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Preface

Itwassomeyearsago,earlyintomyacademiccareer,thataquestionsurfaced
inmymindthatwasto lead intoseveralyearsofresearchandanumberof
publications:WhathadtakentheChristianChurch,inthetwentiethcentury,
intothearenaofinterreligiousdialogue?Whathadbeengoingon,why,andto
whateffect?Alreadytheonequestionhadexpandedintoothers.Alliedtothat
question, another was soon posed: Why do Christians and Muslim engage
dialogically?And,again,theinitialquestionledtoothers:Whathasbeenhap-
pening in this field?WhathasbeenthehistoryandexperienceofChristian
engagementwithIslaminrecenttimes–andwhatishappeningnow?Withan
academic background in philosophical theology, and having developed and
pursuedaphenomenologicalapproachtothewiderstudyofreligions,Ifound
myselfengaginginhistoricalorientedstudiesinordertoevenbegintoanswer
thesequestions.Ithasbeenaninteresting,aswellaschallenging,journeyof
discovery.Accordingly,thisbookisverymuchaproductoftheseseveralyears
ofresearchandreflection,allthewhileundertakenasbutoneofanumberof
scholarly interests I have pursued. It draws upon material I have published
elsewhere in various formats, for which due acknowledgement is given. As
well, ithasengagedmeinresearchintonewareasofdialogicalengagement
betweenChristiansandMuslimswhichhasbeenafascinatingand,attimes,
quiteabsorbingpursuit.

Whilst,asindicated,thispresentbooktakesabroadlyhistoricalapproach,
its very contemporaneity suggests it is more of a study in recent Christian
engagement with Islam rather than being an academic history as such of
modernChristian-Muslimdialogue.Fortheaimistonarrateanddiscussan
unfoldingandunfinishedstory,drawingoutsomeofitskeyfeatures,analysing
andcritiquingwhereappropriate,anddrawingtogether,underanecumenical
umbrella,someofthekeyarenasandtrajectoriesofthecontemporarystoryin
order to highlight both the complementarity and comprehensiveness found
therein.Thestory,andindeedtheongoingreality,ofcontemporaryChristian-
Muslimdialogicalengagementisbothexcitingandencouraging.Foritremains
the case that, between them, Islam and Christianity represent over half the
earth’spopulation.Theirhistoryofinteraction,aswellascurrentareasofcon-
tentiousencounter,impacttheglobalhumansocietystilltoday–indeed,this
latterfeaturesalmostdailyinthenewsmedia.Oursmaybeanageofpredomi-
natingsecularityandevenstridentsecularism,atleastintheWest,butreligion
assuch,andinparticularthemanyandvariedexpressionsofChristianityand
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Islam,remainsapotentforceandfactorinhumanaffairsinmanypartsofthe
world.

Itistobehopedthatthistextwillintroduce,andperhapsopenup,thecom-
paratively new and certainly inviting field of study into contemporary
Christian-Muslimrelations.Itisbynomeansafinalordefinitiveworkonthe
subject.Rather it isverymuchasolidattempttosurvey,reviewanddiscuss
somekeydimensionswhichimplicitly invites furtheranddeeperstudy:any
oneofthechaptershereinisworthyofexpansionintoabook-lengthstudyin
itsownright.Thereismore,muchmore,worktobedone.But,fornow,some-
thingofanexploratoryforayhasbeenengagedwhichIhopethereaderwill
enjoyentering.

Douglas Pratt
Advent2016
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Chapter1

Introduction

Interreligiousdialogueandthepromotionofinterfaithrelationsisafeatureof
ourtimes.DialogicalengagementwithIslamformsacomponentelementand
hasbeenamajorfactorofecumenicalChurchlifesinceatleastthemiddleof
thetwentiethcentury.Itcontinuestobeacontentiousactivityaswellasan
ongoingcommitment,althoughitwouldbefairtosaythatofallthebi-lateral
interreligious dialogical engagements that occupy the Christian Church in
varioussettings,itisarguablythatofChristian–Muslimrelationswhichisthe
most challenging, problematic, and pressing. To be sure, for Christianity all
dialogueswithotherreligions–orwiththepeoplesofthosereligions–areof
equal significance and import, at least in terms of the quest to attain and
enhance peaceful co-existence and harmonious inter-communal relations.
However, it is undeniably the case that it is the variegated situations with
respecttoIslamthat,especiallysincethelatterpartofthetwentiethcentury,
haveimpactedonChristianlifeandsensibilitiesindifferentpartsoftheworld
andinahostofdifferentways.Aswellasopportunitiesforcooperativeendea-
vours, this encounter and relational engagement has raised, and continues
to raise, a number of practical problems and theological issues that require
continualwork toameliorate, ifnot resolve. It is thisdialogicalcontextand
relationship that has been singled out for particular attention here. It is an
arena of Christian engagement with a significant religious ‘other’ that has
impactedtheChristianChurchtovaryingdegreesand,indeed,theecumenical
journeythathasbeenaprominentfeatureoftheChurchworldwidesincethe
earlyyearsofthetwentiethcentury.Dimensionsofthisjourneyformthefocus
ofaninvestigationintoelementsofcontemporaryengagementoftheChristian
ChurchwithIslam.Ihavebeennecessarilyselectiveinthisundertaking.This
studyismorerepresentativethancomprehensive,andguidedbyasetofcrite-
riainrespecttoecumenicalscopeoftheselectedfociofthestudy.Accordingly,
thisbookattemptstochartthemodern,oratleastrecentandcontemporary
historyofChristianengagementwithIslamasmediatedthroughtheoffices
andactivitiesoftheWorldCouncilofChurches(WCC)andtheVatican(RCC),
andbyexaminingselectsignificantotherecumenicalChristian–Muslimdia-
logues. I have also chosen to include the recent (2007) Muslim letter and,
importantly,theemerginghistoryofChristianresponsetoit.

Whilstcouchedinthelanguageandtermsofanhistoricalstudy,thevery
contemporaneity of this history can be problematic. It is dealing with an
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unfinished narrative, with a state of affairs that is very much in flux.While
someearlypointsofreferenceandaccompanyingtextsarerelativelyfixed,and
so may be subject to critical historical scrutiny, it remains the case that the
agenciesandactivitiesstudiedhereareinfullflightstill;thestoryisnotover,
byanymeans.Soitmaybebettertoapproachthisbookmoreasaninvestiga-
tivestudyintocontemporaryphenomenaofChristian–Muslimrelations.Itis
perhapsrathertooearlytothinkofthisas‘history’,eventhoughthestudyis
verymuchoneofhistoricaldescriptionandrelatedanalysisanddiscussion.
Thustheunderlyingaimistounfoldacontemporarynarrative,ornarratives,
anddiscerntheissues,dominantthemes,andtheologicalrationalesandmotifs
thattelluswhy,how,andwithwhateffecttheChristianChurchduringthepast
centuryorsohas,relativetotheprecedingthirteencenturies,radicallyshifted
its position vis-à-vis Islam. What is the broadly ecumenical story of recent
Christian–Muslimdialogue?Whatcanbediscoveredthroughthestorywith
respect to underlying theology and allied policy? What sort of assessment
mightbeforthcomingbothofthestorysofarandofitspotentialfuture?What
sortofproblemsandchallengeslieahead?

ItwasDanielMadiganwhoobservedthat, fromtheperspectiveofChris-
tianity,‘theMuslimis…theotherwhoisproblematicbecausetoo-much-like-us,
orperhapsevenclaiming-to-be-us’ for, indeed,insomeways ‘Islampresents
thesamequandarytotheChristianasChristianitydoestotheJew:itclearly
growsoutofthesamematrix,andyetitproposesanalternativereadingofthe
samefiguresandthesamehistoryofGod’sengagementwithhumanity,aread-
ingitclaimsismorevalid,anddefinitive’.1Theveryoriginsanddevelopmentof
IslamtookplaceindialogueandencounterwithChristianityand,becauseofa
combination of theological similarity and dissimilarity, as well as political
rivalry,resultedinanambiguousstancetowardsChristiansandChristianityat
best; a wholly negative one at worst. Indeed, the Qurʾān provides scriptural
supportbothforthosewhoareinclinedtopositiveregardanddialogicalopen-
ness,andequallytothoseopposed.HencetodayinIslamthereareMuslims
who,perceivingthemselvestobeactingvalidlyandinaccordwiththetenets
of their faith, engage in dialogue and cooperative relations with Christians.
Equallyandcontrariwise,therearethosewhoregardthemselvestobeuphold-
ing the true tenets of Islam by rejecting the way of dialogue and relational
détentewithChristians, indeedwithanyreligious ‘other’.Madiganalsouse-
fullyremindsusofthedangerofa‘too-easyslippage’betweenwhatwethink

1 DanielMadigan,SJ, ‘Christian-MuslimDialogue’, inCatherineCornille (Ed),The Wiley-
Blackwell Companion to Inter-Religious Dialogue(WestSussex:JohnWiley&Sons,2013),
p.244.
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ofasChristian–Muslimdialogueandtherathermoreamorphousarenaofthe
so-called‘Muslim-West’dialogue.2Certainlyitistempting,especiallyintoday’s
world,toequateonemodeofengagementwiththeother.Buttheideological
encounter of the world of Islam with the modern ‘western’ world is by no
meansthesameastheencounterofIslamwithChristianity.Indeed,whenit
comestorelationswiththesecularWest,thesetwofaithcommunitiesmight
findtheyhavemoretheyagreeonthannot.

Followingthisintroductorychapter,thescene-settingchapter2situatesthe
modernphaseofChristian–Muslimengagementwithinthecontextofalong-
standing historical trajectory that has engaged Christianity and Islam down
throughthecenturiesandwhich,Isuggest,incorporatestheinterplayofaffin-
ity,enmity,and inquiryasmarkersof thedialogical journey.Aswewill see,
althoughtherehasbeenaconsiderablehistoryofChristian–Muslimencoun-
ter, the contemporary era of engagement arguably emerged out of wider
interreligiousconcernsexpressedatthe1910EdinburghWorldMissionCon-
ference.Thebroadercontextatthattimewasanemergingnewsetofquestions
aboutrelationswithreligious‘others’,inparticularthenovelquestionofwhat
constitutestheproperrelationofthegospelandthechurchtopeoplesofother
faiths.Eventually,bythe1960s,ecumenicalinvolvementininterreligiousdia-
logueandalliedrelationalengagement,includingwithIslam,becamefirmly
embeddedinthelifeandworkoftheWCC.Andataroundthesametimeanew
stanceoftheRomanCatholicChurchinregardstorelationalopennesstoward
other faiths, includingespecially Islam,wasushered induringthecourseof
the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Between the WCC and the Vatican,
bothseparatelyandjointly,theperiodofmoderndialogicalrelationswiththe
worldofIslamcanbesaidtohaveemergedwithvigourandcommitmentdur-
ingthesecondhalfofthetwentiethcentury.

Part1belowpresentsananalysisanddiscussionoftheworkoftheWCCand
theVaticanwithrespecttoengagementwithIslamduringthecourseofthe
secondhalfofthetwentiethcentury.Thesetwoinstitutionstogetherrepresent
thevastmajorityofChristiansand,withregardstotheWCC,encompassawide
rangeofChristianchurches;theirworkrepresentsandencapsulatesthebroad
fieldofChristianengagementwithIslam.Furthermore,thisecumenicaldia-
logical activity has been supported by the development of bi-lateral
engagementsbetweenspecificChristianWorldCommunions(CWC)andpar-
ticularelementsoftheIslamicworld,alongwithregionalecumenicaland/or

2 Madigan,‘Christian-MuslimDialogue’,p.257.
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Catholic initiatives. Examples include a Catholic–Shi’a dialogue,3 together
with initiatives undertaken from within the Anglican Communion4 and the
LutheranWorldFederation5,amongmanyothers.Ataspecialmeetinginlate
2001 the goals of the Anglican – al-Azhar agreement were established as,
amongothers,toencourageAnglicanstounderstandIslamandtoencourage
MuslimstounderstandChristianity;tosharetogetherinsolvingproblemsand
conflictsthathappensometimesbetweenMuslimsandChristiansindifferent
parts of the world; and to work together against injustice and the abuse of
humanrights.6SuchCWC-Muslimdialoguesarepremised,ingeneral,onsome
expression of common faith in God; shared responsibilities with respect to
religiousindifference,ontheonehand,andreligiousfanaticismontheother;
andtheintentiontocounteractthelegacyofnegativeinteractionandinstead
cooperatively contribute to the general human betterment. Although they
reflect a wide range of Christian–Muslim engagements, such instances of
CWCengagementwithIslamarenotthefocusofthisstudy.RatherIconcen-
trateonakeyselectionofdistinctlyecumenical(WCCandVatican)venturesin
Christian–Muslimdialogue.

Part2includesaselectionofmorefocussedand/orrecentexamplesofthe
ecumenical journeyintoengagementwithIslam.Inthefirstplacethereisa
review of key 21st century developments under the aegis of the WCC; these
oftenincludealsoparticipationofrepresentativesfromtheVatican.Herespe-
cialattentionwillbepaidtosomekeydocumentsthatgiveevidenceof the
natureanddirectionoftheengagement.Ithenoutline,inchapter8,theori-
ginsanddevelopmentof theProgrammeforChristian–MuslimRelations in
Africa (PROCMURA) thatbeganaround 1960andwhichratherparallels,and

3 SeeforexampleAnthonyO’Mahoneyetal.(Eds),Catholics and Shi‘a in Dialogue: Studies in 
Theology and Spirituality(London:MelisendePress,2004);AnthonyO’Mahoneyetal.(Eds),
A Catholic–Shi‘a Engagement: Faith and Reason in Theory and Practice(London:Melisende
Press,2006);AnthonyO’Mahoneyetal.(Eds),A Catholic–Shi‘a Dialogue: Ethics in Today’s 
Society(London:MelisendePress,2008).

4 Forexample,theagreementfordialoguebetweentheAnglicanCommunionandal-Azhar
al-SharifsignedatLambethPalace,Londonon30January2002.Thisagreement,andthedia-
logicalprocessthatensued,grewoutofvisitsduringthe1990sbetweentheArchbishopof
Canterbury,DrGeorgeCarey,andtheGrandSheikhofal-AzharinCairo,Egypt,DrMohamed
SayedTantawy.

5 SeeSimoneSinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPracticeinRelationtoIslam’,Current Dialogue
52(July2012):42-49.

6 Anglican-al Azhar Agreement: <http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/111577/An-
agreement-for-dialogue-between-the-Anglican-Communion-and-al-Azhar-al-Sharif.pdf>
(Accessed27/11/2016).
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constitutesaveryparticularexpressionof,thewiderecumenicaljourneyitself.
Chapters9,10and11explorethreesignificantdevelopmentsthatemergeddur-
ing the opening decade of the twenty-first century. These are the Building
BridgesseriesinitiatedbytheArchbishopofCanterbury,theMostReverend
George Carey; a joint Catholic-Protestant Theological Forum initiative in
Germany; and an initiative from the Muslim side that has provoked a fresh
waveofecumenicalChristianresponses,namelythesignificant2007‘Cometo
aCommonWord’letterwhichinvitesChristianstojoinanewwiththeMuslims
inpursuingtheologicaldialogue.Eachofthesedialogicaldevelopmentsare,to
agreateroflesserdegree,ecumenicalintheirscopeandintentionsandthey
showhowtherecenthistoryofChristian–Muslimrelationsisbeingplayedout
indiverse,yetoftenoverlapping,ways.Veryoftentheyaddressconcernsand
issuesthathavetheirrootsdeepwithinthehistoryofencounterbetweenthese
twofaiths.

JørgenNielsenobservesthatdiscussionaboutrelationsbetweenChristians
andMuslims isoftencouchedwithinacontextofwhatmightbecalledthe
‘Crusades syndrome’. Historically speaking, the Crusading era was complex
andmulti-facetedand, indeed,notcalled ‘Crusades’assuchuntil sometime
later.7Nielsenusestheterm‘crusade’expansively,todenoteamindsetanda
clutchofpresuppositionsandreceivedmotifsofprejudicialassumption:talk
oftheCrusadesthusembracesa

…wholerangeofconsciousmemoryofahistoryofconflictonbothsides
of theMediterranean,amemorywhich toagreatextent ismythology.
This starts with the earliest capture of the Byzantine provinces of the
Middle East and North Africa by Arab Muslim expansion, the Muslim
conquestandtheChristianre-conquestofSpainandsouthernItaly,the
Crusadesthemselves,andthegrowthoftheOttomanEmpireintheruins
ofByzantium.8

Thecrusademotifwaslaterrevivedinthenineteenthcenturywithinthecon-
text of imperial discourse among European powers.Towards the end of the
FirstWorldWarFrenchandBritishmilitaryleaderseachspokeoftheirrespec-
tive victories over the Ottoman armies in Palestine and Syria ‘in crusading

7 JørgenS.Nielsen,‘TheCurrentSituationofChristian-MuslimRelations:EmergingChallenges,
SignsofHope’,inDouglasPratt,JonHoover,JohnDaviesandJohnChesworth(Eds),The 
Character of Christian-Muslim Encounter: Essays in Honour of David Thomas. (Leiden&
Boston:Brill,2015),p.416.

8 Nielsen,‘TheCurrentSituation’,p.416.
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terms’.9Thishasbeenparalleled,andtheterminvokedafresh,throughoutthe
twentiethcentury,culminatingintheperhapsnowinfamoususemadeofitby
PresidentGeorgeW.Bushinrespecttotheso-called‘waronterror’.Anditcuts
both ways, for there are many in the Muslim world who see an ideological
advantageinkeepingalivethejudgementthatoppositionto,orevenacritique
ofIslamisproofpositiveoftheWest’s(andothers’)continuingcrusadeagainst
Islam.Lodgedinthecollectivesubconscious,‘itiseasilybroughttothesurface
whencircumstancesareright’,forexample,

…indailyconversationinmanypartsoftheMuslimworlditfindsexpres-
sion in a lively trade in conspiracy theories. Any prominent media
personalityorpoliticianwhoisperceivedconsistentlytobeagainstArabs
or Muslims is often assumed to be a Crusader or a Jew and definitely
Islamophobic,regardlessoffacts.Anymovebyawesterngovernmentor
institution or statement by a significant personality which is explicitly
favourabletoanArabperspectiveis,insomequarters,dismissedasyet
anothercynicalmovetoretaincontrol.10

Andifitisthecasethatthecrusademotifiskeptaliveinthiswaywithinthe
Muslimworld,itiscertainlythecasethattheWest,atleast,inbothculturalas
wellasreligiousregardissteepedwithaself-perceptionofneeding,fromtime
totime,torespondtoIslam,andespeciallytheincursionsofMuslims,whether
realorperceived,intermsofenactingareactionarycrusadeofresistanceand
exclusion. Nielsen notes how this historical mentality has transferred into
non-Western and non-European regions, with a deleterious result so far as
undermining a previous history of Christian–Muslim co-existence is con-
cerned.Thus,forinstance,

…resource-rich North American conservative evangelical Christianity
meetsoil-fundedformsofArabIslamandtogethersetthetoneandthe
agendas.Bothpartiesbringwiththemperceptionsofrelationsbetween
IslamandChristianityatthecoreofwhichareaninnateenmityanddis-
trustsymbolizedbytheCrusadesandthemythsof theMediterranean
frontier.11

9 Ibid.
10 Nielsen,‘TheCurrentSituation’,p.417.
11 Ibid.
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YetitisalsothecasethatduringthecenturiesofChristian–Musliminteraction
there has been considerable positive, or at least ideologically neutral, inter-
course;muchofitaroundtradeandcommerce.AsNielsenasks:‘Sowhyisit
that the conflict is remembered and restated, while the positive interaction
andinterdependenceissoeasilyforgotten?’12Hesuggeststhereasonhastodo
withreligionasamarkerofcommunalidentity,ratherthanreligionquareli-
giousphenomena(beliefs,dogmas,ritualsetc.),andforwhichthecrusading
venturewasacomplexaccompanyingmotif.Thus,

Christianitywasthegluewhichwastoholdtogetherthenascentstate
structures of European Catholic Christendom. The Crusades were an
essentialdimensioninthisproject.Theywerethemeansbywhichthe
ChristianizationofEuropeitselfwasconfirmedaswellasprovidingthe
ideology which moved the crusading armies against Baltic paganism,
centralEuropeanJewry,easternOrthodoxChristianity,andtheMuslim
Arabworld.13

Thecrusadingmotifhasovershadowedtheevenmoreprofoundlysignificant
dimension of cultural and intellectual interchange that took place between
socio-political blocs of the Muslim world – culminating in the Ottoman
Empire,ontheonehand,andmodernsecularnation-statesontheother,sofar
asWesternChristianity’sencounterwithIslamwasconcerned.Morerecently,
within

…twoyearsafterthecollapseoftheSovietsystem,anewrangeofissues,
encouraged by political and commercial interests, began to surface,
coalescingaroundthe ideaof ‘Islam, thenewenemy’.By this timethe
publicdebatehadbecomeheated.Althoughthephrase‘clashofciviliza-
tions’canbetracedsomeyearsfurtherback,itbecamecommoncurrency
inthewakeofthepublicationofSamuelHuntington’sarticleofthattitle
inForeign Affairs inthesummerof 1993.Thethensecretary-generalof
NATO, Willi Claes, inadvertently revealed how far this perspective had
penetratedintothecorridorsofpowerwhenin1995hepubliclywarned
againstthethreatsfromIslam.14

12 Nielsen,‘TheCurrentSituation’,p.418.
13 Ibid.
14 Nielsen,‘TheCurrentSituation’,p.420.
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ThepoliticalandmilitaryinteractionsinvolvingIslamwithotherentities–the
West,Russia,Africanstates,Israel,andChristianityortheChurchinavariety
ofplaces–overrecentdecadesneednotdetainushere;Nielsen’shelpfulwork
givesacompetentoverview.

Tobesure,therecanoftenbea‘ratherambiguousattitude’emanatingfrom
some,possiblymany,churchestodaywithregardstoIslam,andeveninterreli-
giousdialoguemoregenerally.15Indeed,fromsomequartersoftheChristian
churchit isclearthat inrespectofnegativeperceptionsofandreactionsto
Islam there is a hardening of heart and mind. On the other hand there are
some Christian leaders, at least, who tend to the view that ‘although Islam
appearedchronologicallyafterthecomingofChrist,atleastitscentralmes-
sageof“submissiontoGod”isrelevantforChristiansaswellasMuslims’and
that,indeed,MuhammadcanbelegitimatelyviewedbyChristiansasabearer
ofthesame ‘message’ofJesus.16Suchquestionshaveguidedthedesignand
executionofthisbookwhichconcludeswithachapterthatdrawsoutanddis-
cussessomesalientpointsthathavearisenfromtheprecedinginvestigations
andwhichwarrantcriticalreflection.ThemodernhistoryofChristianengage-
mentwithIslamcontinuestounfold.Hopefully,fromthisstudyoftwentieth
andtwenty-firstcenturydevelopments,somesalientpointersmaybegleaned
astoitsfutureprospects.

15 AndrewM.Sharp,Orthodox Christians and Islam in the Postmodern Age(Leiden&Boston:
Brill,2012),p.201;cf.BasilCousins,‘TheRussianOrthodoxChurch,TartarChristiansand
Islam’,inAnthonyO’Mahoney(ed.),Eastern Christianity: Studies in Modern History, Reli-
gion and Politics.(London:FoxCommunicationsandPublications,2004),pp.338-371.

16 Sharp,Orthodox Christians and Islam,p.73.
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Chapter2

Christian Encounters with Islam: An Historical 
Precursor

InordertobettergraspthesignificanceofChristianengagementwithIslam
sincetheearlytwentiethcentury,andinparticulartheecumenical journeys
thatwewillhereintraverse,itmaybehelpfultosetthewiderscenebywayof
anorientinghistoricalprecursor.Whathavebeensomeofthekeymarkersof
thejourneysinceChristiansandMuslimsfirstencounteredeachother?What
canwediscernofthenatureanddynamicsofinteractionandengagementthat
providesbackgroundcontextforafullerunderstandingofeventsanddevelop-
mentsofthetwentieth,andearlytwenty-first,centuries?Tobesure,Islamand
Christianityhavehadalonghistoryofmutualcompetition.Therearemarked
differences,andtherearepointsofsimilarityifnotalsocommonality.Insome
respects their very closeness has given rise to sharp clashes and reciprocal
condemnation;yetthissameclosenesscanbeacluetothedynamicoftheir
similarity. Both are pre-eminently religions of belief. Each has struggled to
define its own orthodoxy against variant heterodoxies and heresies from
within.Andeachhasahistoryofself-proclamationasembodying ‘universal
truth’–especiallyoveragainstanyotherrivalclaimanttothattruth.Itisthere-
forelittlewonderthatthesetworeligionshaveahistoryofinteractionmarked
morebynegativeencountersandclashesthanpositiveandrespectfulengage-
ment.CharlesKimballonceasked:‘Whyhavethesetwocommunitiesclashed
sovigorouslythroughthecenturies?Whatinformsthesenseofmistrustthat
pervades the history of Christian–Muslim relations and skews attempts to
relatemoreconstructivelytoday?’1IssuesarisingoutofthehistoryofChristian–
Musliminterfaithencounterarecertainlycomplex.2InthischapterIsuggesta
set of undergirding hermeneutical perceptions and orientations concerning

1 CharlesKimball,Striving Together: A Way Forward in Christian-Muslim Relations(NewYork:
OrbisBooks,1991),p.37.

2 See for example: Rollin Armour, Sr., Islam, Christianity, and the West: a troubled history
(Maryknoll,NY:OrbisBooks,2002);HughGoddard, A History of Christian-Muslim Relations 
(Edinburgh:EdinburghUniversityPress,2000);– Muslim Perceptions of Christianity(London:
GreySeal,1996);SidneyH.Griffith,The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and 
Muslims in the World of Islam(Princeton,NJ:PrincetonUniversityPress,2008);L.Ridgeon
(Ed),Islamic Interpretations of Christianity(Oxford:Routledge,2001);W.M.Watt,Muslim-
Christian Encounters: Perceptions and Misperceptions(London:Routledge1991).
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thecomplexhistoryofthisrelationship.OnthewayIshallnotesomeofthe
particulardialogicaloptions thathavebeenutilisedwithvaryingdegreesof
success. More significantly, they lay the groundwork for reflection upon the
natureof,andprospectsfor,dialogicalengagementnow.

Jean-MarieGaudeulhasofferedausefulreviewofthehistoryoftherela-
tionshipbetweenIslamandChristianity inwhichthemutualchallengeand
response that has engaged the attentions of each may be tracked through
broad ages or epochs.3 I will broadly follow his outline, but re-interpret the
historicalprocessityieldsintermsofaseriesofidentifyingepochs,whichI
denoteasexpansion, equilibrium, exhortation, enmityandexploration.Theydo
not justmarkouthistoricalerasas such; rather, theydelineate theebb and
flowofarelationshipofencounter,indicatingthestateofplayintherelation-
shipbetweenIslamandChristianitythathasobtainedatparticulartimesin
history.Inotherwords,thesetermsindicatemodesofrelationshipandinterac-
tionper se.Whileeachmayprovideanidentifier,ordemarcate,aparticular
period, it could be argued that they are always part of the wider picture of
Christian–Muslimencounter.Theycertainlypersistintothepresentdaysofar
astheinteractionbetweenIslamandChristianityareconcerned.

1 Relations in an Epoch of Expansion

Intheearliestdaysofmid-seventhcenturyIslamicexpansionunderthefirst
four ‘Rightly Guided’ Caliphs – the Rashidun (632-661) – who followed
MuhammadasleadersoftheMuslimcommunity(Ummah),thefocusofIslam
asanemergingcommunityandnationwasmoreorlessonitselfasthedivine
missionprimarilywithinandtoArabiaand,secondarily,totheworldatlarge.
Intheearliestdays,withthefervourofrightnessandtheconfirmationofcon-
quest dominant, there was little room to consider any religious ‘other’ as
anything likeapproximatingadialoguepartner.Bycomparison,Christianity
wasrelativelysettled.The‘orthodox’knewwhotheywereandwhoconstituted
their ‘heterodox’ opponents. Rival Christian communities had staked their
claims.Arianism,Nestorianism,andMonophysitismrepresentedvarianthet-
erodoxies relative to the triumphs of orthodox Christianity in regard to the
outcomesofthegreatcouncils–ofNicea(325),Ephesus(431),Constantinople
(381)andChalcedon(451).Christianity,areligionthatespousedunity,inreal-
ity embraced wide diversity. In this context, cultural contrasts with nascent

3 Jean-MarieGaudeul,Encounters and Clashes. Islam and Christianity in History(Rome:Pontifico
InstitutodiStudiArabieIslamici,1990/2000).
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Islamsoonbecameapparent.AlthoughIslamemergedreligiouslyconfident,
itsleadersquicklysawtheneedtoredresstherelativeintellectualinferiorityas
comparedwiththeChristianity–andJudaism–ofthetime.Thisbeganwith
theUmayyad dynastyandcaliphate(661-750)basedinDamascus.Theflowof
ideas gained from the work of translating Greek literary and philosophical
texts into Arabic emerged during this caliphate. Under the Abbasid dynasty
andcaliphate(750-1258)thatruledfromBaghdad,thisflowamplifiedatfirst
thenebbedduringtheninthcenturyastendenciestoreactionaryreformism
set in. It flourished again in the latter half (950-1258) of the Abbasid era as
interestinthingsHellenicimpactedontheologyandstirredupphilosophical
interestswithintheIslamicworld,onlytowaneoncemoreasreactionto,and
rejectionof,foreigninfluencesandideasre-surfacedwithinthebodyofIslam.
However,asanoverallassessmentofthisera,Gaudeulcommentsthatthere
canbeseen‘eagernessofMuslimstodiscovertheGreekculture,theireffortsto
learn,andatthesametimethelaterrealisationthatPhilosophycouldpresent
dangers for Faith, Reason could doubt Revelation, and Dialogue might be a
threattoIslam’.4TheepochofexpansionwasanagewhereinIslambecamea
forceandfactortobereckonedwithseriouslysofarasChristianitywascon-
cerned.Duringthisperioddialogicalencounterbegantotakeplaceineitherof
twomodes:direct(asintheEast)andindirect(aswasthecaseintheWest).
This is reflected, for example, in the distinction between ‘on the one hand,
Syriac and Arabic texts produced by Christians under Islamic rule, who are
engagedinagenuineattempttoexpressanddefendtheirfaithwithinanew
linguisticandreligiousmilieu,and,ontheotherhand,themuchmorepolemi-
calandvituperativematerialfromLatin-andGreek-speakingwriters’.5

Directdialogue,thesituationofinteractionandrelationshipthatoccurred
inregardstoChristian–andalsoJewish–communitieslivingunderMuslim
rule,wasdominatedbytheconceptandinstitutionofdhimma.Thisrefersto
viewing, and so effectively defining, Christians (together with Jews and any
otherswhoworshiponeGodand,importantly,whopossessarevelatoryscrip-
turaltext)asa‘protectedpeople’byvirtueofbeinga‘peopleofthebook’(their
respectivescriptures).Inrespecttothissocialconstructdefiningrelationalsta-
tus and relativities, it was incumbent upon Muslim rulers to ensure the
protectionofthereligiousrightsofthe‘peoplesofthebook’whohappenedto

4 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.25.
5 DanielMadigan,SJ, ‘Christian-MuslimDialogue’, inCatherineCornille (Ed),The Wiley-

Blackwell Companion to Inter-Religious Dialogue(WestSussex:JohnWiley&Sons,2013),
p.248.SeealsoSydneyGriffith,The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and 
Muslims in the World of Islam (Princeton,NJ:PrincetonUniversityPress,2008).



12 Chapter2

live within Muslim jurisdiction, albeit within a framework of submission to
Muslimruleandthepaymentofaspecialtax(jizya)inlieuofmilitaryservice.
Thissetthelegalcontextfordailycontact.However,sociallyandpsychologi-
cally, mutual suspicion and antagonism tended to prevail. The decrees of
dhimmaandconcomitantbeliefsandfaith-attitudepredeterminedtheparam-
etersofrelationship,atleastfromtheMuslimpointofview.

TheChristianresponsetosuchcontextualboundariesbeingsetbyMuslims
maybeseen inearlywriterssuchasSt JohnofDamascus(675-753).6Living
withintheIslamicUmmah,yetwritingtopresentChristianity toChristians,
JohntreatedIslamasfalsebelief:ChristianitymayregardIslamasbutanother
heresy over against which orthodox faith must defend itself. John attacked
Islamwithavarietyofreductio ad absurdumarguments,turningthetableson
MuslimswhoarguedagainstChristianbelief.Whilethereissomeelementof
superioritythreadingthroughhiswork,itdoesnotcontainthenegativityor
polemicalaggressiontowardIslamthatemergesinlatercenturies.Atthistime,
thedominantsenseisofChristianshavingsomethingtoofferMuslimsasthey
seektounderstandtheirownfaithinabroadercontext.Gaudeulremarksthat
suchwork‘maybeoneoftheearliestinstancesofChristiantheologyoffering
itshelptootherbelieverswithoutanyulteriormotive’.7

ApredominatingformofearlydialoguefromtheChristianperspectivemay
beseenintheworkoftheNestorianpatriarch,Timothy(728-823).8Christians
werebyandlargepreoccupiedwithstatingandre-statingreceivedorthodoxy
incleartermsandinadeterminedstyle.Creedalfaith,aspromulgatedbycon-
ciliar and episcopal decree, would be proclaimed in a rather matter-of-fact
way.ThetextofTimothy’sApology,hismainworkwhichwasusedbymany
generations of Christians, derives directly from dialogical engagement with
theMuslimCaliph,al-Mahdi.QuestionsareputbytheMuslimtotheChristian.
Theresponseisasimplestatementoffaith:thereisnoattemptatbridgingthe
divide between Muslim and Christian worlds of discourse; no advance in
mutual understanding is made, nor is it possible. Such ‘dialogue’ is really a

6 SeeReinholdGlei,‘JohnofDamascus’inD.ThomasandB.Roggema(Eds),Christian-Muslim 
Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 1 (600-900)(Leiden&Boston:Brill,2009),pp.296-
301.

7 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.30.
8 Patriarchfrom780,Timothywasheadofamissionarychurch(withmissionstobothIndia

andChina).HewasactivewithChurchreformandtheeducationofhisclergy.FluentinGreek,
SyriacandArabic,hemovedtoBaghdadsothat,asheadandspokespersonforhisChurch,he
wouldhavedirectaccess to theCaliphof the Islamicempire.SeeMartinHeimgartner,
‘TimothyI’ inThomasandRoggema(Eds),Christian-Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical 
History. Vol. 1,pp.515-519.
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variantofparallelmonologue.Thiswasthepatternthatwastoholdinrespect
ofChristian–Muslimengagementovermanycenturies.Meanwhile,therewas
evidenceofdevelopingsophisticationof Islamicargument.Aninthcentury
MuslimretorttoChristiancritiquesofIslamwasgivenbyoneAlial-Tabari,a
formerNestorianChristianwhowroteasaconverttoIslam,stressingtheinco-
herence of Christian teaching.9 At this stage Muslim critics focussed on
‘problemsattendantupontheIncarnation,echoingcriticsofformertimesby
askinghowabeingcouldbebothdivineandhuman,howGodcoulddie,how
hecouldcontroltheuniverseifhewasonearth,andsoon’.10Gaudeulargues
thatinthewritingsofal-Tabaricanbeseen‘anattemptmadebyaconvertto
findpeaceofmindthroughachievingasynthesisbetweenhisformerfaithand
hisnewbelief....ThiswouldbesimilartotheChristianwayofreadingtheOld
Testament’.11Nonethelessal-Tabarididarticulateanumberof ‘embarrassing
questions’forChristianswhichtypifythenatureofissuesraisedintheencoun-
ter:‘CanGodundergosuffering?’;‘IsChristGodorman?’;‘IsChristthecreator
oracreature?’andsoon.Furthermore,hefocusedonthecriteriaoftruereli-
gionaskingifthecriteriausedagainstIslamcouldnotbeusedequallyagainst
Christianity. This applied particularly to the issue of prophethood and the
chargebyChristiansthatMuhammaddidnotfitthepatternorprofileofan
authenticprophet.Al-TabaridrewtogetherQuranictextswhichsettherules
fordialogue,sofarasIslamicscripturalwarrantisconcerned:beliefinthepre-
viousrevelationsfromtheoneandthesameGod;beliefintheveracityofthe
revelationthroughMuhammadwithoutdistinction;theutteronenessofGod
whoonlyistheLordtobeserved,andwhowillnotguidehispeopleintoerror.

By way of stylistic contrast, another early paradigm of direct dialogue
involvesexamplesofcorrespondencethattookplace,whetherpurportedlyor
actually,betweenaChristianandaMuslimscholar.Forinstance,duringthe
ninthcentury,therewasthedialogicalconversationofthesupposedMuslim
letterof al-HashimiandtheChristianresponseofal-Kindi.12Thetwo‘letters’
weremostprobablyasinglesole-authoredwork,andquitelikelybyaChristian
usingsymbolicnamesandthemodeofanapparentinterchangeoflettersin
ordertoportrayadialogicaldebate.Al-Hashimi,inaletterofsome37pages,
presents Islam and argues anti-Christian polemics; al-Kindi, in a 230-page
retort,givesaChristianapologetictogetherwithacritiqueofIslam.Thiswork

9 SeeD.Thomas,‘EarlyMuslimRelationswithChristianity’,Anvil,6/1(1989),pp.23-31.
10 Thomas,‘EarlyMuslimRelations’,p.27.
11 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.42.
12 SeeLauraBottini, ‘TheApologyofAl-Kindi’ inThomasandRoggema(Eds), Christian-

Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 1,pp.585-594.
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‘representsthestateofChristian–Muslimdialogueasitwastakingplacedaily
amongcivilservantsandeducatedpeople’13andisveryimportantforthehis-
tory of Christian–Muslim dialogue. Most Muslim writers in later periods
attempted in onewayoranother toansweral-Kindi.Formanygenerations,
ChristianshaveknownIslamthroughthedescriptiongivenby these letters,
which were translated into Latin from the 12th century onwards, so making
them available to the Church and scholars in the West. At the time of al-
Hashimiandal-Kindi thekey issuestohaveemergedwereundoubtedlythe
questionoftheveracityandstatusofthedoctrineoftheTrinityontheone
hand,andthelegitimacyandintegrityoftheQurʾānontheother.Eachpropo-
nentaccusedtheotheroffalsityandcredulityinregardstothesetworespective
foundationalelementsoffaith.

DialogueunderMuslimruletookplaceinmanycontextsandengagedmany
forms,bothoralandwritten.Theencounterwasrootedinlivedexperiential
engagementandrelationship.Andifthetoneofexchangewasinitiallycourte-
ousandcalm,politicssooneffectedashift fromtolerancetointolerance;so
‘dialogue’graduallybecameanarena forhostileengagement rather thanan
exerciseinfriendlyencounter.Indeed,Islamhadeffectivelyproducedasetof
limitingconventionstothegame-playofdialogicalencounter:therecouldbe
no direct criticism of Islam, the Qurʾān or Muhammad. From the Christian
pointofview,referencetothescripturesbecamelessacceptableanduseful:
MuslimswereinclinedtomodifyscripturalmeaningintheserviceofIslam(so
al-Tabari)orrejectthescripturesoutrightasfalsified(soal-Hashimi).Butthe
contextandexperienceofdirectdialoguewasnottheonlymodeofencounter
betweenMuslimandChristian.

IntheWestanindirectdialogue ofsortswaspursued.Inmarkedcontrastto
theEast,theWesternChristianEmpiredidnothavethedialogical‘partner’,as
itwere,residingwithin,noratthattimeengagedwithatitsborders.Christians
withintheWesternempireaddressedIslamandMuslimsfromadistance,and
acrossalsoalanguagebarrier–writersofLatin,thelingua francaoftheWest,
addressedArabicwritingandspeakingMuslims.ThiswassimilarforEastern
Christianitywhose lingua francawasGreek.Dialoguewas thus indirectand
mediate.Directdialoguepresupposesatleastacommonlanguageifnotalsoa
sharedworldview,orfundamentalandaxiomaticpresuppositions;dialogueis
a mode of communication, after all. Also, indirect dialogue was effectively
servinganotherpurposethanthatofdirectdialogicalencounter,fortheindi-
rect mode was not self-reflexive: it did not raise the question of ‘dialogical
attitude’inrespectoftheinternalintellectualtaskofdialogicalengagement

13 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.52.
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suchasmightbethecasetoday.Rather,inspeakingaboutthereligious‘other’,
ostensiblytothatotherbutinfacttotheirown,‘dialogue’wasoftensubordi-
natedtointernalapologetics.Nevertheless,

Protected as they are by political or linguistic borders, the authors are
pronetothrowinsultsatIslam,MuhammadandMuslims...(with)inthe
backgroundalltheresentmentoftheByzantinesorofotherpopulations
whohavesuffereddefeatatthehandsoftheMuslims.Itisoftenthemili-
tanttoneofWarliterature.14

It isnotdifficulttodemonstratethatindirectdialogueintheearlyepochof
Islamic expansion was more a matter of diatribe and invective than dispas-
sionateengagementinmutualunderstandingandcriticalself-reflection.

On the other hand, there is a famous example of dialogue by correspon-
denceinthenamesoftheByzantine(Christian)EmperorLeoIII(717-741)and
theUmayyadCaliphUmarII(717-720),butquitepossiblycompiledintheclos-
ing years of the ninth century.15 There is no particular originality in these
documents, but they do provide a good example of the typical dialogical
encounteroftheera.TheMuslimletterarguesthatJewsandChristiansadul-
terated the scriptures; that Jesus is not God; that Christian salvation is
problematicandthatChristianpracticesareindeedmisleading.Itthengoes
ontogiveanswertotheChristiancritiqueofIslam;toassertMuhammadasa
genuineprophetandtoaffirmthatIslamisvalidatedbyitsverysuccess.The
ChristianletterretortswiththewitnessofscripturethatJesusistheWordof
God;thatthereisinfactanundergirdingunityofallChristians;andthatthe
Qurʾānisfalsified.ItgoesontoargueinfavouroftheTrinity,assertthedivinity
ofChrist,andofferadefenceofChristianpractices.Itendswithanattackon
Islamicpracticesanddiscussionsofothersundryitems.Gaudeulnotesthat,
withthisexchange,‘wereachtheendofthefirstperiodofChristian–Muslim
dialogue:aperiodofclumsyeffortsoneithersidetotryanddefinetheirown
positioninfrontofthe“other”,andtoformulatetherelevantobjectionstothe
otherdoctrine’.16Althoughmoreusedasrhetoricaldevicesforself-promotion,
thedialogicalencounters thus farnotedreveal that thepatternof styleand
content,ifnotalsotheformandargumentativesubstance,hademerged;and
thesehadbecomequitefixed.

14 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.62.
15 See Mark Swanson, ‘The Arabic letter of Leo III to ‘Umar II’, inThomas and Roggema

(Eds),Christian-Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 1,pp.377-380.
16 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.74.



16 Chapter2

2 Relations in an Epoch of Equilibrium

Duringtheeleventhandtwelfthcenturiestheearlyanddramaticexpansionof
theIslamicdynasticempirewaschecked;politicalfragmentationandrelative
weaknessensued.This resulted,effectively, ina formofgeo-political re-bal-
ancing of the worlds of Islam and Christendom, at least around the
Mediterraneanbasin. Itwas the timewhenChristianitymadeanaggressive
comeback.Spurredonbytheemergenceoftheneweuropeancivilisationout
ofEurope’sDarkAge,crusadestorecovertheHolyLandfromtheinfidelwere
inaugurated.17 By now Islam had known several centuries of untrammelled
development and growth, with military success and political and cultural
achievementaconfirmationofdivinesanction.Indeed,Islamhadbeenmili-
tarilyonthewinningsideandhadfoundprideinitsvictories,whileChristians
had seemed destined for the losing side. However, after 1050 ‘the trend had
stopped and Christians and Muslims met on the battlefield on equal terms.
MilitarysuccesscouldnolongerbeinvokedasasignofGod’sapproval’.18

Intheeconomicspherethewindsofchangewereblowinginfavourofthe
West.Ownershipofthemostprosperoustradingvessels,entrepreneurialini-
tiative,andtheprofitsandpowerthatwentwiththat,whichhadoncebeen
thelotofMuslims,shiftedwestwards.Atthesametimetherewasagrowing
mutualmilitancyandintolerance:eachwasinclinedtoinvoketheideaofthe
HolyWaragainsttheotherside.IntheChristianWestthismadeforresurgence
andrenewalinspiritualmatterswhich,coupledwithgrowthinmaterialpros-
perity,stimulatedanewself-awarenessandself-confidence.Europe‘idealised
the figure of the Pilgrim and Knight defending Christendom against its
enemies’,19amotifthatexistsstilltoday.Andtheworldviewclashthatexisted
betweenChristianandMuslim,fuelledontheChristiansidebyawhollynega-
tiveviewofIslamasgivenoutinsermonsandwritings,alsopertainedtothe
clashbetweenChristianRoman(Latin)WestandChristianByzantine(Greek)
East:thiswastheageoftheGreatSchisminChristianityandtheinitialafter-
mathofmutualChristiananathemaandanimosity.Andwithinandamongthe
Muslimcommunity jihadwasexalted inbooksandpoems;regulationscon-
cerningthedhimmīcommunitiesproliferatedandintensifiedinhumiliation;

17 AmongthemanyhistoriesoftheCrusades,seeforexample:ThomasAsbridge,The Cru-
sades: The Authoritative History of the War for the Holy Land (NewYork:HarperCollins,
2010).SeealsoZacharyKarabell,Peace Be Upon You: Fourteen Centuries of Muslim, Chris-
tian, and Jewish Conflict and Cooperation(NewYork,NY:VantageBooks,2007),pp.87-114.

18 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.81.
19 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.82.
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andtheriseofbothanti-Christianandanti-Jewishpolemicsspawnedconcom-
itantriotsandmassacres.

Atonelevelthiswasanageofintenseantagonismandasee-sawofviolent
outburstbetweenChristianityandIslam:neithersideexactlyhadtheupper
hand; on another level it saw a mutual cultural exchange which also gave a
sense of balancing counterpoint. Islamic intellectual greatness flowered on
threefronts:intheology,philosophy,andmysticism.Furthermore,are-invigo-
rated Christian mission to Muslims accompanied the era of the Crusades
(1095-1270).Gradually,however,zealforevangelicalconversiontemperedthe
zestformilitaryconquest.Atthesametime,eachreligionlookedtoitsown
innerconsolidation.InthedevelopmentoforthodoxywithinIslam,andthe
promulgation of defining criteria, principles, and methods, Muslim scholars
tendedtowardstheologicaloptionsthatofferedprotectionagainst‘Christian
contamination’.AndChristianswerenolessadeptinproducingtheirowndis-
creditingdiatribesagainstIslam.Thesehavepersistedeversince.Bothsides
consolidatedtheirparadigmsandplatformsofprejudice.

TheBible’smultiplehumanauthorshipwastakenbyMuslimstomeanthat
thetextofChristianscripturewasinsomewayfalsified(tahrif),orthatithad
sufferedtextualsubstitution(tabdil).Theargumentused,andwhichhasfound
echoandrepetitiondowntotoday,was:alterationcouldhavehappened;the
existenceoftextualdiscrepancies,inconsistenciesandcontradictionsproveit
didhappen.ThusChristiandoctrinewascondemnedasfalse.Thedoctrineof
theTrinitywasregularlyattackedasaninventionandindeedself-contradic-
tory:Howcanthreethingsbeone?Theincarnationwasconstantlycriticised
asanimpossibilityandalsoanabsurdity.IfGodbecomesman,heisnolonger
God;ifamanbecomesGod,heisnolongerman.IfChristiscomposedofboth,
HeisneitherGodnorman.

Anti-ChristianIslamicpolemicsofthisperiodcanbefoundintheworkof
thefamousMuslimscholaral-Ghazali(1059-1111).20Onthebasisoftheaccep-
tanceofboththetruthofIslamandtheauthenticityoftheChristianscriptures,
an Islamic hermeneutic is then applied to the Christian scripture in which
textsimplyingthedivinityofJesusarereadallegoricallyandtextsimplyinghis
humanityarereadliterally.FromthisthereflowsdetailedrebuttalofChristian
claims, together with an Islamic explication of Christian phenomena. This
formsasomewhatnewdeparture,anapproachthateclipsesthehithertodom-
inant pattern of this era. Meanwhile, from the Christian side there may be

20 For a concise discussion, see Maha El Kaisy-Friemuth, ‘Al-Ghazali’ in D. Thomas and
A. Mallett (Eds), Christian-Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 3 (1050-1200)
(Leiden&Boston:Brill,2011),pp.363-369.
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foundanexampleofanapologeticalstyleofdialogicaltreatise,writteninthe
earlyeleventhcenturyinaclimateofconsiderablemutualrespectandopen-
nessbetweenMuslimandChristian.SuchatreatisewaswrittenbyaNestorian
bishop,Elias(975-1046),whobecameMetropolitanofNisibis(ontheborderof
present-dayTurkeyandSyria).21AnattemptismadetoexplaintheTrinityby
usinguniversalphilosophicalcategories;theneedtosearchforacommonlan-
guage about God is advocated: indeed, ‘no human language about God can
avoidbeinganalogicalormetaphorical’.22Theeirenicalworkofsuchaschol-
arlypersonasEliasnotwithstanding,theepochofwhichheispartismorean
age of enhanced missionary motivation and praxis than polite and erudite
inquiry.Nevertheless,thespiritofeirenicalengagementwasfurtheredbynone
otherthanPopeGregoryVII(1020-1085).23Despiteavarietyofbattlesthattook
placebetweenMuslimsandChristiansduringhistimeasPontiff,Gregorycon-
tinuedtostresspeacefulmissionaryoutreachand,in1076,wrotealettertoa
Muslimleader,al-Nazir,inresponsetothelatter’srequestthatthePopeordain
abishopfortheChristiansunderhisrule.24ThePope’sletterisnotableinthat
heavoidsanyantagonisticstatements–heneitherdeprecatesIslamnorele-
vatesChristianityoverit–and,indeed,hestressescommonelementsoffaith
andtheworkingofGodinbothreligions.

