The monastery of Deir Mar Musa

Elements of geography and Hystory The ancient Syrian monastery of St. Moses the Abyssinian (Deir Mar Musa el-Habashi) overlooks a harsh valley in the mountains east of the small town of Nebek, 80 km north of Damascus, and about 1320 meters above sea level.
The area was first inhabited by prehistoric hunters and shepherds because of its natural cisterns and pastures ideal for herding goats. Perhaps the Romans built a watchtower here. Later, Christian hermits used the grottoes for meditation, and thus created the first small monastic center.
Deir Mar Musa, a monastic community devoted to the inter-religious dialogue.

In 1982, during a hard period for this region, a young Jesuit from Rome, Arabic student, traveled to the remains of Deir Mar Musa. Here on the mountains east of Nebek, Father Paolo started a spiritual retreat of 10 days. By the means of contemplation, he discovered three priorities in the Islamic-Christian relation. 
    In 1984, he became priest, within the Syrian church. Based on his three priorities, work and prayer summer camps were established in the monastery. According to the same principles, Padre Paolo together with the Diácono Jak from Aleppo, started the monastic community in 1991. 
    The first priority was to rediscover spiritual life as something absolute. Prayer and contemplation are not means to reach an objective, but are conceived as the objective itself. The monastery in ruins provided a strong witness to the value of spiritual life in the region and, paradoxically, risked loosing such value. It`s important to stress that the oriental ancient monastic life is a core element to both the local Christian soul and to the cultural, symbolic and mystic background of the Muslim world. For this reason, the community of Deir Mar Musa must first of all create an environment of silence and prayer for both personal and social life of monks, nuns and guests.
    The second priority is evangelical simplicity, a path to live in harmony with God and the entire community around us. To this aim, people need to rediscover the value of manual work where body and material things are together, in a concept of justice and gratification.
    The third priority is hospitality. Ancient monks always considered hospitality as a sacred activity based on a virtue, which was always considered divine in this region. Therefore, the monastery must be seen as a meeting place, where people get to know better specific identities, not to forget them. We are not trying to close ourselves in cultural caves. On the contrary, we want to avoid a culture of separation and thus gradually build a culture of communion. This also means that the Christians of the Deir Mar Musa community want to underline the inter-Christian ecumenic dimension, without loosing the meaning of its Syrian identity nor its Catholic bonds.    
    The aim, then, is setting up a positive relationship between Christians and Muslims. In the past, this relationship has not always been easy and it`s still difficult in many places. This, however, is an essential aspect of the mission of the monks and nuns of Deir Mar Musa. The choice to use the Arabic language for the social and liturgical life of the monastic community is profoundly linked to this belief. 

    The perspective of deepening the intercultural and inter-religious co-operation was supported by European institutions, the Orseri Foundation in Rome, Oriental Solidarity in Bruxelles and others. An always broader library is building set up in the monastery, including classical texts on Christianity and Islam, together with other material in the fields of psychology, sociology, philosophy and anthropology, in order to increase our understanding of an inter-religious human context. A special section is dedicated to Louis Massignon, an expert in oriental studies, whose exemplary life and meditation still inspire our monastic community. The Monastery is also committed to the organization of seminars and workshops, which will facilitate the exchange of ideas and experiences. To this aim, the monks and nuns of Deir Mar Musa have recently taken on the responsibility of the Monastery of Mar Elian in Qaryatein, 50 km north-east of Deir Mar Musa. Their dream is starting a dialogue with many parts of the Islamic world. A virtual monastery is under construction on the web (www.deirmarmusa.org).

    The lack of space in the Monastery has soon become clear. It was necessary to build some simple rooms to host monks and male guests. These have been built north of the monastery, using some old caves. An important part of the complex is being built with old and recycled material, south of the Monastery, in order to have more space for cultural activities and female guests. This will leave the old Monastery for community life and tourists.  

    During centuries, the presence of the Other has been a perceived as without solutions and as a source of anger, tension and war. In order to avoid this, we, as believers, want to discover the mystery of “the Other”. This is aimed at creating and developing processes able to establish a shared culture, based on values such as peace, profound respect and relationships among people and communities. This will facilitate the dissemination and the strengthening of important positive results of a contemporary and global civil society. The meaning of dignity of individual conscience, for example, the huge impact of female emancipation both on an anthropologycal and social level, the sacredness of human rights, both individual and collective, and finally the fertility of the culture of pluralism itself. A monastery in the desert is also all this. 

Inter-religious dialogue: abstract from the introduction letter to the photo collection “Under the tent of Abraham” by Paolo dall`Oglio
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“ Since ’91, we have been here ‘full time.’  A small community sprang up, dedicated to serious and  profound friendship with Muslims and with the Umma of Islam.  It is friendship that transforms you inside:  it re-shapes you in social, cultural and spiritual relationships.  To share the expression of Masignon, it is about immersing yourself in the line of destiny of the friend.

