier (photo above).

It felt good to pray in a church.

 6
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The Ruins of Ephesus

7

According to one legend, Ephesus
was founded by female warriors known
as Amazons. The name of the city is
thought to mean “city of the Mother God-
dess.” Today, Turks call the city Efes.

The city has changed its location
several times in the course of its long his-
tory, sometimes by a new ruler, but most
of the time because of natural events
such as the silting of the harbor and dis-
ease, particularly malaria, because of the
resulting swamps.

All of the city lays in ruins. It lies in
an earthquake region; the city suffered
damage from a severe earthquake in A.D.
17. After the city was abandoned, much
of the ruins was carted off to be used in
building other buildings. In recent years,
museums, particularly the British Mu-
seum, took significant artifacts to display.

During the New Testament period,
the Apostle Paul preached in the city,
which may have had a population of
200,000, in A.D. 65-68. In the theatre, Paul
preached against the silversmiths who
made a living making gold and silver stat-
ues of Artemis (Diana).

The Temple of Artemis (Diana), built
around 550 B.C., was considered one of
the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.
It was about four times the size of the
Parthenon. Today, tour groups are not
taken to her temple. It is in a swampy area
and nothing remains but a few stones —
much of her temple is in London. The infa-
mous statue of Artemis with her many

breasts (some think they are eggs) are for
sale in the nearby town of Selcuk, a couple
of miles away. Her temple was ordered
closed in A.D. 381 by Emperor Theodosius.

Ephesus was important in the his-
tory of the early Church. The Third Ecu-
menical Council was held in Ephesus in
A.D. 431. Another council was held there
in A.D. 449.

Ephesus was abandoned in the 6th
century A.D. when the harbor completely
filled with river silt (despite repeated
dredges during the city’s history),
removing its access to the Aegean Sea.
The coast is now three miles from the
ruins of Ephesus.The land between
Ephesus and the coast is flat fertile
farmland today.

Nothing but ruins exist of the Church
of St. John (the Apostle) in nearby Selcuk
and the Church of the Virgin in Ephesus;
they were destroyed by early Arab
Muslim invaders.

Some of the ruins were not yet
buildings when Paul lived in Ephesus.

Celsus’ son, Julius Aquila, began
the construction of the library (right) in

A.D. 110. The library was completed by
Julius Aquila’s successors in 135 AD.

It was one of the largest libraries of the
ancient world, holding between 12,000

and 15,000 scrolls

Celsus Library

The theater at Ephesus. The Apostle
Paul preached against the worship of idols
in Ephesus (Acts 19:21-41). I walked
across the floor of the theater and out a
door on the opposite side — and won-
dered if Paul had done so also.
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We can thank Muslims for our favorite beverage: coffee.
The word “coffee” comes from the Arabic word “kahwa,” which
is believed to come from Kaffa, the region in Ethiopia where the
coffee plant was first discovered. — Antalya Times, May 2006.

According to legend, a man noticed his goats were more
active after eating berries from a tree. He ate a few, which also

A Brief History of Coffee

made him feel good. As they say, the rest is history.
Coffee was introduced into Turkey during the reign of Suleyman the Magnifi-

cent (1520-1566). Christian Europe was introduced to coffee after the battle of
Vienna in 1683. In the battle, the Turks were defeated by armies from Germany,
Austria, and Poland.

As they fled the battlefield, the Turks left behind bags of coffee beans. Before
long, the first coffee shop opened in Vienna.

Milk and honey was first added to coffee by Marco d’Aviano (1631-1699), a
friar in the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin, an offshoot of the Franciscan Order. He
was a confiant of Leopold I (1640-1705), a Holy Roman Emperor. We now call
d’Aviano’s concoction Capuccino, after his monastic order.

Islamist s Oppose
Attempt to Change
Pakist an Rape Law

Sixty-eight lawmakers from a coali-
tion of six Islamic groups in the 344-
member National Assembly in Pakistan
are opposed to a change in the Sharia,
(Islamic religious) law that requires a
woman who claims she was raped to
prove her case by presenting four wit-
nesses to the crime. If she cannot, she
can be charged with adultery and if con-
victed, punishment can be death.

The ruling Pakistan Muslim Party of
President Gen. Pervez Musharraf, a
strong supporter of America’s war on ter-
rorism, supports the change in the law,
but a threatened walk-out by the 68 law-
makers could destablize the Musharraf
government.