AnewChristianparadigmemergedwiththeworkofPetertheVenerable
(PeterofCluny;1094-1156)inregardstohisrefutationofIslamasasectarian
heresy.25 Gaudeul has analysed Peter’s reasoning as follows: (1) Muslims are
obligedbytheQurʾāntoregardthebooksoftheBibleasrevealedbyGod.(2)
Owing to inconsistencies between Qurʾān and Bible, one of the two books
mustberejected.(3)TheBiblecannotberejected:thatwouldbeagainstthe
Qurʾān.Butthereverseispossible.(4)ItcanbeprovedfromboththeBibleand
theQurʾānthat:(i)TheQurʾānwasnotrevealedbyGod,and(ii)Muhammad
wasnotaprophet(accordingtotheBiblicalmeaningoftheterm).26ForPeter,
Islamhadtobeanswered,andofhisowneffortsheclaimed‘tohaveareally

21 SeeJuanPedroMonferrerSala,‘EliasofNisibi’,inD.ThomasandA.Mallett(Eds),Chris-
tian-Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 2 (900-1050)(Leiden&Boston:Brill,
2010),pp.727-741.

22 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.102.
23 SeeTomazMastnak, ‘GregoryVII’, inThomasandMallett(Eds),Christian-Muslim Rela-

tions. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 3,pp.182-203.
24 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.104.
25 SeDominqueIogna-PratandJohnTolan,‘PeterofCluny’,inThomasandMallett(Eds),

Christian-Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 3,pp.604-610.
26 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.118.
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suitablereplyasaChristianarmouryagainstthispestilence’.27Yethewroteto
Muslimsseekingtoredressmilitaryapproaches(attackanddestroy)withmis-
sionaryones(persuadeandconvert),thus:‘Idonotattackyou–Muslims–as
ourpeopleoftendo,byarms,butbywords;notbyforce,butbyreason,notin
hatred,butinlove’.28Peterwasnotattemptingdialogueaswewouldunder-
stand it today. He learnt about Islam in order to provide Christians with an
‘armoury’tocounterit;hisconcernwastoprovetheotherwrongandhisstyle
reflectedtheemergenceofscholasticismasthepredominantmethodofreli-
giousdiscourseandreflection,whichthenprevailedforseveralcenturies.

3 Relationships in an Epoch of Exhortation 

Thethirteenthandfourteenthcenturieswhich,sofarastheWestisconcerned,
markstheshiftfromlatemedievaltotheearlymodernperiod,maybeviewed
asanepochofexhortation.DuringthisperiodtheworldsofbothIslamand
Christianity underwent great change. The Crusader states steadily declined
andfizzled:IslamregainedmuchofwhatithadformerlylosttotheChristians.
ThencametheMongolinvasionsthatdisruptedandchangedforevertheshape
ofdar al-Islam.TheseedsofeventualOttomanascendancywerealsosown.
AnewEuropewasemerging,signallingnewculturaldevelopment;newpros-
perityandgrowingself-confidencecoupledwithbothaspiritualrenewaland
a revitalised militaristic outlook. Indeed, the emergence of this Europe pre-
dominatedintheencounterbetweenIslamandChristianity.Thewarringclash
betweenthesetwoworldswasasmuchpsychologicalasphysicallymilitaristic.
Self-imageandtheimageofthe‘other’wereimportantdimensions.AsGaudeul
notes:‘Europehaddiscovereditsexistenceas“Christendom”atthetimeofthe
firstCrusade....Itwasnowexploringitsroots(GreekandLatincultures)aswell
asbearingnewfruits(newstructuresandnations).Agreatneedwasfeltfor
the integration of all these elements in a Christian synthesis’.29 And, at the
sametime,the‘Muslimworldhadbeentornbystrifeandthreatenedinitsvery
existencebytheMongolinvasion.Theaftermath...wasmarkedbyareturntoas
orthodoxawayofthinkingandoflivingascouldbeachieved’.30TheChristian
negativeimageofIslamthathademergedasthevirtualstandardperspective
sawthisreligious‘other’asafalsehoodandadeliberateperversionoftruth;as

27 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.119.
28 Ibid.
29 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.129.
30 Ibid.
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beingareligionofviolence,spreadbythesword;asawayofself-indulgence
andlicentiousness;asinspiredbySatanandfoundedbytheAntichrist–iden-
tified,ofcourse,asMuhammad.Muslimscould,anddid,holdmuchthesame
kindofimageofChristianity.UnderMuslimrule,thesituationofthedhimmī
communitiesdeterioratedfurther,butsotoodidthestateofreligiousminori-
ties,especiallyJews,intheChristianWest.Humiliationanddegradationofthe
otherwastheorderoftheday.

Image is a function of imagination.The religious imagination, fuelled by
hatredandprejudice,resultedinadehumanisingimageofthereligious‘other’.
IslamwasperceivedbymanyastheantithesisofChristianity.Christianitywas
proclaimedoverandagainstallfalsehoodsandidolatries,ofwhichIslamwas
themostpotentandthreatening.ThiswastheageofThomasAquinas(1225-
1274).31Hisgreatwork,Summa Contra Gentiles(1259-1254),waswrittentohelp
withmissionaryeffortsinrespectofnon-Christians,ingeneral,andMuslims
inparticular.Herewasahigh-watermarkoftheshapingoftheChristiannega-
tive image of the other, now given intellectual respectability and reasoned
perspective.Aquinas,andbeforehimhisteacherAlberttheGreat(1200-1280),
hadrediscoveredAristotelianlogicandmetaphysicsfromtheworkofMuslim
philosophers.32 This opened to the West new ways of thinking and new
approachestotheunderstandingofrealitywhichwasmuchmorefavourable
toscientificempirical inquiry thanhadpreviouslybeenthecase. Inrespect
of theological reflection, both in general and with regard to interreligious
encounters,StThomas’methodwastomaximisetheuseofreasonanddraw
on scripture for illustration. As faith includes supra-rational mystery that is
beyondreason–beingapprehensibleonlyasrevelation–argumentsfromrea-
soncannotthereforeprovefaithorconvincetheunbeliever.Butargumentcan
answer argument, showing up insufficiency and logical weakness. Aquinas’
reasonable assumption was that the Christian could meet both Jewish and
Muslimco-religionistat intellectualdepthbecausethere isacommonneed
for, and ability to grasp, the truth. Furthermore, it was possible to do this
becausethecategoriesofsuchdiscourse,derivedfromGreekphilosophy,were
heldincommon.Thustheoverridingtaskwastoseekthecommonfaith-expe-
rience and a common language to talk about it, a goal still relevant today.
Interestingly, in the spirit of St Thomas Aquinas, the Spaniard Ramon Llull

31 SeeJohnTolan,‘ThomasAquinas’,inD.ThomasandA.Mallett(Eds),Christian-Muslim 
Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 4 (1200-1350)(Leiden&Boston:Brill,2012),pp.521-
529.

32 See, forexample,OliverLeaman,An Introduction to Classical Islamic Philosophy (Cam-
bridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,2002).
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(RaymondLull;c.1232-1315)undertookamissionisingdialoguewithJewsand
Muslimsonthegroundsofthecommonalityofreason.33Ofthisattemptto
relatepositivelytoMuslimsduringthisepoch,MichaelNazir-Alicomments,
‘RaymondLulladvocatedapeacefulapproachtoIslaminsteadoftheCrusades’;
and he notes also that ‘Francis of Assisi actually visited Saladin during the
Crusades,andJohnWyclifferefusedtodenythebeatificvisiontoMuslims’.34It
wasnotallamatterofhostilityandwar;intimationsofsalaamoccurredinthe
midstofthehortatoryanimosity.

4 Relations in an Epoch of Enmity 

Thefifteenthtoeighteenthcenturies,onthewhole,mayberegardedasanage
ofaggressiveclashes.ThiswasatimeofpredominanceoftheOttomancaliph-
ate;fortheWest,theterms‘Turk’and‘Muslim’becameeffectivelysynonymous
andinterchangeable.Christian–Muslimclashesebbedandflowedinplacesas
far flungasNorthAfrica,Ethiopia, East Africa,andSouthEastAsia. In 1492
SpainwasdrawnbackintothefoldoftheChristianWestwiththetriumphof
IsabellaandFerdinandand, in thesameyear,ChristopherColumbussetoff
withSpanishblessingtoexploreandconqueraNewWorld.Indeed,thisera
wasatimeofdramaticgeographicexpansionoftheChristianWest’sOldWorld
intotheNewWorld.ItalsosawtheemergenceofEuropeintomodernnation
states. Geo-political change was dramatic and far-reaching. In consequence
‘Christian–Muslimdialoguewasaffectedbythischangesincetherewouldno
longer be encounters between “Muslims” and “Christians”, but encounters
between“Turks”(or“Moors”)and“Frenchmen”,“Spaniards”,or“Germans”.’35It
wasalsothetimeoftheEuropeanwarsofreligionandofhugechangewrought
bytheReformationoftheChristianWest.Itmarkstheemergenceofthemod-
ernera,ortheageofmodernity.

Christianity,inthiscontext,becameabsorbedwithitsowninternalprob-
lems, itsownencountersandclashes,and this resulted inaneraof relative
indifference towards Islam, although the inclination to see Islam as ‘just
another heresy that had to be eradicated, by violence if need be’ persisted

33 SeeHarveyHames, ‘RamonLlull’, inThomasandMallett (Eds),Christian-Muslim Rela-
tions. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 4,pp.703-717.

34 Michael Nazir-Ali, Frontiers in Muslim–Christian Encounter (Oxford: Regnum Books,
1991),p.18.

35 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.188.



22 Chapter2

nonetheless.36Andbehindthisenmitytherelayanincreasingdivergenceof
fundamental aspects of worldview. Renaissance and Humanism, the roots
of western secularisation, had emerged to drive the wedge deeper between
Christian and Muslim perspectives. As Gaudeul notes, whereas ‘European
thinkingstartedfromHumanRights,IslamicthinkingwasbasedonGod’sLaw,
orGod’sRighttoMan’sobedience.Inthe13thcentury,ChristianandMuslim
scholarsspokethesamelanguage;inthe18thcenturytheirphilosophicalviews
hadbecomeincompatible’.37

AtthesametimetheMuslimworldspreadgloballyanddiversifiedcultur-
allythroughoutIndia,Africa,andAsia,withconcomitantproblemsandissues
for the Islamic Ummah. Ottoman rule in traditionally Muslim lands of the
MiddleEast,NorthAfrica,Egyptandsoon,madeforagreateremphasisonlaw
andorder,withareturntodoctrinalorthodoxy,rigidcontroloverscholarsand
writers, and domestication of Sufi Brotherhoods. Attitudes of Islam to
Christianityoscillatedbetweenindifferenceandhostility.Ineffect,bothIslam
andChristianity‘sharedthesameplanetbutmentallytheylivedintwoworlds,
and,astimewenton,thementaluniverseofeachsocietygrewmoreimpervi-
oustothethinking,thevaluesandmotivations,andindeedthewholemental
universe of the other’.38 For the Christian West, the pressing reality of the
OttomanEmpireevokedvariousattemptsataresponsetoIslam,even,from
somequarters,acalltoChristianstorenouncetheresponsesofmilitarismand
have recourse, instead, to ways of peaceful engagement with this religious
other.Inthiscontext,adreamoftheessentialunity-in-diversityofallreligions
wasabroad,givenexpressionbyNicholasofCusa(1401-1464)throughhisUna 
religio in rituum varietate(OneReligioninaVarietyofRites).39

Nicholaswroteanimaginarydialoguebetweenmembersofdifferentfaiths
inwhichhesoughttoexposethe‘fundamentalunityinreligioneventhough
eachcommunityworshipsGodbydifferentritesandunderdifferentnames’.40
Thiswas,ineffect,anearlyattempttodealconstructivelywiththerealityof
religious plurality as it was then encountered and apprehended. But the
Reformation and the Ottoman Empire reinforced the notion that, for
Christianity,Islamwasaninherentthreattoberesisted.Luther(1483-1546)and

36 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.189.
37 Ibid.
38 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.191.
39 SeeJohnTolan,‘NicholasofCusa’,inD.ThomasandA.Mallett(Eds),Christian-Muslim 

Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 5 (1350-1500)(Leiden&Boston:Brill,2013),pp.421-
428.

40 Kimball,Striving, p.44.
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beforehimDante(1265-1321),41gavecolourfulandvehementexpressiontothis
perspective.AsKimballcomments:‘Thisbias,rootedininaccurateandinvidi-
ous caricature, is a firm fixture in the cultural heritage bequeathed to
contemporary Western civilization’.42 Nonetheless, people such as Nicholas
attemptedaChristianexegesisofthetextsoftheQurʾāntoshowthat,deep
down,theQurʾānagreeswithChristianity.Butthentheywouldgoontoprove
thesuperiorityofChristianityoverIslam.Opennesshasitslimitsafterall.

ThemainthrustofChristianity’sperspectiveonIslamhardenedagainfrom
the late fifteenth century. For instance, a French bishop decreed that ‘Islam
was the enemy of the Christians.To violence the only answer was violence.
DiscussioncouldonlyweakenthepurposeofChristianarmies’.43Suchviews
resonatestilltoday.Andalthoughthereweresomewhowereopentointerfaith
discussionswithMuslimsinawaythatprefiguresthemodernapproachtodia-
logue,suchopennesswas,arguably,‘basedonanillusionaboutthetrueextent
ofthedifferencesbetweenIslamandChristianity’and‘thedesiretoreturnto
amoreevangelicalattitude inspreading theGospel’.44 In theendrelational
opennesswasshort-lived:optimismbasedondiscernedcommonalitiesgave
waytothedespairofincontrovertiblydistinctivedifferences.

Meanwhile, so faras themajorityofChurch leadersandChristiansmore
widelywereconcerned,therewasafundamentalhostilitytowardIslamandto
Muslims.Itwasasmuch‘Christendom’as‘Christianity’thatstoodopposedto
Islam. And uppermost in the European consciousness was the threatening
reality of the Turks. Christian military victories resulted in decrees giving
Muslimsthechoiceofconversionorexpulsionas,forexample,inSpain.Those
whoconvertedremainedeversuspectandfedthe insatiableappetiteof the
Inquisition. Muslim reaction included resistance, adaptation, and compro-
miseaspossibleresponsestoenforcedconversiontoChristianity.Dissimulation
forthepurposeofsurvivalwaslegitimated.Allcouldbewell,providedone’s
heartissetonIslam;inotherwords,adistinctionwasmadebetweenoutward
behaviourandinnerintention.Indeed,afatwawasissuedallowingthemain-
tenance of mental reservations whilst publicly professing Christian faith.
Doubleallegianceor‘bi-confessionalism’wasdeemedallowable,althoughthe
criticismofsyncretismnonethelessprevailed.

41 SeePaolodeVentura, ‘DanteAlighieri’, inThomasandMallett (Eds),Christian-Muslim 
Relations. A Bibliographical History. Vol. 4,pp.784-793.

42 Kimball,Striving, p.44.
43 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.198.
44 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.199.
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OutofthisepochasetofthemesofMuslimanti-Christianpolemicscanbe
readily discerned. The Trinity was attacked through rational argument and
scripturalscrutinyaswellasfromtheQurʾān;Christwastreatedasbeingnot
divine,ratherasbeingthesameinhumanstatusasotherprophets.Hisdeath
andsalvificrolewerechallengedifnotnegated.Muhammadwasaffirmedas
superior to Jesus. Church ideology, structures, and practices were criticised
andattacked;Islamwaspropoundedasapuredoctrinewithoutsuperstition,
havingapurescriptureandbeingvictorious.Interestingly,itisworthnoting
that many Muslims used, against Christianity as a whole, arguments that
Protestants were using against Catholics. Intra-religious and inter-religious
dynamics,aswemightsaytoday,wereinevidenceinthisearlymodernperiod.

Nonetheless,asurprisinglymodernsoundingapproachemergedwiththe
ChristianscholarLudovicoMarraci (1612-1700)whocritiqued theQurʾān for
Christiansyet,at thesametime,advocatedanapproach to Islambywayof
identifying three different modes of encounter: a scientific approach that
soughtknowledgeofIslamfromMuslimsources;theologicalreflectiononthis,
whereby an attempt is made to find a certain coherence between Christian
beliefandtheinformationaboutIslam;andthemissionaryresponse,which
promotesaparticulardialoguewithMuslimswhereincareistakennottogive
offenceandatthesametimepainsaretakentorendertheChristianmessage
intelligibletoMuslims.45Wewillseethisapproachovertlyechoedinthework
oftheAfricanProgrammeforChristian-MuslimRelations(seebelow).Onthe
whole,however,duringthis‘epochofenmity’effectivedialogicalengagement
wasvirtuallynon-existent:any ‘encounters’wereforthepurposesofmutual
refutation,thechallengeofcombativecontroversy,orelsetheattemptatmis-
sionaryconversion.

5 Relations in an Epoch of Exploration 

Gaudeul refers to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as an age of ‘Old
QuarrelsandNewPerspectives’.Itcanbeseen,too,asatimeofgreatexplora-
tiononmanyfronts.Ontheonehand,withrespecttobothaninnerquestfor
self-awareness, appreciation and understanding as well as, on the other, in
regardstotheexteriorquestforknowledgeandunderstandingoftheexternal
world,includingthatofthe‘other’–howsoeverdefinedandconfigured.Inour
context,itreferstotheself-reflectionandtheinternal‘discovery’thatcanbe
discernedoperativeintheworldsofChristianityandIslam,aswellasbetween

45 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.213.
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them.ThenineteenthcenturyusheredintheEuropeanIndustrialrevolution
anditsvarioussocio-politicalsequae, includingcolonialexpansionandcon-
solidation and great advances in many fields of scientific and exploratory
endeavour.Itwasaperiodthatsawtheriseofthemodernmissionarymove-
ment, especially in respect to the Protestant West. Indeed, the epoch of
explorationisalsoanageofmutualmission:Christianevangelismontheone
hand;Islamicda’wahontheother.TheexploratorymotifinIslamattheearlier
stage of this epoch was arguably more muted, but it certainly forged ahead
duringthetwentiethcentury,especiallywheretherewasstrongpositiveinter-
actionswiththeChristianwest(largelythecaseinthenineteenthandearly
twentiethcenturies).

Thesecenturiesalsowitnessedthedeclineandeventualdemise,in1924,of
the Ottoman Empire along with the emancipation of Christian countries,
includingGreece,Serbia,andRumaniafromIslamicrule.Tragically,thiswas
accompaniedatpointswithreactionarymassacresofChristiansbyMuslims,
suchasoccurredwithLebaneseandSyrians,andespeciallyalsotheArmenians.
Furthermore, the demise of the Ottoman rule that had dominated in the
ArabianPeninsulaopenedthewayfortherisetopredominanceintheMiddle
East–andbeyond–ofSaudiArabia.PartsoftheMuslimworldemergedinthe
courseofthisepochwithnew-foundvigourandpoliticalclout.Butinmany
other quarters, especially where Muslim lands and peoples were within the
territories of western colonial empires, the hegemonic position of theWest
duringthisepochsignalledrathermorethehumiliationofIslamandMuslims:
non-MuslimswereusurpingtheIslamicheritage.Broadlyspeaking,duringthis
epoch,andespeciallyfromthelatenineteenthtothemid-twentiethcenturies,
Islam was being – or perceived itself to be – judged, from within in some
quarters,byitsabusesandtemporalweaknessesanddefinedintermsofback-
wardness, fatalism, and fanaticism. Muslim laxity in terms of piety and
intentionalitywasregarded,intheeyesofcriticalandreactionaryMuslims,as
acontributing–perhapscriticallyso–factor.Thescenewassetforaninternal
explorationofwhatitmeanstobeMuslimthatwouldleadtotheresurgence
of stricter forms of Muslim identity; eventually yielding today’s variants of
Islamism.Indeed,theinevitableinternalIslamicresponsewasaresurgencein
reformandrevivalism,encompassingtheological,spiritual,politicalandsocial
dimensionsofIslam.

Throughout the twentieth century there has been a continuing Western
hegemony,albeitwithashift in focaldrivers fromtheBritishandEuropean
empirestothepost-WWIIcoldwarstalemateoftheUS-led‘West’overagainst
theUSSRanditscoterieofclientstates,andthencelatetwentiethcenturypre-
dominance of the United States of America with, among others, the rising
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powerofaresurgentChinaontheoneside,andasteadilyre-groupingandre-
emergenceofaninfluentialRussiaontheother.InitiallyWesternhegemony
emergedtonewheightsintheaftermathoftheFirstWorldWar.Post-World
WarII,thecomplexPalestine/Israelissuewasfollowedbytheshiftingsandsof
MiddleEastallegiancesandlater,withthefalloftheIronCurtain,theemer-
genceofthe‘ArabMuslim’asthearchetypical‘enemy’ofthe‘free’West.And
thisbringsustothepresentdaywherein,acenturyafteralliedwesternforces
didbattlewiththearmiesoftheOttomancaliphate,theWestisengagedwith
theself-proclaimedheirtothecaliphalheritage,viz.,theIslamicStateofIraq
and Shams – ISIS, or the so-called ‘Islamic State’ (IS).There is an historical
ironyatplay.For,inaway,thebirthofISIS,whilstattributabledirectlytorecent
events, problems and developments, nevertheless is traceable in part to the
demiseoftheOsmanli(Ottoman)predecessor.Thesenseofaspiraltrajectory
– if not advance, exactly – which can be a description for the journey of
ChristianengagementwithIslamcanbeusefullyappliedelsewhere.Othersof
themanyfactorsanddevelopmentspertainingtothecontoursandtrajectories
oftheepochofexplorationneednotdetainushereaswewillbeexploring
some particular features in the following chapters. We may note, however,
Gaudeul’sremark:‘Forcenturies,ChristianshadbeenhumiliatedbyMuslims,
while for the past 200 years it is the Muslims who have suffered and been
humiliatedatthehandsof“Christian”nations’.46

ThestoryofChristianity’sengagementwithIslamthroughouthistoryand
intothemodernera–andcertainlysincethemiddleofthetwentiethcentury
–isarguablyoneofaffinityandinquirystrugglingwithaninherentcounter-
vailing tendency to antipathy. In response to the efforts and methods of
Christianmissionaries,andinfulfilmentofitsownmissionarycalling,Islamic
effortstoactivelypromotethefaithandseekconversionshaveemergedsince
the late nineteenth century. Today, for example, the Muslim World League,
formed in 1962, promotes Islam in both Muslim and non-Muslim countries,
seeking ‘toexplainIslamicteachingsandprinciples ...andtoconfrontthose
trying to attack Islam or to convert Muslims’.47The underlying mutual per-
spectiveduringmuchof thisepochwouldseemtobe thatneither sidecan
conceiveoftheirproclamationof‘divinetruth’withoutaconcomitantdenun-
ciation and deprecation of the other’s viewpoint. Nevertheless, there have
beenmanyexamplesofdialogicalengagements thatmarkout theepochof

46 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.252.
47 Gaudeul,Encounters,p.275.
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exploration,andnotjustlimitedtoadialogueofMuslimswithChristians.48
Certainly, as we shall see, Christian–Muslim dialogue emerged in the latter
halfofthetwentiethcenturyassuminganewlevelofimportanceandinviting
newprospectsformutualexploration.Thishasonlyincreasedintheopening
decadeorsoofthetwenty-firstcentury.

48 See for example, Norman Solomon, Richard Harries andTimWinter (Eds), Abraham’s 
Children: Jews, Christian and Muslims in Conversation(London:T&TClark,2005);Perry
Schmidt-Leukel and Lloyd Ridgeon (Eds), Islam and Inter-Faith Relations: The Gerald 
Weisfeld Lectures 2006 (London: SCM Press, 2007), among many other records and
accountsofgenuineexploratorydialogicalconversations.
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Part 1

Engagement Underway: 20thC Ecumenical Journeys 
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Chapter3

World Council of Churches: c. 1910-1970

Theecumenicalmovement,sofarasrecenthistoryoftheChristianChurchis
concerned, has been one of the key defining features of Christianity in the
twentieth century. To all intents and purposes this movement commenced
withthe1910WorldMissionaryConferenceheldinEdinburgh,Scotland,which
wasitselfanoutcomeofnineteenthcenturyantecedents.From1910onwards,
ecumenicalChristianitynotonlyaddressedinternalissuespertainingtotheol-
ogy,self-understanding,andinter-churchrelations,italsoengagedwithwider
socialissuesandconcernsincludingthequestionoftherelationshiptopeo-
plesofotherfaiths.EcumenicalengagementwithIslamemergedwith,andout
of,thismodern-eraturnoftheChristianChurchtowardinterreligiousdialogue
and interfaith relations per se. What happened, and why? What have been
someofthesalientpointsofdevelopment?Whereisitallgoing?Inorderto
givethefullercontexttoecumenicalrelationswithIslamduringthetwentieth
century,andespeciallywithregardstomattersofinceptionandearlydialogue
developmental trajectory, it will be necessary to look, albeit briefly, at the
broader situation of ecumenical engagement in interreligious dialogue and,
indeed,tobeginwiththenineteenthcenturyinordertoprovidesomeback-
groundcontext.Accordingly,Icommencethischapterwithareviewofsome
ofthesalientnineteenthcenturyfeatures,thenexaminedevelopmentsinthe
dialogicalengagementofecumenicalChristianitywithIslamduringthetwen-
tiethcentury.Thus,followingthenineteenthcenturyreview,Ipayattentionto
eventsthatoccurredduringtheearlytwentiethcentury,includingthecritical
1938conferenceoftheInternationalMissionaryCouncil(IMC)–itselfadirect
productofthe1910Edinburghconference–heldinTambaram,India,andnote
theestablishmentoftheWorldCouncilofChurchesasthepointofmid-twen-
tiethcenturyecumenicalconsolidation,followedbyadiscussionoftheearly
mid-centuryyearsoftheWCC’sinterreligiousdialogicaldevelopment.

Itwillbenecessary,ontheway,toengageadiscussionof interest in,and
developmentsof,ChristianmissiontotheJewsbywayofadialogicalprecur-
sor. For both the ecumenical movement and, as we shall see, the Roman
CatholicChurchthepost-WarquestionoftheChurch’srelationswithJewsand
Judaismactedas theeffective fulcrumfor theadventofnewmid-twentieth
centurypoliciesfavouringinterreligiousdialogueper se.Thisprovedcriticalto
theemergenceofthenewecumenicaleraofinterreligiousdialogueaswellas
throwing into sharp relief the need for the Church to engage in dialogue
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withMuslimsquitespecifically.Indeed,itprovidedanimportantpromptand
modelforthecontemporarydialogicalrelationshipofChristianitytoMuslims
andIslam.IthenturntothepivotalStudyprogramme‘TheWordofGodand
theLivingFaithsofMen’.Anexaminationof thisdialogical study isalsoan
importantcontextualisingdiscussion.Itisarguablythiseventwhichmarksthe
launchoftheWCCshipintotheseasofinterreligiousdialogueand,fromthere,
into the harbours of engagement with Islam. Finally, I explore the develop-
ment of direct, intentional, and specifically Christian–Muslim dialogue as
undertakeninandthroughtheofficesandprogrammesoftheWCC.Thenext
chapter explores ensuing developments in these ecumenical relations with
Islam.

1 Nineteenth Century Dialogical Antecedents 

In part, the impetus for ecumenical involvement in interreligious dialogue
derivedfromnineteenthcenturymissionaryactivitieswhichinturnaroseout
oftheevangelicalrevivalineighteenthcenturyEnglandanditsAmericancor-
ollary,theGreatAwakening.VeryearlyinthenineteenthcenturytheEnglish
BaptistmissionaryWilliamCarey(1761-1834)–whoseownsailingfromEngland
toIndiainthelateeighteenthcenturycanbesaidtomarkthebeginningofthe
Protestant missionary movement1 – called for a meeting of missionaries to
addresscommonconcerns.2Thefirstsuchconference,asithappens,wasnot
held until 1846. From this gathering of some 800 Church leaders there was
bornthe‘EvangelicalAlliance’,anumbrellamissionary-orientedorganisation.3
FurtherconferenceswereheldinEnglandduringthenineteenthcenturyand
oneinNewYorkintheyear1900.4Atthisstage,ofcourse,missionaryinterests
didnotextendtodialogicalexplorationswithpersonsofotherfaiths.Rather,
thequesttoconvertpeoplefromthepresumedfalsityoftheirreligion–ifthey
couldevenbesaidtohavesuch–tothesalvifictruthofChristianitywasthe
orderoftheday.Byandlargethenineteenthcenturycontinuedalongthetra-
jectoryofpresumed–andoftenactive–conflictualrelationshipsonthepart

1 W.R.Hogg,Ecumenical Foundations, a History of the International Missionary Council and its 
Nineteenth Century Background(NewYork:Harper&Brothers,1952),pp.7ff.

2 SeeRuthRouse,‘WilliamCarey’s“PleasingDream”’,International Review of Mission [hereafter: 
IRM],38(1949):181-192.

3 RuthRouseandStephenCharlesNeill(Eds),A History of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517 – 1948,
3rdEdition(Geneva:WCCPublications,1986),p.319.

4 Cf.J.H.Oldham,‘AfterTwenty-FiveYears’,IRM24(1935):300-313.
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ofChristianitywithotherreligioustraditions.5Abenignpaternalismwasper-
hapsaboutasfarthatapositivedispositiononthepartofChristianstowards
peopleofotherfaithsmightextend.Theconcernsofevangelicalproclamation
and salvific conversion were uppermost; relations with any religious ‘other’
weresubordinated,invaryingdegrees,tomissionaryimperatives.Interreligious
dialogue,aswemightthinkofittoday,wascertainlynotpartoftheecclesial
vocabulary,letaloneChurchactivity.

Yettherewerevoicesraisedfromwithinthemissionfieldsthatsignalledthe
beginningsofchange;menandwomenwhoseinitialzealtoeffectconversions
–necessarilypremisedontheideaofthereligioussuperiorityandpriorityof
Christianity–hadencountereddepthsofreligionandvistasofspiritualitythat
had given them pause for thought. Maybe another approach was required.
Perhaps,theysaid,weshouldtalkwith,ratherthanat,thepersonofanother
faith.Achangeofpredominatingattitudewasmooted.Thepriorityofevan-
gelicalwitnessinthequestforextendingthereachofChristiansalvationby
wayofconversionwasbynomeansdampened,butitwasqueriedastheonly
valid modality of interaction. The stage was set for new developments and
thinkinginrespecttomissionandthequestionofthepersonofanotherfaith.

2 Early Twentieth Century Developments 

Themost significantgathering, so farasearlydevelopmental factors iscon-
cerned,wasthefirstWorldMissionaryConferenceheldinEdinburghinJune
of 1910.6ThisProtestant eventwas the largestmeetingofmissionaries from
aroundtheworldthathadsofareverbeenheld.7Itsgenesiscanbetracedback
afullcenturytotheinitialunsuccessfulproposalmadebyWilliamCareyforan
internationalworldconferencetohavebeenheldduringthe19thCentury.8It

5 Cf.WesleyAriarajah,‘Dialogue,Interfaith’,inNicholasLossky,et.al(Eds),Dictionary of the 
Ecumenical Movement(Geneva:WCCPublications,1991),p.281.

6 SeeVolume 1, IRM (1912) for an early record and discussion of this conference and its
outcomes.

7 Theeventbroughttogetherofficialrepresentativesfrommanymissionaryorganisations,viz.,
46Britishsocietiesrepresentedbyover500delegates;60Americansocietiesrepresentedby
over500delegates;41Europeancontinentalsocietiesrepresentedby170delegates;12South
AfricanandAustraliansocietiesrepresentedby26delegates.See,forexample,S.Wesley
Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians: A Century of Protestant Ecumenical Thought (Amsterdam/
GrandRapids,Michigan:EditionsRodopi&WmB.Eerdmans,1991).

8 Kenneth Scott Latourette, ‘Ecumenical Bearings of the Missionary Movement and the
InternationalMissionaryCouncil’,inRouseandNeill,History,p.355.
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isalso,asnotedabove,‘commonlyacceptedasmarkingthebeginningofthe
modernecumenicalmovement’.9TheworkoftheConferencewasundertaken
by a number of commissions, of which two were relevant to the eventual
emergenceof interreligiousdialogicalactivities.ThesewereCommissionI–
‘CarryingtheGospeltoAllintheNon-ChristianWorld’,andCommissionIV–
‘Missionarymessageinrelationtonon-Christianreligions’.Furthermore–and
ofgreatsignificance–outofthisgatheringthereemergedtheInternational
MissionaryCouncil(IMC)which,duringthecourseofthetwentiethcentury,
playedakeyroleindebatesabout,andthedevelopmentof,interreligiousdia-
loguewiththeecumenicalmovement.10

ThesecondWorldMissionaryConferencewasheldinJerusalem–onthe
MountofOlives–atEasterin1928.11AswiththeEdinburghconference,the
‘issue of religious plurality, and the proper Christian response to it’ was the
focusofmuchattention.12However,itwastheperceptionofaglobalgrowthin
secularism, and the challenge which that posed for religion in general, and
Christianity in particular, that was of uppermost concern at that time.
Nevertheless,theecumenicalleader,JohnR.Mott,commentedthatthe‘meet-
ing at Jerusalem ushered in a new day in the attitude of the missionary
movementtowardnon-Christianreligions’which,as‘systemsofthoughtand
faith…weredealtwithpositivelyandnotsimplynegatively.Chiefattention
wastobringingouttheirvalues…tobeappreciated,conservedandwherenec-
essarysupplemented’.13Indeed,thechallengeofsecularismwasperceivedto
offerapointofcontactwithotherreligions:secularismwasidentifiedasthe
‘chiefantagonistoftheChristianfaith–infact,ofallreligiousfaiths’.14

This Jerusalem conference included a call for other religions to join with
Christianityinthestruggleagainstsecularism.15Althoughacontroversialini-
tiative,tobeseverelycriticisedsometenyearslater,itneverthelessprefigured
one of the platforms of dialogical engagement that was to emerge several

9 Ariarajah,’Dialogue,Interfaith’,inLossky,Dictionary,p.281.
10 The formation of the IMC was interrupted by the FirstWorldWar; it was constituted,

finallyandformally,inOctober1921.SeeLatouretteinRouseandNeill,History,pp.366ff.
cf.PhilipA.Potter,‘Mission’,inLossky,Dictionary,pp.690f.

11 LatouretteinRouseandNeillHistorypp.368f;seeWilliamPaton,‘TheJerusalemMeeting
oftheInternationalMissionaryCouncil’,IRM17(1928):3-10.

12 JanHendrikPranger,Dialogue in Discussion:The World Council of Churches and the Chal-
lenge of Religious Plurality between 1967 and 1979(IIMOResearchPublication38,Utrecht-
Leiden,1994),p.1.

13 JohnR.Mott,‘AtEdinburgh,JerusalemandMadras’,IRM27(1938):297-320.
14 Ibid.
15 Cf.Ariarajah,‘Dialogue,Interfaith’,inLossky,Dictionary,p.282.
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decadesfurtheron:workingtogether inacommoncause.16Theoutcomeof
theconferencewasastatement–‘TheChristianMessage’–whichattempted
tospanarangeofconcerns.17Christianandnon-Christianalikewereseento
beinneedofsalvation:eachsharedequallyinthehumanneedofredemption,
andthequestforjusticeandcommunity,atleast.Althoughthereweresharp
pointsoftheologicaldisagreementtherewasnonethelessageneralinclination
‘toadmitthatotherreligionshadspiritualvalues’whichChristianscouldposi-
tivelyaffirm:butcertainlynotsalvationassuch,ofcourse;theuniquenessof
Christ vis-à-vis salvation was not up for debate.18 As Ariarajah observed,
‘Insofar as it was a message addressed to all churches with the unanimous
approvaloftheparticipants,itisasignificantdocumentinecumenicalhistory.
...(It)spokeagainstanyimperialisticattitudeofChristianstootherfaiths...(it
made)useof theword“sharing” for theactofChristianwitness to thoseof
otherfaiths’.19So,asaconsequenceoftheJerusalemmeeting,the‘stagewas
beingsetfortheneedforaclear,concise,andconsideredChristianpositionin
relation topeopleofother faiths’.20 But thewayahead wasnotclear.There
emerged a wave of conservative reactions against the nascent pluralist per-
spective implied in theverystanceofbeingopento interreligiousdialogue:
oppositionwasvoicedtothecallfordialogicalengagementthatthedebatesat
Jerusalemhadsignalled.21

Meanwhile, two other developments emerged during the 1920s alongside
theIMC.EachofthesesoughttointerlinkChristiansandChurchesaroundsig-
nificant areas of Christian life and concern, and across the diversity of
denominational identities. They were the Life and Work (L&W) movement,
founded in 1925 at a convention in Stockholm, Sweden; and the Faith and
Order (F&O) movement which was formed in 1927 at a convention held in

16 Indeed,secularism,asapointofcommoncausewithotherfaiths,wassooncritiquedby
HendrikusKraemer:seehis‘ChristianityandSecularism’,IRM19(1930):195-208,wherehe
advocatesthetheologyofKarlBarthandthepriorityofrevelationasthecounterpointto
secularcorrosion;andalsobyEmilBrunnerwhoarguedagainst‘theall-menacingtideof
secularism’ asserting ‘there is but one breakwater—theWord of God’, ‘Secularism as a
problemfortheChurch’,IRM19(1930):511.

17 Cf.O.C.Quick,‘TheJerusalemMeetingandtheChristianMessage’,IRM17(1928):445-454.
18 Jutta Sperber, Christians and Muslims: The Dialogue Activities of the World Council of 

Churches and Their Theological Foundation(Berlin&NewYork:deGruyter,2000),p.7;cf.
D.S. Cairns, ‘The Christian Message: a comparison of thought in 1910 and 1928’, IRM 18
(1929):321-331.

19 Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians, p.45.
20 Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians, p.51.
21 Cf.Pranger,Dialogue in Discussion, p.46.
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Lausanne,Switzerland.Thus,bythelatetwenties,therewerethreeorganisa-
tional strands of activity – IMC, L&W, and F&O – that focussed Christian
concern and galvanised ecumenical action. Missionary issues and activities;
engagementsinwiderissuesofcontemporaryChristianlife;andtheneedto
addressdoctrinalmattershadgivenrisetoconcomitantinstitutionalarrange-
ments. These, in turn, gave structural shape to the emerging ecumenical
movement. Further, each contributed to the growing awareness that a new
mode of both interaction with, and perception of, the religious ‘other’ was
urgentlyrequired.

Throughoutthe1930sand40s,interruptedbytheSecondWorldWar,these
threebodiescontinuedtofunction,meet,andholdconferences.Andduring
theinter-waryearssomesignificantideologicalshiftstookplaceinwiderwest-
ern society that were to impact greatly upon the trajectory of interreligious
engagement. In particular, missionary optimism in respect to relations with
other faiths, and recognition of common values (cf. Jerusalem 1928) were
eclipsedbythechallengeofthenewideologies:NazismandFascism;andthen
byresurgentevangelicalismattheIMCTambarammeetingin1938.

3 IMC at Tambaram, 1938

ThemeetingoftheInternationalMissionaryCouncilheldatTambaram,near
MadrasinIndia,in1938wouldrankamongthemosthighlysignificantearly
ecumenical gatherings. Larger and more representative than the Jerusalem
conferenceof1928,thismeeting‘dramatizedthefactthattheChristianchurch
hadbecomeatrulyworldwidecompany’.22Tobesure,themotifofotherreli-
gionsevincingsomepositivespiritualvalues,asaffirmedatJerusalemadecade
earlier,wasmaintainedinprinciple–alongsidetheunassailableuniquenessof
Christ, towhichallotherreligiousclaimsandvalueswere, intheend,tobe
relativised.23Thisparticularoccasionwastobecomefamouswithintheecu-
menicalmovementasamomentatwhichrelationswithpeopleofotherfaiths
wasreconsideredandcurtailedrelativetotheopennessandbroadacceptance
thathademergedsofar.AnassertionofChristianuniquenessandsuperiority
wasmadesuchthatintercoursewithanyotherfaithtraditionwascorrespond-
inglyqueried–ifnotnegated–ifitwasotherthanevangelisticinmodality

22 AnsVanderBent,‘EcumenicalConferences’inLosskyDictionary,p.327.
23 Cf.Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.7;cf.JamesThayerAddison,‘TheChangingAtti-

tudetowardnon-ChristianReligions’,IRM27(1938):110-121.
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andintent.24Thechangeofstancederivedlargely,butbynomeanssolely,nor
without opposition, from the work of the Dutch missionary theologian,
HendrikusKraemer.25

Kraemer, as a missionary in Indonesia, certainly new well the religion of
IslamtogetherwithlocalMuslimandotherreligiouscultures.Hehadadeep
positiveappreciationfortheculturalandvaluedimensionsofotherfaiths.But
this appreciation, even sympathetic understanding, was not to be confused
with the imperative of Christian salvific proclamation. The outcome of
Kraemer’swork,whichwastoremainhighlyinfluentialuntilquitelateintothe
twentieth century, was to popularise and extend the Barthian distinction
between revelation, understood as divinely given through Christ alone, and
religionper se–thatis,allformsofhumanseeking-for-the-Divine.Christian
faithwasraisedaboveallotherfaiths,evenifsomevalueinotherfaithswas
acknowledgedorallowedfor,albeitinalimitedsense,ofcourse.26Nevertheless,
‘Kraemer succeeded in convincing the majority of the participants that the
gospel was in discontinuity with world religions. At Tambaram the church-
centredmissiontheologythatsoughttoreplacetheworldreligionsregained
itsplaceinmissionhistory’.27Tambaramaffirmedbothcontinuityanddiscon-
tinuity:Christianity,quareligion,isoneofmany;yetrevelationinandthrough
ChristsetsChristianityapartfromallreligion.

4 Mid-Century Consolidation: The WCC

Following World War II the Western world engaged in reconstruction and
recovery;thestalledecumenicalmovementresumeditsdevelopmentaltrajec-
tory.In1947theIMCreconvenedinWhitby,Canada,toresumeitsparticular
interdenominationalefforts.TheWorldCouncilofChurchescameintobeing
soonafterthewar.ItsinauguralAssemblywasheldinAmsterdamin1948.28As

24 Cf.WilliamPaton, ‘TheMeetingoftheInternationalMissionaryCouncilatTambaram,
Madras’,IRM28(1939):161-173.

25 H.Kraemer,The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World(London,EdinburghHouse
Press,1938).

26 Yet cf. H.H. Farmer, ‘The Faith by which the Church lives’, IRM 28 (1939): 174-184, who
notes, in respect of attitudes to other religions, a consciousness ‘of groping our way
towardsadeeperunderstanding’wherein‘wewerebynomeansinclinedtoacceptKrae-
mer’stheseswithoutreservation’(p.179).

27 Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians, p.85
28 SeeWillemAdolfVisser’tHooft,‘TheGenesisoftheWorldCouncilofChurches’inRouse

andNeill,History,pp.697-724.



38 Chapter3

notedpreviously,theWCCwasformed,structurally,outofanamalgamationof
thetwopre-Warecumenicalmovements(F&O;L&W).29Theologicalreflection
andsocialactionwereviewedasthetwoareasofChristianlifeinregardsto
which the constituting Churches of this new umbrella organisation – the
Councilitselfis‘afellowshipofchurches’–believeditwasrightforChristian
churchestodoasmuchtogetherratherthancontinuetodoapart.30Thestage
was now set for significant new prospects for engagement in issues such as
relationshipstootherreligions.However,otherthanareportandrecommen-
dationsonthe ‘ChristianApproachtotheJews’,31theinauguralAssemblyof
theWCCdidnotaddressdirectly thematterofChristianity’s relationship to
otherfaiths;ratherthepresumptionofevangelicalwitnesspredominated,and
thiswassoontobereinforcedbytheIMC.

In1952theIMCmetagain,thistimeinWillingen,Germany.32Thechurch-
centredviewofmissionwasaffirmedoncemore,althoughnotwithoutcritical
opposition.33 Ecumenical unity was set in the context of universal mission.
TheChurchisoneinitsproclamationofChristiansalvationforall.Theunity
implicitinthemissionaryimperativelayatthefoundationofthedrivetoward
avisibleandgreaterecumenism.Therelationshipbetweenmissionandeccle-
sialunitywasaffirmedasnecessary:eachpresupposestheother.Thenegative
implicationsforinterreligiousdialoguewereverysignificant:‘Itisimportantto
notethattheattitudeofcounteringtheliberalideasonrelationshipswithpeo-
pleofotherfaithsemphasizedatTambaramwasreaffirmedatWillingenand
becameoneofthemainstreamswithintheProtestantchurchesbothinside
andoutsidetheWorldCouncilofChurches’.34ThepredominantChristianide-
ologyatthetimeheldthatrelationshiptopersonsofotherreligionswastobe
primarily, ifnot solely,evangelisticand notdialogical. ‘Theoverall notewas
one of caution against possible syncretism and the loss of the sense of
mission’.35TheuniquenessofChrist’slordshipwasaffirmedoveragainstrela-

29 Cf.TomStransky,‘WorldCouncilofChurches’inLossky,Dictionary p.1083.
30 Cf. Marlin VanElderen, ‘WCC, Membership of ’ in Lossky, Dictionary, p. 1098. See also

MarlinVanElderenandMartinConway,Introducing the World Council of Churches,Rev.
Ed.(Geneva:WCCPublications,2001).

31 AllanR.Brockway,et. al.(Eds),The Theology of the Churches and the Jewish People: State-
ments by the World Council of Churches and its member churches.(Geneva:WCCPublica-
tions,1988),pp.5-9.

32 Cf.areportonthisfirstpost-WarmeetingbyJohnBeattie, ‘Willingen1952’,IRM,Vol.41
(1952), pp.433-443.

33 Cf.VanderBent,‘EcumenicalConferences’inLossky,Dictionary, pp.328-9.
34 Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians,p.94.
35 Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians,p.95.
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tivism and syncretism, both of which were deemed to be ‘rampant’.The de 
factostanceoftheecumenicalmovementtowardsotherreligionsappearedat
thisstagetobeunremittinglyexclusivist.Prospectsfordialogicalengagement,
otherthanformissionarypurposes,wouldseemtohavebeenbleak.

ThesecondAssemblyoftheWCC,heldinEvanston(USA)in1954,sawsome
shiftingroundtowardsamoreinclusiviststance,andtherebyanewopenness
toother religionsand thepossibilityofgenuinedialogue.36Anewmood in
respecttootherfaithswasevident.Anaffirmationoftheecumenicalheritage
wascoupledwithanewnoteofhumility.Thepre-Warlanguageofsharingre-
emerged.Thereseemedtohavebeensomethingofathaw;awarmingopenness
tootherreligionsandtheirpeoplesexpressed,forexample,intheacceptance
and high valuation of Asian Christian leadership which promoted positive
relatingtootherreligions.By1955theCentralCommitteeoftheWCCwasdis-
cussingthethemeoftherelationshipofChristianitytonon-Christianreligions.
DirectionstakenbyTambaramwerere-openedandre-examined;thedebates
anddialogicalissuesraisedinthelatethirtieswereagainaddressed.Thefun-
damentalissuesarisingoutofKraemer’sdialecticalapproachtootherreligions
continuedtobeactivelyengaged,butthebasicquestionsthathadbeenleft
unresolvedwerenowre-defined.Themotifof‘generalrevelation’wasaffirmed,
albeitwiththeriderthatthehumanresponsetosuchrevelationleadsalmost
inevitablyto‘idol-worship’:hencethenecessarylimitationof,andmisguided
thinking contained within and about, other religions.37 Critical issues from
Tambaramwereapproachedfromafresh,post-war,perspective:

MusttheattitudeoftheevangelistbethatChristianityshouldsupplant
otherreligions?Orcanitcontent itselfwiththeconvictionthatChris-
tianity is the fulfilment of other religions? Are there still further alter-
natives–thosethatholdthatinChristatransformationhastakenplace,
orthatinChristall religionsarebroughtunderjudgement?38

Anawarenessoftherenaissanceofotherreligionshadcometotheforeinmis-
sionary circles.39 Nevertheless, there was still an overriding Christocentrism

36 Cf.AnsVanderBent,‘WCCAssemblies’,inLossky,Dictionary, pp.1091-92.
37 Cf.Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.8.
38 Ariarajah,Hindus and Christians, p.99.
39 SeeLesslieNewbigin,whointhisregardexpressedaquietlyconfidentChristianposition;

‘TheSummonstheChristianMissionToday’,IRM48(1959):177-189.
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andalliedprioritygiventothemissionaryimperativeinevidence.40Butthe
issueofestablishingandpursuinganinteractiverelationshipwithotherreli-
gionswasgatheringmomentum.41Thedrivetoengageseriouslyininterreligious
dialoguewasagainunderway.AnditsfirstportofcallwaswithrespecttoJews
andJudaism.

5 Relations with Jews: A Dialogical Precursor

TheChurch’srelationtotheJewsisbothauniquedatumofChristianlifeand
alsoatthesametimesomethingofaparadigmandprecursortointerreligious
dialogueand,inparticular,Christian–Muslimdialogue.AChristianmissionto
theJewshadbeenpursuedasadistinctiveevangelicalcausethroughoutthe
nineteenthandearlytwentiethcenturies,quitedistinctfromthemoregeneral
outreachtopeopleofotherfaiths,orofnone.42Arguablytheearliestmodern-
period institution for training of missionaries to Jews, however, was the
Institutum Judaicum founded by Johann Callenberg in 1728.43 Although by
thetimeofthe1910Edinburghmissionaryconferencetherewereanumberof
societieswhosefocuswasmissiontotheJews,onthegroundsthatsuchmis-
sions ‘were a special category – because Jews were a special category’, no
specificattentionwasinfactgiventothismissionaldimensionattheEdinburgh
gathering.44Indeed,bythemid-1920s,whilearangeofIMCstudycentreswas
payingattentiontothevariousmajorworldreligions,atthesametimetheIMC
‘haddonenothingatallaboutevangelizingJews’.45However,attheinstigation

40 Cf. Austin Fulton, ‘The Missionary Nature of the Church: Reflections on the Christian
Faithandotherreligions’,IRM48(1959):389-397.

