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THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT 
PREMIERES TUESDAY, DECEMBER 26 ON PBS

The Story of How St. Francis of Assisi and the Sultan of Egypt 
Waged Peace


[image: ::signature image enh 2.jpg](BALTIMORE, MD) - THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT, a new film from Unity Productions Foundation, tells the little-known story of St. Francis of Assisi and the Sultan of Egypt, Muhammad Al-Kamil, two charismatic men of different faiths who met on a bloody battlefield and found common ground. In 1219, during the height of the Crusades — the bitter religious war between Muslims and Christians — St. Francis risked his life in an attempt to bring peace. What he encountered when he crossed enemy lines was a Muslim leader who welcomed him, listened with respect, and who ultimately responded with one of the greatest humanitarian acts in the history of warfare. Narrated by Jeremy Irons, THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT combines sweeping drama with historical context from authors and religious scholars to create an inspiring and timely story of peace and reconciliation. Written and directed by Alex Kronemer, THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT premieres on Tuesday, December 26, 2017, 8:00-9:00 PM ET (check local listings) on PBS.

The fact that the Sultan of Egypt and a Catholic friar would have a respectful spiritual exchange during the Crusades is nothing short of miraculous. By the time the two men met, Christians were on their Fifth Crusade, fighting a holy war to reclaim Jerusalem after five centuries of Muslim rule. To motivate men to travel to faraway lands and engage in bloody conflict, Christian leaders stoked religious fervor and hatred of the enemy. “Destroy that vile race,” wrote Pope Urban II in his letter of instruction to the first crusaders. “Those who refuse to pay Him the servant’s service that they owe Him will justly deserve to suffer a sentence of damnation.”

“The crux of the Crusades — the reason so many were willing to sacrifice their lives — lay in a belief, spread among armies, that vanquishing the enemy was a religious obligation,” said director Alex Kronemer. “To persuade them further, political and religious leaders preached lies and dehumanized the enemy, tapping into something primal and dangerous.” 

In 1218, the Fifth Crusade launched an attack on Damietta, Egypt, a fortress city at the mouth of the Nile, where fate would bring the Sultan and the Saint together. Francis, who had been preaching the Gospel and growing his movement across Europe, decides to bring his message of peace to the Crusades, and in 1219 travels to Egypt with a fellow friar, Illuminato.

“Francis tells us that he clearly heard God asking him to be a peacemaker in this world, a peacemaker in the manner of Jesus Christ,” says Catholic scholar Kathleen Warren. “Francis realized that the message he was given to promote peace in the world necessitated him going to the Muslims.”

As the battle over Damietta rages, Francis has a plan: end the crusades by preaching the Gospel and converting the Muslim army. Crossing the corpse-strewn battlefield, Francis and Illuminato are intercepted by guards. When Francis explains that they come in peace, guards escort them to the Sultan’s tent, where Al-Kamil offers them food and allows them to stay in the Muslim camp.

“I think that Francis must have been surprised at what he experienced among the Muslim people because the popular notion was that Muslims were heathens,” says Warren. “Francis would’ve heard the call to prayer five times a day,” adds Michael Cusato, Professor of Franciscan Studies at St. Bonaventure University. “I believe, in watching Muslims pray, men and women, five times daily, that it really struck Francis unexpectedly. I don’t think he was expecting to see this, to know this, but I think it profoundly moved him.”

When Francis returns to the Crusaders and reports how he has been treated, the Pope’s emissary, Cardinal Pelagius, is unmoved, continuing the Crusade and heading towards Cairo. Francis falls ill and returns to Italy, profoundly changed. “The biggest indication that Francis was changed by his encounter with Sultan Al-Kamil is that he rewrote the rule of his order, its code of conduct, its constitution really, to say to his friars that you can go and live in peace among Muslims,” says Paul Moses, author of The Saint and the Sultan: The Crusades, Islam and Francis of Assisi's Mission of Peace.

The Crusaders march on but make the fatal mistake of setting up camp on the flood plain of the Nile. Al-Kamil orders the river’s sluice gates opened and floods the land, sinking the Crusaders and their horses into mud and muck. Surrounded by the Muslim army with no escape, the Crusaders face starvation and certain death. But against the advice of his generals — who tell him to go for the kill — Al-Kamil orders food to be delivered to the Crusaders. “The sultan was moved by such compassion that for many days he freely fed us as we were dying of hunger,” wrote Oliver of Paderborn, a Crusader present in Egypt. “Who can doubt that such kindness, mildness, and mercy proceeded from God?” The crusaders surrender control of Damietta and return to Europe.