Protest ant Church Opens  in Is tanbul — First New Church in Decades
A new Protestant Christian Church

has opened in Istanbul, Turkey, the first
since the founding of Turkey in 1923.
Although officially a secular state, most
Turks are Muslim and until allowed by
the national legislature in 2003 (the word
“mosque” was replaced by “house of
worship” in the law), new churches could
not open in Turkey. The change in the
law still requires that local civil authori-
ties agree to the need for a “house of
worship” in the area

Barcelona-born Carlos Madrigal,
founding pastor of Istanbul’s Evangelical
church said it took seven years to secure
permission to open his church in an un-
adorned house, except for stained glass
windows. Although his church has

opened, authorities have refused a cem-
etery for use by his church. Islamic law
requires that Muslims must not be buried
in the same cemetery as non-Muslims.

Non-Turkish Christians or mission-
aries are seen as spies by police. Mad-
rigal was arrested in 1987 and beaten
by police demanding to know what coun-
try he worked for.

Madgrigal said there are around
5,000 Evangelical Christians in Turkey,
half of whom are Turks. He receives four
or five inquiries each week, but that evan-
gelism is opposed by Turkish society.

Two more Evangelical churches are
applying for permission to open in the
country.

The slow change in religious liberty

stems from Turkey’s desire to join the
European Union.

In 2004, another Evangelical pastor,
Ahmet Guvener of the Diyarbakir Evan-
gelical Church, was arrested for operat-
ing an “illegal” house church and mak-
ing illegal changes in a house to convert
it for church use, said the local Council
for the Protection of Cultural and Natural
Structures.

He faced two years in prison. His re-
quests for permission to use his house
church have met with silence.

The congregation currently worships
in a Christian section of Istanbul. Be-
tween 50 and 60 Christians worship at
the church each Sunday.

Saudis Consider Banning W omen from Mecca’ s Grand Mosque
Saudi Arabia, one of the most con-

servative of the Islamic countries, is con-
sidering banning women from Mecca’s
Grand Mosque, according to the Associ-
ated Press. The report has raised a storm
of protest from women concerned that the
move would further restrict women’s roles
in the Muslim Kingdom.

Women are already banned from driv-
ing, riding in the front seat of a vehicle,
appearing in public without wearing the
chador or abaya (the tent-like outfit that
covers all of her body except for her hands
and eyes), appearing in public without her

husband or a close male relative, attend-
ing school, getting a job, traveling or stay-
ing in a hotel without permission from her
male guardian, among other restrictions.

Officials give as a reason over-crowd-
ing at the Grand Mosque. One of the five
Pillars of the Islamic faith is the require-
ment for all able-bodied Muslims to travel
to Mecca for to visit the Kaaba. The Saudi
government limits the number of such
pilgrims to around two million during the
annual hajj. Many Muslims come at other
times of the year, which creates over-
crowding year round.

Women are not required to go to a

mosque for prayers — so most do not —
and are prohibited to doing so during their
monthly periods.

Those opposed to the proposed ban
point out that Muhammad did not ban
women from the area around the Kaaba,
now in the center of the Grand Mosque.
Muslims around the world pray facing the
Kaaba.

Late news: Saudi Arabia is reconsid-
ering the ban on women at Mecca’s Grand
Mosque after protests by both men and
women.
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Atlant a Metro’ s Newest Buddhist T emple

Atlanta Metro’s
newest Buddhist
Temple, a Thai-Lao
Temple, is located
along I-675 east of
the Atlanta Hartsfield
Airport.

It is a small
temple, but with very
intricate artwork as
the photos show.

Although the temple is not com-
pletely finished, it was dedicated in July
2006 by more than 200 monks from
across the United States.

The dragons outside the entrance are
said to frighten away evil spirits who might
try to sneak in with worshippers.

Notice the 8-spoke wheel (above)
which reminds Buddhists of the Noble
Eightfold Path which leads to Enlighten-
ment and Nirvana. Although not too clear,
the small objects in front of the large
Buddha are small Buddhas given to the
temple by members.

Monks have traditionally been allowed eight necessities: begging bowl, razor, a
belt, toothpick, needle, piece of cloth, a walking stick and robes. Today’s dana,
however, may include items such as exotic teas, toilet paper, mouthwash and even
Advil! I guess it is the influence of the West.

              9
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Taiwanese Buddhist s Hold Convention in Lawrenceville, Georgia
More than 60 Buddhist monks from China, Japan, Malay-

sia, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, Vietnam and across the United
States held a four-day convention in August 2006 at the Gwinnett
Civic Center near Lawrenceville, Georgia, directly across the
street from the new headquarters of the Georgia Baptist Con-
vention.

The convention was the idea of Cheng Tao, the venerable
master of a Doraville Buddhist temple, located a few miles
from the Gwinnett Civic Center.

Ceremonies during the opening included donations of $5,000
to each of seven metro-area agencies, including the Atlanta
Union Mission, St. Vincent de Paul Food Pantry and Decatur
Cooperative Ministry. The Doraville Police Department also re-

ceived a donation from the Buddhists, the second such dona-
tion. A spokesman for the police department said the money will
be used to buy bulletproof vests for two police dogs. The dona-
tions were given to thank missionaries and others who handed
out rice, clothing, flour, powdered milk and canned foods to Tai-
wanese in the 1960s. Tao said he witnesses the generosity
while living on the island nation of Taiwan, off the coast of China.