41 Seeforexample,DavidG.Moses,whoexpressesasomewhattypicalsympatheticoutlook
toward other religions, yet within a clear assertion of the superiority of Christianity;
‘ChristianityandtheNon-ChristianReligions’,IRM43(1954):146-154.

42 IamgreatlyindebtedtotheworkofAllanBrockwayformaterialforthissection.SeeAllan
R. Brockway, For Love of the Jews: A Theological History of the International Missionary 
Council’s Committee on the Christian Approach to the Jews, 1927-1961. (Unpublished PhD
thesis,UniversityofBirmingham,England,1992).

43 SeeBrockway,For Love of the Jews,p.6;alsoL.Zechhausen,The Christian Approach to the 
Jew,Being a Report of Con ferences on the subject held at Budapest and Warsaw in April 1927
(London:EdinburghHousePress,1927), pp.185f.

44 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,pp.7-12.
45 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.13.
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ofBritishinterests,thiswastochange.46Twoconferenceswereheldin1927–
inWarsawandBudapest–on the themeof ‘TheChristianApproach to the
Jew’.Thesewerefollowed,in1931,byasimilarNorthAmericanconference,and
allthreecontributedtothedevelopmentof‘boththetheologyandthemeth-
odologyoftheJewishmissionthatwastoprevailintheIMCforthenextthirty
orsoyears’.47Ingeneral,therewasautopianexpectationevident:Jewswould
welcomeemancipationfromthestiflingdarknessoftheghettointothelight
andlifeoftheChurch.TheGreatCommission(Mt.28:19-20)wasthedriving
imperativeforthemissiontotheJewsaswellasforthewidermissionaryenter-
priseassuch.48

By1932theIMChadestablishedaCommitteeontheChristianApproachto
theJews(CCAJ)but,ratherthandirectlyadvanceanevangelisingmissionas
such,theprimaryagendaitemitpursuedwasthephenomenonofantisemi-
tism that had emerged into Christian consciousness.49 Antisemitism is
expressiveof‘varyingdegreesofresentmentandantagonismtowardsJews’per 
se.50Formalstatementswereissued;howeveritwasclearthat

…themissionaries’interestinandconcernforantisemitismwasfocused
ontheneedtoovercomeanobstacletotheirconversionaryefforts.They
wereacutelyawarethatnoJewwouldlistentothedeclarationofthegos-
pel if even the slightest hint of antisemitism could be detected in the
evangelists’ attitude. This pragmatic reason for combating what was
repeatedly called an “evil” was to remain the effective motivation for
combatingantisemitismfordecades.Atthesametime,thespectreover-
shadowingcontinentalEurope,withitslessthreateningbutnonetheless
disturbingreflectionsinEnglandandAmerica,promptedanothertypeof
rationaleforcombatingJew-hatred…humanrights.51

46 See,e.g.,ConradHoffman,Jr.,The Jews Today: A Call to Christian Action(NewYork:Friend-
shipPress,1941),p.62.

47 Brockway,For Love of the Jews, p.14.
48 Cf.Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.23.
49 Cf.A.E.Garvie, ‘TheJewishProblem’,IRM30(1941):216-224,whoearlyinthewaryears

voicedanemergingawarenessofthepersecutionofJewsunderNazismandtheobliga-
tionupontheChristianChurchtorespond;cf.RobertSmith,‘TheNewCaptivityofthe
Jews’,IRM30(1941):225-231;HansKosmala,‘JudaismandChristianity:Asummonstothe
ChristianChurch’,IRM(1941):521-530.

50 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.34.Note:theterm‘antisemitism’expressesananti-Jewish
positionmoreclearlythanthestandardformof‘Anti-Semitism’which,strictlyspeaking,
meansoppositionto‘Semites’,orSemitic-speakingpeople.

51 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.37.
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AlthoughChristianefforts,suchastheywere,couldnotprevailagainsttheevil
oftheNazi‘finalsolution’inrespectoftheJews,thisultimateoutworkingof
Christianantisemitismgalvanisedcombativeandhumanitarianresponses–
variousChristianreliefandrescueefforts,mostlyquitelocalised52–andbegan
theprocesswherebyarelationhithertodominatedbyanevangelisingassump-
tionbegantochange,eventuallytoissueintheoutreachofdialogicalinvitation
andrelationshipbuildingefforts.Meanwhile, intheimmediateaftermathof
WorldWarII,thestruggletocontendwithantisemitismandallthatitimplied
forChristianself-understandingsatalongsidetheattempttorenewtheprevi-
ousmissionofJewishevangelism.53Intheevent,‘thesituationfollowingthe
war was so radically different that the missionaries were compelled to re-
examineboththeirprogramandtheirrationaleforit’.54Aprospectivechange
appearedathand.

However,as ithappened,theestablishmentoftheWCC–withwhichthe
IMCwasinacollaborativerelationshipandwouldeventuallymerge–together
withtheestablishmentoftheStateofIsrael(onMay14,1948) ‘weretohave
significantifnotdeterminativeconsequencesfortheCommitteeontheChris-
tian Approach to the Jews’.55 In the post-war era much had changed; yet in
many ways little had changed – or else it was yet to change. As Brockway
remarks,‘thechargecontinuedtobemade–andnotonlybyJews–thatitwas
illegitimate, if not un-Christian, for Jews to be targeted for conversion. As a
consequence,itwasnecessaryconstantlytoclarifythemissionaryimperative
oftheChurch’.56Issueswerenotjustpragmatic;therewerealsoserioustheo-
logical questions although, for the most part, they were never properly or
substantiallyaddressed.

ThoughChristianoppositiontoantisemitismcouldonlybeofbenefitto
thewelfareofJews,itprovidedawayfortheChurchtosweepthetheo-
logicalsignificanceoftheJewishpeopleunderthecarpet.Theotherwise
laudableemphasisuponantisemitismasviolationofhumanrightsand
as a barrier to conversion became, therefore, a substitute for wrestling
withthecriticalissueofthetheologicalsignificanceoftheJewishpeople

52 Forexample,therefugeeserviceoftheWCC;theSvenska Israels MissioneninAustria;the
ScottishMissiontotheJewsinCzechoslovakiaandHungary;variousmissionandother
churchagenciesinPoland.SeeBrockway,For Love of the Jews,pp.91-92.

53 Cf.JokobJocz,‘ThetheologicalvalidityofJewishMissions’,IRM35(1946):357-369.
54 Cf.Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.51.
55 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.54.
56 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.80.
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forChristianself-understanding.Misguidedasitwas,medievalpersecu-
tion of Jews because the Jewish people had “killed God” nevertheless
took the Jewish people with theological seriousness, as the missionary
movement,byandlarge,didnot.57

Post-warmissionaryattitudestowardstheJewsmaintained,forthemostpart,
a paternalistic attitude, albeit ameliorated, relative to earlier stances, in the
lightoftheHolocaustandadeepeningofthedistinctionbeingmadebetween
theChristianrelationtoJews,ontheonehand,andtheChristianrelationship
topeopleofotherfaiths,ontheother.Theevangelisticimperativewascom-
mon to both; but in the case of Jews there was a shift from language of
conversion(JewsbecomingChristian)tothatoffulfilment(Christthecomple-
tionofJudaism):thus‘evangelizationofJewswastheserviceoftheChurchto
theJewishpeople,theserviceofofferingthemthepossibilityofbecomingful-
filledJews’.58

ThenewlyemergingWCCwasclearinitsstatementofChristianopposition
toantisemitisminallitsguises;atthesametimeiteffectivelyendorsedand
maintained the benign missionary perspective of the CCAJ.59 However, the
fact of Israel, presenting a new self-assertive face to Jews and Judaism, was
causeforbothconfusionandconcern:intheChristiancamptherewasevident
‘bewildermentandfrustrationattheentranceontotheworldsceneofpoliti-
callyempoweredJewry’.60Arguably,fromthemissionarypointofview,

…byestablishing the Jewishstateand fightingawar tosustain it, Jews
weregivingcausefortheintensificationofantisemitism,which,inturn,
wouldmakethemissionaries’taskallthatmuchharder.TheCCAJandits
member agencies had not hesitated to engage in “politics” during the
NaziperiodwhenJewsandHebrewChristianswereclearlyvictims.To
support,defend,andprotectJewsunderthoseconditionswastostruggle
againstantisemitism.Butnow,withtheStateofIsrael,anewanddiffer-
entchallengewasbeforethem.61

If,however,attheinaugurationoftheWCCitappearedthatthemotifofspe-
cial relationship to the Jews was the underpinning of a continued targeted

57 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.77.
58 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.83.
59 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,pp.103ff.
60 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.108.
61 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.120.
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mission,the1954EvanstonAssemblywastoseeadistinctchange.AsBrockway
comments:

Oppositiontoantisemitismhadsecuredafirmandpermanentposition
on theecumenicalagenda, thoughnot for the reasonthemissionaries
hadpositedthroughouttheirhistoryandatAmsterdam,i.e.,asabarrier
toevangelism.Insteadthephrase,“antisemitismissinagainstGodand
man,”wouldforeverbepartoftheinter-group,andhumanrelations,and
humanrightslexicon.62

FromEvanstontherehadarisenasharpchangeoftheologicalorientation:‘We
cannotbeoneinChristnorcanwetrulybelieveandwitnesstothepromiseof
Godifwedonotrecognizethatitisstillvalidforthepeopleofthepromise
madetoAbraham’.63

IftheideaofamissiontoconvertJewshadbeenovertakenbytheideaof
missionasafulfilmentofJewishreligioninChrist,noweventhispaternalistic
presumptionwas itselfeffectivelysuperseded: JewsandJudaismarehereto
stay,andintheirstayingtherewasatheologicalchallengetoChristianityas
wellasanewopportunityforrethinkingmissionandopeninguptodialogue.
Muchthesamecouldbesaidvis-à-visChristianrelationswithIslam.Mission
cannowgivewayto–oratleastallowfor–theemergenceofagenuineinter-
religiousdialogicalrelationship.Inanycase,thequestionofChristianrelation
toJewswasacentralone,onlynotinthewaythemissionarymovementhad
expected it to be. All this was accompanied by some innovative theological
thinking which, in the event, tended to be side-lined.64 But, arguably, the
experienceofshiftingmodalitiesofrelationswithJews,and limitssetupon
theological reflection in respectof that,providesomethingofa foretasteof
whatwasyettoemergeonawiderfront.

6 Engaging Dialogue: ‘The Word of God and the Living Faiths of Men’

Commencing in 1955, theWCCstudyprogramme ‘TheWordofGodandthe
Living Faiths of Men’ ran until 1971. It involved a number of Study Centres
aroundtheworld,togetherwithaseriesofregionalecumenicalconsultations

62 Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.149.
63 WorldCouncilofChurches,The Evanston Report: The Second Assembly of the World Coun-

cil of Churches, 1954 (London:SCMPress,1955),p.327.
64 Cf.Brockway,For Love of the Jews,p.156.
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andalliedreflectionmeetings.65Theprogrammesignalledagrowingrespon-
siveness within the WCC and, indeed, the wider Christian ecumenical
movement it represented to the increasingly pressing demand for serious
addressingofinterculturalandinterreligiousrelationsandissues.Bypost-war
mid-twentiethcenturytheearlyemergenceofglobalisationwasbeginningto
befeltandimprovementstomassmedia,enablingamorerapidandimmedi-
ate exchange of information, were well underway. The television age was
dawning.Increasedandmorewidely-spreaddemographicshifts,throughthe
ebbsand flowsofmigration,werebringingaboutevermoresignificantcul-
turalandpopulationencounters.EurocentricChristianitywasgivingwaytoa
genuinelyglobalperspectiveofaChristianoikumene,anditisatthisjuncture
that new – indeed epoch-making – developments occur. Interreligious dia-
logue soon became not merely a theoretical option; it was an immediate
existential demand, one to which the Christian Church, in and through the
workoftheWCCandalsotheRomanCatholicChurch,responded.Althougha
specific focusonIslambeganrelativelyslowly, ithasemergedasa foremost
concern and an arena of considerable dialogical activity.This has remained
thecase,indeedevenintensified,inthetwenty-firstcentury.

By1957thethreefoldpurposeoftheWCCStudyCentresincludedresearch,
a focus on contemporary religious development, and educational activities.
Keyinterrelatedissueswereidentifiedasi)thesavingactivityofGod;ii)ques-
tionsthatfocussedon‘religion’and‘religiousman(sic)’;iii)thenatureofthe
‘resurgence’ofnon-Christianreligions;andiv)theproclamationoftheGospel.
Itwouldappearthat,sometwentyyearsaftertheevent,the1938Tambaram
conferencewasstillthestartingpointofdiscussions.Infact,sinceTambaram,
it had been taken as axiomatic that religions as such are ‘wholes’, or whole
systems;anintegratedweltanschauungwhereinthewholeismorethanmerely
thesumofitsparts.Itwasinthissensethatadistinctionistobemadebetween
ChristianityasareligionandtheGospelof JesusChrist:qua religion,Chris-
tianity is in continuity with all religions; but in respect of the gospel, the
Christianmessageisquitediscontinuous.Theobligationtowitness,resulting
intheneedtoclarifytherelationoftheGospeltootherreligions–something
notundertakensinceTambaram–togetherwithemergingnewmodalitiesof,
andcontextsfor,interreligiousengagementandsotheneedforlearningabout
the ‘other’, constituted the fundamental rationale for the programme.66
Furthermore, such study needed to be ecumenical because all churches are

65 Cf.Ariarajah,inLosskyDictionary, pp.283-287.
66 See:‘TheWordofGodandtheLivingFaithsofMen–adocumentforstudyanddiscus-

sion’.WCCWorkingpaper.(WCC-ArchiveFileBox4612.002/2).
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involved, either directly or indirectly, and because the large and complex
natureofthetaskrequiresresourcesfromthroughouttheworldchurch.

Despite a clear loading of Christian theological presuppositions onto the
questionofrelationshipwithotherfaiths,therebyimplicitlypre-emptinggen-
uinedialogicalopenness,inmanyrespectsitwasthisprogrammethatenabled
interreligious dialogue to be taken up by ecumenical Christianity in a way
neverbeforepossible.Indeed,itisarguablythecasethatitwasthe1960swhich
markedtheperiodduringwhichinterreligiousdialoguewastakenupwithin
theecumenicalmovementviatheworkoftheWCC,commencingwithaseries
of intra-Christian meetings that paved the way for dialogue proper to get
underway.Thisincludesthebeginningsofthespecificfocuson,andattention
paidto,Islam.

7 Turning to Islam: Developing the Dialogical Engagement 

Aconsultationof‘TheWordofGodandtheLivingFaithsofMen’programme,
whichtookplaceinJerusaleminJuly1960,broughttogetheradozenChristians
from five churches and six countries to consider the Christian approach to
peoplesofMuslimfaith,andinrelationtothethendominantreligio-political
situationoftheMiddleEast.Thereportofthemeetingnotedthe ‘pervasive
adverse effect upon Christian–Muslim relationships of long-ingrained atti-
tudes of prejudice and antagonism’, and that it was therefore necessary for
Christians‘toapproachMuslimsinaspiritofrespect,friendshipandcommon
yieldingtothepresentvoiceofGod’.67Thefoursub-headingsgivetheclueas
tothedirectionandtoneofthesubstantivecontentoftheconsultation:the
Christianresponsibility‘tounderstandandtoknowIslam’;‘tomeetMuslimsin
ameaningfulway’;tocommunicate‘effectively’withMuslims;andthe‘respon-
sibilityoftheChristianChurchestorealisetheirunity’.Thesetopicsarealso
significantinthattheycomprisefourcomponentsofwhatmaybecalledthe
dynamics of ecumenism: education, relationship, witness, and ecclesial
(church)unity.AlongwithotherprogrammaticfocioftheWCC,theChristian
Churchwasseentobecalled,inthecontextofdialoguewithIslam,tolisten
and learn; toengagewithrespect;andtobear faithfulwitness.Significantly,
thisconsultationaffirmedthestudyprogrammeasbeinginclusivespecifically

67 ‘Report of the Jerusalem Consultation:TheWord of God and the living faiths of men’
(Unpublishedpaper,1960.WCCArchiveFileBox:4612.001/6).
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ofChristian–Muslimdialoguewiththefinalreportunderlining‘theresponsi-
bilityofChristiansformeetingMuslimsinaconstructiveway’.68

Someyearslater,inJune1966,anecumenicalconsultationonthetopicof
relationswithMuslimstookplace inBroumana,Lebanon.Thisgatheringof
Orthodox,RomanCatholicandProtestantChristians,mostcomingfromthe
Muslimworld,wasorganisedbytheFaithandOrderSecretariat69oftheWCC.
Alaterdocumentrecordsthiseventastheeffectivepointofcommencement
ofthecommitmentoftheWCCtoChristian–Muslimdialogue.70Ithasbeen
saidthat‘itwaspossibletoagreehowthingsshouldlookfromapracticalpoint
ofview,butnoagreementwasreachedonanytheologicalquestions’.71Indeed,
participantswere‘widelydividedonsuchbasicissuesas:DotheMuslimswor-
shipthesameGod...doesGodinsomewayworkwithinotherreligionstoo?’72
Despite such limitations and uncertainties there was nevertheless an
undoubtedburgeoninginterestindialoguewithMuslims.Thefollowingyeara
conferencewiththetitle‘ChristiansinDialoguewithMen[sic]ofOtherFaiths’
washeldinKandy,SriLanka,undertheauspicesoftheWCC’sCommissionon
World Mission and Evangelism (CWME). This was wider ranging than that
whichfocussedonChristian–Muslimrelationsspecifically,butitwasnonethe-
less as important for that arena of dialogue as for any other. Significantly,
RomanCatholicparticipationatthis1967eventsignalledadeepeningofthe
trulyecumenicalembraceofChristianengagementwithother faithsat this
time.

In1968,aWCCChristian–Muslimstudent-focusseddialoguewasheldatthe
SellyOakFederationofCollegesinBirmingham,England.Inthiscaseagroup
ofOrthodox,RomanCatholicandProtestantstudentsofIslamicStudiesmet
withagroupofMuslims.AllparticipantswereactiveintheareaofChristian–
Muslim relations to a greater or lesser degree. The meeting itself had two
phases.Inthefirst,‘theChristiansdiscussedspecificallyChristianquestionsin

68 Sperber,Christians and Muslims, p.8.
69 TheFaithandOrderSecretariatatthistimewastheday-to-dayorganisationalunitwithin

theWCCbureaucracy.ThisistobedistinguishedfromtheFaithandOrderCommission
whichisanelectedbodyofrepresentativesfromamongthememberchurchesoftheWCC
and,untilrecently,wasformedofintolarge‘plenary’Commissionofsome100ormore
individualswhomightmeetononeoccasionbetweenWCCAssemblies,andasmaller
‘StandingCommission’thatwouldmeetmorefrequently.

70 ‘TheinvolvementoftheWCCininternationalandregionalChristian-Muslimdialogues’
(Unpublishedpaper1974,WCCArchiveFileBox:4612.006/2).

71 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.25.
72 A. Siddiqui, Christian-Muslim Dialogue in the Twentieth Century (London: Macmillan

1997),p.29
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thepresenceoftheMuslims’;whileinthesecondtheydiscusseddirectlywith
theMuslimsquestionspertainingtoChristian–Muslimdialogue,withtheout-
comethatthere ‘wasahighdegreeofagreementonandinterestinafuture
dialogueonmanyissues’.73

AnothersignificantChristian–Muslimdialogue,heldundertheauspicesof
theWCCFaithandOrderCommission,tookplaceinSwitzerlandduringMarch
1969.74 At this event, which focussed on possibilities and prospects for
Christian–Muslimdialogue,issuestodowiththeIsraeli–Palestinianconflict
arose.Thistopicwouldre-surfacetimeandagainatWCC-sponsoredinterreli-
giousdialogueevents involvingMuslims.Sperbernotes that the ‘solutionof
thePalestinianprobleminthesenseoftheWest’sabandoningitspro-Israeli
attitudebecamethecriteriontojudgethecredibilityoftheChristian/Muslim
dialogue and, indeed, of inter-religious dialogue in general’.75 It provoked a
numberofofficialpronouncementsandstatementswhichstressedtheneed
for justice for both Jews and Palestinians; the need for territorial integrity
inclusiveofIsrael;andfullreligiousfreedomsandaccesstoholysitesforall,as
notedintheOfficialStatementsontheMiddleEast.However,thiswasbyno
meanstheonlyissueaddressedattheconsultation.Amongtherelevantmate-
rial presented and discussed, two documents are worth noting. The first, a
paperbytheOrthodoxtheologianGeorgesKhodr,advocateddialogueinthe
contextofspiritualrenewal.76Khodr laiddownthetheologicalchallengeof
interreligiousdialoguetoChristiansinnouncertainterms:

ForthosewhobelieveinJesusasGodandSaviour,thelineageofAbraham
tracedfromtheFatherofBelieverstotheArabProphetshouldbesought
asamysteriousprovidentialtrack.Christianscannotremainindifferent
tothestrokesbrushedontothecanvasoftheKoranbytheDivineWord,
justasitisimportantabovealltosensetheaimoftheBook:itisoneof
pietyand love for Jesus. Inwhatever fashionmaybedepicted thepor-
trayal of Jesus as a person in the Koran, it is essential that we should
understandthatMohammadsetshimselfinthelineofdescentandcon-
sidershimselfthebearerofhismessage.77

73 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.25
74 SeedocumentspertainingtotheWCCFaithandOrderCommission’sMuslim–Christian

Consultation,Cartigny,March2-91969(WCCArchiveFileBox4612.006/1).
75 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.74.
76 SeeAndrewM.Sharp,Orthodox Christians and Islam in the Postmodern Age (Leiden&

Boston:Brill,2012).
77 G. Khodr (1969), ‘The Word of God and Holy Scripture’, p. 6; (WCC Archive File Box

4612.006/1).
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Aleadingecumenicalfigureatthetime,JohnB.Taylor,discussedtheprospect
forChristian–Muslimdialoguebywayofreportingonthe1968SellyOakevent
notedabove.Hiscommentsandreflectionsgiveinsightintothedevelopment
ofdialogicalperspectivesandthinkingthatapplymorewidelythanmerelyto
theChristian–Muslimcontext.Hespokeofthe‘spiritofdialogue’inthisevent
asinvolvinga‘repentancewhereinweturnedourbacksonpastandpresent
prejudice, wherein we turned to our neighbour in the spirit of love, and
wherein we turned to God, as He offered Himself to us’: thus were yielded
‘fruitsofdialogue’intheformofthemutualexplorationanddiscoveryof‘the
supreme importanceofGod forusboth’.78Themotivation fordialogue was
experiencedasneithera

…tool of condescension nor a new technique of proselytization’ but
rather an ‘enrichment that the Christian might receive from learning
from the Muslim… (and) an inescapable compulsiveness about the
claims of inter-religious dialogue upon the Christian, in so far as the
Christianmusttakeseriouslythatwhichissupremelysignificantforhis
Muslimneighbour,namelyhisexperienceofbeingsubmittedtoGod.79

Taylorspokeof‘ultimatehopes’fordialogueintermsofengagingindialogical
relationsfromaperspectiveof‘respectingandlovingourneighbournotonly
forwhathealreadywas,butforwhat,underGod,hemightbe.…Muslimsand
Christiansmightmorefullygrowtogetherinserviceoftheworld,inserviceof
eachother,andinserviceofGod’.80Taylorfurtherarguedthattheexperience
ofdialogue

…mightwellleadtosharedprayersofintercessionandpetition,andeven
tocarefullyconceivedactsofworship,emphasizing,forexample,confes-
sionandadoration.Whileoneshouldbecarefulnottooffend,alienateor
misleadotherChristiansorMuslimswhomighthavelessexperienceof
theintegrityofdialogue,neverthelessoneshouldbepreparedtoencoun-
tersuspicionandopposition.Thismighthavetobeenduredifonewasto
persevere inobedience to theclaimsof inter-religiouscommunication
andwitness.81

78 JohnB.Taylor(1969),‘DiscussionsonChristian-MuslimDialogue’,p.2;(WCCArchiveFile
Box4612.006/1)

79 Ibid
80 Taylor,‘DiscussiononChristian-MuslimDialogue’,p.3
81 Ibid
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Ifthereis‘conversion’withindialogueitisnotto‘theotherside’buttoGod.
Tayloraffirmed‘aturningtoGodinresponsetoGod’sturningtous’asbeingof
theessenceofChristian–Muslimdialogicalengagement:thereis‘noplacein
dialogueforself-imposition…forthedesiretosucceedorexpandatthecostof
others’.82Andoftherelationshipbetweendialogueandproclamation,Taylor
advancedthepossibilityofamutualexpectationthatproclamation‘beinthe
spiritofdialogue,anddialoguemayprovidethepossibilityofproclamation’.83

8 Conclusion

Followingearlierbeginnings,thedecadeofthe1960swasadistinctperiodof
excitingnewdevelopments,enthusiasm,andoptimismforinterreligiousdia-
logueingeneralandChristian–Muslimengagementinparticular.Itseemed,
indeed, thatanewand irenicera in the longhistoryofotherwisepredomi-
nantly hostile interrelations between the two faiths had indeed dawned,
portending perhaps a positive, even collegial, relationship between these
PeoplesoftheBook.Althoughmanyofthehopes,idealsandaspirationsfor
thisnewphaseofChristianengagementwithIslamwerenottoberealised,at
least as envisaged, nevertheless within the next few decades the essential
driverofgoodwill,coupledwithanunderlyingtheologicalimperativebornof
changes in perception and understanding that had emerged during this
decade, continued to predominate through the remainder of the twentieth
centuryandintothetwenty-first.Weturnnowtotrackthisecumenicaljour-
neyofengagementwithIslamthroughtheclosingdecadesofthetwentieth
century.

82 Taylor,‘DiscussionsonChristian-MuslimDialogue’,pp.6–7.
83 Taylor,‘DiscussionsonChristian-MuslimDialogue’,p.7.
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Chapter4

From Dialogue to Relationship: c. 1970-2000

In 1971 the Dialogue Sub-Unit of the WCC concluded the 16 year study pro-
gramme‘TheWordofGodandtheLivingFaithsofMen’.TheWCCadministration
thenmovedtoformaliseitsburgeoningengagementinthefieldofinterreli-
giousdialoguebywayofre-organisingtheDialogueSub-Unitunderthetitle
‘Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies’, thenceforth often
referredtosimplyastheDFIsub-unit.1 Energiesandhopesfortheimmediate
futureofinterreligiousdialoguewerehigh.InthischapterIshalltraversethe
workofthisnewprogrammaticengagementwithparticularreferencetothe
fieldofChristian–Muslimrelations,alightingonanddiscussingkeymoments
ofdevelopment.Itisnotpossibletoundertakeevenasummaryoverviewof
the considerable variety of conferences with different Muslim partners and
diverseagendastackled;itisnecessarytobeselective,andtoorienttheselec-
tiontodiscerningthedialogicaltemperatureandfocuswithingivenspansof
time.Accordingly,Ibeginwiththespecialconsultationthattookplacein1972,
thennoteanumberofwaysinwhichthisdialogicalendeavourexpandeddur-
ingthemid-1970s.Thisisfollowedbyadiscussionofarangeofproblemsand
issuesencounteredinthelate1970sandearly1980s.Iturnthentothephenom-
enonofregionalChristian–Muslimengagementsorganisedby,orheldunder
the auspices of, the WCC with reference especially to the mid-late 1980s.
Traversingthe1990swillprovideaplatformforidentifyingandfurtherclarify-
ingsalientissuesthatemerged.Inrespecttothis,closeattentionwillbepaid
to the document Issues in Christian–Muslim Relations: Ecumenical Consider-
ationsformallyapprovedbytheWCCin1992.Thisisfollowedbyapenultimate
discussionoftheshiftinorientationfromdialogicaltoawider,socialagenda
drivenandrelationship-buildingfocusofengagement.Thechapterconcludes
atthecuspofthenewmillenniumandthechangesandnewdevelopments
usheredinduringtheopeningdecadeofthetwenty-firstcentury.

1 Theinclusionof‘ideologies’referstothefactthatinitiallytheworkofthissub-Unitwasin-
tendedtoengagealsowithMarxism.However,thisdidnotreallyworkout,andarguably
deflectedattentionandenergyfromthefieldofinterreligiousdialogueassuch.
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1 1972: The Broumana Consultation

Amongearlydialogicaleventstherewas,in1972,averysignificantChristian–
Muslimconsultationheld,onceagain,inBroumana,Lebanon.Thethemeof
this event was ‘The Quest for Human Understanding and Cooperation:
Christian and Muslim Contributions’ and it constituted the then largest bi-
lateraldialogicalmeetingsofarorganisedbytheWCC.2Thefourtopicscovered
included(i):Religions,nationsandthesearchforworldcommunity;(ii):Truth,
revelation and obedience; (iii): Community relationship between Christians
andMuslims;and(iv):Prayerandworship.Inhisintroductoryremarks,Stanley
Samarthanotedtheprimarypurposesoftheeventasbeingtheinitiatingof
better, informedrelations; theapplicationof spiritual resources tocommon
problems;suggestingwaysofpracticalcooperation;andraisingofbasicques-
tions on human life and existence, which would be topics for further and
long-rangereflection.ForSamartha,thecombinationoftheologicalandhis-
torical factors meant it was ‘both necessary and urgent that Christians and
Muslims continue to be in dialogue’ and, furthermore, that the scope and
depthofdialoguebeextended:

Judaism,ChristianityandIslambelongtogetherhistoricallyandtheyalso
speakofthesameGodwhoisCreator,RevealerandJudge.However,it
would be most unwise to ignore the deep differences between us.
Dialogueiscalledfornotonlybecauseoftheelementswesharebutalso
becauseofthechasmthatdividesus…eventhequestionofwhatiscom-
monbetweenusisansweredindifferentwaysbyChristiansandMuslims.
Itisunderstandablethatwhatiscommonbetweenusisnotformulated
inthesamewayonthetwosides.3

This Broumana meeting, albeit of non-representative individuals, issued a
non-bindingmemoranduminwhichthereasonforthemeetingwasgivenin
termsoftheperceivedkairosofhistory,thepresentsocio-politicalsituation,
andthemotifofcommonhumanityinthecontextoftogetherhonouring‘our
consciousdependenceuponGodinaworldthatoftenseemstodenyHim’.4

2 SeeS.J.SamarthaandJ.B.Taylor(Eds),Christian-Muslim Dialogue: Papers presented at the 
Broumana Consultation, 12-18 July 1972(Geneva:WorldCouncilofChurches,1973).

3 S.J. Samartha, ‘Christian-Muslim Dialogue in the Perspective of Recent History’, p. 8;
(Unpublishedpaper,WCCArchiveFileBox4612.007/2).

4 BroumanaReport ‘InSearchofUnderstandingandCooperation:ChristianandMuslim
Contributions’,Study Encounter,Vol.VIII,No.3(1972),p.2.
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Theprospectofformulatingatheologicalframework‘forourmutualrecog-
nitionandawareness’wasraisedinrespecttoaffirmingcommoncommitments
withinthehorizonofrecognisingperspectivaldiversities.Dialoguewasseen
asanactivitythatdoesnotseekto‘suppressdifferencesbutrathertoexplore
them frankly and self-critically together’ in the hope of achieving a form of
convergencethatwouldnotbean‘impatientsyncretism’butratheran‘open-
ness to God’s further guidance’.5 Although there was recognition of local
specificityinrespecttodialogicalcontextsandagendas,therebycallingforth
a variety of sensitivities and approaches, nevertheless certain ‘irreducible
principles’ were advanced, namely those of clear and frank witness of self-
identity; mutuality of respect and, concomitantly, avoidance of invidious
comparisons,and,inparticular,theupholdingofreligiousfreedom–meaning
thatmissionaryactivityoughtnotbeidentifiedwithexploitativeproselytism.
Christian–Muslimdialogue,asaprocess,holdsouttheprospectofadvancing
worldcommunity,deepeningtheunderstandingofrevelation,strengthening
therelationofreligionandsociety,andbroadeningdevotionalpractice.

WhereMuslimsandChristiansmeettogetherwearenotonlylisteningto
eachother,butwearelisteningforGod.Onoccasion,therefore,Christian
andMuslimindividualsorgroupsmayalsoexpresstheirmutualunder-
standing and trust in opening themselves to each other’s devotional
idiom,notablyofdua,ofsupplicationandmeditation.6

InkeepingwiththetenoroftheseearlydialogicalconsultationsthisBroumana
meeting, although engendering some ‘heated discussion on the problem of
Palestine’,7neverthelessexploredissuesofpracticalco-operation,mutualcon-
cerns,andmodesofcommonlife.However,aswithothersimilarconferences,
therewasnoaddressingofspecificallyreligiousortheologicalissues.According
toPranger, ‘Thiskindof interreligiousdiscourseprovedtoosensitiveforthe
WCC’,andhefurthercommentsthat:

Ithadprovedimpossibletofindacceptance,intheWCC,forthecharac-
terizationof interreligiousdialogueasacollective religiousquest,ora
discourseonreligiousthemes.Thefearofsyncretism,andtheclaimof
theuniquenessoftheChristianGospelamidstotherreligions,didprove

5 Ibid.
6 BroumanaReport‘InSearchofUnderstandingandCooperation’,p.4.
7 JuttaSperber,Christians and Muslims: The Dialogue Activities of the World Council of Churches 

and Their Theological Foundation(Berlin&NewYork:deGruyter,2000),p.28.
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insurmountableobstaclesforthisinterpretationofthemeaningandsig-
nificanceofdialoguefortheecumenicalmovement.8

Oneofthismeeting’sVaticanparticipants,MichaelFitzgeraldMAfr,published
areflectivereportinwhichhenotedanumberofsalientpoints.9Hestressed
the‘dangerofreligiousexclusivismresultingfromanidentificationofreligion
andstate’andvoicedsomedisquietattheapparentoptionsofnationalist-reli-
gious (theocratic) and secular ideologies as models of state identity; he
advocatedinsteadthequestfora‘midway’position.ForFitzgeraldtheunder-
lying theological questions were unavoidable: Can Islam accept Christians
theologically, and not merely as protected persons (dhimmīs) in the Islamic
state?CanChristiantheologyfindaplaceforIslam?Whatistherelationship
betweentheuniversalmissionandtheparticularrealisation?Healsonoted,
approvingly, the general and non-binding nature of the memorandum that
was issued (as appropriate to a non-representational gathering) but opined
neverthelessthat‘concreteproblemsofcommunityrelationscanonlybetack-
ledandsolvedatthelocallevel…(A)ninternationalgatheringofthiskindis
mostprofitablyengagedwhenitisdiscussingstrictlytheologicalissues’.10

2 Extending the Field of Engagement: the mid-1970s

InJuly1974aregionalChristian–Muslimdialogue–thefirstofaseriesofsuch
regionalevents–washeldinAccra,Ghana.Thisparticularoccasionwasorgan-
isedunderthecombinedauspicesoftheDialogueSub-unitandtheFaithand
Order secretariat of the WCC, the Islam in Africa project (of which, more
below inPart2)of theAfricanChurches,and theDepartment forReligious
KnowledgeoftheUniversityofGhana.11Ithadasitstheme‘TheUnityofGod
andtheCommunityofMankind:CooperationbetweenAfricanMuslimsand
Christians inWork andWitness’. In his introductory remarks John B.Taylor
notedthatthe

8 JanHendrikPranger,Dialogue in Discussion:The World Council of Churches and the Chal-
lenge of Religious Plurality between 1967 and 1979 (IIMOResearchPublication38,Utrecht-
Leiden,1994),p.124.

9 M.L.Fitzgerald,‘Lebanon–Broumana:Muslim-ChristianConsultation(July’72)’Bulletin 
21(1972):58-62.

10 Fitzgerald,‘Lebanon-Broumana’,p.62.
11 See Document ‘The Involvement of the WCC in International and Regional Christian-

MuslimDialogues’;(WCCArchiveFileBox4612.006/2).
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Christian-Muslimsolidaritythatcomesfromworkingtogether,andthe
fulfilmentofthereligiousdutytoservetheneedsofourfellowmenand
womenandtherebytocomeclosertothem…(and)…isrelatedtobeing
servants of God in worship; one notes the semantic overlap between
workandworshipintheword‘service’andoneseestheArabicrootfor
servantandworshipperasthesame.12

ThreeissueswereraisedbyTaylor,effectivelyquestionswhichgivetheclueas
to where interreligious engagement between Muslims and Christians then
stood.Isco-existenceenough;orcantherebemoretoChristian–Muslimrela-
tions? Can competition be avoided; or must particularity necessarily mean
antipathytowardstheother?Inwhatwayscanproperinter-faithco-operation
be fostered?Aswithmanysuchdialogues, suchprobingquestionsnotwith-
standing,thefocusofinteractionwas,intheend,mainlyonpracticalissues
andaspects.Evenatthisstagerelationshipengagementaroundappliedissues
wasbeginning toemergeasmore immediately fruitful thantheologicaldia-
logueperse.

A delegation from Saudi Arabia, which visited the Geneva offices of the
WorldCouncilofChurchesinOctober,1972,discussedissuesofhumanrights
andthestatusofJerusalem.However,itwaslaterreportedthat‘theattitudeof
the Saudi Arabian representatives showed little readiness to make conces-
sions’.13Incontrast,atthesecondregionalChristian–Muslimdialogueevent,
heldinHongKonginJanuary1975withthetheme‘MuslimsandChristiansin
Society:towardsGood-Will,ConsultationandWorkingTogetherinSoutheast
Asia’, there was much positive energy for practical socio-political issues,
although theological issues were kept ‘very much in the background’.14 The
resultant memorandum from the meeting affirmed a dual Christian and
Muslimperspectivewhichheldthat,properlyunderstood,thetwofaiths,by
virtueofbeinggroundedonacompatiblebeliefinGod,‘enjoinonusaloving
relationship with each other and with all human beings’; each possesses
distinctive elements, and yet both equally affirm ‘no compulsion in reli-
gion’.15 Among issues identified were the tension between dialogue and

12 JohnB.Taylor,IntroductorySpeechattheconferenceon‘TheUnityofGodandtheCom-
munityofMankind:CooperationbetweenAfricanMuslimsandChristiansinWorkand
Witness’,Accra,Ghana,July1974;(WCCArchiveFileBox4612.010/1).

13 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.30.
14 Ibid.
15 HongKongregionalChristian-MuslimdialogueeventJanuary1975:Memorandum.(WCC

ArchiveFileBox4612.033/2).
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witness;concernsaboutproselytism;theneedformutualeducationtoover-
come ignorance and misunderstanding; and variable styles of dialogue.
Furthermore,itwasaffirmedthatdialoguedoesnotjustapplytothediscursive
modality–othermodes,nowcommonlyreferredtoasthedialoguesof life,
action, and experience, were also upheld; and that interreligious dialogue
mustreachoutintothesecularworld.Andaswell,indialogue,partnersneed
todisplayanopennesstotheinitiativeoftheother.Theseechoanalmoststan-
dardself-awarenessofthoseinvolvedininterreligiousdialogue,hereslanted
towardChristian–Muslimengagement.

TowardtheendofOctober1975anad hocconsultationontheMiddleEast
wasconvened inCartigny,Switzerland.Occurringata time ‘ofgeneralopti-
mismabouttheregion’,itprofferedtheviewthatfuturedialogicalengagement
undertheauspicesoftheWCC‘shouldservetoreduceprejudicesagainstIslam
andtocreateunderstandingbetweenJewsandMuslims’.16Thepossibilityof
initiatingathree-wayJewish-Christian–Muslim‘trialogue’wasmooted,though
nothingconcretewasforthcoming.Oneproblemthatemerged,andwhichwas
particularlypertinenttoChristian–Muslimengagement,wasbroughtaboutby
having,ontheoneside,aformalandrepresentativebody–theWorldCouncil
ofChurches–while,ontheotherside,therewasusuallynosuchequivalent
representativeentitybutratherarangeofregional-basedinstitutions.There-
foredialoguebecamemoreandmoretheprovinceofaselectgroupofthose
interestedandavailable.Alongsidetheproblemofequalityofdialogicalpart-
nerslayalsotheissueofinitiativefordialogue.Whotakesthelead?Whoissues
theinvitations?And,whoprovidesthefunding?

OneUK-basedMuslimresearcher,AtaullahSiddiqui,hasnotedthatincon-
trast with such global Christian institutions as the WCC and the Vatican,
Musliminstitutionsdonot ‘express thesameenthusiasmthat theChurches
and their units and councils show on the question of dialogue. In a sense,
Musliminstitutionsrespondasinstitutionsasfarasdialogueisconcerned,but
arenotinitiatorsofdialoguewithotherreligionsandbeliefs’.17Historicaland
politicalcontextisimportantinexplainingthis.ManyMuslimcountrieshave
had their energies and agendas directed and constrained by their various
struggles to come out from under Western colonial domination. Questions
addressedbyMuslimsinthesecountriesweremorelikelytobeabout‘howto
countertheWesternpoliticalforceswhowereoccupyingtheirlandsandwere
in control of all their important institutions’18 rather than addressing finer

16 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.31.
17 A. Siddiqui, Christian-Muslim Dialogue in the Twentieth Century (London: Macmillan

1997),p.xvi.
18 Siddiqui,Christian-Muslim Dialogue,p.5.
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theological points of interreligious debate.Yet a Christian–Muslim dialogue
eventheldinTripoliin1976addressedtheissueofreligionasideology–assert-
ingthat,infact,religionisaboveideologiesassuch–andexploredquestions
suchasthecommondoctrinalbasisandmeetingpointsbetweenthetworeli-
gions.Thisparticulardialoguepromotedtheideaofsocialjusticeasbeingthe
‘fruitoffaithinGod’andtheovercomingofmutualanimosities.19Religionas
life-guideandassupportiveofhumanrights,togetherwithupholdingfreedom
ofbelief,thepromotionofpeace,theassertionofthefundamentalharmonyof
scienceandreligion,andthedisavowalofmutuallycompetitiveproselytising,
were among some of the topics included in the Final Declaration of this
consultation.

Averyspecificad hocdialogueonthethemeofChristianandMuslimmis-
sion was held in Chambésy, Switzerland, in June of 1976. This event was
organisedbytheCommissiononWorldMissionandEvangelism(CWME)of
theWCCtogetherwiththejournalInternational Review of Mission;theIslamic
Foundation(Leicester,UK)andtheCentrefortheStudyofIslamandChristian-
MuslimRelations(CSIC)atSellyOak,Birmingham,England.Intheevent,the
occasion turned out to be ‘a dialogue in which profound theological differ-
ences could not be bridged pragmatically. Therefore the aggression and
accusations were stronger than in earlier dialogues, particularly from the
MuslimsagainsttheChristians’.20Yettheconferenceendedonnoteofcalling
formore,andmorewidelyrepresentative,suchconferences.

A subsequent planning meeting for Christian–Muslim dialogical endeav-
ours,heldinOctober1976,notedthegrowingsignificanceofChristian–Muslim
dialogueassuchandthesuccessofthemajordialoguesundertakenthusfar,
especiallyinregardsto‘improvedmutualrelationships’.21However,themeet-
ingalsonotedthat‘despiteanincreasingrangeofinitiativesfrombothMuslim
andChristiansidesatinternational,regionalandlocallevels,therewasstilla
majorprobleminthatmanyMuslimsandChristiansstilldistrustedtheideaof
dialogue’.22Itwasalsoobservedthatdialogueswerebeingsponsoredbyother
bodies. The sphere of interest and ownership was widening: ‘good links
between the regional and international levels as a result of the choice of

19 SeeChristian-MuslimDialoguemeeting,Tripoli,1976:TextoftheFinalDeclaration(WCC
ArchiveFileBox4612.030/1).

20 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.32.
21 Ibid.
22 Christian-Muslim Dialogue Planning meeting, October 1976: Aide-Mémoire. (WCC

ArchiveFileBox4612.029/1).
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themes,participantsandsites’wererecorded.23Aswellasattending‘tobasic
rulesandaims’themeetingalso‘dealtaboveallwiththenatureofandissues
forfuturedialogues.Thetendencywastowardsregionaldialoguesonpractical
questions,andonlyinthiscontextontheologicalmattersaswell’.24Thusplan-
ning for ‘regional and local projects on both fundamental and practical
questionsandproblems’wasapprovedandabalancedapproachtointerreli-
gious dialogue activities was commended, in particular with respect to the
juxtaposingofsocio-politicalandreligiousand/ortheologicalissues.25Atthe
sametimeitwasnotedthatanumberofthingsoughttobeavoidedwithregard
todialogicalengagement,includingunfaircomparisonorcaricature;attempts
atsyncretism;covertattemptstoproselytise;complacencyinregardto‘static
co-existence’; and defensive or hostile attitudes to secular neighbours.26
Dialogicalengagementhadnowproduceditsownbest-practicerulesandethi-
calguidelines,albeitimplicitlyso.

3 Difficulties and Challenges: late 1970s – early 1980s

Despitesomegoodengagementsandencouragingdevelopments,bythelate
1970s it would appear that Muslim enthusiasm for dialogue was waning.
Criticalvoicesaboutthedialogueprocessanditsoutcomeswerebeingraised.
ForsomeMuslimstherewasanunresolvedissuewithrespecttothecredibility
ofdialogue.SomechargedtheChristiansidewith‘avoidingtheologymoreand
more’,whileothersheldthattheChristianswantedtoavoidfrontinguptothe
seriousreligio-politicalproblemsthatfacedMuslims.27Nevertheless,ina1978
reporttotheDialogueSub-unitWorkingGroup(whichoversawtheadminis-
tration of the WCC’s interreligious dialogue programme, DFI), the director
highlighted,amongotherthings,thevalueof

…encouraginganexchangeofcommunicationofthevariedexperiences
ofChristiansasneighbourswithMuslims…(the)needtoavoidamono-
theisticAbrahamicpactoveragainstotherworldfaiths…(the)needfor
ChristiansandMuslimstorespecteachother’smissionaryvocations…

23 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.32.
24 Ibid.
25 Sperber,Christians and Muslims, p.33.
26 Christian-Muslim Dialogue Planning meeting, October 1976: Aide-Mémoire. (WCC

ArchiveFileBox4612.029/1).
27 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.79.
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(and)encouragementforDFIstafftocontinueinvolvementwithlocal-
leveldialogueactivities.28

InMarch 1979ameetingwascalled toevaluateandplan furtherChristian–
Muslimdialogues.Thisinvolvedawidelyrepresentativegroupofpeoplefrom
the WCC, the Vatican and some key Muslim organisations, together with a
numberofscholarsandotherleaders.Theresultantreportlaidoutthefounda-
tionsforChristian–Muslimrelations.Dialogueper sewasaffirmedasauseful
activity,provideditwasnotafrontforproselytism.InthefollowingMaythe
Dialogue Sub-unit Core Group (as distinct from the overseeing Working
Group)notedthatwiderdevelopmentaidissueshaddrawntheDFISub-unit
intoaproposedinternationalconsultation.Thiscouldbetakenassuggestive
ofagrowingshiftofenergyandfocusfromtheoreticalandtheologicaldimen-
sions toward the more pragmatic and applied dimensions of interreligious
engagement. Further, the outcomes of the planning meeting were reviewed
which,ontheonehand,resultedintheaffirmationthat‘thepracticalpropos-
als were considered very good’ but, on the other hand, yielded the critical
assessmentofthetheologicalstatementsbeingseenasofferingnothingnew.29
Nevertheless,thefinalreport ‘wasreceivedpositivelyasthebasisforfurther
work’.30Significantly,however,‘itwasemphasisedthattherecouldbenodis-
cussionaboutmissioninprinciple,astheMuslimswished,butonlyaboutthe
formsofmission’.31Theologicalengagementindialoguewasbecomingmore
andmoremutedinfavourofashifttowardrelationalengagementataprag-
matic levelonly.Thiswasa featureofdevelopmentswithin theecumenical
engagementwithpeopleofotherfaithsmorewidely,butwithsignificantand
particularapplicationinthearenaofChristian–Muslimrelations.

Attheendof1979areflectionconferenceonChristian–Muslimencounters
wasconvened inMombassa,Kenya,under thethemeof ‘ChristianPresence
andWitnessinRelationtoMuslimNeighbours’.Itwasjointlyorganisedbya
numberofdepartmentsorprogrammeunitsoftheWCCatthetime,including
theDialogueSub-unit;CWME;CommissionoftheChurchesonInternational
Affairs;CommissionforInter-ChurchAid,RefugeeandWorldService;andthe
ProgrammeforTheologicalEducation.Theextentofthisorganisationalsup-
portspeaksvolumesofthethenwideinterestandengagementininterreligious

28 Minutesof theThirdMeetingof theDFISub-unitWorkingGroup,Trinidad,May1978,
p.5;cf.pp.40ff.(WCCArchiveFileBox4612.022).

29 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.35.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
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dialogue,inparticularChristian–Muslimdialogue,acrosstheWCCstructures
thatpertainedatthistime.Italsoreflectsthesteadyshiftfromatheological
towardamorewide-rangingpragmaticagendaandfocus.Indeed,ithasbeen
observedthat‘Oneofthemostimportantexperiencesoftheconferencepar-
ticipantswasthatdialoguebeginswherepeoplelivesidebyside’andthatthis
gaverisetotheproposaltoreplacetheterm‘dialogue’–nowdeemedtodenote
something‘narrow’–withtheterm‘relationships’that,incontrast,wasspo-
ken of approvingly as something more ‘comprehensive’.32 Also of particular
interest is thefactthat, inthe lightofthisshift inself-understandingofthe
fieldofengagementwithIslam,‘supportforequalcivilrightsforeveryonein
Muslim states’ was given, together with an expression of sympathy ‘for the
Muslim’swishtohaveanIslamicstate’.33

June 1980 saw a Christian–MuslimYouth Dialogue event, involving some
fiftyparticipantsbetweentheagesof20and35,whichtookplaceattheWCC’s
ecumenical centre in Bossey, Switzerland. Perhaps, not unsurprisingly, the
youngparticipantsplacedanemphasis‘onthedistinctionbetweenfaithand
religioninordertopreservetherenewingforceofreligion’andexpressedno
confidence at all in respect to ‘a transforming force of the power structures
withinthechurchandumma’.34ByAugustofthatyeartherecommendations
fromaMombassameetingwithrespecttothefutureofChristian–Muslimdia-
loguewerereceivedbytheCentralCommitteeoftheWCC,thenrevisedand
referredtomemberchurcheswhichwereurged‘toseekencounterandcoop-
eration with Muslims’ and to ‘give more support to the study centres (and)
plandialogueconferences’.35Atthesametimeitwasdeterminedthat‘theo-
logical views and cultural experiences were to be collected for a second
reflectiveconference’.36Interestinmatterstheologicalhadnot,nordidthey
ever,totallydisappear.ButintheprogrammaticschemaoftheWCC,andgiven
themultiplestrandsofinterest,advocacy,andresistancewithwhichtheWCC’s
bureaucraticmachineryandprogrammestaffmustevernegotiate,itbecame
increasinglydifficulttopursuetheologicaldialogueinterestsandissuesasthe
20thcenturyadvanced.