We are men and women of different churches and different countries.  We are experiencing and suffering the richness of diversity, the disciplined training of dialogue, the ecstasies of harmony.”
“….Since the time of Mohammad, the monastery in the desert has played an important socio-spiritual role, a role much appreciated and respected in the Muslim world. Our greatest wish here has been to rediscover afresh that role of hospitality and take it forward in a more explicit and conscious way.  The tent of welcome and reception has become a symbolic meeting place with the people of the region:  they come here on Fridays with their families and they stay and eat their picnics at the entrance to the valley.  On occasions, we organize inter-religious meetings with the theme of seeking mutual comprehension and sharing the same desires for democracy and justice. Together we experience the effectiveness of the spiritual dimension in shared moments of prayer.   This experience then leads us to return the visit, going to Islamic centers and mosques.  For all of us, it is essential to hear that we all slake our thirst at the same spiritual stream, even though each one offers with frankness the testimony of his own tradition.  All this then allows the creation of a circle of Islamic-Christian friendship, which fills us with hope for a future that is different from that of the television news.  One could do so much much more.....but the energy is what it is......nevertheless, one thing is certain:  the desire to meet together is strong and reciprocal. It is also true that through the mass media, this testimony can reach out to a large number of people and the symbolic range of the message of thereby multiplied.  

Here at Deir Mar Musa, we believe in the function of Islam in today’s world.  Furthermore we hold that no function, including that of politics, can be carried out to its full capacity without interaction, and hopefully communion, with other functions.”

Publications (for more info: http://www.deirmarmusa.org/index1.html )

List of publications



 


         Lang. available

	Société, religion et spiritualité dans la perspective de Syrie. Intervention du P. Paolo Dall’Oglio, à l’occasion du Colloque France-Saint-Siège, 30 septembre -1er octobre 2005  
	 Francais   Arabic  

	 Charles de Foucauld à Deir Mar Musa, Syrie Pendant l'hiver 2002-2003, nous avons intégré à notre prière quotidienne une lecture commentée du Directoire de Charles de Foucauld.
	 Francais  

	 Arabic considerations about 11 September 2001
	 Italiano  

	 Letter to Embassador of the United States in Syria, 2001
	 English 

	 Castità e globalizzazione (Chastity and globalization), 2001
	 Italiano  

	 Prophecy - person - future
	 Arabic  

	 Massignon and 'Jihad' in the light of de Foucauld, al-Hallaj and Gandhi
	 English  

	 Speranza nell'Islam. Paolo Dall'Oglio (Hope in Islam, Paolo dall`Oglio), 1991
	 Italiano  

	 Sulla base d'un articolo nella rivista Jesus di luglio 2003. Lettori hanno domandato una spiegazione più profonda di alcuni termini nell'articolo (Explanations regarding an article publiched on the magazine “Jesus”, 2003)
	 Italiano  

	 In Praise of Syncretism
Ambiguous Syncretism and syncretistic ambiguity
A message to Jesuits Involved in Muslim-Christian Relations by Fr. Paolo Dall'Oglio, S.J., 2002
	 Italiano   Francais   English  

	A free translation into Arabic of Father Paolo of "L'ORAISON HESYCHASTE Selon l'enseignement du Pére Séraphin du Mont Athos 
	 Arabic  

	SOTTO LA TENDA DI ABRAMO - fotografie di IVO Saglietti, con una lettera di Padre Paolo Dall'Oglio, 2004 (“UNDER ABRAHAM`S TENT - Deir Mar Musa el- Hadasci" – pictures by IVO Saglietti, with introduction letter by Padre Paolo dall`Oglio, 2004)
	 Italiano   English   Arabic   German  


Initiatives about peace (for more info: http://www.deirmarmusa.org/index1.html)

	Fast for Peace at Deir Mar Musa, 2003
	 Italiano   Francais   English  

	 Le religioni, il dopoguerra iracheno e la resistenza anti-occidentale in Medio Oriente. (Religions, post-war period and anti-western opposition in the Middle East)
Published in "Volontari e terzo Mondo", 1/2 2003 www.focsiv.it
	 Italiano

	 LA SPERANZA PAGA, Incontro con Padre Paolo Dall'Oglio (HOPE PAYS BACK. Meeting with Padre Padolo dall`Oglio)
	 Italiano  


Contact information:

http://www.deirmarmusa.org
Person in charge: Paolo Dall'Oglio 

Deir Mar Musa al-Habashi
P.O. Box 178
Nebek - Syrian Arab Republic
Tel. (00963) 011 7420403
Fax. (00963) 011 7230335
Email:  deirmarmusa@mail.sy