Al-Kamil’s act of humanity did not end the Crusades, but marked the beginning of the end of the conflict. People were not as anxious to fight as they were “no longer convinced that Islam was the implacable enemy of Christendom,” says medieval scholar Helen Nicholson. 

Francis continued to write about a loving and forgiving God, in language remarkably similar to the way that Muslims invoke the 99 Beautiful Names of God. He died in 1226, seven years after Damietta. Two years later the Church declared him a saint. Al-Kamil ruled for 20 more years; his reign was marked by fairness towards the Christians of Egypt.  





About the Production

THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT was filmed on location on Assateague Island, a barrier island off the coast of Maryland. The filmmakers transformed the national seashore into the port city of Damietta, located at the mouth of the Nile in Egypt. Hundreds of locals were clad in medieval armor and handed spears and swords to become clashing Crusaders and Muslim armies. Interior shots were filmed on a set constructed in an old cork factory in Baltimore. Computer-generated imagery enhanced and brought additional realism to the battle scenes. 

National Engagement Campaign

Unity Productions Foundation is screening THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT in dozens of cities across North America, bringing diverse audiences together to discuss the courage and peace-building efforts of St. Francis of Assisi and Sultan al-Kamil, and the film’s relevance in today’s world. These events are designed to forge bridges between interfaith communities and provide opportunities to create dialogue around shared peacemaking values. 

Visit THE SULTAN AND THE SAINT website for more information.

About the Participants (in alphabetical order)

Dr. Emile Bruneau, a social and cognitive scientist, is director of the Peace and Conflict Neuroscience Lab at the University of Pennsylvania, and lead scientist at the Beyond Conflict Innovation Lab. His research is focused on understanding the psychological and cognitive biases that drive intergroup conflict, and critically examining the impact of interventions aimed at decreasing intergroup hostility.

Father Michael D. Calabria, O.F.M., Ph.D, is a Franciscan Friar of Holy Name Province and Director of the Center for Arab and Islamic Studies at St. Bonaventure University in southwestern New York State. 

Father Michael Cusato, O.F.M., is Professor of Franciscan Studies at St. Bonaventure University.

Dr. Tarek Elgawhary is a visiting scholar at the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought based in Amman, Jordan, and CEO and co-founder of the Coexist Corporation, a business enterprise stemming from the Coexist Foundation. Coexist Corp. works directly with farmers in post-conflict zones, linking them to wider distribution channels around the world.

Paul Moses is Professor of English, Brooklyn College, a former religion writer for Newsday, and author of The Saint and the Sultan: The Crusades, Islam and Francis of Assisi's Mission of Peace, which won the 2010 Catholic Press Association award for best history book.

Suleiman Mourad is Professor of Religion at Smith College. He received his doctorate from Yale University; his research and publications focus on medieval Islamic history and religious thought.

Helen Nicholson is Professor of Medieval History, Cardiff University, Wales.

Sister Kathleen Warren, O.S.F. is a member of the Sisters of St. Francis of Rochester, Minnesota, and the author of Daring to Cross the Threshold: Francis of Assisi Encounters Sultan Malek Al-Kamil.

Dr. Homayra Ziad is the Scholar of Islam at the Institute for Islamic, Christian, and Jewish Studies in Baltimore, Maryland. After receiving her first degree from Bryn Mawr, she earned a doctorate in Islamic Studies from Yale University. 

About the Filmmakers

Alex Kronemer (Director and Scriptwriter) is co-founder of Unity Productions Foundation (UPF) and Executive Producer of all UPF Films. Alex has written the script for Lamia’s Poem and is serving as the chief story developer for the project in close consultation with the larger team. He was a co-writer of the script for the animated film, Bilal: A New Breed of Hero, which won the award for Best Inspiring Film on Animation Day at the 2017 Cannes Film Festival.  

He has executive produced ten award-winning documentary films, including five national PBS broadcasts and a theatrical release. In addition to past NEH grants, his films have received grants from the Corporation of Public Broadcasting, from One Nation, A Special Project of the Rockefeller Brothers Advisors, and from the U.S. Institute of Peace, the National Black Programming Consortium, the David and Lucille Packard Foundation, and the Proteus Foundation. The films have been licensed by National Geographic International, History Channel Spain, ZDF Germany, Al Jazeera, and several others, and have been seen around the world. He is a writer, lecturer, and has appeared as a CNN commentator on several occasions. 