In March of 1982 an International Christian–Muslim dialogue event was
held in Colombo, Sri Lanka, organised by the Dialogue Sub-unit conjointly
with the World Muslim League. Observers were sent from the Vatican’s

32 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.36.
33 Ibid.
34 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.37.
35 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.38.
36 Ibid.
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SecretariatforNon-Christians,theOrganisationoftheIslamicForeignMinis-
tersConference,andUNESCO.Interestwasclearlyhighandexpectationswere
raised.FrThomas(Tom)Michel,oneoftheVaticanobservers,notedsomewhat
trenchantlythe‘mismatch’betweenthetwosidesindialogue.37Interestingly,
however,SperberremarksthatinthecontextofthiseventtheWCC

…founditselfinanewsituationwhereithadlesssayontheplanningand
agenda and, above all, was not able to select the Muslim participants.
Thismeantthefinaltheme‘ChristiansandMuslimsLivingandWorking
Together: Ethics and Practices of Humanitarian and Development
Programmes’wastackledbyChristianpractitioners,whowantedtosolve
theproblemswithjointactivities,andMuslimtheoreticians,whowanted
tomaketheir fundamentalethicalandreligiousreservationsaboutaid
projectsclearatlast.38

Onceagain,and inthiscasealmostassoonas theprincipaleventwascon-
cluded,therewasafollow-upChristianreflectionconferenceinApril1982to
allowtheChristianparticipantstoevaluatewhathadoccurredandtodrawup
suitablerecommendations.

Asitturnedout,thenotionofformingaChristian–MuslimLiaison‘Standing’
Committeewas favourably receivedwith theresult that, inOctoberof 1982,
StuartBrown,oftheIslamdeskintheDialogueSub-unit,‘metwiththeGeneva
representativesoftheWorldMuslimCongressandtheWorldMuslimLeague
foranexchangeof information– inasenseanembryonic formof the long
requested Joint Standing Committee’.39 This committee, now including also
members of the World Islamic Call Society and the World Conference on
ReligionandPeace,aswellasparticipationfromtheVaticanSecretariat,met
againinGenevaandcontinuedtoconveneannuallyforanumberofyears.The
primarypurposewasformutualreportandexchange.Thelastmeetingtook
placein1990.Arguably,whiledialogical intermsofthemodalityofengage-
ment, this series of Christian–Muslim joint ‘Standing Committee’ meetings
reflectedtheshiftfrom‘dialogue’asanendititselftoafocusonfostering‘rela-
tionships’ whereby issues of mutual concern and endeavours of common
interest–otherthanovertlytheological–mightbeaddressed.

37 SeeTomMichel,SJ,ReportoftheWCC/WorldMuslimCongress,‘ChristiansandMuslims
Living andWorkingTogether: the Ethics and Practices of Humanitarian Development
Programs’meetinginColombo,SriLanka. BulletinNo.51[XVII/2](1982):204-219.

38 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.39.
39 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.42.
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4 Regional Dialogue Events: 1984–1989 

In1984theCentralCommitteeoftheWCCgaveapprovalforfivesmallregional
Christian–Muslim dialogue events to take place.This signalled a subtle but
also significant shift: although there was no consequent de-politicisation in
respect to the troublesome context of the Middle East, the regional focus
‘madeitclearthatIslamanditsconcernscannotbeequatedwiththeMiddle
EastandtheArabs’.40Theserieswaslaunchedin1985.Aneweraofengage-
mentseemedtobeopeningup.Theintentionwas‘tostudyspecificissuesthat
play an important role in Muslim-Christian relations’.41 One of the earliest
tookplaceinMarch1986.ItwasfocussedonFrancophoneAfricawithsome
thirtyparticipantsfromadozenAfricannations.Throughtherangeoftopics
addressedthere‘wasclearevidenceofthetensionsbetweentheChristianand
Islamicconceptionsofthestate’.42However,laterinthatsameyearameeting
ofSub-unitsof theWCCProgrammeUnit Iadvocatedarestructuringof the
regional Christian–Muslim dialogue events. Stuart Brown was charged with
compilingadetailedexaminationoftheendeavoursundertakenthusfarinthe
fieldofChristian–Muslimrelations.Thisresultedinthepublicationofasig-
nificantrecord.43

AnAsianregionalChristian–MuslimdialogueeventwasheldinDecember
1986inIndonesia.Itcoveredthemesofreligionandstate,religionandfamily,
religionandtheeconomyandthethensocio-politicalsituationofIndonesia.
MajordifferencesbetweenChristianityandIslam,especiallywithrespectto
Islamiclaw,werealsoaddressed.Thefollowingyear,inSeptember,aEuropean-
orientedregionaleventtookplaceinGreecewiththethemeofReligionand
Society.Onceagain,Islamiclawand‘theconceptionofstateandsocietyrelat-
ingtoit’weregivenconsiderableattentionwiththeresultthatitbecameclear
to all that, yet again, ‘much clarification is required’.44 A North American
regionalChristian–MuslimdialogueeventwasheldinNewWindsor,USA,and
focussed on the challenge of religious pluralism. A measure of relative har-
mony in respect to contemporary socio-economic analysis was achieved on
thisoccasion,butgreaterdifferencesemergedinrespecttomoreovertlytheo-
logical matters. However, secularism – from which all were seen to have

40 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.74.
41 DFIProgrammeStatement,1984.(WCCArchiveFileBox4612.060/2).
42 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.42.
43 StuartE.Brown(Ed),Meeting in Faith: Twenty Years of Christian–Muslim Conversations 

Sponsored by the WCC(Geneva:WCCPublications,1988).
44 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.43.
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benefited–wasnot itselfsubjecttocritique intheNorthAmericancontext
suchaswasthecase,attimes,elsewhere.Thefinaleventinthissequenceof
regionalChristian–Muslimdialogues,anAnglophoneAfricangathering,took
placeinTanzaniainJune1989.Aswithprevioussuchoccasions,thepatternof
proceedings involved a series of sub-topics with a paper on each presented
fromeitherside.Discussionwasusually,butnotalways,followedbyadocu-
mentorsemi-formalstatementasanoutcomeofthemeeting.Issuesofreligion
andstate,clarificationofterminology,IslamicLaw,CanonLaw,natureofsecu-
larsocietyandsoonwererelativelystandardtopics.

Bytheendoftheeightiesanothersequenceoftransitionswasunderway:
theimminentdepartureofStuartE.BrownwasacknowledgedattheJune1989
Casablanca meeting of the Dialogue Working Group. He was replaced by
Ulrich Schoen as locum tenens for two years on the Christian–Muslim desk,
awaitingarrivalofTarikMitri.Brown‘hadpreparedthewayfortheconversa-
tions with world-wide Muslim organisations and African Muslims’ in
particular.45Furthermore,thismeetingaffirmedthat,forthefuture,emphasis
was to be placed on the theme of ‘Ecumenical Considerations on Muslim–
ChristianDialogue’ togetherwithtakingcloseaccountofmajority–minority
issuesandengagingstudentsandotheryoungpeopleindialogueevents.

5 Developments in the Nineties: Clarifying the Issues

DialogicaladvanceswithpeopleofMuslimfaithnotwithstanding,bythetime
ofthe1991CanberraAssemblyitwasnotedthatinAfricaandAsia,asinmany
placeselsewhere,agoodnumberofChristians‘feelthreatenedbyIslamization
andthe introductionof theSharia law’andtheWCCwasurgedto ‘takethis
issueveryseriouslyinitsdialoguewithpeopleofotherfaiths’.46InMarch1992
the Executive Committee of the WCC again explored aspects of Christian–
Muslimdialogueandrelations.The(now)Inter-religiousRelationsAdvisory
Group, inits1992reporttotheGeneralSecretary,notedtheurgentneedfor
relationalinitiativesvis-à-visChristianslivinginMuslimsocietieswherethe
callfortheIslamisationofsocietyorStateispressed,togetherwithothersitu-

45 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.46.
46 Michael Kinnamon (Ed), Signs of the Spirit. Official Report, Seventh Assembly, Can -

berra, Australia, 7-20 February 1991 (Geneva: WCC Publications / Grand Rapids:Wm. B.
Eerdmans,1991),p.92.
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ationsofinter-communaltensions.47AcallwasmadetotheChurchesforthe
‘creationofanetworkofpeopleassignedtothetaskofinter-religiousrelations
intheircontexts’.48

TheAdvisoryGroupexaminedguidelines forChristian–Muslimdialogue,
undertaking a measure of review, and laid plans for further such dialogue
events;however,suchactivitieswerenowtobereferredtoas‘relationalinitia-
tives’. The shift of focus from theological to relational engagement, noted
above,wasnowwellandtrulyembeddedinthethinkingandactivityofthe
WCC.Thisprocesswasaidedbyanadhocgroup, inclusiveof someMuslim
advisors,whichproducedadraftdocumententitledIssues in Christian-Muslim 
Relations: Ecumenical Considerationswhich‘wasmeanttostimulateareflec-
tion on the future orientation of Christian–Muslim relations as it identified
progressachievedindialogue,problemsfacedandquestions invitingacon-
centratedeffortofexchangeandcooperation’.49Significantly,itwasanticipated
that

…thisreflectionwouldextendbeyondthe limitedchurchconstituency
involvedindialogueandconcernedaboutitsfuture.Thediscussionpro-
cesswasmeanttoengagetheWorldCouncilofChurchesasawholein
reaffirming,inamorespecificandconcretemanner,itscommitmentto
improveChristian-Muslimrelations.Sucharenewedcommitmentwas
seentobeatimelysignaladdressedtoMuslimneighboursanddialogue
partners.50

FormallyadoptedbytheCentralCommitteeat itsAugust 1992meeting, the
receptionanddiscussionofthedocumentwentverypositively,althoughthere
was‘aninsistenceontheneedtobesensitivetotheproblemsfacedbyChristian
communities insomepredominantlyMuslimsocieties’.51 Indeed,suchinsis-
tencerecurredoften insubsequentmeetingsof theCentralCommitteeand
tended to overshadow other thus indicating that the predominance of con-
cernsaboutIslamichegemonyontheonehand,andthefreedomrequiredfor
Christianlifeandwitnessontheother,werenotbeingadequatelyaddressedin 
situ.However,itwaspointedoutthatratherthanofferingpracticalguidance

47 SeeReportoftheAdvisoryGrouponInter-ReligiousRelationstotheGeneralSecretary,
May1992.(WCCArchiveFileBox4612.066/1).

48 Ibid.
49 TarekMitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’ (UnpublishedWCC-OIRRReport,May1997),p.8.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid.
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fortheconductofdialogues,thedocumentprovided‘agoodanalysisofIslam
andMuslims,withseventhemesforfuturedialoguebetweenChristiansand
Muslims’.52Thisanalysishelpedtoprovideamuch-neededsenseofdirection,
with the themes providing a broad frame of reference: ‘the document was
useful,asithadbeenwidelyusedbyChristiansandMuslims,separatelyand
together,asan indicatorofwhat issues theWCCconsiderspertinentand/or
urgentfordialogueandhowtheymayneedtobeapproached’.53So,whatdoes
thisdocumentactuallysay?

The Introduction delineates two dimensions to the relationship between
IslamandChristianity:ontheonehand,thepracticalmatterofcommunalco-
existencearearticulated;ontheotherhand,interestingly, itgivesarangeof
theologicalchallenges.54Despitetheclearfavouringofpragmaticrelationship
engagement,theologyandtheologicalissuesareevercloseathand.Although
therehadbeenconsiderableeffortexpended,andadvancesmade,intermsof
newunderstandingsindialogueandalliedscholarshipinrecentdecades,cau-
tionwasexpressedforthemedium-termfutureduetonewpoliticalandother
developments‘threateningtobuildupnewattitudesofdistrustandhostility’.55
Ameasureofurgencywasthusexpressedaboutmaintainingalong-termcom-
mitmenttothecontinuationofthisarenaofdialogicalengagement.Following
thisIntroduction,Part1discussesChristian–MuslimEncounter,acknowledg-
ingthecomplexityofalmostoneandhalfmillenniaof interactionbetween
these tworeligions.Theroadhasbeenchequered, tosay the least.Negative
stereotypingandmutuallyhostileprejudiceshavebeenalltoooftenthesub-
stantialorderoftheday.Ausefuldefinitionofprincipleisgiven.

Dialogue is not only conversation (dialogue of ideas) but is also an
encounterbetweenpeople(dialogueoflife).Itdependsonmutualtrust,
demandsrespectfortheidentityandintegrityoftheother,andrequires
a willingness to question one’s own self-understanding as well as an
opennesstounderstandothersontheirownterms.56

Theidealandaspirationsofdialoguedonotalwaysoreasilytranslateintoreal-
ity. Indeed, on the Islamic side reservations about dialogue – ‘seeing it as a

52 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.48.
53 Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.8.
54 Introduction, Issues in Christian–Muslim Relations: Ecumenical Considerations: <http://

www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/interreligious/c-mrel-e.html>(Accessed6March2016).
55 Ibid.
56 PartI(Christian–MuslimEncounter),Issues in Christian–Muslim Relations.
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covertformofChristianneo-imperialismorasintellectualcolonialism’–are
acknowledged;andatthesametimetherearemanyChristians‘whoconsider
dialoguewithMuslimsasmarkedbynaiveromanticism,whichfails tocon-
fronttheperceivedthreatofIslamicfanaticism’.57

Dialogicalengagementisanimmensechallengeandnotwithoutconsider-
ablerisk.PartIIpointstothatbyaddressingtheissueofunderstandingIslam
andMuslims.Theunifyingdimensionofasignificantlycommonbelief-system
is, in reality, juxtaposed with ‘considerable diversity’ in Islamic identity and
culture.AbriefsketchofIslamisgiventhattouchesonthesecentralbeliefs
andworldviewperspectives,notingsomepointsofconvergencewithChris-
tianity as well as acknowledging the many ‘real and substantial differences
between Christian and Islamic teaching’, and stressing the need for greater
mutualeducation.58SomespecificissuesarecanvassedinPartIII,including
themutualchallengeofpluralism,majority–minorityrelations,andarangeof
issuesrelatedtocommunalco-existence.Thisconsiderationleadsintothedis-
cussionofPartIVon‘livingandworkingtogether’,especiallygiventhefactthat
‘ChristiansandMuslimscomprisenearlyhalfoftheworld’spopulation.The
natureoftherelationshipbetweenthesetwocommunitiesisofconsiderable
significanceforthewelfareofthewholehumanfamily’.59Thecommonvalue
ofpeaceandthepossibilityofcollaborativeworkinareasofjustice,human
rightsandrelatedareasofconcernareadvancedinthecontextofaneschato-
logical vision for this dialogical relationship: ‘Ultimately, this exchange and
mutual transformation could lead to the enrichment of the whole human
family’.60Thisdocumentwasclearlyasignificantcontributiontoecumenical
engagement with Islam at the time suffering, like so many documents and
good initiatives, the perennial problem of institutional amnesia. Significant
reflectivedocumentsaresooftensetasideasliferollsontothenextpressing
issueormorepragmaticallyappealingevent.

InDecember1992anotherrathersignificantandsuccessfulconferenceon
thesubjectofIslamicLawwasheldinGeneva,withafollow-upconferenceto
continuethispragmatic-focusseddialogue.HeldinNovember1993itdidjust

57 Ibid.
58 PartII(OnunderstandingIslamandMuslims),Issues in Christian–Muslim Relations.
59 PartIV(Livingandworkingtogether),Issues in Christian–Muslim Relations.
60 Ibid.Furtherreferencesaregiven,viz.:Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths

(WCC1990);StuartE.Brown(Ed),Meeting in Faith: Twenty Years of Christian-Muslim Con-
versations Sponsored by the World Council of Churches(Geneva:WCCPublications,1989);
The San Antonio Report. Your Will be Done: Mission in Christ’s Way,ConferenceonWorld
MissionandEvangelism,SanAntonio,Texas,USA,May1989(Geneva:WCCPublications,
1990).
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thatandalsoaddressedadditionalmatterssuchassecularisation,religionand
modernity,pluralityoflegalsystems,religiousrevival,theroleofreligiousin-
stitutionsandleaders,politicallegitimacy,sourcesoflaw,majority–minority
relationsandhumanrights.Comprehensiveagendashaveoftenbeenseenas
appealingandexciting,especiallywithinthefieldofecumenicalendeavours,
but they can also often prove overwhelming, resulting in little concrete ad-
vance. A further and similar event, which focussed more on the subject of
humanrights,washeldinNovember1994inBerlinatwhichtheparticipants
‘expressedsupportforcommoncitizenship,freedomofreligion,humandig-
nityandwomen’srights’.61Andanattemptwasmade‘tore-examine,butfrom
aChristian–Muslimperspective, thetheologicalandethical foundationofa
trulyuniversaldiscourseonhumanrightsinapluralistworld’.62Excitingagen-
dasindeed.Buttheexcitementandtheprospectofperhapssomenewandreal
developments in Christian ecumenical engagement with Islam was soon to
runintosomedifficulties.

6 From Dialogue to Relationship with Muslims

Following the 1991 Canberra Assembly the Dialogue Sub-unit (DFI) was
replacedbythenewstructure,theOfficeonInter-religiousRelations(OIRR).
Asaconsequenceofthisandotherstructuralandprogrammaticchangesthat
occurred, the quest to develop new relationships and to further diversify
IslamicdialoguepartnerswasdeemedaprincipalconcernoftheChristian–
MuslimdeskwithintheOIRR.Itwouldappearthatsomelosseshadoccurred
inrelationtoearlierworkundertakeninthisareabytheDialogueSub-unit.
But at the same time ongoing difficulties were encountered, especially with
respect to discerning appropriate organisational partners when there is no
counterpart to the WCC and no Islamic parallel to a Christian Church or
denomination,atleastinorganisationalterms.Further,suchIslamicorganisa-
tionsandinstitutionswhichmightbeexpectedtoprovideastructuralavenue
fordevelopingdialogicalpartnershipstendedtohavetheirownmorepolitical,
ratherthanreligious,agendas.Inconsequence,althoughtheywere‘interested
incommonstatements,jointadvocacyandcollaborativeaction’,theOIRRas
suchwas‘notinapositiontocommittheWCC’,sotherewaslittlethatcouldbe

61 Sperber,Christians and Muslims,p.50;cf.TarekMitri(Ed),Religion and Human Rights: 
A Christian–Muslim Discussion(Geneva:WCCPublications,1996).

62 Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.9.
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concretelyachieved.63Nevertheless,theselimitationsnotwithstanding,‘there
were exchanges of visits, occasional participation in meetings and in a few
cases,jointlysponsoredmeetings’.64However,apersistentproblemlayinthe
difficulty of assuring transparent balanced representation: in the end ‘there
wasnoalternativeexceptthatofmultiplyingeffortstoexposetheWCC,ina
moreintentionalmanner,tothepluralityofopinionsandpositionswithinthe
Islamic community and seek dialogue and cooperation with those who are
preparedtoconsiderdialogueandcooperation’.65

Interestingly, together with the important stress on maintaining good
relations with Muslims with whom there had been long-standing dialogical
relationships,itwasseenas‘equallyimportanttoopenuptowardsthosewith
whom Christians are often in disagreement, against whom they have griev-
ancesandwhothemselvesdochallenge,sometimesradically,Christianityand
theChristians’.66Difficultiesinherentinsuchchallengesneednot,anddidnot,
resultintherejectionofdialogue.Infact,muchofthesuccessofthesedialogi-
calventures,albeitfocussedonrelationshipbuildingandtheaddressingofa
varietyofsocialissues,thatwasactuallyachievedcanbeattributedtotheclose
workingrelationshiptheOIRRhadwithaninformalgroupofMuslim‘advisors’
whoassistedinthetasksofreflection,assessment,andplanning.Adialogical
programme, namely an international consultation on ‘Inter-Religious Coop-
erationandPeace-Making in theContextof Inter-CommunalTensions’,and
involvingChristiansandMuslimstogether,tookplaceintheformoftwosemi-
narsduringthemid-nineties.67TheChristian–Muslimdimensionofthework
oftheOIRRcontributedalsotootherWCCprogrammes,especiallythosehav-
ingtodowithpeace-makingandeducation,andwas involved inarangeof
collaborationswithecumenicalpartnersattheregionallevel.68Theresourcing

63 Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.8.
64 Ibid.Organisationsandinstitutionsthatarenamedinthisregard include:TheIslamic

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (ISESCO); The International Islamic
CallSociety;TheInternationalIslamicCouncilforDa’waandRelief;TheInstituteonMus-
lim Minority Affairs;The Royal Academy of Islamic Civilization Research, Jordan;The
IslamicWorldStudyCentre,Valletta,Malta;TheIslamicCentreforStrategicandDevelop-
ment Studies, Dubai, United Arab Emirates; Fondation Culturelle Islamique, Geneva,
Switzerland;TheIslamicOrganizationforCultureandCommunication,Iran;TheAsso-
ciationforInter-religiousDialogue,Khartoum,Sudan.

65 Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.9.
66 Ibid.
67 Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.10.
68 Namedpartnersincluded:TheChristianCouncil(sic–s/bConference)ofAsia;TheAdvi-

soryGrouponChristian-MuslimRelationsoftheMiddleEastCouncilofChurches;The
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ofseminars,especially inEurope,theMiddleEast,andFrancophoneAfrica,
wasalsoafeatureofworkduringthisperiod.69

Inhisassessment,givenin1997aheadof,andinpreparationfor,theHarare
Assembly of the WCC, Tarek Mitri acknowledged a number of problems
requiring to be addressed, including leadership and initiative issues within
theambitofWCCstructuresinrespecttowiderinterreligiousdialogicalcon-
cerns;theneedforadequatesupportandresourcingoftheOfficeintheface
of increasing demands; and how might a balance be struck ‘between being
cumulative, initiative-taking, and somewhat “professional” in our work, and
being“responsive”tovisits,tootherinitiatives,requests?’70Ontheeveofthe
JubileeAssembly(1998)itwouldseemthattherewereasmanyquestionstobe
askedaroundthecontextandfutureofinterreligiousengagementashadever
beenthecase,perhapsevenmoreso.Asithappened,inOctober1999acon-
sultationwasundertakenasacontinuationoftheearlier(1994)religion,law
andsocietydialogue.Underthetitleof‘ReligiousFreedom,CommunityRights
and Individual Rights: a Christian–Muslim Perspective’ this conference also
addressedtheissueofChristianandMuslimmissions,whichwasfirstraisedat
the1976Chambésyconsultation.AChristian–Muslimdialogueadvisorymeet-
ing,whichtookplace inCairo inFebruary1999,madeanassessmentof the
majortrendsinChristian–Muslimrelationsandsuggestedprioritiesforfuture
dialogue events. Evaluating the work of the OIRR in respect of Christian–
Muslimrelations–aswithotherareas–isnoeasytaskasissuesofcriteriaand
perspectivefromwhichevaluationscanbemadearehighlyvariable.

7 Conclusion: Cusp of the New Millennium

ThefocusonrelationalengagementwithIslamthatdevelopedduringthelast
decadeofthetwentiethcenturywasdue,inpartatleast,totheendoftheCold
War. This led to Islam occupying ‘for the Christian West the place that
Communismhadpreviouslyplayedasanantagonist’.71Onthecuspofthenew

IslaminEuropeCommitteeoftheConferenceofEuropeanChurchesandtheCouncilof
CatholicBishops’ConferencesinEurope;TheProjectonChristian-MuslimRelationsin
Africa.‘TheOIRRwascloselyassociatedtotheworkoftheOrthodoxCentreoftheEcu-
menicalPatriarchinconvening,organizingandpublishingtheactsofaseriesofOrtho-
dox-Muslimacademicdialogueconferences’.Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.10.

69 Mitri,in‘FromCanberratoHarare’,p.11.
70 Ibid.
71 ClareAmos,‘VaticanandWorldCouncilofChurchesInitiatives:WeavingInterreligious

Threads on Ecumenical Looms’ in Paul Hedges (Ed), Contemporary Muslim–Christian 
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millenniumtherewascertainlymuchdialogicalengagementtakingplace.The
year2000wasparticularlyactivewithecumenicalChristian–Muslimconfer-
ences on ‘Inter-Communal tensions’ held in Beirut in March, and again in
CyprusinNovember.Asignificantbi-lateralconsultationwasconvenedunder
theauspicesoftheWCC,inNovember2000,toreviewtheworkofChristian–
Muslim dialogue events that had taken place since 1991 and, as a result, a
document drawing together the questions, reflections and conclusions of
almost a decade of work was later published.72 Its Introduction notes the
decade or so of discussions had included reflection on ‘sometimes divisive
issuesofreligion, lawandsociety,humanrights,religiousfreedom,commu-
nityrights,missionandda’wahandcommunaltensions’.73Asaresult,andas
notedabove,inthelatterstagesofthetwentiethcentury‘discussionbetween
Christians and Muslims had therefore focused on issues of practical living
ratherthantheologicaldifferences’.74

Indeed, in the course of the last three decades of the twentieth century,
thenatureofecumenicalengagementwithIslamhadshiftedmarkedlyfrom
dialogue, especially theological discursive dialogue, to promoting good rela-
tionships in the quest for a greater experience of harmony and peaceful
co-existence in the many lived situations in which Christians and Muslims
findthemselvesin.Whilethesearenotablegoalsandvaluesinthemselves,the
shuntingofdialogicalengagementandreflectiontotheside-linesarguablyleft
alargegap.Indeed,Iwouldcontendtheplacingofdialogicalengagementin
the ‘toohard’baskethadanunderminingeffectevenwithincontextswhere
positiveinterrelationshipswerebeingadvocatedanddeveloped.Evenas,on
theonehand,thewidersituationofChristian–Muslimencounterhassteadily
worsened inmanyplaces,ontheotherhandtherehasbeenagrowingand,
significantly,deepeningChristian–Muslimdialogicalengagementaddressing
theologicalissueseitherwith,orevenbefore,theaddressingofsocialandpolit-
icalissues:adialogicalturnhasarguablytakenplace.Butmoreofthatbelow,
inPart2. In themeantime, it is significant thatevennow,asAmosrecords,
thereisanotableabsenceofanyformalWCCstatementofthenatureandgoals
ofitsinterreligiouswork,certainlynothingthatcompareswiththe‘Natureand

Encounters: Developments, Diversity, and Dialogues(London:Bloomsbury,2015),p.194.
72 ‘StrivingTogether in Dialogue: A Muslim–Christian Call to Reflection and Action’; see

<http://www.oikumen.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/intereligious-dia
logue-and-cooperation/interreligious-trust-and-respect/striving-together-in-dialogue>
(Accessed17March,2017).

73 Ibid.
74 Amos,‘VaticanandWorldCouncilofChurchesInitiatives’,p.194.
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Goals’statementoftheVatican’sPontificalCouncilforInterreligiousDialogue
(PCID).75

Nevertheless, theworkoftheWCCduringthe latterpartofthetwentieth
century in regards to interreligious dialogue in general, and engaging with
Islaminparticular,hascreatedaconsiderablefundofcollectivewisdom,expe-
rience,andrecord.Amosreflectssuchanoverviewinhersummationofthe
–atleastimplicit–objectivesoftheWCC’sinterreligiousworktoincludepro-
viding theological advice and resource by ‘exploring why interreligious
engagementisimportant,indeedperhapsvital,forChristiansinourcontem-
poraryworldinwhichtherealityofreligiouspluralitycannotbeignored’;the
building and sustaining of ‘ongoing bi-lateral relationships with significant
groupsandorganisationsrepresentingotherreligions’;andworking‘collabora-
tively with representatives of other religions for the common human good,
especiallyinconcernslinkedtopeaceandjustice’.76Relationshipbuildingand
facilitatingcooperativeendeavourshavelongbeenattheforefrontofengage-
ment with Islam. These pragmatic dimensions, which once eclipsed earlier
initialdiscursivetheologicalinterests,havebeensincere-joinedbytheological
reflection–somethingwhichmarkstheshiftfromthetwentiethtothetwenty-
firstcenturyintermsoftheecumenicalethosofChristian–Muslimengagement,
as well as interreligious dialogue more generally. However, before exploring
suchdevelopmentsandinitiativeswewillexamine,inthenexttwochapters,
theroleandactivitiesoftheRCCthroughtheworkandofficesoftheVatican.

75 Amos,‘VaticanandWorldCouncilofChurchesInitiatives’,p.187.
76 Ibid.
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Chapter5

Vatican II: Catholic Groundwork for Dialogue

VaticanII,theSecondVaticanCouncil(thefirstsuchcouncil–VaticanI–hav-
ing met in Rome in the late nineteenth century), was a twentieth century
meetingofCatholicbishopsfromaroundtheglobe.ConvenedbyPopeJohn
XXIII,itmetforseveralsessionsatVaticanCity,Rome,from1962to1965.Itwas
duringthishighlysignificantCouncilthattheRomanCatholicChurch(RCC)
setitscourseforentryintothewatersofinterreligiousdialogue.1Thedecrees
anddocumentsof thisCouncil thataddressedrelationshipswithother reli-
gions, and a new understanding of the place of those religions within the
Catholictheologicalworldview,markedtheopeningupoftheRomanCatholic
Churchtodialogical relationshipwithpeoplesofother faiths.Thisdevelop-
menttookplaceinthecontextofatheninnovativeandencompassingtask:
the‘buildingofadialogicalchurch’.2Embracingdialogueasarelationalmodal-
itywasappliednotonlywithrespecttointeractionwithotherreligions;itwas
partofawider-rangingecclesialreformanddevelopment.3SoitistoVatican
II, and its epoch-making documentary outcomes that attention needs to be
givenasitlaidthefoundationforallthathasfollowed,includingtheengage-
mentoftheRomanCatholicChurchwithIslamandMuslims.4

Of the many documentary outcomes fromVatican II that signalled quite
remarkablechanges,inawidevarietyofareasofChurchpracticeanddoctri-
nalstance,thereweresomewhichbothdirectlyandindirectlypavedtheway
for the engagement of the RCC in interreligious dialogue.5 Since the epoch-

1 Cf.DouglasPratt,The Church and other Faiths: The World Council of Churches, the Vatican, and 
Interreligious Dialogue(Bern:PeterLang,2010).

2 BradfordE.Hinze,Practices of Dialogue in the Roman Catholic Church(NewYork&London:
Continuum,2006),p.6.

3 Foranimportantrelevantstudy,seeAnnM.Nolan,A Privileged Moment: Dialogue in the 
Language of the Second Vatican Council 1962-1965(Bern:PeterLang,2006).

4 Seealso:DouglasPratt,‘TheVaticaninDialoguewithIslam:InclusionandEngagement’,Islam 
and Christian-Muslim Relations,Vol.21/3(July2010):245-262.

5 Theseare:Nostra Aetate (NA), Lumen Gentium (LG), Dei Verbum (DV), Apostolicam Actuositatem 
(AA), Dignitatis Humanae (DH), Ad Gentes (AG),andGaudium et Spes (GS).Foradetaileddis-
cussionofthedocumentaryproductivityofVaticanIIsee,amongothers,RistoJukko,The 
Trinity in Unity in Christian-Muslim Relations: The Work of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue(Leiden:Brill,2007).
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making Vatican II, engagement in interreligious dialogue and interfaith
relationshasdevelopedandexpanded.Otherfaiths,previouslyandprimarily
the object of missionary outreach for proselytising purposes, have been re-
appraisedasvaluedpartnersindialogue.Islam,onceregardedasthehostile
‘other’tobeheldatbaybecame,asidefromJudaism,thefirstamongthefaiths
withwhichtheChurchengagesindialogue.InthischapterIoutlineanddis-
cussinitiativestakentocommencedialogicalactivitieswithotherfaithsmore
generally, together with the precipitating issue of relations with Jews and
Judaismwhich,insimilarfashiontotheWCC,providesakeycontextualback-
groundfortheRCC’sdevelopmentofdialoguewithIslam.Criticaltotheoverall
developmentoftheinterreligiousworkoftheRCCarethepertinentprincipal
andsubsidiarydocumentsofVaticanII.Ireviewtheseclosely,albeitsuccinctly,
togetherwiththeparticularimpactofPopePaulVI.Ithengiveabriefconsid-
eration of early developments of a Catholic theology of dialogue, which
substantiallygovernsrelationsoftheCatholicChurchtoIslamaswellasother
faithstothisday,andIclosethechapterwithabriefcommentandobservation
ontheVatican’sthenemergingdialogicalrelationswithIslam.

1 Initiatives for Dialogue

For centuries the RCC had lived, in effect, wholly within its own worldview
framework;resistanttowindsofchangeandslowtoadapt.Ithadlongbeen
contentwiththestatusquoofreceivedtraditionwithinwhichanymodifica-
tion was carefully contained. And in this context any acknowledgment of a
religious ‘other’ – even other Christian Churches – was, at best, decidedly
muted.Totheextentthatanyencounterwithanotherreligionmightbeenter-
tained, for whatever reason, the official response was one of considerable
caution.Nosalvificvaluewasaccordedtootherreligions,andthenotionof
establishingsomekindofdialogicalrelationshipwithanyreligious‘other’was
afringeideaintheextreme.Soitwasthat,priortotheSecondVaticanCouncil,
inrespectofotherfaithsandanyengagementwiththeirfollowers,otherthan
forpurposesofevangelism,

the attitude of the Catholic Church was usually one of prudence and
hesitation.The feeling was widespread in the Church that it would be
difficulttoavoidformsofpracticalsyncretisminsuchencounters,and
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thatparticipationinmulti-lateralorganizationswouldinitselfindicate
anindifferentistorrelativistapproachtoreligion.6

Thus,upuntilthe1960sreligiousexclusivismheldunassailablesway:thedoors
and windows of the Roman Catholic institutional edifice were fixed firmly
shut.However,withtheadventofthecourageousandfar-sightedPontiff,Pope
JohnXXIII(1958–1963),thewindowsoftraditionwerethrownopentoallowa
breezeofnewthinkingandfreshapproachestoblowthrough.Anewlightof
sensitivitythenbrokeintoilluminateanewthedoctrinesandpracticesofthe
ancientinstitution.Inconsequence,doorsonceshuttorelationswiththoseof
anotherfaithwereopened:anewerahaddawned.Howdiditcomeabout?

Notlongintohisfive-yearpontificatePopeJohnXXIIIconvenedtheSecond
VaticanCouncilwhichcommenced in 1962.7However,hedied in June 1963,
long before the Council had concluded (1965). His successor, Pope Paul VI,
soon took up the reigns of papal office and saw the Council through to its
ending. Throughout his pontificate Paul VI was guided by, and stamped his
interpretiverefinementon,thedirectivesandpronouncementsthatemerged
fromthedeliberationsofthisCouncil.Significantly,itwasthisPopewho,even
beforeVatican II had concluded and, indeed, ahead of the promulgation of
ground-breakingdocumentNostra Aetatethatendorsedandspurredthenew
eraofinterreligiousdialoguesofarasRomanCatholicismisconcerned(see
morebelow),establishedtheSecretariatforNon-Christians(SNC).Thiswasto
betheVatican’sofficeforinterreligiousdialogue,designedtogiveexpression
totheChurch’sdesireforanewwayofrelatingtopeopleofotherfaiths,espe-
ciallyIslam.Inhis‘MessagetotheFaithful’ontheFeastofPentecost1964,in
which theannouncement toestablish theSNCwas reiterated,PaulVImade
referencetothewiderapplicationofdialogueasamotifofrelationalengage-
mentpervadingmuchoftheoutreachlifeoftheChurch,andhedrewattention
to ‘theeffort theChurch ismaking tocomecloser to themembersofother
religions’wherebynone‘willanylongerbeacompletestrangertothisRome’.8

6 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds which Unite Us: 16 years of Christian-Muslim dialogue
(VaticanCity:PCID,1994),p.89.

7 WalterM.Abbott,S.J.(GenEd),The Documents of Vatican II(London:GeoffreyChapman,
1967).

8 FrancescoGioia(Ed),Interreligious Dialogue: The Official Teaching of the Catholic Church 
(1963–1995)(Boston:PaulineBooksandMedia/PCID,1997),p.122.Note:Forthesakeofcon-
venience,forthemostpartIhavecited,orreferredto,officialdocumentsasrecordedinthis
work.Amorerecentedition–whichdoesnotaffectthedocumentsIciteherein–hassince
beenpublished:FrancescoGioia(Ed),Interreligious Dialogue: The Official Teaching of the 
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The SNC was charged with investigating and establishing dialogical rela-
tions with religions other than Judaism – that was accounted for elsewhere
withinthebureaucracyoftheChurch.ACommissionforIslamwasjoinedto
theSNCvirtuallyfromthelatter’sinception.Thisresultedinaspecialadjunct
office for thepromotingofdialogical relationswithMuslims.Dialoguewith
Islamnotonlytookonamoreprominentprofileearlyonwithinthelifeofthe
Secretariat,italsocametotakeaprominentrolewithinthecauseofinterreli-
gious dialogue as such. Even as the SNC was being established, the Vatican
issued,throughit,a‘GreetingsforRamadan’messagetoMuslimstocoincide
withEid al-FitrwhichmarkstheendoftheannualFastingmonth.Thiscustom
has ever since continued. So it was that this most significant dimension of
engagementininterreligiousdialogue,relationshipwithMuslimsandIslam,
was quickly embedded at the centre of the dialogical life and work of the
Vaticanandhascontinuedtobeamajorfocusofworkandenergytothepres-
entday.

Someyearslater,aswewillseebelow,theSecretariatwasre-constitutedand
renamedthePontificalCouncilforInterreligiousDialogue(PCID).The‘Islam
Desk’ has remained a central component. The interreligious task vis-à-vis
Islamhasevercalledforthaveryspecificanddedicatedattentionandresponse.
ClareAmosnotesthattheestablishmentofthisofficeoftheHolySee–‘even
if at that time with the not entirely positive title of Secretariat for Non-
Christians’–nonetheless,inconcertwiththepromulgationofNostra Aetatea
littleoverayearlater,‘somehowhelpedgivetheWCCanditsmemberchurches
courage eventually to establish the WCC’s own office for interreligious dia-
logue’.9Atthislevel,fromthemid-1960s,ChristianengagementwithIslamhas
beentrulyanecumenicaljourney.Butitis,forboththeWCCandtheVatican,a
journeythatisinsomesensealsolinkedorrelatedtothequestionofrelations
withJudaism.

Catholic Church from the Second Vatican Council to John Paul II, 1963-2005(Boston:Pauline
BooksandMedia/PCID,2006).AllrelevantdocumentscanalsobeaccessedviatheVatican
website,<http://w2.vatican.va/>.

9 ClareAmos, ‘VaticanandWorldcouncilofChurchesInitiatives:WeavingInterreligious
Threads on Ecumenical Looms’, in Paul Hedges (Ed), Contemporary Muslim-Christian-
Encounters: Developments, Diversity and Dialogues(London:Bloomsbury,2015),p.185.
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2 Relations with Judaism: A Dialogical Precursor

AlthoughitwasthequestionofrelationshipwithJudaismwhichpromptedthe
SecondVaticanCounciltotakeupthewiderinterreligiousdialogueinitiative
inthefirstplace,thisarenaofinterreligiousengagement,unlikethecaseofthe
WCC,wasalwaystreatedasaspecialsphereofconcerndistinctfromtheoffice
createdtoengagewithallotherreligions.Anditwasinthecontextofthislat-
terofficethattheparticularfocusofconcernoftheVaticanfordialoguewith
Islamwas focussed.Asnotedabove, thedevelopmentofadialogical stance
towardotherreligions,andthe inceptionofanewinstitutionalstructureto
headthat,camerelativelylateintheprocessofVaticanII.Indeed,asindicated,
the institutional expression of this innovation lay outside the purview of
VaticanIIproper:theestablishmentoftheSNCwasbywayofadirectdecree
of Pope Paul VI. But what prompted the emergence of this new interfaith
direction?

The key to understanding lies in the aftermath of World War II and the
vexed question of relations with Jews and Judaism. Antisemitism had long
been, in effect, the default position of Christianity. Within the West it had
reacheditsapexwiththeEuropeanHolocaust(Shoah–destruction)associ-
atedwiththeSecondWorldWar.Thefullscaleofthishorrendouseventsoon
emergedtoassailChristiansensibilitiesintheyearsimmediatelyfollowingthe
cessationofhostilities.AsDanielMadiganhaspertinentlynoted:‘Thehorror
of the Nazi attempts to exterminate the Jewish people during the Second
WorldWarhadleftmanywithastrongsensethatthetraditionalteachinghad
played a role in fomenting the anti-Jewish sentiment that made the Shoah
politicallyandpracticallyfeasible’.10Profoundquestionsandtheologicalimpli-
cationsconcerningtheoutcomesofantisemitismand,inter alia, ofwhattodo
about interfaithrelationswith Jewsbegantoberaised.All thiscompriseda
pressingissueforPopeJohnXXIIIandsowasincludedintheagendaforthe
Council.Theformulationofanappropriatestatementinrespecttothisissue
was entrusted to Cardinal Augustine Bea, head of the already established
SecretariatforChristianUnity.11

10 DanielA.MadiganSJ, ‘Nostra Aetateandthequestionsitchosetoleaveopen’,Gregori-
arum87/4(2006):782.

11 In1960thePopeaskedCardinalBea“toconsiderhowthetopicoftheJewishpeoplecould
beincorporated”intoadraftdocumentonecumenismtheninpreparationfortheforth-
comingcouncil.BradfordE.Hinze,Practices of Dialogue in the Roman Catholic Church,
p.222;cf.EdwardCardinalCassidy, Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue (NewYork/
Mahwah,NJ:PaulistPress,2005).
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Significantly,thepivotalVaticanIIdocument,Nostra Aetate (NA),beganasa
declaration intended to articulate a new relationship of the Church to Jews
and Judaism.12 In the end, however, it was ‘extended to cover Muslims and
finallytoincluderelationswithallreligions...Judaism,ChristianityandIslam
have closer ties with one another than with other religions. The person of
Abrahamprovides themeetingpoint’.13 Itwasnotonly thenegativeexperi-
enceofNazismandtheShoahthathadpromptedare-thinkontheChurch’s
relationstootherreligions,therewasalsobynow‘anaccumulationofpositive
relationswithotherreligiousbelieversandamoreprofoundstudyoftheirtra-
ditions(which)hadcontributedtothegrowingsensethatthewayforwardlay
inamoreexplicitteachingofrespect,whichwouldinitsturnmakepossible
greatercollaborationtowardsthecommongood’.14Nevertheless,inrespectof
itsreferencetoJewsandJudaism,GerhardRiegner,formerlySecretaryGeneral
oftheWorldJewishCongress,identifiedNAashavingestablishedeightmajor
principles,namely;1)the‘spiritualbondbetweentheChurchandtheJewish
people’, 2) that the Christian OldTestament has been received ‘through the
peoplewithwhomGodconcludedtheAncientCovenant’;3)thattherootsof
ChristianityliewithinJudaism;4)thatasGoddoesnotrepentofgiftsmade
and calls issued, therefore the Jews remain ‘most dear to God’; 5) that the
eventsofChrist’sPassion‘cannotbechargedagainstallJews’,neitherallcon-
temporaneously,norallsinceasapeople;6)thattheJews‘arenotrejectedor
accursedbyGod’;7)thattheChurchrepudiatesall ‘hatred,persecution,dis-
plays of antisemitism at any time and by anyone’; and 8) that ‘mutual
understanding and respect’ are to be fostered via study and dialogue.15 For
Reigner,thisclosingnoteonmutualrespectconstitutes‘theguidingprinciple
ininterreligiousrelations’and,indeed,thatthedeclarationitself‘constitutesa
real milestone in Christian–Jewish relations and opens a new vision for the
future’.16

In regards to the organisational and bureaucratic structures that obtain
within the Holy See, the status of the Christian–Jewish ‘Office’ was soon
boosted, for Paul VI established a Commission for Religious Relations with
Jewstocontinueandfurthertheworkbegunearlieronthebasisofnowbeing

12 Cf.Cassidy,Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue,esp.pp.125ff.
13 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.102.
14 Madigan,‘Nostra Aetate’,p.782.
15 See Marcus Braybrooke, Pilgrimage of Hope: One Hundred Years of Global Interfaith 

Dialogue (London:SCMPress,1992),200;seealsoGerhardReignerinFifteen Years of Cath-
olic-Jewish Dialogue1970-1985(LibreriaEditriceVaticana&LibreriaEditriceLateranense,
Rome1988)(n.6),pp.277-78.

16 Reigner,Fifteen Years,p.278,ascitedinBraybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.201.
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‘attached to but independent of the Secretariat for Christian Unity’.17 Thus,
rather than being subsumed within the purview of the Secretariat for Non-
Christians,thematterofrelationswithJewswasaddressedunderaseparate
mandate, but linked to the work of the Vatican on Christian Unity. Marcus
Braybrookeremarksthatsuchelevationofstatusandredefined linking–as
opposed,forexample,towhatmightotherwisebedeemedthelogicalchoice
ofincludingtheCommissionwithintheresponsibilitiesoftheSecretariatfor
Non-Christians‘reflectedarecognitionoftheclosebondbetweenthechurch
and the Jewish people and the traditional view that the first schism in the
churchwasthebreakwithJudaism’.18Yetitneedstobenotedthatearlierecu-
menicaldevelopmentsbetweenChristianityandJudaismhadnotfoundfavour
withtheVatican.Forexample,in1950,duringtheprocessofformationofthe
International Council for Christians and Jews (ICCJ), a directive was issued
fromtheVaticantowarnCatholicsfrominvolvementwiththisnewmovement
advocating détente and relationship between the Church and Jews. This
cautionwasgivenonthegroundsthatsuchamovementrepresented‘an“indif-
ferentist”organization,whichtendedtoignoreorminimizethedifferenceof
religiousfaithandpractice’.19Thefearofrelativismandsyncretism,andcon-
cern for the loss of religious identity and authenticity, seemed to have
predominatedatthisimportantjuncture.WhiletheVaticanwouldpreferan
exclusivelyreligiousdialogue,Jewsraisedpoliticalissues,oftenonesrelatedto
Israel.20

3 Some Principal Dialogue Documents of Vatican II

ThesinglemostimportantdocumenttocomefromVaticanII,sofarasinter-
religiousdialogueisconcerned,wasNostra Aetate (NA),theDeclarationonthe
RelationoftheChurchtoNon-ChristianReligions.Ontheonehand,it‘marks
thebeginningofafreshapproachoftheCatholicChurchtomembersofother
faiths’;ontheother,theCouncil’sthinkingwasnotentirelynew:‘thesensitive
approach(already)suggestedbysomeCatholictheologianswasgivenofficial
approval’.21 This epoch-making, relatively short statement (only some 1200

17 SeeGeoffreyWigoder,Jewish-Christian Relations since the Second World War(Manchester
UniversityPress,Manchester,1990),p.82.