Seven statues of the Buddha adorned the hall where the
convention was held. The focal point of the hall was a large
gold-colored Buddha weighing so much it took 20 men to move
it into the hall.

Two rows of tables, complete with Buddhist prayer books,
were set up for the monks. The room was decorated primarily

in red and gold colors. Red is symbol of pas-
sion and wisdom; the yellow or gold color is a
symbol of renunciation and humility. Behind the
monks, chairs were set up for other Buddhists.

In several places in the hall, the swastika sym-
bol was found. Best known in the West as a
Nazi symbol, it have been a sacred symbol in
Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism for thousands
of years. It is a good luck symbol in Buddhism
and also reminds the Buddhist, as does the
wheel, of the impermanence of life.

10



CIS Interfaith Report September 2006

At Least 55,000 Christians Are Killed
for their Faith Every Year

Wolfgang Polzer, ASSIST News Service

DRESDEN (ANS) -- The number of persecuted Christians is on
the rise worldwide, according to Professor Thomas
Schirrmacher, director of the Religious Liberty Commission of
the German Evangelical Alliance.

Three in four cases of severe persecution are targeted at
Christians, said Schirrmacher in a lecture at a gathering of the
Protestant Association of the Christian Democratic Union in
Dresden.

According to Schirrmacher at least 55,000 Christians are
killed each year for religious reasons. Christians in India,
Indonesia and Pakistan run the highest risk of losing their lives.

Schirrmacher encouraged politicians to increase their efforts
for religious freedom. They were often reluctant to address the
persecution and discrimination of Christians in Islamic countries
in case this may jeopardize religious dialog.

Schirrmacher is convinced that interest in religion is rising
worldwide: “The Communist atheistic realm has shrunk to small
countries like North Korea”. Christianity is experiencing
phenomenal growth outside the Western world.

Many Chinese intellectuals, for instance, regard the
Christian faith as “trendy”, said Schirrmacher. The number of
worshippers in China exceeds the Sunday service attendance
in Europe. Since 1970 the number of Christians has tripled in
Africa and Asia and doubled in Latin America.

Because of the decreasing numbers in Europe these
developments are not very noticeable on a world scale.
Christianity grows annually by 1.25 percent, roughly in line
with the population growth of 1.22 percent.

First Islamic Investment Bank in Bahrain officially changed
its name to Arcapita Bank in March 2005. The name of its
wholly owned subsidiaries, Crescent Capital Investments, Inc.
in the U. S. and Europe, was changed to Arcapita, Inc.

Arcapita Inc. owns a number of investments in the U. S.,
including Caribou Coffee Co., Church’s Chicken, Cypress
Communications, Inc., Southland Log Homes based in Irmo,
S. C., Tender Loving Care Health Care Services based in Lake
Success, N. Y., Smart Document Solutions based in Alpharetta,
Ga., and Cirrus Design Corp. based in Duluth, Mn.

In May 2006, Arcapita sold Loehmann’s Holdings, Inc. to
Istithmar PJSC, a Dubai, United Arab Emirates-based company
for $300 million. Arcapita had purchased Loehmann’s for $178.
Arcapita follows rules set by Sharia — also known as the Law
of Allah — which includes several stipulations its investors
must abide by. Partners cannot, for instance, invest in alcohol,
media, credit card companies.j

Eighty-five percent of the economy still is fair game, Charlie
Ogburn, executive director of Arcapita, said. “It’s a big
economy,” he said. “We don’t need to be a part of everything.”

Istithmar PJSC purchased 280 Park Place in Manhattan
for $1.2 billion in June 2006. Istithmar Hotels purchased the
New York Knickerbocker Hotel for $300 million, also in June
2006. — Atlanta Business Chronicle, 07 October 2005; Atlanta
Journal Constitution, 30 July 2006, various Web sites

j  Muslims are forbidden to use alchohol. The media
shows nudity in its movies. Credit card companies charge
interest, which is forbidden in Islam.

Arab Firms Invest Heavily in U. S.

11

Beach for Muslim W omen Planned in It aly
The city council of Riccione, a popular resort on Italy’s

Adriatic coast about 90 miles east of Florence, plans to parti-
tion an area of its beach for women only to satisfy the growing
number of Muslim tourists. The separated beach would allow
observant Muslim women to shed their headscarves and long
robes to enjoy the sun. A growing number of Muslim tourists
are flocking to Italy and want to enjoy the sun and sea. So do
thousands of German and French tourists who wear bikinis —
or less.

The city said it plans a TV advertising campaign in Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates to encourage more Mus-
lims to take their “holiday” in Riccione.