Michael Wolfe (Executive Producer) is co-founder of Unity Productions Foundation (UPF) and Executive Producer for UPF Films. With Alex Kronemer, he was a co-writer of the script for the animated film, Bilal: A New Breed of Hero, which won “Best Inspiring Film” on Animation Day at the 2017 Cannes Film Festival. He has been the co-Executive Producer for all of UPF films. Wolfe is the author of several books of poetry, fiction, and travel. His first books on Islam were The Hadj (Atlantic Monthly Press, 1993), a first-person travel account, and One Thousand Roads to Mecca (Grove Press, 1997), an anthology of ten centuries of travelers’ writing about the Muslim pilgrimage. In 2001, after the tragic events of September 11, he edited Taking Back Islam: American Muslims Reclaim Their Faith, which won a 2003 Wilbur Award. 

In 1997, Wolfe was the first American journalist to broadcast live from Mecca, hosting a televised account of the Hajj for ABC’s Nightline. The program was nominated for Peabody, Emmy, George Polk, and National Press Club Awards. It won the Muslim Public Affairs Council’s Media Award. In 2003 and again in 2005, Wolfe worked with CNN-International reporter Zain Verjee to produce documentaries on the Hajj. In 2002, Wolfe co-created, co-produced, and co-executive edited the two-hour television documentary Muhammad: Legacy of a Prophet, which aired on PBS and on National Geographical International and won a Cine Award for Best Documentary of the Year. With UPF, Wolfe continues to produce documentaries for PBS and other broadcasters in the U.S. and abroad. 

The SULTAN and the SAINT

FILMMAKERS

	Narrated by
	JEREMY IRONS

	Written and directed by
	ALEX KRONEMER

	Executive Producers
	ALEX KRONEMER

	
	MICHAEL WOLFE
JAWAAD ABDUL RAHMAN

	Produced by
	JEREMY MORRISON

	Associate Producer
	DANIEL TUTT

	Production Designer
	ANGIE RATLIFF

	Costume Designer
	JULIE BENT

	Makeup Department Head
	CHERYL KINION

	Director of Photography
	NICK GARDNER

	Editor
	JEREMY MORRISON

	Co-Producer
	BARKER WHITE




CAST

	Sultan al-Kamil
	ZACK BEYER

	Saint Francis of Assisi
	ALEXANDER McPHERSON

	Pelagius
	ERIC KRAMER

	Oliver of Paderborn
	ERIK SOLLIARD

	German Soldier
	PATRIC BOYER

	Illuminato
	AARON BLIDEN




About Unity Productions Foundation 
Unity Productions Foundation (UPF) is a non-profit media company. Its credits include five national broadcasts on PBS and a national theatrical release. UPF films have won numerous awards at film festivals around the world. UPF’s production approach is to work with artists and scholars in order to marry compelling storytelling with the highest level of scholarship and intellectual inquiry. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Formed in 1999, UPF’s first film—produced in the wake of 9/11—joined the story of Islam’s Prophet Muhammad with the lives of American Muslims trying to live out his positive example against a backdrop of terrorism committed in his name. The documentary, Muhammad: Legacy of a Prophet, received a national broadcast on PBS in December 2001, earned the Cine Special Jury Award, and was distributed worldwide through National Geographic International. 

UPF has since produced ten award-winning, long-form films, including Prince Among Slaves, which won “Best Documentary” at the Black American Film Festival, Islamic Art: Mirror of the Invisible World, which was featured in PBS’s Art Series for 2014, and the upcoming The Sultan and the Saint, which has won fourteen Best Documentary awards in festivals from South Asia and the Far East to Europe and the US. UPF’s co-founders, Michael Wolfe and Alex Kronemer, were principle members of the writing team for the 2016 animated film Bilal: A New Breed of Hero, which was awarded “Best Inspiring Movie” on Animation Day at the Cannes Film Festival.

In addition to global broadcast distribution, UPF promotes the long-tailed impact of its films through websites, screenings, and an in-house project called 20,000 Dialogues. This nationwide initiative employs UPF films to catalyze interfaith and civic dialogue among Muslims, Christians, Jews, and others. The program, partnering with 300+ universities, community, faith, and interfaith groups, and artists, has generated over 20,000 dialogues among 150,000 students, professionals, academics, and religious and community leaders. UPF’s communications materials are developed in collaboration with leading practitioners of interfaith dialogue along with experts on the specific content of our various films.

###
Press Contacts:
CaraMar, Inc.
Mary Lugo, 770-623-8190, lugo@negia.net
Cara White, 843-881-1480, cara.white@mac.com
Abbe Harris, 908-244-5516, abbe.harris@caramar.net

Additional information and downloadable photos here: http://www.pbs.org/pressroom
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