18 Braybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.198.
19 Braybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.186.
20 Braybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.198.
21 Braybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.247.
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wordsoftextinitsoriginalLatin)‘laidthebasisforanewfieldoftheological
thought and pastoral practice in the Catholic Church. …(inasmuch as)…the
CouncilFathersdecidedtoincludeintheirdeliberationsareflectiononother
religions and what can build unity among the followers of various faiths’.22
Indeed,CardinalBea,whopresentedthedocumenttotheCouncil,isreported
tohavesaid‘UnlessIammistaken,thisisthefirsttimeintheChurch’shistory
thataCouncilhasinsuchasolemnmannerenunciatedprincipleswithregard
to(otherreligions)’.23

PromulgatedinOctober1965,thetextisdividedintofivesections,orchap-
ters.24Thefirstcomprisesanintroductioninwhichthemotifofthetimeliness
of ‘examiningwithgreatercare’therelationshipoftheChurchtootherreli-
gions,inthecontextofthecommonalityandtranscendentunityofthehuman
community which yet displays great religious diversity, sets the tone. This
diversityiselaboratedinthesecondsectionwhichmakesmention,inparticu-
lar,ofHinduismandBuddhism,andalludestootherreligionsmoregenerally.
Significantly,withinthissectionthereisfoundapivotalpassagewhichstates:
‘The Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy in these reli-
gions.Shehasahighregardforthemanneroflifeandconduct,theprecepts
anddoctrineswhich,althoughdifferinginmanywaysfromherownteaching,
neverthelessoftenreflectarayofthattruthwhichenlightensallmen(sic)’.25
Veryclearlyanattitudeofopennesstothe‘other’isheresignalled.However,
thissignificant,ifsomewhatgeneral,indicationofrelationalopennessisfol-
lowedimmediatelybyadelimitingstatement:‘Yetsheproclaimsandisduty
boundtoproclaimwithoutfail,Christwhois“theway,thetruth,andthelife”
(John14:6).Inhim,inwhomGodreconciledallthingstohimself(cf.2Co.5:18-
19), men (sic) find the fullness of their religious life’.26 Openness to other
faiths,whereinisurged‘withprudenceandcharity…discussionandcollabora-
tion with members of other religions’, is not absolute: it is rather a relative
stancethatinsistsonaclearperspectiveofidentityandmissionwhencethe
Church’sopennesstointerfaithdialogueistoproceed.Asonecommentator
hasnoted,NA‘didnotdealwiththetheologicalissuesinvolvedinrelatingto
peopleofotherfaiths’,rather‘itadvocatedopennesstootherreligionsalong 

22 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.6.
23 Acta Synodalia Sacrosancta Concilii Oecumenici Vaticani II, Roma, 1970–77, vol. III,

partviii,p.650;seeMadigan‘NostraAetate’,p.781.
24 SeeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.37-40.
25 NAcl.5;seeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.38.
26 SeeGioia,ibid.
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withanuncompromisingstandontheuniquenessofChrist’.27Thequestionof
theunspokenissuesor‘silence’ofNostraAetate,andsoVaticanII,onsignifi-
canttheologicalmatterspertinenttorelationswithpeopleofotherfaiths,and
indeed to any advance in interreligious détente as such, is discussed by
MadiganwhodrawsattentiontorecentcriticalreflectionundertakenbyGavin
D’Costa. In respect towhetherornotother religionsoffergenuinely salvific
ways or structures, ‘the silence is not to be understood as leaving the ques-
tion open, but that it should be interpreted rather as implicitly closing the
discussion’.28

ThethirdsectionofthedeclarationfocusesonIslamwhereinitspeaksof
theChurch’s‘highregardfortheMuslims’andgoesontostate:

They worship God, who is one, living and subsistent, merciful and
almighty,theCreatorofheavenandearth,whohasalsospokentomen.
Theystrivetosubmitthemselveswithoutreservetothehiddendecrees
ofGod,justasAbrahamsubmittedhimselftoGod’splan,towhosefaith
Muslims eagerly link their own. Although not acknowledging him as
God,theyvenerateJesusasaprophet,hisVirginMothertheyalsohon-
our, and even at times devoutly invoke. Further, they await the day of
judgementandtherewardofGodfollowingtheresurrectionofthedead.
ForthisreasontheyhighlyesteemanuprightlifeandworshipGod,espe-
ciallybywayofprayer,alms-deedsandfasting.29

NAthenacknowledgesthe‘manyquarrelsanddissensions’thathaveobtained
inthepastbetweenChristiansandMuslims,yetseekstogobeyondthatpast
andurges ‘thatasincereeffortbemadetoachievemutualunderstanding’.30
ThefourthsectionspeaksatrelativelengthoftherelationshipoftheChurch
to Judaism. The essential Hebraic heritage of Christianity is acknowledged,
going back to the indissoluble link with the patriarch Abraham. Further, a
reminder isgiventhat JesusandtheApostleswereallof themJews.Onthe
basisof‘acommonspiritualheritage’theVaticanCouncilencouraged‘further

27 Wesley Ariarajah, Hindus and Christians: A Century of Protestant Ecumenical Thought 
(Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi; and Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm B. Eerdmans, 1991),
p.129(emphasis added).

28 Madigan,‘NostraAetate’,p.783;cf.GavinD’Costa,‘VaticanIIandthestatusofotherreli-
gionsassalvificstructures’inL.Bergin(Ed),Faith, Word and Culture(Dublin:Columba
Press,2004),pp.9-24.

29 NAcl.7,Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.38.
30 NAcl.8,Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.39.
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mutualunderstandingandappreciation’.31Significantly,NA statesunequivo-
callythat

…neitherall Jews indiscriminatelyat that time,nor Jews today,canbe
charged with the crimes committed during (Christ’s) passion…
(Although)theChurchisthenewPeopleofGod,yettheJewsshouldnot
bespokenofasrejectedoraccursed…Indeed,theChurchreprovesevery
formofpersecution…shedeploresallhatreds,persecutions,displaysof
anti-SemitismlevelledatanytimeorfromanysourceagainsttheJews.32

NAconcludeswiththreeshortparagraphsthatcompriseitsfifthsection,enti-
tled ‘Universal Fraternity’ – so echoing the motif of the Introduction: the
commonbondsofhumanitybyvirtueofbeingcreatedbyGod.Anditadds,as
acontextualridertothecallfordialogicalrelationshipasaprimarymodality
ofencounterwithpeoplesofotherfaiths,theclearreprobationofanyformof
discrimination or harassment ‘on the basis of … race, colour, condition in
lifeorreligion’.33

Theproductionofsuchasignificantstatementwasbynomeansastraight-
forward affair. Indeed, a somewhat chequered history lies behind the final
document.34ItbeganwithPopeJohn’sdesirethattheVaticanCouncilissuea
statementonthequestionoftheChurch’srelationswithJews,asnotedabove.
Initially,suchastatementwastobeincludedasaseparate–fourth–chapter
oftheDecreeonEcumenism.However,asithappened,thesecondsessionof
the Council had only enough time to give formal approval to the first three
chaptersofthedrafteddecree.Bythetimeofthethirdsession,atwhichthe
held-overchaptersweretobeformallyapproved,twocounterstotheoriginal
draft had been raised: on the one hand a perspective that a statement on
Jewish-Christianrelationslayoutsidethepurviewofecumenism;ontheother
the concern that ‘any statement about Jews would offend Arab countries,
whereChristianswereatinyminority’.35Thislatterprovedasingularsticking
point,butitwasalsoafulcrumenablingawiderconsiderationtotakeplace.
A revision was accordingly prepared and approved – the document that is
Nostra Aetate – in which rather less was said about relations with Jews but

31 NAcl.13,Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.40.
32 NAcl.14&15;Gioia, ibid.
33 NAcl.19;Gioia, ibid.
34 SeeRistoJukko,The Trinity in Unity,pp.6-9,foraconciseyetsubstantialdiscussionofthe

historyofthedevelopmentandpromulgationofNA.
35 Braybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.247.
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considerablymoreaboutrelationstootherreligiouspeopleincluding,inpar-
ticular,Muslims.

Atthetime,NAmayhaveoccasionedsomedisappointmentatwhatwasleft
unsaid;but itneverthelessstandsasamostsignificantdocument inRoman
Catholichistory–indeedofWestern,andevenglobalChristianityassuch–for
whatitdidsay.Intheevent,NAprovedadecisiveturningpoint inrelations
betweentheChurchofRomeandtheJews,anditmarkedapointofradical
closureoncenturiesofadefaultpositionofhostilitytobothJewsandMuslims.
PopePaulVIactivelypromotedNAandinsodoingopenedupwithintheRCC
awhollynewapproachandattitudetowardsotherreligionsingeneral,andto
MuslimsandthereligionofIslaminparticular.InhisChristmasradiomessage
of1963,inwhichhespokedirectlytoMuslimsandJews,thePopeexpressed
‘feelings of respect and love’ and wished them ‘happiness and peace’. Such
papalrapprochementwasawelcomedevelopmentandreceivedmostwarmly
withintheIslamicworld.36So,with NA,thefirstformalstepbytheChurchof
Rometogenuineandmutualdialoguewithotherreligionswastaken;anopen
attitudetootherfaithswasclearlyencouragedbytheSecondVaticanCouncil.
But,asithappened,inthisregardNAisnottheonlyrelevantdocument.Other
documentstoemergefromVaticanIIthathadabearingonthenewstanceof
the Church towards other faiths and interreligious dialogical engagement
included,inparticular, Lumen Gentium, Dei Verbum, Apostolicam Actuositatem, 
Dignitatis Humanae, Ad Gentes,andGaudium et Spes.Evenbeforethepromul-
gationofNA, VaticanIIhadmadeasignificantoverturetoMuslims.Withinthe
contextofthe1964documentLumen Gentium–the‘DogmaticConstitutionon
theChurch’–thesalvificvalidityofotherfaiths,andespeciallythatofIslam,is
givenhighrecognition.BraybrookeremarksinrespecttotherelationofLumen 
Gentium(LG)totheNADeclarationthat

AlthoughtheDeclarationrecognizesasearchforGodinotherreligions
andmentionsdialogueandcollaboration,noattemptismadetodefine
it. It is set within the context of the search for human unity and the
assumptionthatsuchunityisultimatelytobefoundinChrist,towhom
theChurchiscalledtowitness.Whilsttheapproachtomembersofother
religionsistobebywayoffriendshipandco-operation,theDeclaration
does not imply any alteration of the Church’s self-understanding, and
indeed,shouldbereadinthelightoftheDogmaticConstitutiononthe
Church(Lumen Gentium).37

36 Cf.PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.7.
37 Braybrooke,Pilgrimage of Hope,p.248.
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TheexplicitnotingofIslamwithinLGanditsinclusionofMuslimswithinthe
divineplanofsalvationconstitutesthefirstsignificantdocumentaryreference
toIslamtoemanatefromVaticanII.Thescenewasthussetforafullerdevelop-
ment,whichresultedinNostra Aetate.38

IssuedayearbeforeNA,LGbeginswithanaffirmationoftheChurchasthe
sacramentalvehiclewhereinhumanitymayattain‘fullunityinChrist’39and
speaksoftheuniversalityoftheOnePeopleofGodand,inter alia,thereconcil-
ingandin-drawingmissionoftheCatholicChurch.40Yetthesalvificvalidityof
otherfaiths,andespeciallythatofIslam,isgivenhighrecognition:‘theplanof
salvationalsoincludesthosewhoacknowledgetheCreator,inthefirstplace
amongwhomaretheMuslims:theseprofesstoholdthefaithofAbraham,and
togetherwithustheyadoretheone,mercifulGod’.41Itisperhapsworthciting
clauses16and17ofLGinfull,fortheybringtogethertheoutreachofdialogical
relationshiptootherfaiths,ontheonehand,withthemissionaryroleofthe
Church,ontheother.Clause16states:

Finally,thosewhohavenotyetreceivedtheGospelarerelatedinvarious
waystothepeopleofGod.Inthefirstplacewemustrecallthepeopleto
whomthetestamentandthepromisesweregivenandfromwhomChrist
wasbornaccordingtotheflesh.Onaccountoftheirfathersthispeople
remainsmostdeartoGod,forGoddoesnotrepentofthegiftsHemakes
norofthecallsHeissues.Buttheplanofsalvationalsoincludesthose
whoacknowledgetheCreator.

InthefirstplaceamongstthesetherearetheMuslims,who,professing
toholdthefaithofAbraham,alongwithusadoretheoneandmerciful
God,whoonthelastdaywilljudgemankind.NorisGodfardistantfrom
thosewho inshadowsand imagesseek theunknownGod, for it isHe
whogivestoallmenlifeandbreathandallthings,andasSaviourwills
thatallmenbesaved.

Thosealsocanattaintosalvationwhothroughnofaultoftheirowndo
notknowtheGospelofChristorHisChurch,yetsincerelyseekGodand
movedbygracestrivebytheirdeedstodoHiswillasitisknowntothem
throughthedictatesofconscience.NordoesDivineProvidencedenythe
helpsnecessaryforsalvationtothosewho,withoutblameontheirpart,
havenotyetarrivedatanexplicitknowledgeofGodandwithHisgrace

38 SeePCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.5.
39 LG cl.1;SeeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.41.
40 LG cl.13;Gioia,ibid.
41 LG cl.16;Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.42.
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strivetoliveagoodlife.Whatevergoodortruthisfoundamongstthemis
lookeduponbytheChurchasapreparationfortheGospel.Sheknows
thatitisgivenbyHimwhoenlightensallmensothattheymayfinally
havelife.

Butoftenmen,deceivedbytheEvilOne,havebecomevain intheir
reasonings and have exchanged the truth of God for a lie, serving the
creatureratherthantheCreator.Orsometherearewho,livinganddying
inthisworldwithoutGod,areexposedtofinaldespair.Whereforetopro-
mote the glory of God and procure the salvation of all of these, and
mindfulofthecommandoftheLord,‘PreachtheGospeltoeverycrea-
ture’,theChurchfostersthemissionswithcareandattention.42

AndClause17followsthroughwith:

AstheSonwassentbytheFather,soHetoosenttheApostles,saying:‘Go,
therefore,makedisciplesofallnations,baptizingtheminthenameof
theFatherandoftheSonandoftheHolySpirit,teachingthemtoobserve
allthingswhatsoeverIhavecommandedyou.AndbeholdIamwithyou
alldayseventotheconsummationoftheworld’.TheChurchhasreceived
this solemn mandate of Christ to proclaim the saving truth from the
apostlesandmustcarryitouttotheveryendsoftheearth…

Withinthecontextofholdingtogetheratensionbetween,ontheonehand,a
wish to affirm people of other religions and, on the other, an inherent and
imperative of mission, a generous spirit of inclusivism pervades LG to the
extentthatthosewhohavenotheardandrespondedtothegospelmessage
mayyetbedeemed,inaccordwiththeirownparticularreligiousquest,tobe
imbuedwithvalueandtruththatiseithercomplementaryto,orpreparatory
for,explicitknowledgeofGodthroughthemissionofGospelproclamation.
Theintegrityofthereligiousotherisrespectfullyaffirmed,whilethepriorityof
theChristiansalvificmissionisyetasserted.Thisismadeexplicitintheclause
thatspeaksofthemissionarycharacteroftheChurchasthetaskofincorpora-
tion into Christ,43 and the concomitant clause on the nature of Christian
vocationper seastheoutworkingofsalvationbywayofanactivestrivingto
incorporate all of humanity within the Body (so Church) of Christ.44 Thus,

42 Lumen Gentium–see:<http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/
documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html>(Accessed17March,2017).

43 LG cl.17;Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.43.
44 LG cl.48;Gioia,ibid.
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evenasdialogicalopennesstothereligiousotherisbeingendorsed,itssetting
within the evangelising mission of the Church was being made clear. This
wouldleadtoatensionrequiringfurtherworkofclarificationandassessment;
arguablythiscontinuestobethecase.

4 Subsidiary Dialogue Documents of Vatican II

Anencyclicalbelongstotheteachingoffice–theMagisterium–oftheissuing
PopeandistobedistinguishedfromthosedocumentsoftheVaticanCouncil
itselfwhich,toagreaterorlesserdegree,addressedthematteroftheChurch’s
new attitude toward, and possibilities of relationship with, other faiths. A
numberofsuchconciliardocumentsemergedfromVaticanIIapartfromthe
two already mentioned (NA, LG). Two were issued in November 1965. Dei 
Verbum (DV) made reference to the task of preparing editions of Christian
Scripture for use by non-Christians.45 Apostolicam Actuositatem (AA) advo-
cated,atapracticallevelatleast,cooperationofthelaitywiththefollowersof
other religions.46 A stress placed on the universal value of religious liberty,
asserting ‘the right to religious freedom is based on the very dignity of the
humanperson’and,byextension, therightofcommunitiesto liveouttheir
religiouslifewithoutfearorfavour,wasadvancedinthedocumentDignitatis 
Humanae(DH)issuedinDecember,1965.47Thisisarguablythemostsignifi-
cantofthesubsidiarydocumentsasitsetsthewidervalueandcontextwhich
challengesreligiousexclusivism,namelytheadvocacyofreligiousliberty.The
documentAd Gentes (AG),alsoissuedinDecember1965,addressedthematter
ofthemissionoftheChurchinrespecttothe‘universalplanofGodforthe
salvationofmankind’,andincludesalsoreferencetodialogueasbothmethod
andtask.48

Theimplicitinvitationtootherreligionstoengageindialogicalconversa-
tion is to be entertained alongside, and in the full realisation of, an
uncompromisingproclamationofChristianidentityandwitness:theChurch’s
essentialmissionarycallingisitssine qua non.RistoJukkoobservesthat,along
with the warm recommendation of ‘dialogue with non-Christian religions’
given by Vatican II,49 a perspectival duality and subordinate inclusiveness

45 DV cl.25;Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.44.
46 AA cl.27;Gioia,ibid.
47 SeeDH cl.2,3and4;seeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.44-47.
48 SeeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.47-55.
49 Jukko,The Trinity in Unity,p.3.
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markedthisnewVaticandevelopment:the‘possibilityofsalvationinthenon
Christianreligions’wascertainlyallowedforbutonlywithinthecontextofan
emphasison‘belongingtotheChurch’asanessential‘conditionofsalvation’;
fortheChurchis,inandofitselfbydivinewarrant,‘theuniversalsacramentof
salvation’.50Thusaninherenttensionquicklyemerged.Ontheonehand,there
was an affirmation of genuine dialogical intercourse, with all that that por-
tends,inrespecttomutualacceptanceandsoon–anexerciseinapplyingthe
‘GoldenRule’asfoundinmostreligions.

OntheotherhandthereistheseeminglyintractableassertionofChristian
identitywithitsinherentimpulsetoevangelicalproclamationandconcomi-
tantquestforconversion:theleitmotifoftheGreatCommission(Mt28:16-20).
Howthistension,between‘rule’and‘commission’,getsplayedoutintheyears
sinceVaticanIIandNAwillbearecurringthemeintheworkoftheSNCaswell
asforthewiderRomanCatholicChurch.Indeed, itcontinuesacurrentand
ever-pressingissue.Nevertheless,theimportanceofVaticanIIfortheRoman
CatholicChurchandChristiantheologymoregenerallyinregardstotheatti-
tudeoftheChurchtonon-Christianscannotbeunderestimated:‘Throughits
documents–especiallyNostra AetateandLumen Gentium–VaticanIImadea
positive official pronouncement vis-à-vis the non-Christian religions for the
firsttimeintheChurch’shistory’.51

5 The Impact of Pope Paul VI

There were many occasions during his pontificate when Paul VI did one or
other,orboth,oftwothings:affirminginterreligiousdialogueaspartandpar-
celoftheChurch’snewdirectionsinitslifeandmissionpost-VaticanII,and
reasserting the priority of evangelistic mission in the context of which the
scopeandexpectations in respect to interreligiousdialogueweredelimited.
Hisinitialencyclical,Ecclesiam Suam (ES),addressedthethencontemporary
natureandmissionoftheChurch.Inthisdocumentcanbefound‘thetheo-
logicalandpastoralbasesforanewcommitmentoftheChurchtomeetand
listentootherbelieversandtocometomutualunderstanding’.52Thepractice
of dialogue is linked to the very heart of the Church’s mission; indeed, the
encyclicaleffectivelyreconfiguresevangelisticmissionas‘dialogue’.Butthisis
atwo-edgedsword:suchcloselinkingarguablymeansdialogueisbothhabili-

50 Jukko,The Trinity in Unity,p.5.
51 Jukko,The Trinity in Unity,p.22.
52 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.5
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tatedandhobbled.Certainlyamajorissueisarticulated;onewhichreceived
closeattention,yet itcontinuedtobea livelyandtheologicallycontentious
questiondowntothepresentday.

Interreligiousdialogue–indeed,‘dialoguewiththeworld’–istobeenjoined
becauseofthemessagetheChurchischargedtobringtotheworld.PaulVI
spokeofdialoguenotsomuchasagoaloractivityinitself,butasamodalityof
operation,ordisposition,whichmarksthemannerwhereintheChurchought
toengageinitsmultifariousmission.Admittedly,theencyclicaldidnotseekto
giveafulltreatmenttointerreligiousdialogueper se.Ratheritsetouttosignal
directionandvaluetobothdialogicalmethodanddevelopmentbroadlycon-
ceivedandapplied.However,havingspokenoftheChurch’sdialoguewiththe
wider world of humanity and noting the difficulty of attempting dialogical
engagementwithinanatheisticcontext,theencyclicalthenfocusesupondia-
logue within the context of the ‘circle of believers in God’ in which regard
specialmentionismadeofJewsandMuslims,togetherwithamutedreference
to‘thegreatAfro-Asiaticreligions’.53Inhis‘MessagetotheWorld’deliveredon
January6,1964,thePope,havingreaffirmedtheuniqueclaimofChristianityin
respecttoitsmessageandmission–‘amissionoffriendshipinthemidstof
humanity,amissionofunderstanding,ofencouragement’–greetedinparticu-
lar‘thosewhoprofessmonotheismandwithUsdirecttheirreligiousworship
totheonetrueGod’.54Althoughthefocuswasonthosereligionswhich,with
Christianity,maybedesignatedmonotheistic–thusreflectingthebeginnings
of Catholic interreligious dialogue in respect to the mono-theistic milieu of
JudaismandIslam–thepoint,nevertheless,wasthatPaulVIwasarticulating
thevalidityandacceptabilityofthewayofdialogueasthemodus operandiof
interreligiousrelationsto,andonbehalfof,theCatholicChurch.Conversation
withthereligious‘other’,especiallywithJewsandMuslims,hademergedasat
leastafunctionalalternativetothenormativeintentandmissionactivityof
seekingtheconversionoftheother.

ThereareanumberofotherdocumentsandencyclicalsissuedbyPaulVI
thatalsocontainsignificantreferencesorcomponentsrelevanttoChristian–
Muslimdialogue.Spiritus ParaclitihintsatthemissionoftheChurch‘stretching
outevenbeyondtheconfinesoftheChristianreligion’albeitwithinthecontext
ofaninclusivehope.55DialogueisalsoaffirmedinthedocumentPopulorum 
Progressio as being centred upon human relationships; value is accorded to
practical cooperative effort between Christians and non-Christians for the

53 ESclauses107&108;seeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.78-79.
54 SeeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.118-119.
55 Gioia, Interreligious Dialogue,p.63
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common human good.56 Regimini Ecclesiae Universae included a succinct
statementconcerning thestructureand purposeof SNCandarticulated the
attachmentofanOfficeforrelationswithMuslimstoit.57Asnotedabove,it
wasalwaysthespecialprovinceoftheSNCtoattendtotherelationshipofthe
ChurchwithIslamand,withoutdoubt,PaulVIdramaticallyadvancedpapal
contactwithMuslimsandtheIslamicworldatboththepersonalandthediplo-
maticlevels.Indeed,PaulVIiscreditedasbeingthefirstPope‘toopenthedoors
oftheVatican’toincreasingnumbersofMuslimdelegations.58Throughoutthe
1960sPopePaulVImadeanumberofvisitsduringwhichhemetformallywith
Muslimleaders.HespoketoalargepublicgatheringofMuslimsinUgandain
1969,wherehestated:‘Youthusenableustomanifesthereourhighrespectfor
thefaithyouprofess,andourhopethatwhatweholdincommonmayserveto
uniteChristiansandMuslimsevermoreclosely,intruebrotherhood’.59What
PopeJohnXXIIIhadinitiated,PaulVIgaveshapeandsubstanceandcontrib-
utedmuchtotheshapingofCatholicperspectivesondialogue.

6 Theology of Dialogue: initial developments

AtthetimeofVaticanIItherewasnotheologicalevaluationofotherreligions
undertakeninanyformalwaybytheCatholicChurch.However,intheleadup
toVaticanIIawayforwardhadbeensignalledintermsoftheanthropological
theologyofKarlRahnerandalso thedialogicalphilosophyofMartinBuber
thathadinfluencedtheologianssuchasHansUrsvonBalthasar.60AsNolan
observes,bythetimeoftheSecondVaticanCouncil,‘dialogue’hademergedas
a theological leitmotiv ‘newly takenup fromexistentialist religious thought’
and‘hadbecomeawordofgreatrhetoricalpower’.61Theideaandapplication
ofdialoguewasquitepervasive;itpertainedtomuchmorethantheissueof
relations toother faithsand, furthermore, itsusewithinVaticandocuments
wasarguablyconfused.62Issuesofrhetoricandinterpretationnotwithstand-
ing,itwasRahnerwhoarguablyprovidedthechieftheologicalsupportforthe

56 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.80
57 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.80-81.
58 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.11
59 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.7
60 Cf.Nolan,A Privileged Moment,pp.156ff.
61 Nolan,A Privileged Moment,p.174.
62 Nolan,A Privileged Moment,pp.175ff.
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change of stance towards other religions to emanate from Vatican II. He
advancedtheviewthatpeopleofotherreligionscouldberegardedas‘anony-
mousChristians’andthatnon-Christianreligionscouldbeseenashavinga
measureoftheologicalvaliditybyvirtueofbeing‘ordinarywaysofsalvation’,
albeitincontrasttotheuniqueandspecialwayofJesusChrist.63Dupuisnotes
thatRahner,‘onthebasisofhisphilosophicalandtheologicalanalysisofthe
“supernaturalexistential”innateintheveryhumanityofeveryhumanbeing’,
wasabletoassert‘that“elementsoftruthandgrace”existandmaybefoundin
everyreligioustradition…(andthat)…theirfullnessisfoundintheincarnate
Word’.64

Boththenotionofthe‘anonymousChristian’andthemotifoflogoi sperma-
tikoi, or‘seedsoftheword’–recognitionofameasureofthepresenceofGod
inandthroughotherreligions–werekeytheologicalelementscontributingto
theearlydevelopmentsinRomanCatholictheologyofdialogue.65However,
suchviewswerehighlycontentious,arousingperplexityandpolemicalreac-
tion.IfinstitutingtheSNCimpliedanewtheologicalposition,oratleastthe
possibilityofone,whatmightthatbe?Vaticandocumentsinthemselveswere
not clear on this point: ‘the renewed anthropology and ecclesiology of the
Council…hadyettobeassimilatedbytheChurch’.66Moretothepoint,anew
theologyofdialoguehadyettobearticulatedbyandtotheChurch.Anearly
decisionwastaken‘tobuildupanideologicalbase,drawnfrombiblicaland
patristictraditionandtakinguptheapproachoftheCouncil,asumofsolid
indicationsonthesituationofnon-ChristiansbeforeGodandonthevalueof
non-Christianreligions’.67Arguably,behindtheimpetusoftheRomanCatholic
Church to engage in interreligious dialogue lay also a new acceptance of
religiousplurality–althoughcertainlynottheideologicalstanceofpluralism

63 See,forexample,KarlRahnerSJ,Theological Investigations(London:Darton,Longman&
Todd),Vol.V(1966);Vol.VI(1969);Vol.IX(1972).Seealso:Karl-HeinzWeger,Karl Rahner: 
an introduction to his theology (London:Burns&Oates, 1980);WilliamV.DychSJ,Karl 
Rahner (London:GeoffreyChapman,1992);DeclanMarmionandMaryE.Hines(Eds),
The Cambridge Companion to Karl Rahner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005).

64 JacquesDupuis,S.J.,Christianity and the Religions: From Confrontation to Dialogue(Mary-
knoll,NY:OrbisBooks/London:Darton,LongmanandTodd,2001),p.8.

65 SeeRichardFriedl,OP, ‘CharacterofEffortsatDialogueintheRomanCatholicChurch
sincetheSecondVaticanCouncil’,BulletinNo.36(XII/3)(1977):151.

66 P.Rossano,‘TheSecretariatforNon-ChristianReligionsfromthebeginningstothepres-
entday:history,ideas,problems’,BulletinNo41-42(XIV/2-3)(1979):94.

67 Rossano,‘TheSecretariatforNon-ChristianReligions’,p.93.
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as a conceptual framework for comprehending and valuing that plurality –
togetherwithaparticularconcernforChristian–Muslimrelations.

7 Conclusion: Emerging Relations with Islam

Withregardtothenewdirectionssignalledinrespectofattitudesandstances
towardspeoplesofotherfaiths,andIslaminparticular,AtaullahSiddiquihas
notedwhathecalls‘threebroadpatterns’thatemerged…

…fromtheSecondVaticanCouncil’sviewonotherreligions,especially
onIslam,showingthattheRomanCatholicsappearedtohavediscovered
spiritualwealthamongstMuslimbeliefs.Nonetheless,theperspectiveon
beliefsisselective.TheCouncilacceptstheIslamicbeliefofoneGodas
merciful, all-powerful; but that the same God could reveal with the
Abrahamiccovenantanew“revelation”clearlyseemsunacceptable.68

Siddiquiappearstohaveidentifiedacriticalproblem:what,precisely,is‘unac-
ceptable’andonwhatgrounds?Wasitthecasethatalimitonacceptabilityof
anotherrevelationhadbeenset,oristhenecessitytostateclearlytheposition
ofChristianidentityinthecontextofevincingdialogicalopennessmisreadas
imposing hermeneutical limitation upon the position of the interlocutor?
Siddiquiflagsasensitivitythatwillsurfacecontinually–andwhich,arguably,
hasyettobedealtwithadequately.Asnoted,theSNCwaschargedwithinves-
tigatingandestablishingdialogicalrelationswithreligionsotherthanJudaism.
In consequence it was dialogue with Islam which not only took on a more
prominentprofileearlyonwithinthelifeoftheSNC,butalsocametotakeade 
factoprominentrolewithinthecauseofinterreligiousdialogueassuch.

TheparticularitiesofthetheologicalandhistoricalnatureofIslamandits
relationshiptoChristianityhavemeantthatfortheRomanCatholicChurch,as
for the WCC, this has called forth very specific and dedicated attention and
response. Christian–Muslim dialogues, including organising reciprocal visits
and establishing interfaith relations of various kinds, were actively pursued
fromtheinceptionoftheSecretariat.FollowingtheSecondVaticanCouncil
‘therewerespecialreasonsfortheChristianChurchesofEuropetoshowinter-
estindialoguewithMuslims.TheyearsoftheCouncil(1962-1965)coincided
with the outset of the great period of immigration of Muslims to Western

68 A.Siddiqui,Christian-Muslim Dialogue in the Twentieth Century(London:Macmillanand
NY:StMartin’sPress,1997),p.38.
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Europe’.69Asnoted,aCommission for Islamwas joinedtotheSNCvirtually
fromitsinceptionandthisresultedinaspecialadjunctofficeforpromoting
relations with Muslims.70 Also, in that same year, the Vatican, through the
Secretariat for Non-Christians, issued a ‘Greetings for Ramadan’ message to
MuslimsattheendoftheFastingmonth,tocoincidewiththeEid-ul-Fitrfesti-
val.71BeginningwithanepochalCounciltheRomanCatholicChurch,nowfor
overhalfacentury,hasbecomehighlyengagedwithIslamandrelationswith
Muslims.TheGroundworklaidinthe1960shasbornemuchfruit.Weturnnow
totastesome.

69 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.35.
70 PaulVI,ApostolicConstitution,Aug.15,1967.SeeGioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.80f.
71 December30,2967.Forthetextofthismessage,seeSNCpublicationBulletin,No7(3/1)

(March1968).
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Chapter6

Catholic-Muslim Relations: Post-Vatican II

Although,asClareAmosremarks,the‘SecondVaticanCouncildidnotresolve
the dialectic between the demands of mission and evangelization and the
imperativeof interreligiousengagement’,nonethelessamongthenumberof
significant documents that have been produced by the relevant offices and
organisationsoftheHolySeeintheyearssinceVaticanII,twoproducedbythe
PontificalCouncil for InterreligiousDialogue(PCID)do in fact ‘wrestlewith
thisrelationshipbetweeninterreligiousdialogueandmission’.1Thesearethe
1984milestoneThe Attitude of the Church toward Followers of Other Religions 
(ACTFOR), subtitled ‘Reflections and Orientations on Dialogue and Mission’,
and the 1991 seminal Dialogue and Proclamation (DP) issued jointly by the
CongregationfortheEvangelizationofPeoplesandPCID.Bycontrast,Dominus 
Iesus (DI),thecontroversialdocumentoftheCongregationfortheDoctrineof
theFaithissuedattheturnofthemillennium,waswidelyregardedaspouring
coldwateronbothecumenicalandinterreligiousrelations.Althoughitdidnot
resilefromeithersetsofrelations;itwasmainlyconcernedtosupplydogmatic
correctivestoperceivedtheologicallaxitieswithintheCatholicfold.Itwas,in
effect,acall to reassert the fundamentalsofCatholicChristian identityand
faithasboththebasisof,andsettingthediscursiveparametersfor,interreli-
giousdialogicalengagements.Perceptionsandperspectivesmaybedebated;
theplaceofinterreligiousdialogue,andwithinthatpriorityfordialoguewith
Islam,isvouchsafednonetheless.Arguably,behindtheimpetustoengagein
interreligious dialogue lay the Catholic Church’s implicit acceptance of the
fact of religious plurality, or diversity, as something theologically valid –
althoughnot,weshouldnote,endorsing the ideological stanceofpluralism
whichisaconceptualframeworkforcomprehendingandvaluingthatplural-
ity–togetherwithaparticularconcernforChristian–Muslimrelations,both
pragmaticallyandintermsoftheologicalcoherence.

1 ClareAmos, ‘VaticanandWorldcouncilofChurchesInitiatives:WeavingInterreligious
Threads on Ecumenical Looms’, in Paul Hedges (Ed), Contemporary Muslim-Christian-
Encounters: Developments, Diversity and Dialogues(London:Bloomsbury,2015),p.189.
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1 Early Years of Dialogue

ThefirstChristian–MuslimmeetingundertheaegisoftheworkoftheSecre-
tariat for Non-Christians (SNC) took place in Khartoum, Sudan, in January
1968.In1969PopePaulVImadeanumberofvisitsduringwhichhemetfor-
mallywithMuslimleaders.HespoketoalargepublicgatheringofMuslimsin
Ugandawherehestated:‘Youthusenableustomanifesthereourhighrespect
for the faith you profess, and our hope that what we hold in common may
servetouniteChristiansandMuslimsevermoreclosely,intruebrotherhood’.2
Considerableresourcesforthepurposesofdialogicalconsultationsweregen-
eratedbytheSecretariatandappliedtotheworkoftheChurch,includingthe
productionofguidebookin1969.3TheSNCforgedaworkingrelationshipwith
another Papal organisation based in Rome, the Pontifical Institute for the
StudyofArabicandIslam(PISAI).Aconferenceorganisedonthesubjectof
IslamandDialoguewasheldatPISAIinNovember1971atwhichMuhammad
Talbi, professor of history at the University ofTunis, was the guest speaker.
Talbi’swasanencouragingvoicechampioningaMuslimappreciationofthe
prospectfordialoguethatsquaredwiththehopesandaspirationsemanating
fromVaticanII.FromquiteearlyoninitslifetheSNCparticipatedinahostof
organiseddialoguesthroughouttheworldandworkedinconjunctionnotonly
with other Vatican offices and organisations but also a number of Muslim
groups, especially in respect of jointly organised ventures and promulgated
outcomes. Furthermore, it was also involved with allied activities with the
WorldCouncilofChurches(WCC).Onesuchsignificantearlyeventwasacon-
sultationheldatAjaltoun,inBeirut,Lebanon,in1970which,althoughittook
placeattheinitiativeoftheWCC,neverthelessinvolvedrepresentativesfrom
boththeRomanCatholicandOrthodoxChurches,togetherwithrepresenta-
tivesfromtenotherreligions.Areportonthisconsultationnoted:

Boththeformaldiscussionsandtheprivateones,andtheopportunityof
takingpartincommonprayerormeditationspreparedbythedifferent
members of the various religions, contributed to the emergence of a
deepermutualunderstandingnotonlyata levelof ideas,butalsoata

2 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds which Unite Us: 16 years of Christian-Muslim dialogue
(VaticanCity:PCID,1994),p.7.

3 MauriceBorrmans,Guidelines for Dialogue between Christians and Muslims,trans.R.Marston
Speight(NewYork:PaulistPress,1990).
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levelofexperienceanddevotion…themeetingwasforallanunforgetta-
bleexperience.4

Throughoutthe1970stherewasincreasedChristian–Muslimencounter,espe-
ciallyattheinitiativeoftheWCC,towhichCatholicrepresentatives,including
officialsoftheSNC,werefrequentlyinvitedtoparticipate.Themessuchasreli-
giouslibertyandthefreedomtomakepublicprofessionoffaithwereamong
thefirsttobebroachedbyChristian–Muslimdialogicalencounters.

Duringtheperiod1966to1976theHolySeeestablisheddiplomaticrelations
withsome17nationsthatwereeitherIslamicstatesorhadsizeableMuslim
populations. The first higher level delegation of Muslims from Cairo was
receivedinRomein1970.ContactswereestablishedwiththeUniversityofal-
AzharandadelegationfromSaudi-Arabiawasreceived.Intheseearlyyears
afterVaticanIItherewasanairofhopefulexpectationinregardtorelations
withIslam.ToavisitinggroupofSaudiUlama,inOctober,1974,PopePaulVI
stated:

ThisvisitshowsinfactthatMuslimsandChristiansarecomingtoknow
eachotherbetterandtoloveeachothermore.Wecanonlyrejoiceabout
this… We think also of the Muslim-Christian colloquia of the recent
years.Whilealwaysavoidinganinadmissiblesyncretism,thesevisitsand
seminars, littleby little,makeourspiritual forcesconverge.Andweall
feeltheurgency,inthisageofpervasiveandoppressivematerialism,to
bearwitnesstoGodtheMostExalted,theMostMerciful,whoseloving
presenceunceasinglysurroundsus.5

Inreply,theSaudisspokeof‘theencouragingevolutionaccomplishedinrela-
tionsbetweenChristianandMuslimworldsfollowingupontheSecondVatican
Council…Islam has begun effectively to establish relations based on the
noblestofideaswithregardtoChristianityandChristians’.6

TheChristianmissionarydutyofevangelisationandtheIslamicimperative
forda‘wahwerecomplementarythemesofdialoguemeetingsin1974and1976.
AHongKongmeetingin1975focussedonMuslim-Christiancooperationfor
thewellbeingofhumanity.Moreovertlytheologicaltopicswerebroachedin
meetingsheldinCordoba:thecrisisoffaithinthemodernworld(in1974),and
theexaminationoftheplaceofJesusChristinIslamicfaithandtheChristian

4 LopezGay,SJ,‘AjaltounMeetingReport’,BulletinNo14(July1970):77.
5 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.11.
6 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.12.
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attitudetowardsMuhammad(in1977).Althoughmuchgoodworkwasunder-
taken, and positive relations with the Muslim world engendered, there was
one notable seminar on Christian–Muslim dialogue, held inTripoli in 1976,
whichwaslimitedinitssuccessbyvirtueofreferencestoZionismmadeinits
finaldeclarationthatwerenotacceptabletotheVatican.7Theotherwiseexcel-
lentsummaryofagreementbetweenChristiansandMuslimswasdeemedto
beflawedtotheextentthattheinsertionoftwopoliticalclauses–largelyat
theurgingoftheLibyans–wasinappropriatetothedialoguepurposeitself.
Interreligious dialogue is ever susceptible to the encroachment of political
agendas.ThereportonthisparticularseminarnotedtheattitudeoftheMuslim
interlocutorswherein‘Islamappearedconstantlysureofitself,aperfectreli-
gion which has nothing to learn, aware that today it is in possession of the
prestige weapon of raw materials ... proud of its religious heritage’.8 Libyan
hegemonyandacertainamountofgame-playingappearevident.Thereport
concludedonthenotethatwhiletheneedfordialogueisevenmoreevident
andurgent,itisnotaneasyroad,indeeditisonefraughtwithdifficulty.But
the quest for interpersonal relations in the cause of dialogue is affirmed as
showingthewayforward.

In an informative article Michael Fitzgerald presented a short apologetic
discussionandnotedsomecrucialdistinctionsthatneedtobeborneinmind
whenapproachingthequestionofdialoguewithIslam.‘Whatisimportant’he
said,‘istotrytograsptheparticularmessageofIslam,thevisionofIslam’.9By
contrast, Jan Slomp noted that attempts to improve interfaith relations
betweenChristiansandMuslims‘have,ontheChristianside,beenobstructed
by the false claim that the ecumenical movement promotes syncretism by
meansofdialogue,andontheMuslimside,bythebaselessassertionthatthe
Christiansofto-daydonotfollowthesimplereligionofJesus,butacorrupted
version of it’.10 The culprit of such corruption is named as St Paul, and the
putative‘proof’istheso-calledGospelofBarnabas.However,althoughexposed
asaforgerybyWesternscholarshipithas,inrecenttimes,beenabest-sellerin
theIslamicworld.Dealingwithfalsehoodandprejudiceemergedasaperen-
nialtaskinthecauseofinterreligiousdialogue,especiallysointhearenaof
Muslim-Christianrelations.BythelateseventiesFitzgeraldwasabletonote
someparticulardifficultiesencountered in thepursuitofChristian–Muslim

7 SeePCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.10.
8 Reportof‘SeminaronIslamic-Christiandialogue’,Tripoli,Libya,February1976.Bulletin

No31(1976):11.
9 MichaelFitzgerald,‘IslamandtheBible’,BulletinNo23-24(1973):137.
10 JanSlomp,‘Thepseudo-GospelofBarnabas’,BulletinNo31(1976):69.
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dialogue.Heobservedthatprogressisimpededbyhaving‘toomanypartici-
pants…too great a diversity of topics…too many formal papers, leaving
inadequate time for discussion…(and a)…lack of freedom of expression’.11
Further,thechoiceoftopicsfordialoguemustbemadewithcareinorderthat
they may ‘help to bridge gaps of understanding rather than widen them’.12
Fitzgerald’sinformativecritiquealsonotesdifficultiesencounteredwithlan-
guageusedwithindialogue,andtheconcomitantneedforthecarefuldefinition
of terms used within dialogical discourse. Difficulties with many common
theologicalandideologicalkey-wordscaneasilyarise.Misunderstandingcan
alsooccur ‘fromalackofappreciationformethodologicaldifferences…(For
example)biblicalandquranicexegesis…thesearchforasocialorderbasedon
faith…(andeven)…theverynotionofinter-religiousdialogue’.13Fitzgeraldis
clearontheneedforthoroughpreparationfordialogue;willingnesstoengage
is not sufficient. He enunciates the aims of dialogue as growth in mutual
understanding,thedissipationofprejudice,practicalactsofco-operation,and
the deepening of the already-held faith of each partner in the dialogical
encounter.Fitzgeraldcloseswithacaveatandanexhortation: ‘Dialogueisa
much-used word. There is a risk that it may become debased currency. If
Christian–Muslimencounteristocontinuetobetrueinter-religiousdialogue
itmustbesolidlygroundedinfaithinGod,besustainedbyaspiritofprayer
andflowintocommonaction’.14

2 Dialogue under John Paul II: 1978-1989

PopePaulVIdied inAugust, 1978. JohnPaul,his immediate successor, lived
only33daysafterbecomingPope.APolishCardinal,KarolWyotyla,wasthen
electedPopeandtookthenameJohnPaulII.Hequicklyassumedthemantle
ofcontinuingtheinterreligiousinterestsofhistwoimmediatepredecessors.
Indeed,he‘lostlittletimeingivingrenewedimpetustothenewopennessin
relationswithMuslimsthathadbeenurgedbytheSecondVaticanCounciland
exemplified in the actions of Pope Paul VI’.15 The motif of a spiritual bond
betweenChristianandMuslimwasafavouritetheme.Inanaddressgivento

11 MichaelFitzgerald,‘TheSecretariatforNon-ChristiansandMuslim-ChristianDialogue’,
Bulletin No.37 (1978):10.

12 Fitzgerald,‘TheSecretariat’,p.11.
13 Ibid.
14 Fitzgerald,‘TheSecretariat’,p.14.
15 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.11.
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MuslimsinAnkaraheremarked‘Iwonderwhetheritisnoturgent…torecog-
nizeanddevelopthespiritualbondswhichuniteus’andheurgedhislisteners
toconsider‘theprofoundrootsofthefaithinGodinwhomyourMuslimfel-
lowcitizensalsobelieve’,allwithaviewtoderivingfromsuchconsideration
‘theprincipleofcollaboration’.16Soitwasthat,fromveryearlyoninhispapal
career,thisuniquelyperipateticPopemetoftenwithMuslims,emphasisngthe
themeof‘spiritualbonds’betweenChristiansandMuslimsandeveradvanc-
ingthecauseofcollaborativerelationship,markedby‘reciprocalesteemand
themutualdesireforauthenticservicetohumanity’.17

FivemonthsintohisPontificate,JohnPaulIIissuedhismanifestoencycli-
cal,Redemptor Hominis (RH,1979),whichechoedanddevelopedtheEcclesiam 
SuamencyclicalofPaulVI.RHisregardedas‘oneofthemostimportantstate-
mentsoftheChurch’steachingofficeonthequestionofhowChristiansareto
relatetothefollowersofotherreligions’.18BothMuslimsandJews,inkeeping
withthemandateofVaticanII,areviewed‘asworthyofesteemonthepartof
Christians’and, indeed, ‘dialogue,contacts,prayerincommon,investigation
ofthetreasuresofhumanspirituality’wereurgedtobetheorderofthedayin
mattersofinterfaithrelations.19ThusJohnPaulIIcalledfor‘atrulydialogical
relationshipwherebothsidesgiveandbothreceive’wherein,henoted,‘strong
beliefsandthemoralvaluesofthefollowersofotherreligionscanandshould
challengeChristianstorespondmorefullyandgenerouslytothedemandsof
theirownChristianfaith’.20

RHisbutthefirstofatleastelevendocumentscomprisingtheMagisterium
ofJohnPaulII,whichingreaterorlesserdegreestouchonthematterofinter-
religious dialogue. He implored people everywhere to work urgently in the
causeofpeaceandviewedthemotifoftheChurch’smissioninherentlyinclud-
ing both proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and interreligious
dialogue.21Thepre-eminent roleofdialogue increatingagreaterunityand
friendship among Christians and the followers of other religions is urged,
togetherwithanecessarylinkingofmissionanddialogueascomplementary

16 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.15.
17 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.17.
18 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.13.
19 RHclause6;seeFrancescoGioia(Ed), Interreligious Dialogue: The official teaching of the 

Catholic Church (1963–1995) (Boston: Pauline Books and Media/Pontifical Council for
InterreligiousDialogue,1997),p.87.

20 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,pp.13-14.
21 SeeDonnaOrsuto,‘OntheFrontLine:Christifideles LaiciandLayinvolvementinInter-

religiousDialogue’,inChidiDenisIsizoh(Ed),Milestones in Interreligious Dialogue(Rome:
CeedeePublications,2002),pp.183-195.
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activities. Pope John Paul II actively supported and promoted interreligious
dialogueonmanyfronts.Heaffirmedtruthandgoodnessfoundinotherreli-
gions and asserted the need for the Church to be in dialogue with them.
Engagingindialogueforthesakeofmutualunderstanding,practicalcollabo-
ration,socialjustice,humanrights,advancingmoralvalues,thepromotionof
peace,andtheadvocacyofreligiousfreedomwerefrequentlyrecurringthemes
throughout this Pope’s many addresses and communications. The motif of
hospitality isathemewhichalsorecurs. Interreligiousdialogueinvolvesthe
affirmingoftraditionalvalues,identitiesandideals,andutilisingmoderntech-
nologyinthelightofthatsoastopromotehumandignityandtoadvancethe
causeofharmoniousandstablecommunityliving.Dialogue,forJohnPaulII,
is advocated as much as praxis in the service of high ideals for human
existence as a methodology of theological interfaith engagement per se.
Hewasverymuchanadvocateofthedialoguesoflifeandaction:dialogueis
the modality par excellence for engaging the quest for improved human
community.

TherationaleforChristian–Muslimdialoguewasnotinregardtoanysug-
gestionofneedforreconciliationofthespecificsofbelief,northeseekingof
theologicalcompatibilitiesassuch,butratherwithrespecttocertainfunda-
mentalsoffaiththathavetodowithpeacefulco-existence,ontheonehand,
andtheserviceofGodtogetherthroughco-operativeeffortsinfosteringthe
greater human good, on the other. In Ghana in 1980, for example, the Pope
calledforsolidarityandfriendshipbetweenChristianandMusliminthecause
of a joint service to humanity and the world. Early in 1981, during a visit to
Pakistan,hecommentedonthe‘bondsofdialogueandtrustwhichhavebeen
forgedbetweentheCatholicChurchandIslam’andwentontostate:

Bymeansofdialoguewehavecometoseemoreclearlythemanyvalues,
practicesandteachingswhichbothourreligioustraditionsembrace…I
praythatthismutualunderstandingandrespectbetweenChristiansand
Muslims,andindeedbetweenallreligions,willcontinuetogrowdeeper,
andthatwewillfindstillbetterwaysofcooperationandcollaboration
forthegoodofall.22

PopeJohnPaulII‘affirmedthatthereligiousdutyofhospitalitywaspartofthe
commonheritagethatChristiansandMuslimsreceivedfromtheirforefather,
Abraham’.23Elsewhereheaverredthat‘bothcommunitiesmustmovebeyond

22 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.21.
23 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.22.
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dwellinguponandobsessivelyretellingthepastoffenceseachhassufferedat
thehandsoftheother;theymustworktomakethefuturedifferentfromthe
past’.24ThisPopeadvancedastrongtheologicalbasisfor‘unityofrespectand
purpose’ as characterising the relationship that ought to obtain between
MuslimsandChristians.Ifhecouldbesaidtogivingthemajorleadinrespect
totheCatholicChurch’sstancetowardIslamandChristian–Muslimrelations,
theSNCwassurelyrightalongsidehimandmostactiveinthedischargeofthat
lead.