A major snag to the plan is Italian law which requires that
all shorelines must be accessible to the public. The partitions,
according to current law, cannot extend to the waterline. City
fathers are certain they can accomodate both Muslim women
and State law.

Islamic swimwear for women have made an appearance in
Turkey. The swimwear consists of a full-body suit — from the
ankles and with long sleeves — and a hood that fits over the
head like a bonnet. In secular Turkey, which is afraid of militant
Islam as much as is America, some lifeguards have order women
off the beaches for wearing the suits.

Still, one maker of the swimsuit, said it is struggling to
keep up with demand for the swimsuits and has sold more
than 25,000 suits in the past year.

You may receive the CIS Interfaith Report  by
email in PDF format. This allows you to receive
the photos in color and you will receive the Re-
port  a week or more before those who receive
it by snail mail.

If you wish to receive the Report  by email,
simply send your email address to
garyleazer@mindspring.com.

British Hospit als to Introduce Burka-
style Gowns for Female Muslim Patient s

The Daily Express of London reports hospitals are
introducing a burka-style gown called the “inter-faith goan”

which will hide all but a woman’s eyes
and hands. The newspaper labeled the
new goan a “politically correct” move
to appease Muslim women. At the
same time, the newspaper noted that
requests for other items, such as
longer visiting hours and more variety
of meals are routinely denied. Each
burka-style gown costs $23 U. S.
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Hindus Bless First Pillar of Lilburn, Georgia, T emple.

T he Bochasanwasi Shri Akshar Purushottam
  Swaminarayan Sanstha (BAPS) sect of Hinduism
   blessed the first pillar of its 27,743-square-foot temple

being built on a 30-acre tract of land at the intersection of Hwy
29 (Lawrenceville Hwy) and Rockbridge Road on Sunday, 18
June 2005, within the city limits of Lilburn, Gwinnett County,
Georgia.  A spokesman told me approximately 2,000 members
of the sect attended the Sunday morning blessing under a large
white tent, some traveling from as far away as Miami. The two-
story temple is scheduled to be completed in July 2007. The
first floor will contain a bookstore, family life center and other
offices. The temple will occupy the second floor.

Founded in the late 1700s by Bhagwan Swaminarayan,
the sect claims one million followers in 45 countries. It was
formally established in 1907. The sect is said to have 600
mandirs or temples around the world. The followers are primarily
from northern India.

The sect is currently meeting at a converted skating rink
in Clarkston, Dekalb County, Georgia. The local congregation
has about 500 members and has outgrown the skating rink.

Most of the work on the temple is being done by volunteers,
some of whom work full-time on the temple. The outside of the
temple will feature Italian marble and Turkish sandstone. After
being mined, the marble and sandstone is shipped to India
where it is cut and carved for temple use. It is then shipped to
Charleston, South Carolina, and shipped overland to Lilburn.

The sect’s website at www.baps.org states that

“The hallmark of the Swaminarayan devotee is that he or
she devoutly begins the day with puja [prayers to god]
and meditation, works or studies honestly and donates
regular hours in serving others. He/she observes the five
principal vows: No Stealing, No Adultery, No Alcohol, No
Meat, No Impurity of body and mind. Such moral purity
and spiritual surety add a deeper brilliance to all the
hundreds of social services performed for a better life.”

Photo of the completed mandir or temple taken from a picture
at the 18 June blessing. The pillars of the temple are supposed
to represent the Himalayan mountains.

The temple site as it appeared on 18 June 2006. The “blessing”
took place under the large tent.

Deities representing Bhagwan Swaminarayan and Gunatitan
and Swami. (See also www.swaminarayan.org.)

The BAPS sect also emphasizes social activities. Over
485,000 patients are teated annually at its medical institutions.
Twenty-nine educational institutes educate over 10,000 stu-
dents annually. It is heavily involved in relief work and environ-
mental projects and holds health fairs, language and music
classes. Dancing classes are held; dances is popular in Hin-
duism because Shiva is usually pictured as dancing. The Lilburn
temple will feature separate boys’ and girls’ gyms.

Within its temples, one will not find the numerous deities
such as one sees in most Hindu temples, including the temple
in Riverdale, Georgia, 30 miles away. Literature passed out at
the “blessing” showed photos of Ganesh, the elephant-headed
deity, and Hanumanji, the monkey god.

The Gwinnett County Commissioners have denied a re-
quest from the same sect for a 11,000-square-foot temple to
be built on four acres of land about two miles from the BAPS
location. It would have a Lilburn address, but not be within the
city limits.

The current Inspirer, described to me as like a Catholic
Pope, of the BAPS
sect is Brahmaswarup
Shastriji Maharaj (born
1921 and shown right).
He has been the spiri-
tual head of the sect
since 1971.
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