In a significant article in which major Church documents that deal with
MuslimsandIslamwerediscussed,theSNC’sPietroRossanoidentifiedthree
positions,oneofwhichhedeemedcentral to theChurch; theother twohe
regardedasrelatively‘collateral’.25Hisanalysisnotonlyderivedfromastudy
oftheobviousmajordocuments,butalsofromaninvestigationofaselection
ofotherkeydocuments,includingsignificantlettersfromavarietyofbishops
withwidelydifferingexperiencesofIslam.Thiswellresearchedworkisthere-
foreofsomesignificance.What,then,werethepositionsoftheChurch,atthis
time,asRossanosawthem?Heidentifiedascentralthatofinnovation:thecall
forarenewal,forafreshapproachoftheChurchtowardIslam,beginningwith
therecognitionofa‘spiritualbond’–toechothethemerecurrentinthepapal
pronouncements – which unites each religion to the other. The theological
basisforthisisacommonfaithinGodwithaconsequentcommonperspective
onthehumanbeing‘asGod’screature,equal,free,thesummitoftheuniverse,
endowedwithrights,subjecttothedivinelawofgoodandevil,andcalledto
reachGod’.ThusareChristiansandMuslimsenjoinedtoanattitudeofmutual
respectandso,onthatbasis,enabledtoenterintoappropriatedialogue.The
firstofthecollateralpositionsisanauthoritativelypositivestance‘whichlooks
to co-existence, encounter and collaboration with the Muslims on a purely
humanlevel’.Thesecondtakesacompletelydifferentperspective,thatofneg-
ativeexpectation,wherein‘attentionisturneddirectlyupontheMuslimas…
someonewhosefaithholdshimwithinsuchaharshandrigidframeworkasto
prejudice the very possibility of dialogue’. Here we see the reflection of an
encounterwithanintransigentandexclusivistIslam;acontextwhereMuslims
themselves,forwhateverreason–whethertheological,asRossanoinfers,or
politicalsuchthatreligio-politicalrationalesoverlayotherrelationaldynamics
–areinimicaltoanyformofdétentewithChristians,oranyoneelse,forthat

24 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.30.
25 P.Rossano,‘ThemajordocumentsoftheCatholicChurchregardingtheMuslims’,Bulletin

48(1981):204-215.
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matter.SotheChurchinthissituationmay,andoftendoes,feelthatthepros-
pectofdialogicalengagementiseffectivelyruledout.

Rossano concluded that whereas the central position represents the
MagisteriumofRome,theso-calledcollateralpositionsreflectthelimitedtem-
poralandcontextualexperiencesofthelocalChurch.Healsospokeofsome
‘warning signs of theological problems which will little by little have to be
workedout’.26Inotherwords,itseemshewasgivingnoticethattherearecer-
tain theological issues that will require careful address and a measure of
unequivocalresolutionif, indeed,anysubstantiveprogressondialoguewith
Muslims is to be achieved. Among the examples of such issues he cites the
theologicalstatusofIslam,andthatofMuhammadandhisprophecy;therela-
tionshipoftheUmmatotheChurch;thenatureoftheproclaimed‘spiritual
bond’ thatbindsChristianandMuslim;thenatureofrevelationapplyingto
bothChristianandIslamiccontexts;andtheimplicationforChristianityofthe
Islamicstressontawhid,theinsistentsingularityoftheunityofGod.Rossano
also remarked on the one-sidedness of the dialogical enterprise: it is the
Churchwhichtakesthegreaterinitiative.Ineffect,heprovidedatemplateof
concerns thathadbecomeapparentat that time.Meanwhile, inanaddress
given inNigeria in1982,PopeJohnPaul IIstatedofChristiansandMuslims
that

…both believe in one God who is the Creator of all.We acclaim God’s
sovereigntyandwedefendthedignityofthehumanpersonasGod’sser-
vant.WeadoreGodandprofesstotalsubmissiontoHim.Inatruesense,
we can call one another brothers and sisters in faith in the one God…
Becauseofthisfaith,wehavemanythingsincommon:theprivilegeof
prayer;thedutyofjusticeaccompaniedbycompassionandalmsgiving,
andaboveallasacredrespectforhumandignity,whichisatthefounda-
tionofthebasicrightsofeveryhumanbeing.27

The spiritual bond that the Pope identified bears concrete theological reso-
nance: from the shared referent of foundational belief to the expressive
phenomenaofthelifeoffaith.Itissuchasthisthatgivesimpetusfor,andcre-
dence to, Christian–Muslim dialogue. Apart from repeated encouragement
giventoChristiansandMuslimstoenterintothisdialogue,whichemergesas
a particular arena of concern for John Paul II, he also elaborated on the
Christiantheologicalbasisofdialogue,includingthat‘God’splanofsalvation

26 Rossano,‘Themajordocuments’, p.214.
27 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.42
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encompassesallwhoacknowledgetheCreator’;thatdialogueisitself ‘awit-
ness of God’s love for all humankind’ which in the Islamic context is ‘an
expressionofsensitivityandloveforMuslims’;yetneverthelesstheChristian
position is always ‘rooted in a firm and humble submission to the Word of
Christ’.28 The motif of enculturation surfaces as ‘a firm basis for Christian–
Muslimdialogue,asitenablesbothtounderstandeachother’spointofview’
and,indeed,while‘theencounterwithMuslimscanbeacatalystforadeeper
interiorization(sic)offaith’neverthelessitisvital‘thataChristianindialogue
withMuslimshaveastrongChristianidentity’.29

Ina1985addresstoMuslimsJohnPaulIInotedthatcommonelementsto
thetwofaiths‘gomuchdeeperthansuperficialpointsofcontact;theydeter-
mine,rather,theverywaythatbothcommunitiesofbelieversapproachGod
andrespondtoHiswill’.30Thuspapalcredibilitytothenotionoftherebeinga
significant measure of compatibility of faith (but not necessarily doctrine)
betweenIslamandChristianity,atleastinprinciple,isarticulated.InAugustof
thesameyearthePopepulledoffwhathasbeendescribedasaspectacular
visittoMorocco.ThiswasinresponsetoaninvitationfromKingHassanII,and
itculminated inanaddress toover80,000Muslimyouth. Inawide-ranging
addressthatreiteratedthemesofcommonbeliefinGod,sharedobedienceto
thewillofGod,anadvocacyofmutualrespect,andaninterlinkingofChristian
andMuslimspirituality,JohnPaulIIsaid:

I believe that we, Christian and Muslims, must recognize with joy the
religious values that we have in common and give thanks to God for
them.BothofusbelieveinoneGod,theonlyGod,whoisalljusticeand
allmercy;webelieveintheimportanceofprayer,offasting,ofalmsgiv-
ing,ofrepentanceandofpardon;webelievethatGodwillbeamerciful
judgetousattheendoftime,andwehopethataftertheresurrectionHe
willbesatisfiedwithus,andweknowthatwewillbesatisfiedwithhim.31

ThiswasperhapsahighpointinthisPope’sreaching-outtotheMuslimworld.

28 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.46
29 Ibid.
30 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.30.
31 Gioia, Interreligious Dialogue,p.303.
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3 Engagement and Reflection 1990-2000

Bytheendofthe1980stheSecretariatforNon-Christianshadbeenrenamed
andre-constitutedasthePontificalCouncilforInterreligiousDialogue(PCID).
Mandatedbythe1988ApostolicConstitution,Pastor Bonus,thekeypurposeof
the newly renamed organisation is listed as 1) ‘To promote respect, mutual
understandingandcollaborationbetweenCatholicsandthefollowersofother
religioustraditions’;2)‘Toencouragethestudyofreligions’;and3)‘Topromote
theformationofpersonsdedicatedtodialogue’.32Initsworkoffosteringinter-
religious engagement, the ‘foremost partners in dialogue’ continued to be
IslamandMuslims.ChristianityandIslamrepresentuniversalcommunitiesof
faith,eachwithitsalliedorganisationaland/oridentifyingconstruct–ecclesia
andumma–whichallowsfordialoguetobeenjoinedatbothlocalandinter-
nationallevels.Thus,forexample,inresponsetoavisitofrepresentativesof
thePCIDtoTripoliin1989,areturnvisittoRomeforaDialogueonMissionand
Da’wahwasundertakeninJanuary1990bymembersoftheWorldIslamicCall
(Da’wah)Society(WCIS).Inanaddressgivenatapapalaudiencegrantedtothe
participantsoftheconference,JohnPaulIIstressedtherequirementofboth
ChristianandMuslimtouphold‘therespectandtheinalienabledignityand
freedomofthehumanpersoncreatedandlovedbyGod’.33Interfaithdifficul-
ties were deplored and a challenge to overcome these ‘in a spirit of justice,
brotherhood and mutual respect’ was urged. For Christian and Muslim to
address, together, issues such as the carrying out of mission and da’wah, is
to tackle something ‘which is important both for religious and for social
harmony’.34

WhenaddressingthebishopsofthePhilippinesontheoccasionoftheirAd 
Liminavisitin1990,thePoperemarkedonthesituationofChristian–Muslim
relationsstressing inparticular issuesof religious freedom, freedomofcon-
science,andtheneedforcooperativelivingbetweenthesetwocommunities
of faith. And in a statement to Muslims from Malta he reiterated familiar
themes of the esteem of Islam and of Muslims expressing optimism for
Christian–Muslim dialogue, asserting ‘that all believers in the merciful and
AlmightyGodshouldstrivetogethertopromoteandsafeguard, forallman-
kind,socialjustice,moralvalues,peaceandeffectiveandmutuallyapplicable

32 ApostolicConstitution,Pastor Bonus,1988.SeeVaticanWebsite:<http://www.vatican.va/
roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_pro_20051996_
en.html>(Accessed17March,2017).

33 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.429.
34 Ibid.
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religiousfreedom’.35InTanzania,emphasiswaslikewisegiventofreedomof
conscienceandtheroleofreasonandfreewillinreligiousaffairs.Thepossibil-
ity of Christians and Muslims co-existing peacefully was again encouraged.
Followersofthesetwofaiths‘canbepartnersinbuildingasocietyshapedby
thevaluestaughtbyGod:tolerance,justice,peaceandconcernforthepoorest
andweakest’.36

TheChurch’sreadinesstoworkwithMuslimswasakeythemeinthe1991
messagetoMuslimsgiveninthecontextoftheannualworld-wideEid al-Fitr
greeting.That the Pope should give this message personally – one which is
customarily issued by the PCID President – was itself of some considerable
significance.Theannualgreeting,giveninitiallybytheSNCandcontinuedby
theCouncil,hadbecomeakeyfixtureintermsofthedevelopmentofthedip-
lomaticanddialogicalrelationshipbetweentheVaticanandtheIslamicworld.
ThegreetinghadoftenfoundverywarmreceptionwithintheMuslimworld
with‘thoughtfulresponses,discussingthepointsraisedintheletterfroman
Islamicperspective’oftenreceivedfromappreciativeMuslimsources.

Theletterhasneverbeenasimplegreeting,buthasalwayscontaineda
messageonsomethemeofcommonreligiousconcerntoMuslimsand
Christians. It is intended to be an expression of the spiritual sharing
whichcantakeplaceamongthosewhohave,inthewordsofPopeJohn
PaulII,“thefaithofAbrahamintheone,almighty,andmercifulGod”.37

InhisowngreetingthePopedrewaphenomenologicalparallelbetweenthe
values and structure of the Ramadan and Lenten fasts: ‘We Christians and
Muslimssharethesevalues,accordingtoourrespectivereligiousbeliefsand
traditions,andwhichweofferhumanityasareligiousalternativetotheattrac-
tionsofpower,wealthandmaterialpleasures’.38Thewayofpeace,inherentto
bothreligions,isexhorted,asistheneedtostrivetoovercomethosenegative
elementsinlifewhichpromoteseparationfromGod.Thegreetingconcluded
withaquotation fromPopeGregoryVIIwho, ina 1076address toaMuslim
leader,wrote:

Almighty God, who wishes that all should be saved and none lost,
approvesnothinginussomuchasthatafterlovinghimoneshouldlove

35 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.434.
36 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.441.
37 Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.53.
38 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.452.
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hisfellowman,andthatoneshouldnotdotoothers,whatonedoesnot
wantdonetooneself.Youandweowethischaritytoourselvesespecially
becausewebelieveinandconfessoneGod,admittedlyinadifferentway,
anddailypraiseandveneratehim,theCreatoroftheworld.39

If,inmanycontexts,JohnPaulIIcouldbeaccusedofperfunctorilyreiterating
support for interreligious dialogue, it is in the arena of Christian–Muslim
engagementthatapersistentpassionisreadilydiscerned.Inanaddresstothe
IslamicLeadersofSenegalgivenatDakaronFebruary221992,forexample,he
assertedthenaturalnessofbelieversinGodmeetinginfriendship:being‘two
religiouscommunitieswhostrivetosubmitourselveswithoutreservetothe
willofGod,weChristiansandMuslimsshouldlive together in peace, friendship 
and cooperation’.40ChristiansandMuslimsaretobepeoplesofdialoguefor
whom the first priority is the dialogue of life, here explained as ‘a positive
acceptance,interactionandcooperationbywhichwebearactivewitness,as
believers,totheidealstowhichGodhascalledus’.41Collaborationforjustice
and working together for peace are key tasks demanding dialogical engage-
ment.Mutualrespectandfreedomofconsciencearethehighaims.Personal
commitmentto,andinterest in,thesphereofChristian–Musliminteraction
wasunderpinnedbytheclosingprayerofferedbythePope.Hisexpressionsof
delightandpleasureonoccasionsofmeetingswithMuslimsseemmostsin-
cere.PointsincommonbetweenMuslimsandChristianswereagainstressed
byJohnPaulIIonavisittoBeninin1993.Piety;prayer;morality;the‘dignity
of the human person open to the transcendent’ together with reference to
‘inalienablehumanrights’wereamongthose thingsperceived tobeheld in
common.42 Christian–Muslim cooperation in the quest for peace and, inter 
alia,theneedtoeliminatepovertywerestressed.DialoguebetweenChristians
andMuslimswasalsoaffirmedasaneverydayoccurrenceintheTurkishcon-
textwhere,yetagain,themotifsofpromotingpeaceandjustice,humanvalues
andrespectforthedignityofallwereseentobethereferencepointsfordia-
logicalengagement.

The development of dialogical engagement within the wider Catholic
ChurchundertheguidanceofthePCIDwasdiscussedatsomelengthin1993
byFrTomMichel,SJ.HecommentedthattheCouncilwas‘convincedthatthe
essenceofdialogue is thatwhich iscarriedoutbetweenthe localChurches

39 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.453.
40 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.476(emphasisinoriginal).
41 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.476.
42 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,p.507.
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andlocalMuslims’inrelationtowhichtheprimarytaskwasseenas‘thework
of study’ and the ‘animation’ of dialogical engagement.43 At the same time,
Michelnotesthat ‘meetingMuslimsat the international leveland, inagree-
mentwithlocalChurches,takingpart innationalencounterswithMuslims,
arealsoimportantelementsincarryingoutourmandate’.44Michelwasthen
responsible for the Islamdeskwithin thePCID.Alongsideandadditional to
thisdeskaCommissionforReligiousRelationswithMuslimshadbeensetup
asaseparatebody,albeitalsounderthejurisdictionofthePCID.Michelwas
alsoamemberofthisnewbody.Henotedthat,intermsofitsrelationswith
Muslims,thePCIDwasworking‘ontheprinciplethatdialogueshouldalsobe
carried out with situations of ambiguity and even conflict. Dialogue cannot
waituntilgoodrelationswithMuslimsareestablishedthroughouttheworld’
and,furthermore,asinterreligiousdialogue‘isanaspectofevangelizationcar-
riedoutinhope;itisextremelydifficulttodeterminetheconcreteresults’.45

Bythemid-ninetiestheupsurgeofIslamismwithintheAfricancontinent
wasbecomingevermoreaconcern,especiallywhere‘foreign’Islamicelements
andtendenciestoviolentactivitieswereemergingwithintheotherwiseindig-
enousIslamicpopulation.InthiscontextthePopeurgedCatholicChristiansto
maintain their ‘trainingsessionson Islam’ inorder to remainconfidentand
secureintheir‘dialogueoflife’withtheirMuslimneighbours.46InanApostolic
Exhortationaddressedto theChurch inAfrica in 1995 JohnPaul IIaffirmed
dialogue as a relational modality with many spheres of applicability. Ecu-
menicalrelationswereexhortedforthepurposeofChristianwitness;dialogue
withMuslimsasneedfulforthetaskofworkingtogetherforjusticeandpeace
and the advocacy of the principle of religious liberty. Dialogue as a needful
component in the cause of peace was also stressed in comments made to
Jewish,ChristianandMuslimparticipantsinaconferenceonPeace.Together
withthesignificantroleplayedbypapalvisitsandaddressesinpromotingrela-
tions with Islam and encouraging allied dialogical endeavours, the PCID
engaged in many sole-initiated and joint activities during the 1990s as, for
example,withtheWorldIslamicCallSocietyandwiththeAlAbaytFoundation
inAmman,Jordan.TheCouncil,inconcertwiththemesenunciatedbyPope
JohnPaulII,statedunequivocallythatthe

43 ThomasMichel,SJ,‘PCIDDialoguewithMuslimssincetheLastPlenary’,Bulletin 82(1993):
34.

44 Ibid.
45 Michel,‘PCIDDialoguewithMuslims’,p.44.
46 Gioia,Interreligious Dialogue,pp.523,525.
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CatholicChurchbelieves that thekeydialogue is thatwhich iscarried
outbyChristiansandMuslimswholive,work,andstudytogetherinthe
same nation and society. All this activity of contacts, interchange and
deliberation is aimed at forming these two communities of faith, who
sharelifeinsomanypartsoftheworld,intobecomingaforceforpeace
and social harmony, for promoting human and divine values, and for
defendingtherightsofthepoorandvoiceless.47

Significantly,theimplicationofthisstanceisthe‘commitmenttoacceptmulti-
religious,multi-ethnicsocialandpoliticalsystemsandtoworkforharmonyin
them’whichsetstheadvocacyofinterreligiousdialogueandwiderinterfaith
engagement firmly within a context of plurality.The extent to which this is
workedouttheologicallyis,ofcourse,anongoingissue.Certainlythecallfor
respectforthedignityandfreedomofthehumanpersonisarecurrenttheme
which tends to weight the promotion of dialogue in the direction of diplo-
maticendeavours inorder tosecuregreateracceptanceof individualistand
human-rightsvaluesets.Althoughanimpressioncanbeeasilygiventhatitis
theChristiansidethatisthedrivingforcefordialogue,andChristianorganisa-
tionssuchasthePCIDwhichforevertaketheinitiative,inpointoffactChristian
enthusiasmfordialogueismetbyareciprocalIslamicinterestandinitiative.
Musliminitiatives,forexample,havecomefromJordan’sAlAbaytfoundation,
Turkey’sUniversityofAnkara,theCentreforInternationalCulturalStudiesin
Iran,TheWorldIslamicLeague,Al-AzharUniversityinCairoandtheCentreof
EconomicandSocialStudiesandResearch,UniversityofTunis,tonamebut
some.

A1994Christian-MuslimseminarheldatPattaya,Thailand,involvingpar-
ticipantsfromASEANcountrieswasthethirdsuchregional-focussedmeeting
organised by Council.The first had been held in Assisi in 1988 with partici-
pantsfromNorthernAfrica;thesecondwasinIbadan,Nigeria,withparticipants
from Anglophone West Africa. Commenting that such conferences are
designed to ‘encourage initiatives at the local levels in interreligious under-
standing’,CardinalArinze,thePCIDPresident,affirmedthemas‘achancefor
participants to move beyond national issues and relationships to compare
similarities and differences in neighbouring countries’.48 He acknowledged
that ‘interreligious dialogue is bound to be difficult’, yet in order ‘to live in
peaceandharmony,toremovediscriminationandtobuilduptheirsocieties

47 PCID,Recognize the Spiritual Bonds,p.69.
48 Francis Cardinal Arinze, comment in ‘Pattaya Report – Christian-Muslim Seminar,

Pattaya,Thailand’,Pro Dialogo (1994/2):225.
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together,insteadofengaginginrivalry,allowingtensionstobuildup,oreven
outrightconflict’,itisnecessaryforChristiansandMuslimstomeeteachother
inaclimateof‘deepmutualrespectandesteem’.49Authenticdialogue‘grows
amongthosewhorespectreligiousliberty’andit‘continuesthroughcoopera-
tion’:itisnoone-waystreet,ratherengagingindialoguehappenswithaview
‘tomeet,tolisten,totrytounderstand,andtoworkouttogetherhowtopro-
motecommongoals’.50

Arinzealsotouchedongenericthemesofinterreligiousdialogueassuch:it
isnotjustforcommunalbenefitandsociologicalreasonsthatdialogueshould
beenjoined.Rather,thereisanunderlyingtheologicalreason,namelythe‘fun-
damental unity of the entire human race in God’s plan. The same God is
Creator,Saviourandfinalendofeveryhumanbeing.Theentirehumanfamily
hasonlyoneorigin.Everymanandwomanbearsinhimselforherselfsome-
thingofthisdivineimageandiscreatedforthesamegoal,whichistoseeGod
asHeisinheaven’.51TheChristiantheologicalrationaleforinterreligiousdia-
logue,accordingtoArinze,hasbothontologicalandeschatologicaldimensions.
Ofcourse,MuslimsandChristiansshareparticularbeliefs,especially,Arinze
asserts,‘inGodwhoisone,creator,provider,merciful,all-powerful,andfinal
judgeofhumanbeings’;and,foreach,faithoriginateswithAbraham‘though
not exactly in the same way’. Alongside the commonalities of ‘obedience to
God’swill’,andvalueplacedonthenecessityoffasting,almsgivingandprayer,
Arinzealsonotes the factofsignificantdifferences;butheholds thatdiver-
genceofbelief isnottobe ignored,although ‘it iswiser tobeginwithwhat
bothshareincommon’.52

Arinzeherearticulatedthefourformsofdialoguethathademergedasthe
defactostandardCatholicunderstanding,namelythedialogueoflifewherein
participants‘liveandworktogetherandenrichoneanotherthroughfaithful
practiceofthevaluesofreligion,withoutthenecessityofformaldiscussion’;
thedialogueofaction,orsocialengagement,whichaimsat ‘cooperationfor
thepromotionofintegralhumandevelopmentandfortheliberationofpeo-
ple’; thedialogueof religiousexperiencewherein ‘rooted in their respective
traditions,partnersindialoguesharetheirspiritualpatrimonies,forinstance
withregardtoprayerandmeditation,faithandthewaysofsearchingforGod’;
and discursive dialogue, or the dialogue of theological exchange in which
specialistexpertsfrombothsidesofthedialogicalencounter‘exchangeinfor-

49 Arinze,‘PattayaReport’,p.226
50 Ibid.
51 Arinze,‘PattayaReport’,p.227.
52 Ibid.
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mationontheirrespectivereligiousbeliefsandheritagesandreflecttogether
howtheactualproblemsofhumankindcanbefaced’.53Significantly,Arinze
alsoechoed the recurrent themeof stressing the importanceof the right to
religiousfreedomandurgingpatienceinthepursuitofdialogue.Ontheone
handprejudiceandmisunderstandingoftheothercanbeaddressedandover-
comewithinthedialogicalprocess;ontheotherhandparticipantsindialogue
‘can rediscover some of the best values’ in their own traditions. And while
Arinzealsoaverredthat‘interreligiousdialogueoftenleadstochallengesthat
believersneedtofacejointly’healso,significantly,perceiveddialogue,perhaps
especiallyChristian–Muslimdialogue,asaprocesswhereineachparticipantis
openedtoa‘greaterconversiontowardsGod’.54

4 Models of Dialogue with Islam 

ItwasprimarilythroughRomanCatholicdevelopmentsthatthenowstandard
fourfold model for dialogical engagement – the dialogues of Life, Action,
Experience and Discourse – was articulated. Nevertheless, I suggest that
throughouttheworkoftheVaticanininterreligiousdialogueitispossibleto
discern another distinctive model that has been applied. The Vatican State
engagesinformaldiplomaticrelations.AsanofficialVaticanorganisation,the
PCIDmostusuallyinteractswithotherreligiouscommunitiesathighlevel.The
dialogueinwhichitisengagedisoftenbetweenleadersorhigh-rankingrepre-
sentatives.ThetaskofinterreligiousdialogueisaworkoftheChurchatlarge,
supportedandnurturedbytheVatican,inparticularthroughitsinterreligious
Dicasterytowhichhasbeengiven‘theapostolateofpromotingdialoguewith
thefollowersofotherreligions…andcontributingtotheformationofpeople
whoengageininterreligiousdialogue’.55InthedischargeofthisworkIsuggest
therearethreedistinctmodelsofinterreligiousdialogicalengagementinoper-
ation,namely,ambassadorial,propaedeuticalandhumanitarian.

Manycountrieshaveambassadorsaccreditedto theHolySee,andinturn
the Vatican has ambassadorial representation and relationships around the
globe. So it should not be surprising that the modality of ambassadorial 
dialogue is found to the fore in respect of interreligious relations: in many
instances, of course, State and religious relations coincide. A mark of the

53 Arinze,‘PattayaReport’,p.228.
54 Arinze,‘PattayaReport’,p.230.
55 FrancisCardinalArinze,‘MeetingOtherBelievers:IntroductiontothePlenaryAssembly,

1992’,Bulletin82(1993):17.
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ambassadorial mode is that steps are taken to maintain long-term relation-
ships: specific dialogical events may be themselves ad hoc, infrequent, and
irregular.Buttherelationshipbetweendialogicalpartiescanbenurturedover
time nonetheless.The annual goodwill message to Muslims throughout the
world marking Eid al-Fitr at the end of the fasting month of Ramadan may
serveasanexample.Overtheyearstherehasbeenasteadyincreaseinrecipro-
cal greetings ‘and expressions of gratitude’ by way of response.56 In the
ambassadorialmodeofdialogicalrelationshipthereis–oratleastthereisa
presumptionof–anencounterofequals;theestablishmentandmaintenance
ofcordialandfunctionalworkingrelationsistheorderoftheday.Inthiscon-
texttheundergirdingtaskisthepatientandmutualself-presentationofone
sidetotheotherintheinterestoffosteringmutualauthenticknowledgeand
respect.Arinzeoncestatedthatit‘isimportantforallwhoengageininterreli-
gious dialogue to accept that such dialogue does not aim at convincing the
otherpersontoembracethereligionofthedialoguepartner’.57Ambassadorial
dialogueistheimplicitpreconditionforanydialogueofaction:co-operative
venturesrequire,asasine qua non,acontextofmutualrespectandfunctional
communication.

The second model is that of propaedeutical dialogue. By this I mean the
styleordimensionofinterreligiousengagementthatgoesbeyondthepresent-
ingofcredentialstooneofcarefulexplanationoftheself totheother.This
occurs in the context of seeking to deepen relationship and interaction; it
allows for a cautious openness to mutual invitation and responsive engage-
ment. As with the ambassadorial mode, this modality is premised on the
reciprocities and protocols of the host-guest relationship paradigm. But it
tendstobeundergirdedbyasense–ifnotintention–ofundertakingdialogi-
calcontactasapreparation forayet further,ordeeper,engagement; so the
choiceoftheterm‘propaedeutical’asthedescriptivedenominator.Inherent
inthisisthefactthatmuchcarefulattentionispaidtoidentityexplanation,
involvingapologiaandbearingwitness, rather thansimply informativeself-
presentation. Pains are taken to assert and explain what it means to be
Christian,indeedtobeCatholic,inthecontextofthisdimensionofengage-
ment.Referencestoitaboundwiththelanguageof‘proclamation’,‘mission’,or
‘outreach’.Itisspokenintermsofclearingofthewayforappropriateevangeli-
cal ‘invitation and witness’. However, religion ‘should be proposed, not
imposed’.58 Here there is a direct echo of the Quranic injunction of no

56 Arinze,‘MeetingOtherBelievers’,p.29.
57 Arinze,‘MeetingOtherBelievers’,p.40.
58 Arinze,‘MeetingOtherBelievers’,p.41.
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compulsioninmattersofreligion.Establishingaclimateofnon-threatening
opennesstotheotheriscriticalforthesuccessofdialogicalengagement.The
propaedeuticalmodeisaformofsuchengagement,premisedonbothrespect-
ingtheintegrityofthe‘other’andupholdingone’sownassertionsandtruth
references.However,unlessthepreparatoryexchangeandclimateofopenness
allowsalsoforconsideredself-reflectionasamatterofresponsetotheother,it
isdifficulttoseehowagenuinedialogueofdiscoursemightproceed;itwould
ratherseemexcludedoratleastseverelylimitedifthereisnogoingbeyondthe
propaedeuticalphaseormodel.

ThethirdVaticanmodelmaybebroadlycalledhumanitariandialogue.This
isfound,inparticular,withrespecttothedialogueofaction,whereengage-
ment is not so much attending to issues of identity, relationship and
understanding–suchaswouldbeexpectedinthecontextofdialoguesofdis-
courseandreligiousexperience,andimpliedwithinthedialogueoflife–but
ratherinthecomingtogetheroftwoormorepartiesinthequesttoachievea
commongoal,orthecommitmenttojointactionforthegreatergoodofthe
humancommunity,whetherinalocalorwidercontext.Suchdialogueistobe
foundmoreparticularlyinthewiderworldofrelationalinterfaithengagement
asanexpressionofthelocalorregionalchurchinaction.Forexample,anum-
ber of PCID-sponsored dialogues, such as the conference on Jerusalem or
various consultations on the Middle East have focussed on socio-political
issues and allied humanitarian concerns and questions of justice, human
rights,freedomandsoon.59

5 Conclusion: Early 21st century engagement with Islam 

ItisclearthatinthepastfiftyorsoyearssinceVaticanIItheCatholicChurch
hasmovedfromapositionofaloofexclusiontooneofintentionalengagement
withIslam.VaticanIIbegantheprocess;thePCIDhasbecomeverymuchnow
thestimulusandsupporttoawideraftofconcreteengagementsthroughout
theCatholicworld.ReligiousOrderswilloftenhaveinterreligiousexpertsand
specialistarenasofinterreligiousengagementandsome,suchastheMissions
to Africa (MAfr), have been at the forefront of Christian–Muslim dialogue
on behalf of the Catholic Church for a considerable time. More recently
therecanbefound,ontheonehand,theexampleofdeepengagementofa

59 Cf.HansUcko,The Spiritual Significance of Jerusalem for Jews, Christians and Muslims: A 
Report on a Colloquium, Glion, Switzerland, 2-6 May, 1993.(Geneva:WCC,1994).
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Catholic-Shi‘adialogueconferenceseries60;andontheother,variousCatholic
engagements with, and responses to, the pan-Muslim Common Word letter
inviting the Christian world to a renewed dialogical engagement (see also
chapter11below).61TheVatican’sSecretariatforNon-Christiansbeganitswork
ofengagingwithMuslimsbyfirstpreparingandequippingthewiderchurch
forthetaskof itsdialogicalengagement.Itthenengagedinawiderangeof
dialogical engagements with Muslims, and in diverse settings and contexts.
TheVatican’sinterreligiousdicasterywithitsIslamdeskisnotthesumofRCC
engagementwithIslam,butitdoesgivealeadandpointofreferenceforthe
manyregionalandlocaldialogicalactivities.Throughitsjournal,Pro Dialogo,
it disseminates reports, information, and theological resources pertinent to
the wider work of engagement with Islam.62 And at both the level of the
Vatican dicastery, as well as in many regional contexts, such engagement is
oftenundertakenjointlywiththeWCCorotherecumenicalpartners.Tothe
extentthedialogueisdiffusedthroughoutmuchofthewiderlifeandworkof
theRomanCatholicChurchtherehasbeensuccess;totheextentthatrelations
with Muslims and the issue of dialogical engagement between Christianity
andIslamremainapriority,ifnotalsoaproblematic,theneedforsustained
workremains.

60 AnthonyO’Mahoneyetal.(Eds),Catholics and Shi‘a in Dialogue: Studies in Theology and 
Spirituality(London:MelisendePress,2004);AnthonyO’Mahoneyetal.(Eds),A Catholic–
Shi‘a Engagement: Faith and Reason in Theory and Practice (London: Melisende Press,
2006);AnthonyO’Mahoneyetal.(Eds),A Catholic–Shi‘a Dialogue: Ethics in Today’s Society
(London:MelisendePress,2008).

61 Cf.JohnBorelli(Ed),A Common Word and the Future of Christian-Muslim Relations(Wash-
ington DC: Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding,
GeorgetownUniversityPress,2009).

62 See,forexample:CardinalJean-LouisTauran,‘ChristiansandMuslimsinEurope:acom-
mon journey’ Pro Dialogo (2009/1): 29-57; Cardinal Jean-LouisTauran, ‘The role of the
HolySeeinpromotingWorldPeaceincollaborationwiththeMuslimScholars’,Pro Dial-
ogo (2009/2-3): 152-160;MichaelDidiAdgumMangoria, ‘Membersofdifferentreligious
traditionsinaMuslim-majoritysociety’,Pro Dialogo (2013/3):29-57;MauriceBorrmans,
‘Approcheschrétiennesdel’islam’,Pro Dialogo (2013/2):63-75.
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Chapter7

Ecumenical Developments: The Twenty-First 
Century

The work of the WCC in interreligious dialogue, within which sits specific
engagement with Islam, has gone through many organisational, administra-
tive, and programmatic changes since the initial mid-twentieth century
formationofaDialogueSub-unit.Theopeningdecadeofthetwenty-firstcen-
turyhasseenfurthersuchchange,togetherwithnewdirectionsandrenewed
urgencyemergingwithregardstodialogicalrelationswiththeworldofIslam,
includingbothSunniandShi’a,inavarietyofcontexts.InthischapterIshall
first note some salient examples of the many meetings and allied events in
Christian engagement with Islam that have taken place through the offices
of the WCC during the first decade and a half of the twenty-first century.
EngagementswithIslamoftentakeplaceinconcertwithotherdimensionsof
wider interreligious work. I shall look a little more closely at some key ecu-
menical documents pertaining to engagement with Muslims and Islam,
includingthe2001‘StrivingTogether’paper,anddocumentsfromthereflective
projectconcerningtheimpactofinterreligiousdialogicalengagementper se
uponChristianself-understanding.Itisthisdevelopment,morethananything
else,whichbeginstodemonstrate,intheecumenicalcontext,theemergence
ofanecessaryandbonafide‘theologyafterdialogue’,1thatisperhapsalreadya
hallmarkof twenty-firstcentury interreligiousengagementmorewidely.My
concern here, of course, is with respect to interreligious engagement with
Islam. And while the focus of this selective review of ecumenical develop-
ments is with the work of the WCC, this work also often includes Vatican
participation.Acloserexamination,separately,ofongoingPCIDandrelated
Vatican engagement with Islam, in distinction to that of wider ecumenical
engagement,isnotwarrantedatthisjuncture.RCCinvolvementwithIslamin
theearly21stCwasnotedattheconclusiontochapter6above.Theobjectof

1 See for example my ‘Theologie nach dem Dialog: Neue Wege christlich-muslimischer
Beziehungen‘, in Mohammed Gharaibeh, Esnaf Begic, Hansjörg Schmid and Christian
Ströbele (Eds), Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft: Theologie in Christentum und Islam
(Regensburg: Verlag Friedrich Pustet 2015), pp. 237-253; and ‘Theology after Dialogue:
Christian–MuslimEngagementTodayandTomorrow’,Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations,
26/1(January,2015):89-101.
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Part1hasbeentoprovideaperspectiveontheoriginsanddevelopmentofthe
ecumenicaljourneyofengagementwithIslam.Theecumenicalcontextisthat
whichencompassesaswideafieldofChristianityaspossible,evenifonlyrep-
resentativelyso.This isalso thecasewiththe four ‘casestudies’ that follow,
withallbutoneofthemhavingtheiroriginintheopeningdecadeofthe21st
century.

1 Into the New Millennium: An Overview

By2002,followingtheinfamouseventsof9/11,thetwostaffmembersofthe
WCC’sthenOfficeforInterreligiousRelations(OIRR)experiencedanincreased
demand to participate in events and activities pertaining to rising concerns
overIslamandChristian–Muslimrelations.Sucheventswereoftenconjoined
withthe‘Decadetoovercomeviolence’,aprogrammethathademergedoutof
the1998WCCJubileeAssemblyandwhichleadtothehostingof,andparticipa-
tionin,anumberofconsultationsonreligionandviolence.Inthisregardthe
OIRRteamwasoftenworkinginandwithotherelementsoftheWCC,aswellas
withotherecumenicalagenciessuchastheAfricanPROCMURA(seechapter8
below),andinterreligiousagenciessuchastheKingAbdullahbinAbdulAziz
International Centre for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID)
basedinVienna.EngagementwithIslam,asalsowithotherreligions,isoften
subsumedwithinwidersocialandreligio-politicalagendas,asreflectedinthe
programmaticprioritiesoftheWCCsetbytheregulargatheringsoftheWCC
Assembly.Nevertheless, theearlyyearsofthesecondmillenniumhaveseen
hugechangesinthewiderconsciousnessofmulti-religiousrealitiesand,with
that,arenewedfocusonandecumenicalenergyforinterreligiousengagement
per se,andaparticularemphasisonengagementswithIslam.

AChristian-Muslimconferenceonthethemeof‘ReligionandGlobalisation’
washeldinTehraninearly2002togetherwith,inGenevathatsameyear,an
internationalconsultationwiththetheme‘ChristiansandMuslimsinDialogue
andBeyond’.Atthislatterevent,KonradRaiser,theGeneralSecretaryofthe
WCC,notedthat

Muslim-Christiandialogue, likeall interreligiousdialogues, isbasedon
mutual respect and seeks to further mutual understanding. It is moti-
vatedforbothpartners indialoguebyaprofoundfaithconvictionand
theacknowledgementofreligiousvalues.ForChristians,theengagement
indialogueisaresponsetotheteachingsoftheBiblewhichpresentsthe
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commandmentofloveofneighbourasthesupremeexpressionofGod’s
will.2

Hewentontostatethat

MuslimsandChristianssharealonghistoryofstrainedandoftencon-
frontationalrelationshipsaswellasofexperiencesofmutualenrichment.
Bothcommunitieshavebeenengagedinspreadingtheirfaithandhave
contributedtotheemergenceofreligiouspluralityinhithertohomoge-
neous societies. While there are many examples where Muslims and
Christianshavelivedalongsideeachotherforgenerationsorcenturies,
sharingeachother’slivesandcooperatingwitheachotherforacommon
good,attentiontodayisfocusedoncontexts,especiallyinAsiaandAfrica,
where Muslims and Christians have found each other locked in with
communal conflicts which are aggravated by religious differences and
rivalries.

ForRaiseritwasimportantthattheChurchengageswithIslambecausegood
interreligious relations can play a vital mediating role. In noting the way in
whichdiscriminationcanoperate,hecommentedthatthe‘mobilityofpeople
asrefugees,migrantsorinsearchofbetteropportunitieshasopeneduphith-
erto homogeneous communities, giving rise to attitudes of xenophobia and
exclusion’.Furthermore,globalisationandsecularisationbothgreatlyimpact
Christian–Muslimrelations:

In search for a meaningful common identity and for a viable order of
communitylife,moreandmorepeople,MuslimsandChristians,turnto
theirreligioustraditions.IslamismandChristianfundamentalismcanbe
understood as responses and as ways of resisting the influence of the
secularspiritofmodernityanditsglobalimpact.

And, in a post-9/11 world, Raiser observed that formerly ‘local conflicts
involving Muslim and Christian communities are now being interpreted
asexpressionsofaglobalconfrontationwherebothcommunitiesfeelthreat-
enedintheir integrityandcalledupontoassist theiraffectedbrothers(and
sisters)intheirstruggleforsurvival’.However,veryoftenitisbyvirtueofthe

2 KonradRaiser,‘ReflectionsontheStateofMuslim-ChristianRelations:Perspectivesfromthe
WCC’.Paperpresentedto the InternationalConsultationon ‘ChristiansandMuslims in
DialogueandBeyond’(October,2002).
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intercession and actions of the WCC that religious leaders from the conflict
zonescanbebroughttogetherandprogressmadeonre-establishingpeaceif
not also facilitating processes of reconciliation. In the context of Christians
andMuslimsengagingtogetherinthequestforbettersocietaloutcomes,he
asks:‘Whatcanwedotogethertofosterequalcitizenshipandtoupholdbasic
humanrights?Whatarethewaystoworktogetherforestablishingjusticeand
overcomingviolence?AsChristiansandMuslims,weshareareligiousobliga-
tion to work for the common good of all people and to resist the forces of
disintegrationandexclusion?’

ReceivingvisitorsanddelegationsfromvariouspartsoftheIslamicworld
features as a consistent element in the wider engagement of the WCC with
Islam, along with various conferences and consultations involving Christian
and Muslim participants and often with a specific constituency, such as
Iranians,Turks,andSaudis,forexample,indistinctionfromeventsinvolvinga
wider cross-section of Muslim participation. Among the many events that
couldbechronicled,theMarch,2003,eventwhereintheWCChostedanIranian
delegation at the Ecumenical Centre at Bossey, Switzerland, that featured a
lecture given by the Iranian President, Mohammad Khatami, is noteworthy.
Indeed,therehavebeenanumberofengagementswithShi’aMuslimsfrom
Iranwithnowovertwodecadesofbilateraldialogueeventsheldbetweenthe
WCCandtheCentreforInterreligiousDialogueinTehran.Beginningin1995,
andheldinitiallyeverytwoorthreeyears,afteragapofafewyearsthesixth
suchmeetingtookplace in2012(Geneva)andtheseventhin2014(Tehran).
Theformerhadasitstheme‘InterreligiousDialogueandSociety:Ways,Means
andGoals’andthelatterhadthethemeof‘SpiritualityandModernity’.3The
wayofdialoguewasaffirmedatmany levels,especially inthepromotionof
peaceandjustice,butalsoincludingthearenaoftheologicalandphilosophi-
calengagement.4AstressonthecommonreferenceofbeliefinoneGod,the
needtoattendtospiritualityalongwithethicsinthequestforbetterrelations
betweenMuslimsandChristianswerealsonoted,amongotherelements,as
important for the dialogical engagement.5 Opportunities for Christian and
MuslimwomentoengagetogetherhavealsobeenpartofWCCinvolvement

3 ‘BilateralDialoguebetweentheWorldCouncilofChurchesandtheCentreforInterreligious
Dialogue,Tehran’.Current Dialogue56(December2014):78-81.

4 JointCommuniqueofthe6thMeetingforDialoguebetweentheCentreforInterreligious
Dialogue(CID)fromtheIslamicRepublicofIranandtheWorldCouncilofChurches.See
Current Dialogue56(December2014):78.

5 JointCommuniqueofthe7thMeetingforDialoguebetweentheCentreforInterreligious
DialogueoftheIslamicRepublicofIran(CID)andtheWorldCouncilofChurches(WCC).See
Current Dialogue56(December2014):80.
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with Islam as, also, opportunities for youth such as with the annual Bossey
Interreligious Courses, held at the WCC’s Bossey ecumenical centre, near
GenevaandwhichisaimedspecificallyatyoungChristians,MuslimsandJews.
Othershortcourses,ofteninconjunctionwithpartnerinstitutionssuchasthe
HenryMartynInstituteinHyderabadandtheUniversityofReligious(sic)and
Denominations inQom, Iran,extendthesphereofecumenicalengagement
withIslam.

In2004asignificantworkingdocument–‘ReligiousPluralityandChristian
Self-Understanding’ – was tabled for discussion within the WCC organisa-
tion.6Thisidentifiedchallengesposedbyreligiouspluralitythatrequirenew
waysofrelatingtopeoplesofotherreligions.Thechallengeisnotonlytheo-
logicalorintellectual:widerpastoralandfaithdimensionsarealsoinvolved,
including the very significant issue of those who, in sincerity and integrity,
‘seekwaystobecommittedtotheirownfaithandyettobeopentotheoth-
ers’.7Atthesametime,issuesofcompetingtruth-claims,andconfrontational
clashesbetweenreligiouscommunities,arepersistentproblemsyettofindany
lastingresolution.Islam,andtheissuesofrelatingtoMuslimsand,inthelight
ofthat,reconsideringwhatitmeanstobeChristian,emergedasasignificant
element.However,thisdocumentwasdeemedasrathertoocontroversialand
not in fact accepted by the 2005 meeting of the WCC’s Central Committee.
Instead,itwasusedasaresourcepaperattheWCC’sninthAssemblyin2006.8
At thesametimearevisedtheologicalprojectwasput inplace,namelythe
undertaking of a series of consultations that explored Christian self-under-
standinginthecontextofspecificreligions,beginningwithIslamin2008.

Inthemeantime,oneofthelargest-everinterreligiousconsultationsorgan-
isedbytheWCCtookplaceinJune2005.Withthethemeof‘CriticalMoment
in Interreligious Dialogue’,9 over 130 participants, representing ten different
religions,gatheredinGenevatoreflectonthestateofinterreligiousdialogue
andprospectsforitsfuturedevelopment.Theconferencewasuniquebecause,
in thewordsofSamuelKobia, the thenWCCGeneralSecretary, it sought to
assess ‘the impact of dialogue in the last 30 years of the World Council of

6 See:‘ReligiousPluralityandChristianSelf-Understanding’,Current Dialogue45(July2005):
4-12.

7 ‘ReligiousPluralityandChristianSelf-Understanding’,Current Dialogue45,p.5.
8 WCCAssembly2006resourcepaper,ReligiousPluralityandChristianSelf-understanding:

<http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/2006-porto-alegre/3-prepar
atory-and-background-documents/religious-plurality-and-christian-self-understanding>
(Accessed15March,2017).

9 HansUcko(Ed),Changing the Present, Dreaming the Future: A Critical Moment in Interreligious 
Dialogue(Geneva:WCC,2006)
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Churches’involvementinthisfield’.10Thehopewasfortheconferencetobea
timeofstock-takingandseeing ‘howbestwecanproceedtomakeinterreli-
giousdialoguethemeaningfulwayofrelatingandcooperatinginaworldof
religiousplurality’.11Thecriticalquestion–hencethethemeoftheconference
– was ‘Where to, and how, now?’ and a leading Muslim participant, Tariq
Ramadan,spokeoftheneedtocombatthe‘newideologyoffear’asapervasive
elementofthepresentconditioninwhichinterfaithengagementtakesplace.12
Thisconferencewasclearlyverysignificant,reflectingthethenintentionthat
‘TheWorldCouncilofChurcheswishestostrengthenfurtheritsinvolvement
intheinterfaithfieldandmakeinterfaithcooperationanddialogueakeypri-
orityinitsprogrammeplans’.13Theconferenceprovedbothconfirmationof
andspurtothecontinuedcommitmentoftheWCConthejourneyofinterreli-
giousdialogueincluding,inparticular,withMuslims.

NotlongaftertheWCChelditsninthAssembly,inPortoAlegre,Brazil, in
February2006.Inresponsetoconcernsaboutthewidespreadinter-communal
andinterreligiousviolencethatoccurredasaresultofthepublicationofthe
caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad, the Assembly called for mutual
respect,responsibilityanddialoguewithpeopleofotherfaiths.Engagementin
interreligiousdialoguewaslistedasoneofthespecificchallengesandcallsto
action named in the text of the official Assembly message to the churches,
whichwasagreedbyconsensusonthelastday.Intheevent,theAssemblyhad
presentedanoccasionfortheWCC

…toassessthepresentstateofinterreligiousrelationsonagloballevel,
lookathowChristiansareaddressingthechanginginterreligiouscontext
inwhichtheylive,andfocusonthecommonresponsibilityofChurches
in fellowship and the various possibilities of increased cooperation
betweenthemintheareaofinterreligiousdialogueandcooperation.14

In his key-note address to the plenary session that addressed the topic of
Christianidentityandreligiousplurality,theArchbishopofCanterbury,Rowan
Williams, spoke encouragingly of the promise and risk of interreligious dia-

10 Ucko,Changing the Present,p.4.
11 Ucko,Changing the Present,p.6.
12 Ucko,Changing the Present,p.63.
13 Ucko,Changing the Present,p.5.
14 WCC,‘Dialoguewithotherreligions’:<http://www.wcc2006.info/en/theme-issues/other-

topics/inter-religious-dialogue.html>(Accessed17March,2017).
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logue.15FollowingtheAssembly, theGeneralSecretary issuedasummaryof
programmesinrespectofwhich‘aroleinbuildinganatmosphereoftrustwith
peoplesofotherfaithssoastofocusmuchmoreoncooperationthanmerely
ondialoguealone’wasadvocated.16Anemphasisonawidercontextofinter-
faith engagement was clearly signalled. Pragmatic interests and practical
outcomesarecertainlytheleadconcerns:withrespecttoenumeratingsome
ofthenewactivities,theprogrammedocumentasserts,withoutelaboration,‘a
paradigmshiftininter-religiousdialogue,withmoreattentiontocooperation
and real-life struggles of communities living in tension and persecution’.
Theological reflection and engagement again appeared to be taking a back-
seat.

However,MuslimandChristianparticipantsattendedamulti-faithconfer-
ence,heldinMay2006,onthecontroversialinterreligiousissueofconversion,
somethingofparticularconcerninthecontextofChristian–Muslimrelations.
Theconference,jointlysponsoredandhostedbytheWCC’sthenInterreligious
Relations and Dialogue (IRRD) office, the Vatican’s PCID, and the World
Evangelical Alliance (WEA), averred that meaningful interreligious dialogue
‘shouldnotexcludeanytopic,howevercontroversialorsensitive,ifthattopic
is a matter of concern’.17 It acknowledged differences, disagreements, and
eventhelackofanagreedunderstandingof ‘conversion’.Therewas,accord-
ingly,nofinalresolution;rather,asetofrecommendationsconcerningfreedom
ofreligion,historicalinjustices,therightsofindividualstomakechoices,and
therightsofreligionstoinviteconsiderationwereidentifiedandconveyedas
‘guidelines’tothereligiouscommunitiesrepresentedatthisdialogueevent.18
Significantly,thereportconcludedbyarticulatingtheneedforanagreedcode
ofpracticewithrespecttoactivitiesleadingtoconversion.

AmajorecumenicalChristian–MuslimdialogueeventtookplaceinGeneva
inNovember2010.ItwasaninternationalconsultationentitledTransforming 

15 R.Williams,‘Promiseandriskofinter-religiousdialogue’(2006):<http://www.oikumene.
org/en/press-centre/news/archbishop-of-canterbury-promise-and-risk-of-inter-reli
gious-dialogue>(Accessed17March,2017).

16 Programme plans 2007-2013 – Summary. WCC Document GEN 05, Document Archive,
WorldCouncilofChurches,Geneva.

17 ReportfromInter-ReligiousConsultationon‘Conversion–AssessingtheReality’,Lariano,
Italy,May2006.Current Dialogue,50(February2008):38.

18 Seethepublishedbooklet,Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct. Jointlypublishedby theWCC,PCIDandWEA. (Geneva:WCCPublications,
2006).
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Communities: Christians and Muslims Building A Common Future jointly
organised by the WCC, the Royal Jordanian Aal Al Bayt Institute and the
World Islamic Call Society (WICS).19 Clare Amos notes, rather trenchantly,
thatthe

…involvementoftheLibyan-basedWICSinthisWCCmeetingisasalutary
reminderthattherelationshipbetweentheWCCandtheMuslimworldis
inevitablyaffectedbyshiftsandchangesinthatworld.The ‘wooing’of
WICSasapotentialinterreligiousdialoguepartnerfortheWCCcameto
an abrupt end in 2011 with the Arab spring and the radical changes in
LibyaandotherpartsoftheArabworld…TheeventsoftheArabspring
have meant that interreligious engagement between Christians and
MuslimsbothgloballyandintheMiddleEastcanfeellikeanadventure
whoserulesareconstantlybeingrewritten.20

Amosnotes,furthermore,thatasadirectresultofthis2010consultationajoint
WCCandMuslimLeadersvisittoNigeriatookplaceinMay2012andthisledto
the development ‘of a joint centre to monitor incidents of religious-based
violence’.21

TheinterreligiouspersonneloftheWCCareinvolvedinaconstantstreamof
engagementsandactivities,oftenofamulti-religiousnatureandsoinclusive
ofMuslims.Nevertheless,particularattentioncontinuestobepaidtorelations
withtheworldof Islam.Furthermore, the issueofreflectinguponwhatthe
dialogicalengagementwithotherfaithsmeansforChristianself-understand-
inghasalsogarneredconsiderableattention,aswewillseebelow.Indeed,this
hasresultedintheproductionofamajordocumentonChristianidentityin
thecontextoftoday’smulti-faithworld,22whichwasreceivedandacceptedby
theCentralCommitteeoftheWCCinJuly2014.Whilstamostsignificantdocu-
mentwithrespecttothewiderfieldofinterreligiousrelationsanddialogue,
andwhichreflects,andhasbearingupon,engagementwithIslam,itisnotthis
document which is of primary concern here; rather the immediate focus is

19 See Transforming Communities website: <http://www.muslimsandchristians.net/>
(Accessed17March,2017).

20 ClareAmos,‘VaticanandWorldCouncilofChurchesInitiatives:WeavingInterreligious
Threads on Ecumenical Looms’ in Paul Hedges (Ed), Contemporary Muslim–Christian 
Encounters(London:Bloomsbury,2015),p.199.

21 Amos,‘VaticanandWorldCouncilofChurchesInitiatives’,p.198.
22 See ‘Who DoWe SayThatWe Are? Christian Identity in a Multi-ReligiousWorld’, The 

Ecumenical Review66/4(December2014):458-501.
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with Christian–Muslim relations per se. This is also the case with another
recentandverysignificantdocument,producedasabooklet,advocatingwide
ecumenicalengagementininterreligiousdialogue.23

To be sure, Called to Dialogue notes, as part of the current context, the
impactoftheactionsofMuslimextremistsinrecentyears.Referenceisalso
made to the term ‘Abrahamicecumenism’which ‘has sometimes beenused
specifically to describe dialogue and relationships between Christians, Jews
andMuslimsbecauseoftheirsharedscripturaltraditionsandcommonrever-
enceforthefigureofAbraham,particularlyviewinghimasfoundationalinthe
developmentofmonotheism’.24However,whilstthepedigreeofthethree-way
dialogue(trialogue)isnoted,sotootheproblematicuseoftheterm‘ecumen-
ism’inthiscontextiscommentedupon.Thebookletofferssomebiblicaland
theological support for interreligious dialogue more generally25 and quite
properly distinguishes intra-religious from interreligious goals. Throughout,
thevaryingsituationsandcontextsofrelatingwithMuslimsisreferenced,for
example,withrespect toevents in theMiddleEast that ‘haveaffectedquite
strongly the modus vivendi that has existed there between Christians and
Muslims, at least since Ottoman times, as well as affecting relationships,
whether positively or negatively, between the Christian communities them-
selves’.26Called to Dialogueoffershelpfulpracticalguidanceandexamplesof
good practice, including that of the Programme for Christian-Muslim Rela-
tionsinAfrica27(PROCMURA–seechapter8below),whichcanbearpositively
on the lived experience of contemporary engagement with Islam. But, as
mentioned, there are other documents, dealing specifically with Chris-
tianengagementwithIslam,thatarethefocushereanditistothemwenow
turn.

23 WCC,Called to Dialogue: Interreligious and Intra-Christian Dialogue in Ecumenical Conver-
sation. A Practical Guide.(Geneva:WCCPublications,2016).

24 WCC,Called to Dialogue,p.10.
25 Cf. Douglas Pratt, Being Open, Being Faithful: The Journey of Interreligious Dialogue

(Geneva:WCCPublications,2014).
26 WCC,Called to Dialogue,p.24.
27 SeeWCC,Called to Dialogue,p.25.
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2 Striving Together

In November 2000 a bi-lateral Christian–Muslim consultation undertook a
review of WCC Christian–Muslim dialogue since 1991 (as noted in chapter 4
above).Thisresultedinthesignificant‘StrivingTogether’document,published
in2001.28Thedocumentbeginsbytakingstockofthehistoryofdialogueina
concise, but useful, way. Despite a history of largely mutual confrontation,
Christian–MuslimrelationsasfosteredbytheworkoftheWCChadseenmany
advances in respect to dialogue, education, and scholarship support. Never-
theless, changing social and demographic circumstances and geo-political
relationshavealsocontributed,amongotherfactors,tothepossibility–even
need–foranewmodalityofdialogicalengagement.Butthisisnotwithout
difficulty and controversy: Muslim–Christian dialogue has faced ‘both resis-
tanceandhesitation’.Andstilldoes.Fivereservationsandobjectionstosuch
dialogueareidentifiedinthedocument.

Therearethosewhoinsistthatthelocalcontextofcommunalrelations
inagivensocietyoftenmakesbroaderdialogueirrelevant.Otherssuggest
thatdialoguemayfunctionasacoverforunequalpowerrelationsoras
anornament,concealingpurposesdifferentfromthosestated.Thereare
alsothosewhoarewearyofcontroversyandtendtobeapprehensiveof
anymutual inquiryandquestioning.Fourthly,onefindsthosewhosee
dialogueascompromisingthetruthandabetrayalofthedivinecallto
missionorda’wa.Afifthpositionarguesthatdialogueis,onthecontrary,
amoresophisticatedformofmissionor,evenifthatisnottheintention
ofitsinitiators,leadingtomission.29

Representativedisparity,elitismand,ultimately, irrelevancyarealsocitedas
objectionstothisarenaofdialogicalpursuit–ifnottothewholebusinessof
interreligiousdialogueassuch.Nevertheless,thedocumentclaimsthatwhat
hasbeenlearntthusfar‘laysthefoundationforacontinuingdialoguewhichis
bothhopefulandtakesaccountofthecontemporaryrealities’.30

The document goes on to explore current threats and opportunities.The
interactionoflocalandglobalevents,theshiftingsandsofpoliticsandallied

28 StrivingTogetherinDialogue:AMuslim–ChristianCalltoReflectionandAction:<http://
www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/interreligious-dia
logue-and-cooperation/interreligious-trust-and-respect/striving-together-in-dialogue>
(Accessed17March,2017).

29 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para7,Section1(TheHistoryofDialogue).
30 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para9.
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socio-politicalproblems,macro-economicforces,demographicshiftsandthe
marchofglobalisationgenerallyarecitedasamongthekeyissuesthatcon-
frontreligiouscommunities.Andwherereligionbecomesexclusivebywayof
reactionandresponsetosuchissues,religioncanbeasmuchafactorinexac-
erbating problems as in resolving them. ‘Religion speaks for some of the
deepest feelings and sensitivities of individuals and communities; it carries
deephistoricalmemories,andoftenappealstouniversalloyalties,especiallyin
thecaseofChristianityandIslam’.31Socio-politicalandsocio-culturaltensions
areacknowledgedinthecontextofChristian–Muslimrelationstobeasub-
stantial area of concern. And as far as the Muslim world is concerned it is
arguedthat,generallyspeaking,‘religionhasregaineditsvigour,inresistance
toWesterndominationandasanaffirmationoftherightsofMuslimsandtheir
competencetocontributetothemakingofanewworld’.32Therootrationale
forengaginginChristian–Muslimrelationsislocated,onceagain,inthecause
ofthecounteractingoftensionsandconflict: ‘acultureofpeaceamongreli-
giouscommunitiesisgroundedinthecultureofdialogue’.33

Thefourthsectionofthestatementaddressestherenewalofcommonaffir-
mations,whichlargelycomprisesarestatementofthebasicprinciplesofthe
Guidelines to Dialogue.DialogueisamodalityofChristian–Muslimco-opera-
tive living on a daily basis. Human diversity is ‘a manifestation of divine
wisdom’ which begs the need for mutual respect and understanding.34
Constructive dialogue does not require the compromising of basic belief,
ratheritisthecasethatthroughdialogicalengagement‘thedeepestmeaning
ofwhatourscripturessaytousisopenedupandspeaksanew’.35TheQurʾān
acknowledgesthatplurality‘isinscribedinGod’sdesign’,thatdiversityofcre-
ation is within the purposes of God.36 The intention of dialogue is mutual
empowermentintheprocessofcollaborativeengagement;it‘impliesarecog-
nition of, and respect for, differences’ whilst yet seeking ‘to discover and
appreciatecommonvalues’.37Dialogueisnottobeconfinedtotherealmof
intellectualengagement,ofcourse,butincludesalsothevariedopportunities
for practical engagement and interaction. In particular, ‘Christians and
Muslimscancontribute,throughdialogue,toadiscourseonhumanrightsthat
can help reconcile the truly universal principles and the culturally specific

31 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para7,Section2(TheCurrentSituation).
32 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para8.
33 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para11.
34 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para2,Section3(RenewingCommonAffirmations).
35 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para4.
36 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para5;cf.Suras49:13,21:07,5:48,7:85,5:8.
37 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para7.
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claims’.38Themissionaryimperativeofeachfaithdoesnotneedtoresultina
competitivepraxis:thereisacleardistinctiontobemadebetweenproselytism
and witness which ‘is the basis for the recognition that people of faith can
enjoythelibertytoconvinceandbeconvincedand,atthesametime,respect
each other’s religious integrity, faithfulness to one’s tradition and loyalty to
one’s community’.39 The mutual perception of divine justice as a universal
valuegivesgroundsfortheprospectofacommonapproachtoissuesofoppres-
sionandmarginalisationandtheupholdingofhumanintegrityandidentity.

Thestatementendswithasectionentitled‘PrioritiesforAction’.Thereisan
acknowledgement of the repetitive nature of many recommendations that
haveemerged–which‘maywellpurporttoemphasisetheirimportanceand
remind Christians and Muslims that the task before them continues to be
unfinished’.40ThatChristian–Muslimdialogueneedstohaveabroaderimpact
andwiderpurviewofengagementandthatsuchdialogue‘retainsuniqueness
andurgency,locally,regionallyandglobally…(deserving)…tobethefocusof
continuedattentionandmultipliedefforts’areamongthehighlightedpriori-
ties.41 Suitable bi-lateral organisations, at both national and regional levels,
needtobefosteredandsupported,especiallywheretheymightplayaparticu-
lar role ‘in dealing with tensions and conflicts that affect Christian–Muslim
relations and in ensuring that problems specific to one context do not spill
overintoothers’.42Jointstudyandresearch,thepromotionofeducationalpro-
grammes,andfosteringpositiveandcreativerelationswiththemediaarealso
notedassignificantprioritiesforaction.

3 Christian Self-Understanding: Impact and Implication of Dialogue 
with Islam

Followingthe2006AssemblyoftheWCC,changesweremadetokeypersonnel
intheinterreligiousofficewhichwasre-configuredastheProgrammeofInter-
religiousDialogueandCo-operation.Theteamresponsibleforthisprogramme
comprised a Director and a Programme Executive for Christian–Muslim
Relations,whowasappointedinJuly2007.Asaresult,anewsetofprojects
were commissioned, including a one to strengthen interreligious trust and

38 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para10.
39 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para11.
40 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para1,Section4(PrioritiesforAction).
41 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para4.
42 StrivingTogetherinDialogue,Para5.
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respectthroughavarietyofdialogicaleventstotackletopicssuchasreligion
andviolence,andperceptionsof‘theother’.AnotherwasaprojectonChristian
self-identityinthecontextofreligiousplurality,beguninitiallyin2002,which
proceeded somewhat slowly at first, as noted above. Amos notes that ‘the
beginning of the 21st century has seen a rather more conservative climate
reflectedintheworkofinterreligiousdialogueattheWCC’.43Itwasinthiscli-
matethattheWCCembarkedona

…major interreligious theological project…addressed not to the adher-
entsofotherreligions,buttomembersofthechurchesthemselves.Itwas
notatheologyofinterreligiousrelationsbutratheranexplorationofhow
‘Christian ‘self-understanding’ or Christian ‘identity’ were affected by
‘religiousplurality’ora‘multi-religiousworld’.44

Ineffect,thetrajectoryofecumenicalengagementininterreligiousdialogue,
including relations with Islam, had reached the point of requiring serious
intra-Christiantheologicalreflection.Dialogicalengagementiseveratwo-way
street.Encounterswithreligious‘others’,unlessofanutterlysuperficialnature,
musthavesomeformofimpact,bothwithrespecttohowthe‘other’isper-
ceived and understood and, significantly, what this might mean for one’s
self-understandinginrelationtothatother.Forexample,ifdialogicalencoun-
ter engenders a deep respect for the religious sensibilities, values, and
aspirationsofthe‘other’,doesthisrequire,oratleastsuggest,are-evaluation
ofaChristiantheologyof thatother?Arereligious ‘others’, fromaChristian
theologicalperspective, lost soulsawaiting thegoodnewsof JesusChrist in
ordertobesaved?OraretheyalreadywithintheenfoldingpurposeofGod,
relatingtoGodinawhollyother,butequallyvalid,waythanthatofChristian
salvation?

Dialogicalengagementinevitablyleadstoprofoundre-assessmentoftheo-
logicalpositionsandpre-suppositions.Andthesedaystheimplicationsofthis
arenomoreacutethanintherealmofChristian–Muslimrelations.Soitwas
that,beginningwiththe2002consultationontheimplicationofreligiousplu-
rality, the task of theological reflection was undertaken in the context of a
numberofprojectsthatfocussedontheissueofChristianself-understanding
inrespecttootherspecificfaiths.ThisbeganwithIslamin2008andwasfol-
lowedbyBuddhism(2009), Judaism(2010),Hinduism(2011)andIndigenous
religions (2012). Over the ensuing couple of years the overall project was

43 Amos,‘VaticanandWorldCouncilofChurchesInitiatives’,p.196.
44 Ibid.
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broughttoaconclusionwiththeproductionoftheWCCdocument‘WhoDo
WeSayThatWeAre:ChristianSelf-IdentityinaMulti-ReligiousWorld’.45What
isofparticularinteresthere,ofcourse,isnottheprojectasawhole,butrather
theworkengagedwithrespecttoIslam.

TakingplacejustoneyearfollowingthepublicationoftheMuslimletterof
invitationtoChristianstoengageanewindialogue–the ‘ACommonWord’
document (see below, chapter 11) – the WCC consultation on Christian self-
understandingwithrespecttoIslam,heldinGeneva,18-20October2008,not
onlybeganalargerproject,asnotedabove,butwasitselfasignificantpointof
‘stock-taking’withrespecttothecontemporaryjourneyofecumenicalengage-
mentwithIslam.AsRimaBarsoum,thenProgrammeExecutive,Interreligious
DialogueandCooperation,explainsinherintroductiontotheSpecialEdition
ofCurrent Dialogue, itdidsoasaresultofthreekeyprecipitatingelements.
Thesewerethestimulusofthe2007A Common Word(ACW)letter;an‘enabling 
ecumenical platform establishedbythejointinitiativeoftheChristianWorld
Communions (CWC); theWorld Evangelical Alliance (WEA) and the WCC to
carryforwardthe journeyofecumenicaltheologicalreflectionandinterreli-
giousdialogue’;andengagingspecificcontextsandtheirparticularchallenges
asameansofproviding‘an appropriate framework forfocusingtheecumenical
discussiononspecificcontextualrealitiesofChristiancommunitieslivingin
multi-religioussocieties,yetexperiencingchallengesrelatedtotheirminority
status, freedom religion, or being caught up in the middle of conflict’.46
Barsoumfurthernoted‘thepresentationsanddiscussionsduringtheconsulta-
tioncorrespondedtodeepeningtheologicalconversationsinrelationto’:

• understandingGod’sinvitationtoustobegoodneighbours,especiallyin
dialoguewithMuslims;

• theimportanceofdoingthisecumenically;
• ‘living-in-communitywithMuslims’astherealobjectiveofafrankand

seriousChristian–Muslimdialogue.47

Furthermore,sheobservedthat

Interreligiousrelationsandtheologicalarticulationsoffaithhaveoften
beenshapedinresponsetothecontextinwhichcommunitiesliveand
interact;therichnessoftheologicalapproachesandstatementsoffaith

45 See:WCC,‘WhoDoWeSayThatWeAre?ChristianIdentityinaMulti-ReligiousWorld’,
The Ecumenical Review,66:4(December2014):458-501.

46 RimaBarsoum,‘Introduction’,Current Dialogue52(July2012):3(emphasisinoriginal).
47 Ibid.
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derivedfromavarietyofecumenicalandinterreligiouscontextshasnur-
turedandsustainedtheecumenicalfamilyinitscontinuoustheological
endeavouras“faithseekingunderstanding.”48

Thefullreportoftheeventgiveshelpfulanddetailedinsightintotheprocess
andoutcomesofthisconsultation.Some50participants,includingexpertsin
Christian–Muslimrelationsanddialogue,leadersofavarietyofmajorChris-
tiangroups,aswellasRomanCatholicparticipants,engagedawide-ranging
ecumenicalreflectionondialoguewithMuslims.Thereportnotedattheout-
set that thecomplexhistoryof interaction ‘hasbeencharacterized inmany
casesbyconstructivelivingtogether,butsometimesalsomarkedbyrivalryor
war’andalsothat‘thepracticallivingtogetherofindividualsandcommunities
of the two faiths, and theological challenges, including both questions of
Christianself-identityandself-expressioninrelationtoIslamaswellasques-
tions relating to understanding the significance of Islam, have engaged
Christiansthroughthecenturies’.49

The report noted initiatives emanating from the Muslim world which at
that stagecontributed toaclimateof renewed interest inChristianengage-
mentwithIslam,includedboththeA Common WordletterandalsotheGlobal
Initiative for Dialogue promoted by King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz of Saudi
ArabiaandwhichhadhadmeetingsalreadyinMadrid,NewYorkandGeneva.
Indeed, the highly ecumenical event of the Christian Self-Understanding in
the Context of Islam consultation was in part a direct response to the A 
Common Wordletter.However,insteadof‘producingawrittenresponsetothe
letter by the Muslim scholars, the goal of the consultation was to provide a
spaceforchurchesandcommunionsofchurchestosharetheirinitiativesand
theological resources forengagingwithMuslims,andto identifysubstantial
issues for Christian theology in relation to Christian–Muslim dialogue’.
DialogicalengagementwithIslamwasclearlyagiven;itwastheimpactand
implicationsofthatdialogueuponChristianthinkingandself-reflectionthat
wasnowbeingaddressed.Thustheprimarygoalsofthiseventwere:

1. Toseekmutualenrichmentandcommitmentbyprovidingspacefor
churchesandcommunionstosharetheirinitiatives,perspectivesand
specifictheologicalresourcesforengagingwithMuslims.

48 Barsoum,‘Introduction’,p.4.
49 Rima Barsoum, ‘A Report of the Intra-Christian Consultation on Christian Self-Under-

standing in Relation to Islam. Geneva, 18-20 October 2008’, Current Dialogue 52 (July
2012):5.
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2. ToidentifyanddiscusssubstantialissuesconcerningChristianself-
understandinginrelationtoIslam.

3. TodiscernhowbesttorespondtoanewerainChristian–Muslim
dialogueandopportunitiesforcooperation.50

Thesegoalsweretoissueinasetofpracticaloutcomes,including:

1. ListtheologicalissuesthatarepertinenttoChristianself-understanding
inrelationtoIslamandthatarebestapproachedecumenicallyby
Christians.

2. ConsiderwaysforarticulatingaChristiantheologicalunderstandingof
dialoguewithIslamandrelationshipwithMuslims.

3. Proposewaysandmeanstoworkcooperativelyaschurches,councils
andcommunionsinrespondingtothenewopportunitiesforChristian–
Muslimdialogue.

4. Popularizeresourcesthathelpchurchestodeepentheirself-under-
standingandtheirself-expressioninrelationtoIslam.51

A mixed methodology was applied with respect to the active participants
whose presentations and discussions were passively observed by a group of
appointed ‘listeners’ who then provided a reflective report. The underlying
intentionwastomap‘wheretheecumenicalfamilystandstodayinrelationto
this subject’.52 Following a key-note lecture – ‘Living as a Community with
Muslims:Concerns,ChallengesandPromises’–givenbyHisHolinessCatho-
licosAramIofCilicia,theconsultationfocussedonfourpanelpresentations
thatengagedconfessionalandcontextualdimensions.Thefirsttwocanvassed
confessional Christian approaches to Islam and included papers presenting
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Anglican, Reformed, Lutheran, and Evangelical
perspectives.Thethirdpaneladdressedcontextualissuesfromtheperspective
ofChristiantheologianslivinginIslamicsocieties,whilethefourthexamined
suchissuesbutfromtheperspectiveoftheologiansfromwithinsituationsof
religious plurality. In their summary reflective response to what had trans-
pired,the‘listeners’groupconcentratedupon‘substantialissuesforChristian
theology in relation to Islam and their implications for Christian–Muslim

50 Barsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.6.
51 Barsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.7.
52 Ibid.
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dialogueinthe21stcentury’.53Therewasgeneralagreementthatmoreworkof
exploring ‘theological issues pertaining to Muslim-Christian dialogue’ was
warrantedandtheWCCorganiserswereencouragedtoarrangeforandengage
in such work.The panel presentations and discussions were set up so as to
respondtothreekeyquestions,namely:

• Whatisthetheologicalapproachofyourchurch/communiontoward
Islam?

• Whataretheresourcesyourchurch/communionhasdevelopedaboutthe
issue?

• Howwasthistheologicalapproachexpressedinthechurch/communion’s
responseto A Common Word?54

FormypresentpurposesIwillendeavourtodiscernkeyelementsofthepre-
sentations of the two ‘confessional’ panels, for they ostensibly represent at
leastsomemeasureofrelevantcontemporaryChristianapproachestoengag-
ingwithIslamwhich,takentogether,paintthebroadecumenicalpicture.An
Orthodox perspective was given by Emmanuel Clapsis, representing the
EcumenicalPatriarchate.55FortheOrthodoxworldthecontemporaryissueof
relationswithIslamissetwithinthecontextofawiderchallenge‘thatinvites
ChristiantheologytorefigurehowfaithinthetriuneGodprovidesatransfor-
mativebasisforlifeinitswholeness’.56Weliveinaneraofirreversibleplurality
andso‘Christiantheologymustrevisititsunderstandinghowtheparticularity
oftheChristianfaithrelatestoGod’sprovidenceforallhiscreationoncewe
haveacceptedtheirreversibilityofthepluralisticglobalworld’.57Engagement
withIslamandMuslimsissetwithintheorbitofthequestforjustice,peace,
and a sustainability human communitas. Human dignity, from a theological
perspective, isuniversal inbeinggroundedintheactionand imprintof the
Creatoruponcreation.ClapsisdoesnotelaborateuponanOrthodoxapproach
toIslamper se,ratherhisisawide-rangingtheologicalcontributionoutlining
distinctivemotifsandemphasesofOrthodoxtheologyinrelationtoaworldof
religiouspluralityandwhatthatmeansforChristianself-reflection.Heargues:

53 Ibid.
54 Barsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.9.
55 EmmanuelClapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld:TheTensionoftheParticularwiththe

Universal’,Current Dialogue52(July2012):29-41.
56 Clapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld’,p.29.
57 Clapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld’,p.30.
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Theirreversiblereligiouspluralityoftheworld,theconflictingclaimsof
universality that different religions claim, as well as the potential con-
flictsthattheygeneratebecauseofexclusivityoftheirtruthclaims,give
asenseofurgencytotheneedtoreflectonwhetherChristianityisinher-
entlyexclusiveofotherreligionsasithasbeengenerallyproclaimedup
tonow.58

ElaboratingonearlyChurchexperience,Clapsismakesthesignificantobser-
vationthat‘theearlyChristianChurch,whileitunequivocallyaffirmedthatin
JesusChristGodhasfullyanddefinitivelyrevealedhimselfandhasdecisively
actedforthesalvationoftheworld,acknowledgesthatGod’sgraceoperated
andcontinuestooperateindependentlyorapartfromtheChurchbecauseof
God’sprovidentiallovefortheworld’.59Headds:

ItalsoimpliesthatwhileitaffirmedChristtobethedefinitiveandfull
revelationofGod,itdidnotexcludethepossibilitythatGodinhisuncon-
ditional freedomand lovehas revealedhimself toothers,albeitnotas
fullyanddefinitivelyasinJesusChrist.Suchimperfectorpartialrevela-
tionsofGodinotherculturesandreligionscanonlybediscernedand
appreciated by what we know about God through our faith in Jesus
Christ.60

AndsoearlyChristian‘denunciationandrejectionofotherreligioussystems,
beliefs,andpractices’,whiledonesoinlightofafullandfinalaffirmationof
the efficacy of Christian salvation, for example, and the struggle to assert
Christianuniquenessandtruthinthecontextofthepolyglotreligiosityofthe
times,nevertheless‘constitutesawarningthatnoteverythingfoundinother
religionsorinthelifeoftheworldcanbeattributedtothepresenceandopera-
tion of God’s grace in them’.61 The Orthodox view is one that affirms the
integrityofacriticaltheologicalassessmentofthereligious‘other’;dialogueis
tobegenuineengagement;agive-and-takeofinformation,interpretationand
evaluation. And this applies to the arena of Christian–Muslim relations as
muchasanywhere.

ProfessorMauriceBorrmans,representingtheVatican’sPCID,gaveadetailed
reflectionontheRomanCatholicChurch’sresponsetotheA Common Word

58 Clapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld’,p.32.
59 Clapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld’,p.33.
60 Clapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld’,pp.33-34.
61 Clapsis,‘TheHolySpiritintheWorld’,p.34.
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letter.62HenotedarangeofkeytextsofVaticanIIandselectPapalencycli-
cals, together with other significant guiding documents, which together
providebothanoverviewandthesubstanceoftheCatholicperspective.The
grounding affirmation that Muslims share in the divine plan of salvation,
found in clause 16 of Lumen Gentium, together with the motif of holding
Muslimsinhighregardasfellow-believersin,andworshippersof,theoneGod
andCreatorofusallthatisarticulatedinNostra Aetate,isclearlyenunciated
along with other supportive elements. Further Catholic documents, such as
the1984‘TheChurchandotherReligions:DialogueandMission’andthe1991
‘DialogueandProclamation’,producedbyPCID,werereferenced,amongoth-
ers, as bearing elements of the Church’s approach to, and attitude toward,
IslamandMuslims.WithrespecttotheA Common Wordletter,Borrmansgave
hisownanalysisandreflectionandreviewedkeyCatholicresponses.63

ALutheranperspectivewasgivenbytheRev.SimoneSinn,oftheLutheran
WorldFederation.Shebeganwiththeassertionofaneducationalopportunity
that encountering Muslims and reflecting on Islam presents for the Church
today.64TheinitialresponseoftheLutheranWorldFederationtotheA Com-
mon Word letter was positive, highlighting the ‘spiritual significance of
encounter between Jews, Muslims and Christians’, notes Sinn.65 From the
Lutheranperspective,thelifeoffaith‘involvesanexistentialprocessofunder-
standingGod’sgraceinrelationtoone’sowntimesandone’sownlife’which
today ‘includesactivelyengagingwithMuslimcommunities,enablingdirect
interfaithencounterandlisteningtothequestionsthatyoungpeopleaskin
theirfaithformation’.66Here,dialogicalengagementisanextensionofthelife
ofdiscipleship.LutheranChristiansliveandworkinmanydifferentsettings
withregardtointeractionwithMuslims;thereisnosinglepatternorapproach
thatsuitsequallyallcontexts.Discipleshipiscontextual,astootheaccompa-
nying theological reflection.Sinnthereforesketched ‘somebasic theological
ideasinrelationtoIslamandChristian–MuslimrelationsfromaLutheranper-
spective’ not in a summary overview fashion, but for the purposes of
engendering further discussion.67 She elaborated five relevant themes: first,

62 MauriceBorrmans,‘TheRomanCatholicChurchandtheLetterofthe138MuslimReli-
giousLeaders’,Current Dialogue54(July2013):54-72;seealsoBarsoum,‘AReportofthe
Intra-ChristianConsultation’,pp.9-10.

63 Seealsochapter11below.
64 SimoneSinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPracticeinRelationtoIslam’,Current Dialogue

52(July2012):42-49.
65 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,p.42.
66 Ibid.
67 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,pp.42-43.
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‘themeaningandimpactofrelationalontologyaspresentedinMartinLuther’s
theology’; second, ‘the issue of adequate knowledge about one another …
explored by pointing to Luther’s own efforts’; third, emphasising interfaith
cooperation ‘asa jointresponsibility in theworldlyrealm,withreferenceto
Luther’s distinction between the spiritual and the worldly realms’; fourth,
proposing‘jointtheologicalexplorationsintosacredscripturesandintounder-
standings of freedom and responsibility’; and fifth, affirming ‘the need for
multidimensional engagement with Muslim neighbours as experienced by
many Lutheran churches … and interpreted in relation to the Pauline triad
“faith,hopeandlove”.’68

SinnarguesrelationalontologyasakeyinsightintoLutherantheology:‘our
identityasChristianscannotbeexplainedbynamingspecificcharacteristics
or properties, but by exploring the constitutive relationships in which we
live’.69 Her elaboration of this motif leads to the clear assertion of the ‘rich
spiritualandtheologicalpotentialinreflectingonourrelationshipwithGod
togetherwithMuslims.WetherebydeepenourrelationswithGodandwith
one another. The theological insight into relational ontology is mirrored in
livedexperiencesofdialogicalrelations.’70Shegoesontoelaboratethemotif
ofseekingadequateknowledgeaboutIslamandChristian–Muslimrelations:
allayingignoranceandprejudicethroughtheattainingofbothcorrectinfor-
mationandappositeunderstanding isaLutheranhallmarkof theChristian
life which directly applies to the context of engagement with Muslims and
Islam.Thisleadstothethirdelement,thatofpromotinginterfaithcooperation
betweenChristiansandMuslimsforwhichLutherhasadistinctiveperspec-
tivethatcaninformChristianactiontoday,namelythenotionoftwo‘kingdoms’
or ‘realms’ whereby ‘the distinction between the worldly and the spiritual
realmsgivesspacetolivetogetherwithpeoplewhohavedifferentworldviews.
Asfaithfulindividuals,wemightnotagreeontheologicalissues,butascitizens
we live together, work together and jointly promote the common good of
society’.71Here‘diapraxis’,aLutherantermdenotingthedialogicalrelational-
ity of pragmatic or applied interfaith cooperation, comes to the fore. Sinn
remarks:

LutheransareinvolvedininterfaithcooperationwithMuslimsinmani-
fold ways: highly organised cooperation in humanitarian relief work,

68 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,p.43.
69 Ibid.
70 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,p.44.
71 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,p.45.



135EcumenicalDevelopments:TheTwenty-FirstCentury

strategicadvocacyworkforcitizenshiprights,spontaneouscareforpeo-
pleinneed,groupsfromthemarginsthatchallengetraditionalstructures
and more. The question for us Lutherans is how these intense experi-
encesintheworldlyrealmaffectourimagesofthespiritualrealm.Ifwe
areseriousabouttheideathatthesetworealmsaredistinctbutnotsepa-
rated,weneedtoreflectontheir relationshipwithregardto interfaith
matters.72

The fourth element Sinn elaborates is that of promoting joint theological
explorations.Asshenotes,forbothcommunities‘God’sWordisakeynotionin
their faith understandings’ however, it is ‘conceptualised differently. This
affects how we read sacred scriptures and construe hermeneutics’.73 But, of
course,thisbecomesthesourceofmotivationandencouragementtoenjoin
mutual theologicaldialogueand Sinnhelpfullycanvasses anumberof such
dialoguesundertakenbetweenLutheransandMuslims.‘Inconversationwith
Muslims,Lutheranshavediscoveredengagingwithquestionsoffreedomand
responsibilitytobeafruitfulcommonissue’.74Finally,Sinnaddressestheele-
mentofencouragingthedeepeningofrelationshipwiththeMuslimneighbour.
Innotingthat,for‘Christian-Muslimencounters,faith,hopeandloveareinter-
twined’shepointsoutthattheseinterconnectingdimensionsof‘relationship
to God, the relationship to the future and the relationship to fellow human
beings’ offer an alternative dialogical way to that whereby it is assumed,
instead,that‘wehavetoconcentrateonjointsocialactionandtoavoidtheol-
ogy and spirituality in interfaith relations’.75 Here the Lutheran perspective
highlightsadistinctiveChristianviewthatis,itself,bynomeansexclusive.It
undergirdstherelationshipoftheologicalthinkingtopracticalactionastwo
sidesofthecoinofChristianengagementwithIslam.Questionsraised,and
challengesposedbyandtotheLutheranChristianfamilyfeedintothewider
ecumenicalperspective,andappropriatelyso.

Rev Dr Johnson Mbillah, representing the World Alliance of Reformed
Churches(WARC),presentedaReformedperspectivewhich,heacknowledged,
isnotitselfasingularmagisteriumbutanongoinginternaldialogicalprocess
that,basedonnon-negotiableprinciplesderivedfromtheReformation,throws
upasmorgasbordofviewpoints.CommoncharacteristicsholdtheReformed
familyofchurchestogether.Yetwhenitcomestothequestionofthisfamily’s

72 Ibid.
73 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,p.46.
74 Ibid.
75 Sinn,‘OnLutheranTheologyandPractice’,p.47.
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relation to, and perspectives on, Islam, Mbillah noted that, in practice, the
widerecumenicalcontextoftenmeans that theologicalapproachesoverlap:
thereis‘noabsolutetheologicalpositionthatremainsthepreserve’ofonetra-
ditiononly.76ThedistinctivemarkofReformedchurchesisthattheyshouldbe
constantly reforming – semper reformanda – in response to contemporary
contexts and the epoch in which Christians find themselves. Thus, without
obfuscatingtheevangelical taskofbearingwitness to thegospel, ‘Reformed
theologyinthecontextofrelationshipwithIslamandMuslimsshoulduphold
thevalueofhumanrelationsasafamily,andatthesametimerecognizethat
suchrelationshipinvolvessharing:agiveandtake’.77

An Anglican perspective, presented by way of a dialogue between Clare
AmosandDavidThomas,beganwiththeacknowledgementofthethree-fold
foundation of Anglican theological reflection – Scripture, the Christian
Tradition as mediated by the great ecumenical councils, and reason. These
reflectbothappliedrationalityandtheconscienceofthefaithful.Tothistheo-
logicalfoundationthereisnowadded,inrespectespeciallytorelationswith
Muslims,the2008resourceGenerous LovewhichoffersanAnglicantheology
pertaining to interreligious relations. Indeed, itspurpose is to root interreli-
giousencounter‘firmlyintheheartlandsofChristianbelieving.Itsapproach
restsontheconvictionthatreligiousdiversityposeschallengestotheChurch
notonlyatthepoliticalandsociallevel,butintheareaoftheology’.78Grounded
inadistinctivetrinitariantheology,thebiblicalmotifofhospitality,anddeep
reflectiononthelivedexperienceof‘relatingtopeopleofotherfaithsinavari-
etyofcontexts,andtakingseriouslytherealityoftheOther’,79theAnglican
perspective might be said to be one of dynamic engagement and reflection
bothonandabout the ‘Other’– in thiscase, IslamandMuslims–andalso
aboutwhat the fact of,andrelationship to the Othercalls forth in terms of
self-understanding.AsAmosherselfremarked:‘wecannotthinkaboutChris-
tian-Muslimengagementwithoutthinkingtheologicallyaboutwhat isthere
withinourtraditionthatrequiresustohavethatengagement’.80

An Evangelical perspective was supplied byThomas Schirrmacher, repre-
sentingtheWorldEvangelicalAlliance(WEA).Notinginparticularthehistory
ofdiscord,attimesviolence,betweenChristianityandIslam,andthatbetween
themtheytodayrepresentoverhalfthepopulationoftheglobe,henotedthat

76 Barsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.10.
77 Barsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.11.
78 Ibid.
79 Ibid.
80 CitedbyBarsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.11.
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whereassome80%ofChristianswhobelongtotheWEAgroupingofchurches
‘liveintheSouthanddonotseeChristianityasaWesternreligion’,neverthe-
less,‘fromanIslamicpointofviewChristianityisseenasaWesternreligion,
and therefore Christianity is sometimes seen as responsible for military or
politicalactionstakenbysecularwesterngovernments’.81Theimportanceof
apposite contextualising of dialogue and relational engagement was thus
signalled,asagainst thetendency, insomequarters, toessentialiseeitheror
both religions. Further, Schirrmacher noted that the understanding of what
Christianityisabout,whichMuslimsderivefromreferencestoitintheHoly
Qurʾān,isnotinlinewithhowmostEvangelicalChristiansunderstandtheir
ownfaith.Thetworeligionsalsodifferquitewidely‘whendealingwithissues
concernedwiththerelationshipbetweenreligion,societyandstate’andalltoo
oftenthedialoguebetweenChristiansandMuslimsisdominatedbythealmost
dailyagendaofrelationshipsbetween‘Islam’and‘theWest’.82

TheEvangelicalresponsetotheMuslimA Common Wordinvitationtoanew
dialogueisfocussedonthe‘counter-call’to‘seekforgivenessthatisonlyfound
in Jesus Christ; this call in particular comes in response to the invitation
expressed in the Muslim letter which was perceived by WEA as a call to
ChristianstofollowGodaccordingtoIslam’.83However,inrespecttothedom-
inant ‘love of God; love of neighbour’ motif of the letter, the Evangelical
perspective‘aimstoputloveintopracticeandthereforepresentsthepersonal
relationshipwithMuslimsasthekeytosolvingmanyproblemsthatcannotbe
solved in conferences and meetings, but by how millions of Christians and
Muslimslivetogether’;nevertheless,aspecificChristiantheologyundergirds
this practice: ‘Christian love is not a command given by God but the very
essenceofGod’.84Advocacyofreligiousfreedom–andso,inthecaseofthe
lackofthatwithrespecttoChristiansinsomepartsoftheworldofIslam,bear-
ing witness to the need of this freedom for all, and inter alia, ‘standing in
solidaritywiththepersecutedchurch’–isanotherstrongEvangelicalelement.
FourkeypointswerehighlightedbywayofsummarisingtheWEAapproachto
IslamandMuslims:85

1. Missionandpeacecangotogether,asitisexpressedin1Peter3:15-17,
whichhasbecometherationaleforWEAtowitnessandanswerevery

81 Barsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.12.
82 Ibid.
83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
85 SeeBarsoum,‘AReportoftheIntra-ChristianConsultation’,p.13.
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question,includingthoseaskedbyMuslims,butingentlenessand
respect,withoutviolatingthehumanrightsofotherpeoples,andwith
respecttothistheirbeliefs.

2. Witnessisalwaysrelatedtothebiblicalnotionofmartyrdomand
persecution,especially(because)almost50percentofWEAmembers
liveinareaswheretheyareindangerofpersecution.Thisreality
promptsEvangelicalstodevelopa“theologyofpersecution”toshow
thatmartyrdomandpersecutionareintegralpartsoftheirfaith;
neverthelessthisdoesnotgiveEvangelicalstherighttoreactusing
violenceagainsttheirpersecutors,buttotrustthattheyareinGod’s
hand.

3. Personalrelationshipandhospitalitytopeopleofotherfaithshavebeen
thesourceofstrengthoftheWEAmovement…(whichhasledtomany
conversionsintothisbranchofChristianity)…

4. IntherelationshipwithMuslimsitisveryimportantfortheWEAto
distinguishbetweenthequestionofwitnesstothegospel,andthe
politicalissuesthatarehandledbygovernments,especiallyissuesof
humanrightsandreligiousfreedom.ForWEA,thesearetwoseparate
matters.(Thus)persecutedevangelicalsshouldnotreacttopersecution
inanyviolentway;atthesametimetheyareencouragedtousetheir
legalrightsasgiveninthelegalsystemoftheircountriestostopthis
persecution.

4 Conclusion

Ecumenical engagement with Islam in the twenty-first century has thus far
demonstrated a deepening and widening of relationships and dialogical
activities.Someverysignificantdevelopmentshaveoccurred;othersarestill
underway.Whathasbeencanvassedaboveisbutatasteoftherangeofengage-
ments undertaken, but hopefully sufficient to give a sense of the flavour of
them, and a hint of hope for the future. Furthermore, as well as concrete
engagementswithMuslims,inmanydifferentcontexts,thereflectivetheologi-
cal task consequent upon dialogical engagement continues. And it is clear
that,today,manyinterfaithissueswhichhadpreviouslyregisteredasoftan-
gential concern to the Christian community globally now impact with
considerableseverity,themoresoinsomepartsoftheworldthanothers.This
isacutelythecasewithrespecttoChristian–Muslimrelationsandthecauseof
ecumenical engagement with Islam, and continues to be so. We now turn
attentiontofourveryspecificdevelopments,thefirstofwhichcommencedin
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the middle of the twentieth century.The others are quite novel twenty-first
century initiatives. They represent something distinctive about Christian–
Muslim engagement this century, namely evidence of a sense of deepening
intentionality toengage indialogueandademonstratedcommitment togo
deeper into the dialogical conversation.Throughout we see that theological
issues, questions, dimensions and reflections previously glossed or set aside
arenowverymuchtothefore.
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Chapter8

An African Journey: PROCMURA

PROCMURA–theProgrammeforChristian-MuslimRelationsinAfrica–isa
pan-AfricanChristianorganisationwhoseaimistostretch‘ahandoffriend-
ship to the Muslim communities in and around Africa’ and ‘constructively
relatewithMuslimsforpeaceinthewidersocietyandpeacefulco-existence
betweenadherentsofthetworeligions’.1Itembodiesanattemptatensuring
‘ChristiansandMuslimsfromgenerationtogenerationgrowtoappreciatethat
Christianity and Islam … remain part and parcel of the African religious
heritage’.2 PROCMURA is today a registered Civil Society Organisation (CSO)
undertheKenyanlegalsystemandamemberorganisationofvariousNational
Councils of Churches in Africa. It collaborates and co-operates with like-
minded organisations in the discharge of its mandate.The present General
Adviser (CEO) notes that ‘PROCMURA is the sole Christian organisation in
Africathatisdedicatedtobuildingbridgesofunderstandingandpromoting
mutual respectbetweenChristiansandMuslims in theentirecontinent’.3 It
operatesintwentycountriesinsub-SaharanAfricatodayandhascontactsand
carriesoutoccasionalworkshopsinatleasttenothercountries‘withthehope
ofeventuallybringingsuchcountriesintothePROCMURAfold’.4Itsvisionisto
promote life on the African continent ‘where faith communities in spite of
their differences work together for the holistic development of the human
family’.5Whereandhowdidthisorganisationarise?Inwhatwaydoesitrepre-
sent and contribute to the wider ecumenical journey in Christian–Muslim
relations?Thischapterisbynomeansacomprehensivestep-by-stephistory–
thatwouldwarrantafullbook.WhilePROCMURAhasproducedanumberof
reportsandbooks, thereareasyetnobook-lengthanalysesanddiscussions
about the programme, nor its history, although it does receive mention in

1 PROCMURAStrategicPlan2014-2018,p.1.Seealsowww.procmura-prica.org
2 Ibid.
3 JohnsonMbillah,WhatPROCMURAisandwhatitstandsfor.Programme for 50th Anniversary 

Celebration (19th-24th November 2009).Nairobi:PROCMURA,2009.Seealsoarchivedvariants
ofthesamepaper.

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
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some books and other studies.6 For the most part these have a rather more
limitedorfocussedpurviewthatwhatIattempthere.

Myaimisrathertoidentify,review,andcriticallydiscusskeyelementsand
developmental contours of PROCMURA by attending to original source and
archiveddocuments.Thisresearchsuggestsfourphasesoflifeandworksofar.
Theydemarcateanhistoricaltrajectoryandusefullyframeanexploratorydis-
cussionwiththeintentionofunderstandingwhathashappenedandwhy,and
enablingsomeappropriateassessmentandperspective.Thefirstphasewas,to
alargeextent,thatofaEuropeanMission-drivenproject(1959-1970);thesec-
ond (1970-1987) is marked by the work being controlled through an African
CouncilwithEuropeanandAmericansupport.Thisendedwitha re-assess-
mentofpurposeandaresultingchangeofname.Thethirdphase(1988-2000)
isoneof largely localconsolidationanddevelopmentconsequentuponthe
namechange,anditsterminuscoincideswiththeendingofEuropeanleader-
ship. The fourth phase (2000-2015) is marked by the leadership of the first
AfricanGeneralAdviser,DrJohnsonMbillah,andashiftinstrategyandallied
organisationalarrangements. In2003asmallbutsignificantmodificationto
thename–from‘Project’to‘Programme’–tookplace,indicativeofthenew
modus vivendi that was emerging. What began life as a missionary project,
implyingasenseoffiniteoperationorientedtowardaspecifiedtemporalgoal,
underwentinstitutionalconsolidationandprogrammaticexpansion.Itisnow
apermanentfeatureoftheAfricanreligiouslandscapeandalocusofChristian–
Muslimrelationalaspirationsandactivities.Followingadiscussionoforigins,
andthereviewofthefourphases,thechapterwillclosewithsomeanalytical
commentandevaluation.AsEllingwoodnotes, ‘There ismuchtobesaid…
aboutanorganizationthathasevolvedfromthelastdaysofWesternChristian
missionary activity in Africa to the present-day era of interfaith relations
betweenAfricanChristiansandMuslims’.7

6 See forexample,PrinceSorieConteh,Traditionalists, Muslims, and Christians in Africa: 
Interreligious Encounters and Dialogue.(Amherst,NY:CambriaPress,2009).Thisworkcon-
centratesonSierraLeoneandisbynomeanscomprehensiveofAfrica.Seealso,forexample,
EffunganiMargarateSalli,‘AHistoricalanalysisofthereasonsbehindthesuspense(sic)of
PROCMURAinCameroonandstepstowardsitssustainability’(UnpublishedMAthesis,2015,
UniversityofStPaul,DigitalRepository).JaneEllingwoodoffersausefulcomplementary
perspective in her article, ‘The Programme for Christian-Muslim Relations in Africa
(PROCMURA):AnEvolutionaryPerspective’,The Muslim World,98/1(January2008),72-94.

7 Ellingwood,‘EvolutionaryPerspective’,72.
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1 A Project Commences

During the 1950s, even as dialogical engagement with Islam had hardly yet
becomeanidentifiablepartoftheinterfaithagendaoftheWCC,andcertainly
beforethedevelopmentsofVaticanIIthatspurredinterfaithworkoftheRCC
withrespecttoIslam,thequestionoftherelationshipoftheChristianChurch
toMuslimsandIslamwithinAfricahademergedinecumenicalandmission-
ary circles.To be sure, Islam and Christianity had been engaging with each
otherontheAfricancontinentformanycenturies.Butinthecourseofthefirst
halfofthetwentiethcentury,atleast,eachhadeffectivelygoneitsownway
withoutanysignificantmutualacknowledgementor interaction.Theremay
havebeentheoddinstanceofdialogicalrelationshipofsorts,aswascertainly
the case with Catholic missionary groups such as the Missions to Africa
(MAfr).8ThissocietyhaslongpursuedanapostolateofengagingwithMuslims
on theAfricancontinent.But for themostpartChurchMissions,andespe-
cially Protestant ones, focussed on the potential conversion harvest to be
gainedfromthevastfieldofAfricantraditionalreligionsandcultures.Islam
wasa rivalmissionandreligiouscommunity thatwasdeemedbyand large
impervioustoChristianmissionaryoutreach.Inotherwords,forthefirsthalf
ofthetwentiethcenturythemodus vivendi,ifnotalsooperandi,ofChristian
missioninAfricawasacontinuationofthe19thcentury.

However,newecumenicalandemerginginterfaithsensibilitiesresultedin
theestablishment,in1959,oftheIslaminAfricaProject(IAP)todayknownas
the Programme for Christian-Muslim Relations in Africa (for Francophone
Africa, Programme des Relations Islamo-Chrétiennes en Afrique) or, simply,
PROCMURA(PRICA).Thisorganisation,establishedbymainlyProtestantand
AnglicanchurchesinAfrica,withsupportofpartnerchurchesinEuropeand
NorthAmerica,hasbeenguidedfromtheoutsetbyadualpurposeofbearing
responsiblewitnesstotheChristianfaithandatthesametimebuildingbridges
ofunderstandingbetweenChristiansandMuslims.Thisstancepresentsevi-
denceofachangedvisionandmoodfromwithinsomeoftheAfricanChristian
churchcommunitiesinrespecttoIslamand,inparticular,toChristianregard
forandrelationswithMuslims.Forthe1950swere,forAfrica,noearly‘post-
WWII’reconstructionera,aswasthecaseforEurope.Ratheritwasasignificant
decadewherecries for independencewerebeingheard, leading toprepara-
tionsforthepost-colonialeraconsequentupontheendingofthatwar.Inthis
context,Christianitywasoftenidentifiedasthereligionofthecolonists,and

8 InFrench,thelingua francaoftheOrder,itisknownastheSociété des missionnaires d’Afrique
(SMA).
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missionarypresenceidentifiedwithcolonialism.ModernindependentAfrican
nation-stateswere beingbrought tobirth.Butnotonly thenations;African
Churchesalsosoughttheirindependence.Oldordersweregivingwaytonew.
Oldpatternsofbehaviour,perception,andvalueswerebeingchallengedand
changedacrossmanydimensionsofsocialandpoliticalandreligiouslife.By
contrast,internationally,theplaceandroleofreligioninthepublicspherewas
submerged, with secular and political discourse dominant. In Africa there
weresomeintheChurchandChristianmissioncommunitieswhorecognised
thatreligion–inparticularChristianityandIslam–wasadominantforcein
publiclife.Therehademerged,onthepartofChristianleaders,anawareness
thatthepresenceofIslamandMuslimsdemandedChristian–Muslimrapport
inordertoadvancenationalistpost-colonialaspirations.Inthiscontextearly
proponentsoftheIslaminAfricaProject(IAP),asitwasfirstcalled,wishedto
avoid any repeat of historical attitudes, perspectives and values that might
provokeconfrontationsandconflict.Theprojectwasregardedasawayofdis-
couragingfalsewitnessingagainsttheMuslimneighbour,andofbeingatthe
sametimeameansoffaithfulwitnesstotheGospel.Aneducationalandtheo-
logical gap was soon identified: the need for expertise to combat ignorance
andprejudicesuchastheimageofIslamasareligionofviolence,withMuslims
asenemiesofChristianity,whichwasinclinedtolinger.Furthermore,prepar-
ingforChristianmissioninrelationtoMuslimshadnotbeenpartoftheological
training;ratherChristianmissionaryoutreachwasfocussedonthepropaga-
tionofthegospelto,primarily,adherentsofAfricanTraditionalreligions.

ItwasattheNovember1957meetingoftheInternationalMissionaryCouncil
(IMC)inAccra,Ghana,thatAfricanchurchessignalledtheneedtostudyIslam
inAfricaandtoformanactionplaninrespecttotheapproachofProtestant
ChurchestoMuslims.Islamwasnowontheagendainawayithadnotbeen
previously.Justtwomonthslater,inJanuary1958,andfollowingonfromthe
AccraIMCmeeting,theAllAfricaChurchConference(AACC)heldinIbadan,
Nigeria,gaveattentiontotheissueofengagingIslam.Discussionsfocussedon
‘howChristiansinAfricaneededtointerprettheGospelinamoremeaningful
way to Muslims without violating the principle of good neighbourliness’.9
TheIbadanconferenceaffirmedthat‘theChurchinAfrica,initsbidtobear
witnesstoChrist,shouldavoidmedievalresponsestoIslamthatledtopolem-
icsandeventuallycontributedtotheCrusades.Avoidanceofconfrontation…
requiredanadequateandobjectivestudyofIslamandinformedknowledgeof
thehistoryofMuslimsinthecontinent’.10AroundthesametimetheMissionary

9 Mbillah,‘WhatPROCMURAisandwhatitstandsfor’.
10 Ibid.
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SocietyoftheNetherlandsReformedChurchofferedexpertassistancetothe
ChurchinAfricawithrespecttoengagingIslamandMuslims.

In September 1958 the IMC facilitated a conference in Oegstgeest (in the
Netherlands) thatsawsometwentymissionary leaders fromdifferentcoun-
triesinEuropeformulatingaplanofactiontohaveafact-findingmissiontake
place in early 1959. The purpose was to ‘consult leaders of Protestant and
Anglican churches and missions in Africa on practical steps that could be
taken to assist them in equipping the Christian community in Africa for its
stated task of Christian approach to Islam’.11 This eventually occurred (see
below)withtheformalinaugurationoftheIslaminAfricaProjectatameeting
inAccrainlate1959,supportedbytheEuropeanLiaisonCommitteethathad
been formed by and from the missionary representatives who attended the
Oestgeestmeeting.Alsoin1958,atameetingheldatHarvard,Connecticut,a
supportive group of North American partner churches was formed. Mbillah
hasneatlysummeduptheoverallprocess:‘theseedofIAP,nowPROCMURA,
wassowninAccrain1957,wateredinIbadanin1958,nurturedinOegstgeestin
1958, and transplanted as an African continental organisation at Accra in
1959’.12The hope was that IAP ‘would enhance the principle of good neigh-
bourliness–anAfricanaswellasaChristianvirtue’.13ThenewAfricanstates
wouldpredominantlycomprise,invaryingproportions,Christians,Muslims,
and practitioners of African Traditional Religions and, indeed, ‘Christianity
andIslamwerelikelytobethebestorworstofrivalssincebotharemissionary
incharacter’.14Hence,fromthecommencementoftheIAPtherewasfostered
an approach to Islam and Muslims devoid of polemical traits, an approach
intendedtoensurethatChristiansconstructivelyrelatedwithMuslimssuch
thatconflictswhichmightarisewouldbeaddressedinanon-violentmanner.
Cooperationandcollaborationforpeaceandpeacefulco-existencehasever
beentheunderlyinggoal.

SigvardvonSicardsuggeststhreereasonsfortheestablishmentoftheproj-
ect, namely political, religious, and ‘ecclesio-missiological considerations’.15
HenotestheInternationalMissionaryCouncilwasawarethat,politically,up
tothelate1950s‘missionshadhadagoodinningsandsupportundervarious
colonialregimes’butthatthiswas‘comingtoanendandtherewasanuncer-

11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 ArnoldC.Temple&JohnsonA.Mbillah(Eds),Christianity and peoples of other faith com-

munities(Nairobi:AACCAfricaChallengeSeries,2001),p.2.
14 Mbillah,‘PROCMURA:Whatitisandwhatitstandsfor’.
15 SigvardvonSicard,personalemailcorrespondence,Sept.2015.
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taintyastohowthenewregimeswouldlookatmissionwork’.Oneoutcome
wasthatmedicalandeducationalwork,formerlytheprovenanceofChristian
missions,wastakenoverbythenewstates,whilsttherewasoftenalsopressure
for change being brought to bear by non-Christian citizens who had been
influenced by other ideologies, such as communism and socialism vying,
amongothers,forsupremacywithintheemergingnations.And,importantly,
therewasbymid-centurya‘growingawarenessofthepresenceandrevivalof
Islam’,ofwhichvonSicardnotes:

Up to this point missions had been aware of a Muslim minority in
Ethiopia, along the East African coast; a scattering in South Africa,
Cameroun,NorthernGhana;asubstantialminorityinNigeriaandmajor-
itiesintheMaghribandSahel,allofwhomhadbeenkeptincheckbythe
colonial powers or the Emperor of Ethiopia. The not inconsiderable
strengthoftheCopticChurchinEgyptwas‘favoured’undertheAnglo-
EgyptianCondominium.16

Butitwasperhapsthe‘ecclesio-missiological’elementthatismosttellingfor,
asvonSicardputsit:

Amea culpa syndromewasevidentinsomemissionleadershipcirclesin
that,sofar,everythinghadbeeninmissionhandswithlittlepreparation
ofthemembersoftheAfricanchurchestotakeontheirresponsibilityfor
thechurchestowhichtheybelongedintheemergingsituation.Themis-
sionsmayactuallyhavebeenmoreconsciousof this thanthecolonial
governments when they had to hand-over power to a leadership with
limitednationalpoliticalnous.17

Atthetime,vonSicardrecallsEuropeanmissiondirectorshadsensedthatthe
developmentandstabilityoftheemergingnations,withtheirmultitudinous
ethniccompositions,neededhelptogrowasnationsinacreativeandpeaceful
manner.Intheevent,theEuropeancommitteewhichwasdrivingtheemerg-
ingre-thinkonmissionstrategyinAfricacommissioneditssecretary,theRev
Pierre Benignus of the Paris Evangelical Mission,18 to conduct a short and
intensiveexploratoryvisittothecontinentinearly1959.Theaimsofthejour-
neyweresetas(1)todiscernandarouse‘concern,interestandsupportwith

16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 Société des missions évangéliques de Paris
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churchandmissionbodiesandChristiancountrieswiththeareasvisited’;(2)
toestablish‘contactwithpersonsofspecialcompetencealreadyworkingon
theapproachtoIslaminAfricatosecuretheircollaborationanddiscussthe
whole project with them’; (3) to discern ‘what church and mission bodies
shouldandcanbecomeparticipants…(and)…findthemostfavourableloca-
tionsforpilotprojects…andbeginlocalconsultationsastothenatureofthe
work thatmightbestbeundertaken’and(4) to ‘makecontactwith training
institutionswhichshouldberelatedtothisconcern’.19Africancountrieswere
categorisedintothreetypes,namelythosewhereIslamwasclearlyentrenched,
thosewhichpresentedasnon-Islamic,andthosethatmanifestas‘situationsof
maximumfluidity’insofarasthepotentialforChristian–Muslimrelationswas
concerned.

FromJanuarytoApril1959,beginninginMoroccoandendinginTanganyika,
some27locationswerevisited.ForBenignusitwasnotthatthegospelrequired
to be adapted ‘to suit our times’; rather the means of communication and
interrelatingthemissionofthegospelrequiredanewstrategyforanewage:
‘ourtraditionalmethods,ourplansoughttoberevisedconstantly’.20Henoted
a lack of educational and informative resources and observed, rather tren-
chantly,thatthe

AfricanChurchhasanumberofcomplexesinregardtoIslam,whichcan
beexplainedeitherbyignoranceorbyrealfearof“theadvanceofIslam”,
orveryoftenbybothtogether…Everywherethereismoreorlesscom-
pleteignorancebothoforthodoxIslamandofthespecialtypesofIslam
inoneregionoranother.21

InitiallocationsforanoperationwithinWestAfricawereidentifiedinSierra
Leone,Nigeria(bothNorthandWest),Ghana,andTogo.Benignusalsonoted‘a
certainsimilaritybetweenthesituationinEastAfricaandthatintheWest,at
leastasfarasthevaryingtypesofIslamareconcerned’andfurtherobserved
thatherethe‘problemseemstobelessacute,butthedegreeofignoranceis
certainly the same’.The Christian Council of Kenya then provided funds to
resourceathree-monthfact-findingstudybySigvardvonSicard,thenayoung
Lutheran pastor and student of Islam working in a missionary post in
Tanganyika.ThestudywastofocusonKenya,UgandaandTanganyika.Asfar

19 PierreBenignus,1959 IAP exploratory journey report(Undatedbooklet),p.1.
20 Benignus,1959 IAP report,p.8.
21 Benignus,1959 IAP report,p.21.
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asBenignuswasconcerned:‘Everythingdependsontheresultofthisenquiry’.22
So,fromaninitialsuggestionconcerningtheprovisionofspecialistsinIslam
andChristian–Muslimrelations,albeit to function inapartneringmodality,
togetherwiththeestablishmentofacontextuallyappropriateinfrastructure,
theresoonaroseaprogrammestaffedinthefirstinstancebyex-patEuropean
‘advisers’operatingwithinaregionalorareastructurevis-à-visthechurches.
Howdiditdevelop?

2 Phase I (1959-1970): Islam in Africa (IAP) Launched

VonSicard,togetherwithBethwellKiplagat,dulyundertookasurveyofIslam
inKenyainAprilandMay1960.TheirfocuswasonAfricanMuslimsindistinc-
tion from Arab and Indian Muslims, and they also noted the presence of
AhmadiyyahandIsmailicommunities,togetherwithindicatorsofcontinuing
pre-Islamic traditional practices that continue among African Muslims. In
short,inAfricathen–asnow–Muslimcommunities,andsoIslamicidentities,
are highly diversified and diffuse. Following the typology articulated by
Benignus,coastalIslamwasclassifiedasofthe‘entrenched’type,thatis,where
thepopulationandthoseinpowerareMuslimandthewholefabricofsociety
–religious,politicalandsocial–bearsanoverarchingIslamicstamp.Inthese
locationstheChurchtendstotakeadefensiveattitudewiththeresultthatthe
issueandchallengeofMuslimsandIslamareavoided.Atbest, thetworeli-
giouscommunitiesaredistantfromeachother,exercisingapoliteandtolerant
mutualignoring.Ontheotherhand,incountrieswherethemajorityhappens
tobeChristian,thereisoftenabigotedandsuspiciousattitudetowardMuslims
andIslam,orelseanattitudeofbenignnon-concern:theIslamic‘other’issim-
plyignored:amissiontoMuslimsassuchwasnotentertained,evenincontext
ofarelativelyrelaxedpluralismsuchasmightbefoundinthelargecities.The
reportatthesametimestatedthat

…manyMuslimsencounteredduringthesurveyshowedlackofknowl-
edgeandunderstandingofIslamnotunlikethestateofknowledgeand
understandingfoundamongChristiansinregardtotheirfaith...Islamas
seenduringthissurveygavetheimpressionofbeingareligionofprac-
tice,ofperformanceandspecifiedacts;areligionwhichexpressesitself
inoutwardlyvisiblesignsandsymbols.23

22 Benignus,1959 IAP report,p.28.
23 S.vonSicard,withBKiplagat,‘SurveyofIslaminKenya’Report(PROCMURA,1960),p.18.
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ThereportalsonotedthatunderstandingAfricanIslamrequiresunderstand-
ingAfricanethniccultureandcontext. Itadvocateda two-foldbasis for the
dynamicofdialogicaloutreach,namelya‘deepandpenetratingunderstand-
ingandknowledgeaswellasapersonalexperienceoftheChristianfaith’and
a ‘deep and loving understanding of the Muslim and his background’.24
Althoughtheimperativefortheprojectwasmissionarydriven,thereportwas
atpainstopointoutthat‘wedonotstudyIslaminordertoenableustobeat
theMuslimonhisowngroundinargumentorpublicdiscussion’,norforthe
sake of invidious comparison.25 Rather, education for enhanced respect for
Muslim sensibilities, values and protocols, was advocated as something
impliedbygospelvalues.Christianwitnesswastooccurinthecontextofdia-
logicalsharing.

TheinitialmandateoftheIAPwastoestablishatrainingcentreinIbadan,
Nigeria,forequippingthoseappointedbythechurchestothisnewtaskofdia-
logical engagement by way of deepening their understanding of both Islam
and their own faith. The Centre, initially named the Pierre Benignus Study
Centre,andlaterrenamedtheStudyCentreforIslamandChristianity,closed
in1975duetofinancialandadministrativeissues.TheCentrewasalsotheloca-
tionoftheCentralOfficeoftheIAP.Thefirstworkersinthefield–two‘Area
Advisers’–travelledwidelyandestablishedcontactswithlocalchurchleaders
whowouldbeinapositiontoencouragesomeoftheirmemberstobecome
involved.InthebeginningitwasonlyasmallgroupofEuropeanmissionswho
supportedtheIAP,althoughtheoriginalvisionwasthatitwouldbeanintegral
part of local councils of churches. As the project developed, more missions
and churches, and Christian Councils, joined in and supported it. From the
outsettheroleofadvisershasbeentoconnectwithexistingchurchstructures,
addressingannualchurchconferences,regionalandparishcouncils,retreats
and theological and teacher training colleges, and so forth. Travelling ‘road
shows’, workshops, seminars and other public relations’ activities have also
been engaged, including mosque and other visits especially in order that
Christianscouldtalkwith,andnotjustabout,Muslims.Inspeakinglaterofthe
workoftheAdvisers,WimBijlefeldnoteslittlewasgivenbywayofdirection,
letalone‘jobdescription’:thiswastobeanewpioneeringworkthathadneces-
sarily to pay close attention to the concrete realities of local contexts.
Nevertheless, ‘the informative-educational dimension was given the highest

24 VonSicard&Kiplagat,‘SurveyofIslam,p.23.
25 VonSicard&Kiplagat,‘SurveyofIslam,p.26.
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priority’.26 Teaching Muslims about Christianity and Christians about Islam
was the mutual dialogical starting point. However, despite the desire to be
properlycontextualised,whenteachingChristiansaboutIslamtherealitywas
thatthosechargedwiththetaskhadlittleornolocalknowledge,northeprovi-
sionoftimeorresourcetoobtainit.Thusthedefaultpositionwastotalkabout
‘basic’Islam,orIslamingeneral.27

In1964,followingtheuntimelydeathofPierreBenignus,whohadbeenthe
driving force of the IAP, Wim Bijlefeld, one of the first Area Advisers, was
appointedthefirst‘GeneralAdviser’(GA)whoserolewastohelpwiththepro-
file, development, and functioning of the project’s operations.The need for
suchaposition–thatofanoverallleaderfigure–hademergedoutofthefirst
fewyearsofexperience;indeedit‘hasdevelopedovertheyearsintowhathas
effectivelybecomethatofChiefExecutive’.28Thetitlewaschosenonaccount
ofthedecentralisedcharacteroftheIAPandtheadvisorynatureoftheCentral
OfficeinrelationtotheAreaCommitteesandAreaAdvisers.Servinginthis
role until 1966, Bijlefeld was followed by John Crossley (1966-1970) who had
beenanotherofthefirstareaadvisersappointedin1959.Crossleynotesthatby
theendofhistermtherewerejustthirteenIAPworkers,whetherfullorpart-
time,acrossAfrica.29Indeed,inthisfirstphase,thefunctionalstructurethat
hademergedfocussedontheactivitiesofjustahandfulofAreaAdvisersand
RegionalCo-ordinators.Thesewere–andarestill–supportedbyregionaland
area committees appointed by and accountable to respective Councils of
Churches. Among issues and activities engaged were situations of mutual
hostilityanddenigration,ontheonehand,andofopenandconstructiverela-
tionshipontheother.AsCrossleycomments: ‘Inbothkindsofsituationthe
IslaminAfricaProjecttriedtobeofservice’.30IntheFrancophoneregionthe
workunderBenignuswasshoulderedbytheRev.ClaudeMolla,acontempo-
raryofBijlefeldandCrossley.OneoftheearliestIAPpublicationswasAu seuil 
de l’Islam: Questions et Responses by Claude Molla, the first Francophone
regionaladviser.31

26 W. Bijlefeld ‘The Project’s Beginnings’ in S. von Sicard, D. Bone & J. Mbillah (Eds),
Procmura at 50: 1959-2009. Where we came from. Where we are today. Where we go from here
(Nairobi:PROCMURA,nd),p.32.

27 Cf.Bijlefeld‘TheProject’sBeginnings’,p.33.
28 David Bone, ‘PROCMURA: Its Context, Origins and Development’ in von Sicard et al.,

Procmura at 50,p.134.
29 JohnCrossley‘WorkingalongsideMuslims’invonSicardetal.,Procmura at 50,p.37.
30 Crossley‘WorkingalongsideMuslims’,p.39.
31 Yaounde: Editions CLE 1966, under the pseudonym Abd el-Massih. English Edition –

Islam and Christianity: 90 questions and answers(Ibadan:DaystarPress1966).
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Themodusvivendioftheseearlyyears–andindeedunderlyingtheproject
andprogrammeasawhole–isindicatedinthewordsofonewhohasbeen
associatedwithitfromtheoutset.InhisowntheologicalformationvonSicard
hadbeen‘appalledbytheattitudereflectedregardingMuhammadandIslam’
thatcamethroughmuchoftherequiredreadingofhisday.Herecalls:

Howevertheonebookthatstoodoutanddrewmetoadeeperstudyof
IslamwasT.Andrae’sMohammed, Sein Leben und Sein Glaube (Göttingen
1932). [English translation byT. Menzel, Mohammed. The Man and His 
Faith (London1936,1966)]. Andraepresented apsychologicalandtheo-
logicalpicturewhichconvincedmethatwhatIhadreadpreviouslywas
nothingshortofanantithesisofthecommandment“Youshallnotbear
falsewitnessagainstyourneighbour”(Ex.20:16).ThereandthenIwas
called and committed to what Cragg in The Call of The Minaret (OUP
1956),Ch.9,latercalled‘retrieval’.Isawmycallnotasacalltoaliterary
crusade against what I perceived as false statements written at other
timesunderdifferentconditions, butasacalltoliveandbefriendMuslims
inthought,wordanddeedstrivingforaricher,deeperrelationshipbased
onacommoncommitmentto al-maslaha al-`amma (thecommongood)
andthegloryofGod.32

Following an incarnational understanding of ministry and mission, von
Sicard’sexperienceencapsulatedthenewrelationalmoodthatwastochange
thefaceandapproachofChristianengagementwithIslam:‘IlivedwithMuslim
studentsinCairo,IassociatedwithMuslimsinEastAfrica.Wewereinvitedto
theirhomesandwehadtheminours.Ithadnothingtodowithconversion,
butlivingoutthefaithinanongoingsearchforaneverdeeperunderstanding
ofthemysteriesoffaith’.33Thisisechoedinthewordsofanotherworkerinthis
field,Rev.Cokkievan’tLeven,whenshespeaksoftheprojectinspiringandurg-
ing‘allchurchfamiliestomaketheefforttoknowIslambetterandconnectto
Muslimsintheirneighbourhood’addingthatthe‘goldenprinciplebehindthis

32 S.vonSicard,personalemailcorrespondencewiththeauthor,October2015.VonSicard
has ever been a regular attender of the ELC meetings since 1960 and promoting ‘the
importanceofenablingAfricanChristianstorelatetotheirMuslimneighboursinacon-
structiveChrist-likemanner’.FollowingtimeinAfricahehasspentmuchofhisactive
ministryasalecturerattheSellyOakCollegesinBirmingham,UK,andwasafounding
member of the Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations (CSIC)
there.ManyoftheIAP/PROCMURAadvisersandotherworkerswithinthefieldofChris-
tian–MuslimrelationsinAfricapursuedhigherdegreeworkthroughtheCSIC.

33 Ibid.
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movementhasbeenitsbroadecumenicalapproachandthesystematiceffort
totrainlocalAreaAdvisersonanacademiclevel’.34Indeed,thetwoguiding
principlesoftheprojectthatemergedfromthebeginningandhavesustained
itsincearethoseoffaithfulChristianwitnessandChristian–MuslimEngage-
ment for Peaceful Coexistence.35 On the one hand, faithful and responsible
ChristianwitnesstotheGospelinaninterfaithenvironmentofChristiansand
Muslimsthatrespectsthespiritofgoodneighbourlinessimpliestheeducative
needfordeeperunderstandingofMuslimsandIslamcoupledwitharespect-
ful and empathetic attitude towards Muslims as fellow human beings and,
throughout,theaffirmationthattheseinheretowhatismeantbyexercising
Christian‘faithfulness’.Ontheotherhand,themotifofChristianconstructive
engagementwithMuslimsforpeaceandpeacefulcoexistencefortheholistic
developmentofthehumanfamilyrequiresactivelyworkingtopromotegood
neighbourliness, mutual respect and tolerance, engaging with Muslim com-
munitiestoresolveconflictsnon-violentlywhilstremainingfocussedonand
faithfultoJesusChrist,thePrinceofPeace.

3 Phase II (1970-1987): From IAP to PROCMURA

Thesecondphaseismarkedbysomenotableshifts.Thefirstwasthedecisive
turningpointofestablishingtheIAPCouncilwithitsownConstitutionwith
theeffectofshiftingresponsibilityfortheprojectfromtheEuropeanLiaison
Committee(ELC)tothenewCouncil.This‘organizationallandmark’sawthe
completionoftheshiftofcontrollingpower,orgoverninginvolvement,from
theEuropeanpartnerstothe‘GeneralCouncilofPROCMURAastheorganiza-
tion’sdecisionmakingbody’.36TheAfrican-basedGeneralCouncilofelected
ChurchrepresentativesincludedanExecutiveCommittee.Thusattheendof
itsfirstdecade,theIAPwasverymuchinthehandsofAfricanchurcheswith
financial and other tangible support provided by the ELC together with
NorthAmericanPartners.JohnCrossleywastheGAwhosawthroughthetran-
sitionfromthefirsttothesecondphase,followedbyPeterIpema(1972-1979),
James P. Dretke (1979-1984), and Johannes Haafkens (1984-1996). During the
almosttwodecadesof thisphasetheworkof theprojectebbedandflowed

34 Rev.Cokkievan’tLeven,GoodwillMessage,Programme for 50th Anniversary Celebration 
(19th-24th November 2009)(Nairobi:PROCMURA,2009).

35 Cf.D.ThomaswithC.Amos(Eds),A Faithful Presence. Essays for Kenneth Cragg(London:
MilisendePress,2003).

36 KlausHock,‘15outof50:APersonalReflection’invonSicardetal.,Procmura at 50,p.4.
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withvariousoutcomesanddegreesofsuccess.Dretkeobservesthattheenvi-
ronmentinwhichtheIAPfunctionedwas ‘alwaysunpredictable,sometimes
bitterlyhostile,atothertimessurprisinglyfriendly,alwaysmentally,emotion-
ally,andspirituallychallenging’.37PriortobecomingtheGA,Dretkehadserved
as Member and Secretary of the Ghana Area committee (1962-1967), Ghana
AreaAdviser(1968-1978)andWestAfricaRegionalCoordinator(1974-1978).His
GAsuccessor,Haafkens,likewisehadalife-timeinvolvementintheIAP.

Inthedischargeofitsmainaims,theprojectfocussedonbuildingcapacity
inthechurchesinorderthattheymayengageinChristian–Muslimrelations
andhaveanimprovedknowledgeofIslam.Aprogrammeaimedatbringing
togetherChristianandMuslimwomensothattheymayaddresssocial,health
andculturalissuesincommonbeganasapilotprojectin1970,languisheddue
toslowdevelopmentofareacommitteesunderwhichthewomen’sprogramme
operated,butwasrevived1987andhascontinuedsinceasanimportantele-
mentoftheoverallwork.Bythemid-80sconceptualdevelopmentwithrespect
to‘issuesrelatingtoIslamanditspoliticsinAfrica’,namelythe‘closeinterrela-
tionshipofIslamandpoliticalpower’which‘sincethenbecamesomekindof
basso continuo underlying all efforts in Christian–Muslim relations, specifi-
callyinWestAfrica’hadbecomeevident.38Throughout,educationalactivities
oftheIAPsuchasseminarsandworkshopsforthemostpartinvolvedMuslims
‘whoweregiventheopportunitytopresentIslamastheirreligion’.39

TheIAPmandatewasto‘keepbeforethechurchesinAfricatheirresponsi-
bilityforunderstandingIslamandtheMuslimsintheirregioninviewofthe
church’staskofinterpretingtheGospelofJesusChristfaithfullyintheMuslim
World,andtoeffecttheresearchandeducationnecessaryforthis’.40Butitwas
madeclearthatbearingfaithfulwitnesstothegospelwithintheMuslimworld
is NOT the same as seeking to convert Muslims from Islam to Christianity.
Responsibilityfortheprojectrestedwiththechurches;theIAP,inbeingaproj-
ect, was regarded as a relatively short-term activity aimed at a specific end
which,onceachieved,wouldspell itsend.Butthiswasnottobe.Thename
changethatoccurred,markingtheendofthisphase,happenedbecause‘Islam
inAfricaProject’,asadenominator,neitherreflectedtheProject’saffiliationto
Churchesnor toChristianity,anddidnotreflect theProject’squest tobuild

37 Jamesp.Dretke,‘Walkingandworkinginthreedifferentworlds:reflectingona21yearIAP
experience’,inVonSicardetal.,Procmura at 50,p.49.

38 Hock,‘15outof50’,p.5.
39 JohnsonA.Mbillah,‘PROCMURA:APioneerinChristianConstructiveEngagementwith

MuslimsinAfrica’inVonSicardetal.,Procmura at 50,p.18.
40 Mbillah,‘PROCMURA:APioneer’,p.17.
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bridgesofunderstandingbetweenChristiansandMuslimsinAfrica.Despite
allthegoodworkthroughoutthe28yearsofoperationthusfar,thefullmomen-
tumthattheprojectportendedwasnotyetrealised:itwasasifabrakehad
beenlefton.Thenewname–ProjectforChristian-MuslimRelationsinAfrica
–setinplacetheEnglishacronym(PROCMURA)andbetterreflectedwhatthe
projectwasabout.InFrancophoneAfricaitwasknownasSRICA–Service des 
Relations Islamo-Chrétiennes en Afrique.Themomentumbegantobuild,andit
wasenhancedbyafurthersignificantshift.HeretoforetheProjecthadbeen
headquarteredinNigeria.NowitwastobeinNairobi,Kenya.Thereasonsand
detailsurroundingthischangeneednotdetainushere.

4 Phase III (1988-1999): Consolidation and local development 

Predominantly a period of consolidation, the pattern of activities that had
beenpreviouslysetcontinuedduringwhatIidentifyasbeingthethirdphase,
albeitwithevidenceofrecurringregionalchallengesandissues.Atthecom-
mencement,theGAwasJohannesHaafkensandhewassucceededbyStuartE.
Brown(1996-1999),aCanadianwhohadbeenpreviouslytheWCC’sProgramme
Secretary for Christian-Muslim Relations and Relations with followers of
PrimalReligions.Asitturnedout,Brownwasthelastnon-Africanappointedto
thiskeyrole.Onesignificantearlyactivitywasthe1990WestAfricaRegional
conference thathad fullRomanCatholicparticipation.Collaborativeefforts
withtheCatholicMissionstoAfrica(MAfr)orderwereafeatureofthisphase,
togetherwithafurtheradvanceoftheprojectintoFrancophoneWestAfrica.
Supporting advanced education became a significant dimension, involving
PROCMURA funded scholarships to CSIC (Centre for the Study of Islam and
Christian-MuslimRelations)attheSellyOakColleges,Birmingham,UK,andto
theDuncanBlackMacdonaldCentreatHartford,CT,intheUSA.Latersome
AfricanstudentsalsoattendedthePontificalInstitutefortheStudyofArabic
andIslam(PISAI)inRomeanditscampusinCairo.Anongoingquesttofind
and promote appropriate training courses in African University institutions
wasalsoafeatureofthisperiod.

Aswellashostingitsownactivities,PROCMURAparticipatedinanumberof
WCC-sponsoredChristian–MuslimmeetingsinAfrica.Theprojectwasbynow
a fully ecumenical affair and recognised as such. At the 1994 Special Synod
ofBishopsforAfrica,CardinalArinze,PCIDPresident,inaddressingtheneed
for further Catholic efforts for Christian–Muslim relations commended
PROCMURAasaProtestantprojectandurgedcloserecumenicalcooperative
engagementinthefield.Furthermore,AngèleDogbénotesthat,afteraninitial
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commencement in the early 70s, the Women’s programme had languished
until,inthelate80s,‘womenarguedthatinorderforPROCMURAtoeffectively
achieve its goal among the churches in Africa, there was need to include
womenintheimplementationofsomeofitsplans’ifonlybecause‘therewere
issues…whichneededtheconcertedeffortofbothChristiansandMuslims
and that when they concern women, such issues can only be effectively
addressedbythewomenthemselves’.41Thisparticularprogrammewastobe
ledbyChristianwomentheologianswhohadspecialisedinstudiesinIslam
and Christian–Muslim relations. Eventually it was Dogbé herself who was
appointedtobetheWomenandEducationProgrammeCoordinator,although
becauseofengaginginpreparatoryfurthereducation,shecouldnottakeup
her appointment as until late 2003. These positive developments notwith-
standing,discontinuityattheregionalleadershiplevel,ashortageoftrained
experts inthefield,andalackoforganisationalstabilityhaveallbeencited
asweighinginonthelifeoftheproject.42Andduringthe1990sotherdevel-
opmental changes had begun to take place. These reflected uncertainty
surrounding funding stability from European and North American partners,
andquestionsastohowandwherePROCMURAshouldfocusitsenergiesand
resources.Thescenewassetforthesignificantchangeandadvancesheralded
bythefourthphase.OneelementinthiswasthatAreaAdviserswerebecom-
ing increasingly aware that PROCMURA was not a short-term operation.
Anotherderived fromthe 1997evaluationof theProjectwhichhadraiseda
numberofissuesconcerningitssustainability.Thejobwasnotyetdone–but
howwoulditcontinue?

In1999theELCandtheGeneralCouncilwerepresentedwithan‘evaluation
implementation document’ which was approved and mandated for action.
Indeed,atthe1999GeneralCouncilmeeting,‘themajorissueontheagenda
wastheappointmentofanAfricancoordinatorwhowouldcontinuewiththe
workamongwomen’.Asitturnedout,DrJohnsonMbillahwasappointed–the
firstAfricanGA.Newplansforare-focussedandsustainablelong-termopera-
tion were also laid. And all this development prompted the question of the
appropriatenessof the term ‘Project’as thedenominatorof somethingnow
evolvingintoitsown,continuing,institutionalformat.Christian–Muslimrela-
tions in Africa were becoming increasingly complex; no short-term ‘project’
wouldbeadequatetothetaskandthechallengesraised.

41 AngèleDogbé,‘TheWomen’sProgramme’invonSicardetal.,Procmura at 50,p.244.
42 Cf.KlausHock,‘15outof50’,pp.4-14.
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5 Phase IV (2000-2015): From Project to Programme

The appointment in 2000 of Johnson Mbillah as the first African General
Adviser, who indeed has served throughout this fourth phase, signalled not
onlya‘coming-of-age’momentfortheproject,asitwasthenknown,butalso
theadventofaneweraofstrategicmanagementand institutional integrity
commensuratewiththeneeds,aspirationsandreal-worldcontextof21stcen-
turyAfrica.Itwillbethetaskofotherstoassessinmoredetailtheimpactof
Mbillah’s leadershipandthesignificanceof themanychangesanddevelop-
ments that have taken place to and within PROCMURA during this period
which,in2003,hadasmallbutimportantmodificationmadetoitsname.In
theyearssincethemajorchangefrom‘IslaminAfricaProject’to‘Projectfor
Christian-Muslim Relations in Africa’ it had become abundantly clear to all
involvedthatengaginginChristian–MuslimrelationsinAfricawasnoshort,or
even medium term, ‘project’. Indeed, the term ‘project’ connoted for some
MuslimstheideathattheChristiansyethadanunderlyinggoaloraimsuper-
imposed upon the otherwise open-ended and dialogical relational focus of
activities.ThefosteringandpromotionofChristian–Muslimrelationsrequires
ratheralong-termcommitmentandanembeddedintentionwithrespectto
ongoing activities. Indeed, it had become part of the ‘business as usual’
scenario for the Church in Africa. So ‘Project’ became ‘Programme’ – the
ProgrammeforChristian-MuslimRelations inAfrica(inFrench,Programme 
des Relations Islamo-Chrétiennes en Afrique,orPRICA).

Interestingly, in July 2002 the first Area Advisers and African Christian
Islamicistsconsultation,involving23participantsfrom12Africannationson
thetheme‘Christian-MuslimRelationsinAfrica:ChallengesandOpportunities’,
tookplace.Theunderlyingconcernwasonadvancingtheexistingconstruc-
tiveengagementsforpeacefulco-existencetogetherwithaddressingsituations
ofdestructiveengagements‘thatturnChristiansandMuslimsintobadneigh-
boursandsometimesultimateenemies’.43Mbillahnotedthedifferenceinthe
‘drum-beat’ofChristian–MuslimrelationsinpartsofNorthernNigeria‘where
the Shari‘a debate has produced grave suspicions between Christians and
Muslims’ together with the Sudan ‘where ethno-religious complicated divi-
sionshavecreated…(a)…gulfbetweenthelargelyArabandMuslimNorthand
thelargelyChristianandBlackAfricanSouth’.44Thesecontrastwith‘thedrum-
beat of Christian–Muslim relations in the Senegal and the Gambia where
Christians and Muslims live in harmony with little or no suspicion of each

43 ReportinPROCMURA Quarterly Newsletter,55-56(Jan-June2003),p.1.
44 ReportinPROCMURA Quarterly Newsletter,55-56(Jan-June2003),p.2.



156 Chapter8

other’s intentions’.45 The growing difficulty of engaging Christian–Muslim
relationsinacontextofglobalisedIslamismandalliedextremistviolencewas
alsonoted.Yetitiswithinthiswidercontext,anditsAfricanvariations,that
PROCMURA continued with its commitment to organise and host – either
solely, or in harmony and co-operation with other agencies – workshops in
variousformatsforChurchandMuslimleaders,womenandyouth,everdriven
bythetheologicalimperativeofactivelypromotingpeaceasamarkofwitness
andfidelitytoChrist,‘thePrinceofPeace’.

Althoughsince1991therehadbeenaliteratureconsultantwithintheorgan-
isation, by 2002 a Literature and Communication Secretary responsible for
disseminationofinformation,promotingtheroleofPROCMURAandtheideals
itespouses,andengagingawiderPRrolewiththecommunityat large,was
appointed.Thisreflectedadeepeningofthecommitmenttotheeducational
aspectsoftheworkofPROCMURA,acommitmentwhichincludedsupporting
the development of an MA programme in Islam and Christian-Muslim
Relations at St Pauls United Theological College (now University), Limuru.
Organisationaldevelopmentalsosaw,inOctober2004,theopeningofthecen-
tralofficebuildinginNairobi,Kenya,amovewhichgavegreaterstabilityand
presence to theProgramme’soperations.Andduring the firstdecadeof the
21stcenturytheseoperationsextendedandexpandedwithanincreasedfocus
on pressing social, communal, and health issues. 2005 saw the inaugural
ChristianandMuslimyouthtrainingprogrammeonHIV/AIDS.Yetalthough
tacklinganon-religiousissueassuch,Mbillahnotedthatdespitethepractical
focuswithacaveattonotengageintheologicalordoctrinaldiscussion(asthe
preserveof‘specialists’)nevertheless‘discussionssometimesdegeneratedinto
doctrinalandtheologicalissueswhichwecouldnotavoid’.46Inthefaceofa
common concern it also opened up opportunities for discussions of deeper
humanissues.Itisacuriouscomment,belyingthefactthatformanyyoung
peopleoffaithitis,indeed,religiousissues,questionsandperspectiveswhich
comeverynaturallytothefore.Itgivescontextforlivinglife,includinghowto
respondtorealchallengesarisingfromsexuality.ForinthesamereportMbillah
makesthesignificantandsalientpointthat, inrespecttoChristian–Muslim
encounterinAfrica,

…there may be areas of emphasis that require action, and which one
groupmaywishtofocuson,butnoareacanberegardedasno-goareas.
Otherwisewewillbeoperatingonthephilosophyof “letus forgetour

45 Ibid.
46 ReportinPROCMURA Quarterly Newsletter,63-64(Jan-July2005),p.2.
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differencessothatwemayliveinpeace”insteadofaphilosophyof“letus
understand our difference that we may live with them in peace”.
Conversely,wemaybeoperatingonaphilosophyof “letus ignoreany
similaritieswemayhavebecausetheymayleadustothinkwearethe
same”insteadofaphilosophyof“letusrecogniseoursimilaritiessince
theywillhelpustoappreciatewherewemeetandwherewepart”.47

Workshops on the HIV / AIDS issue, organised especially for Christian and
Muslimyouthleadersandaspartoftheongoingwomen’sprogramme,have
sincebeenamainfeaturealongwithavarietyofeducationalactivitiesatboth
nationalandregionallevels.Attimestherehasbeenneedtorespondtospe-
cificeventsandsituationssuchasinter-ethnicandviolencebetweenChristians
and Muslims in Nigeria, or rebutting the prejudicial nonsense spouted by
Libya’sleader,thelateal-Qadhafi,inrelationtohischargeofChristiansusinga
falsebible.48

By 2008 PROCMURA operated through an Area Committee structure in
18 countries across three regions: six in Anglophone West Africa, five in
FrancophoneWestAfrica,andseveninEastandSouthernAfrica.Thesewere
servedby16AreaAdvisers:sixinAnglophoneWestAfrica,fourinFrancophone
WestAfrica,andfourinEastandSouthernAfricawithaprogrammaticfocus
on church leaders, both lay and ordained, women and youth. Three of the
advisersalsoservedasregionalco-ordinatorsandMbillah’sreportforthatyear
observedtheneedformoreadvisers.Identifyingtherightpersonnel,attending
tomattersoftraining,thelogisticsoftime,locationandavailabilitywerealso
notedasongoingchallenges,togetherwithsomeinternalecclesialissuessuch
asthethendivisionwithintheLutheranChurchinnorthernNigeria.Thelack
ofwomenappropriatelytrainedintheChristian–Muslimrelationsfieldwas
alsoraised.49Thisissuereflectedalsothefactthatattemptstoestablishand
promoteacademiccentresofeducationinIslamandChristian–Muslimrela-
tionshadbeenmeetingwithmixedsuccess,withalackofsuitablelocalstaff
identifiedasacriticalmatter.

One significant organisational development during this fourth phase has
beentheestablishmentofapatternofStrategicPlansandReviews.Theplan
for2006-2010notedthemainfocusoftheprogrammesofPROCMURAas‘capac-
ity building’ and ‘awareness creation’ targeting Church leaders in the first
instance,andalsoregularprogrammaticactivitiesinvolvingwomenandyouth.

47 Ibid.
48 Cf.PROCMURA Quarterly Newsletter,75-76(Jan-June2008).
49 AnnualReportoftheGeneralAdviser(2008),p.2.
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Theeducationaldimensionthroughoutisparamount,supportedbypersonnel
development and research, the provision of a central archive and library
resourcesandworkintheareaofliteratureandcommunication.Undergirding
theseactivitiesisthearenaoffinanceandadministrationwhichreceivedcon-
siderable attention and developmental energy with a view to securing the
long-term functioning of the organisation. In the Foreword to the 2007/8 –
2011/12strategicplanthePROCMURAGeneralCouncilChairperson,theMost
Rev.JosiahIdowu-Fearon,notedthatbyallmeasures

PROCMURAhasmademajorstridesinforgingChristian-Muslimrelations
intheAfricancontinent.TheachievementandstrengthsofPROCMURA
arehingedonthedevelopmentofahumanresourcewithinthechurches
that understand Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations. The pool of
experts … and the increasing capacity of Church leaders and women
knowledgeableonissuesofIslamandChristian-Muslimrelations,aswell
astheinclusionofIslamicstudiesattheologicalcollegesareevidenceof
PROCMURA’scontribution.50

However,despitetheevidenceofpositiveadvanceinthefield,anumberofkey
issuesandrisk-dimensionswerealsoidentified,namely‘theroleofreligionin
conflictsandtheanti-terrorismcampaignthat impactonChristian–Muslim
relationsinAfricabyproxy’togetherwith‘theincreasingroleofreligioninthe
mappingofpeople’sidentitiesandthereforepotentiallypolarisingcommuni-
ties’. Further, ‘Some Christian methods of presenting the gospel and some
Muslim methods of carrying out Islamic mission (da’wah) are known to be
polemical and confrontational and thereby create conflict between the two
communities’. Significant challenges provide also significant opportunities,
and PROCMURA does not work alone, as noted above. In this Plan it was
recordedthatcollaborativeecumenicalandchurchrelated‘stakeholders’now
included the All African Council of Churches (AACC), the Fellowship of
Christian Councils and Churches in the Great Lakes and Horn of Africa
(FECCLAHA), the Organisation of African Instituted Churches (OAIC), the
WorldStudentFederation–AfricaRegion(WSCF),theInternationalMovement
ofCatholicStudents(IMCS)andInternationalYoungChristianStudents(IYCS).
Tothesewereaddedanumberofinter-faithorganisations,namelyInterfaith
ActionforPeace inAfrica(IFAPA),WorldConferenceonReligionsforPeace
(WCRP),theInterfaithYouthPeaceInitiative(IYPI)andtheUnitedReligions
Initiative(URI)withLifeChallengeAfricanotedasaparalleloperation.

50 PROCMURAStrategicPlan2007/8–2011/12,p.v.
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ThedistinctiveandcomparativeadvantageofPROCMURAwascitedaslon-
gevityandhistoryofexperienceinthefield,itbeingtheonlyAfricanChristian
organisationdedicatedtoChristian–Muslimrelations,andaclearfocusof‘tar-
get constituencies and programmes’.51 The key challenges of this period
includeconfrontationalsituationsofreligio-politicalandethnicconflicts,ter-
rorism and terrorist ideologies on the one hand, and multiple religious and
inter-religious organisations ‘flooding the continental agenda of dialogue’.52
Indeed,itseemedadistinctiveongoingproblematicelementisthatof‘com-
petingworldcivilizationsthatwanttoowntheAfricanmind’.53Externaland
economic drivers impacting the context within which PROCMURA operates
included shifting donor-funding priorities, poverty of both people and the
localchurches,andurbandriftdepletingruralpopulationsandexacerbating
problemsbesettinglargecities.Furthermore,religionassuchwasemergingas
anincreasing‘hard’definerofidentity.PROCMURA,asaChristianorganisation,
was increasingly confronted by evangelical modalities hostile to dialogical
détente. Indeed,despitePROCMURA’s long-standingrelationswiththeEvan-
gelicalAllianceinAfrica(EAA),aggressiveChristianandMuslimorganisations
wereemergingascounterstoitsidealsandwork.Oneconsequencewasthat
itsactivitieswerenotadequatelyprioritised, ifatall,withintheprogramme
work of most National Councils of Churches. Yet, within this problematic
context regular work addressing the HIV / AIDS pandemic, for example,
and programmes addressing issues of interfaith – Christian/Muslim – mar-
riage and families continued, along with many focussing on issues of peace
anddevelopment.

Themostrecentstrategicplan(2014-2018)notesthegrowingcomplexityof
intra-Christianandintra-MuslimrelationsthatimpactChristian–Muslimrela-
tions,andthefast-changingcontextofintractablepolitical,economic,social
andculturalmanoeuvringsthatseektomakereligionanallytoachievetheir
goals. This is the contemporary problem of the ‘politicisation of religion
and religionisation of politics’.54 Unethical methods of recommending the
Christian and Muslim faiths together with growing religious intolerance
fomentedbyradicalismthatbreedonextremistpolitico-religious ideologies
were identified as particular components of the current context in which
PROCMURAoperates.Issuesandchallengesarechangingandbecomingmuch
morepolarising.Inresponse,theworkofPROCMURA,aswellascontinuingits

51 PROCMURAStrategicPlan2007/8–2011/12,p.15.
52 PROCMURAStrategicPlan2007/8–2011/12,p.17.
53 Ibid.
54 PROCMURAStrategicPlan2014–2018,p.vii.
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regular programmes for capacity building and education of leaders, women
and youth, sets out to engage ecumenical and church organisations on
Christianself-identityvis-à-visIslamandrelationshipswithMuslims;topro-
moteevermore intensivelyconstructiveChristian–Muslimengagements for
peace and development as well as cooperating and collaborating with the
AfricanUnionandregionalbodieswithregardtoconflictpreventionandso
forth.55Thislatestplanalsoenunciatesthecorevaluesandguidingprinciples
thatguidethework.56Theseincludeunderstandingandrespectingreligious
differences,upholdingreligiousfreedom,cultivatinghopeandjoyasintegral
to development aspirations, collaboration with others of like intent, and
advancing gender equality within the core programmes. The undergirding
valueisthepromotionofpeace:‘seekingtoupholdGod’sinclusivecalltopro-
mote the dignity of all human beings’ and communities ‘based upon right
relations’.57Designatedprogrammesandprojectswerelistedasconflictpre-
vention and transformation; peace and reconciliation for development;
capacitybuildingongenderissuesinChristian–Muslimrelations;collabora-
tiveactiononHIV/AIDS;collaborativeactionenvironmentalchallenges;and
advocacyandreligiousdiplomacytowardspeaceanddevelopment.

6 An Evaluation

PROCMURA is a unique initiative in Christian–Muslim relations. Conceived
andborninaneraofnew20thcenturyecumenicaldevelopmentsandinitia-
tivesininterreligiousdialogue,itgraspedthenettleofemergingnewpossibili-
tiesforChristianengagementwithIslam.Fromsmallbeginningsitisnowwell
establishedwithacadreof trainedpersonnel insometwentyAfricancoun-
triesanditisvisibleinsometenothers.Itisandremainstheoldestandsole
pan-African Christian organisation dedicated to Christian and Muslim con-
structive relations. Its focus is clear: Church leadership capacity and aware-
ness;Women;Youth;educationwiththeprovisionofresources, information
and research; personnel development including the support of upper-level
graduateeducation.Araftofregularprogrammesandshortandmedium-term
projectscontinuethemainthrustofthemissionofPROCMURAaswellasallow
forrespondingtocontemporarycontingencies.Itscoremandateisgivenas:

55 SeePROCMURAStrategicPlan2014–2018,p.viii.
56 SeePROCMURAStrategicPlan2014–2018,p.4.
57 Ibid.



161AnAfricanJourney:PROCMURA

TopromoteamongtheChurchesinAfrica,faithfulandresponsibleChris-
tianwitnessinaninterfaithenvironmentofChristiansandMuslimsthat
will promote and not unduly jeopardise the spirit of good neighbour-
liness;
To promote Christian constructive engagement with Muslims, so that
together,membersofthetwocommunitiescanworktowardsthepromo-
tionofpeaceandpeacefulcoexistence,andembarkonjointactionson
issuesthatmilitateagainstthedevelopmentofsociety.58

Its theology of Christian–Muslim relations is grounded upon a ‘belief that
Christian witness is part of Christian identity and therefore obligatory, and
thattheChristianvocationofworkingforpeaceandpeacefulco-existenceis
alsomandatory’.59

ChallengestoChristian–MuslimrelationsinAfrica,aselsewhere,abound.
Fundamentalismandignoranceonbothsides,bothofeachotherandoften,
also,oftheirownwiderhistoryandreligiousthinking,isclearlyonesuchchal-
lenge and noted as such.60 Islamophobia is another challenge that is being
addressedbyChristiansandMuslimsindependentlyaswellastogether,asis
thevexedissueofmilitantIslamismandrelatedterroristactivities.Tobesure,
strategicissuesidentifiedinthe2014-2018planareappositeandremainpress-
ing. In many places – and not just Africa – ecumenism is regrettably under
threatanddenominationalchurchesfindthemselvesmoreandmorein‘sur-
vivalmode’withnocapacityforinterfaithinterestsper se.Christianself-identity
–anissueidentified,aswesaw,inthecontextofrecentWCCinterreligiousand
Christian–Muslimrelationswork–iswidelyproblematicandimpactsonthe
capacityofChristiancommunitiestoengageinChristian–Muslimrelations.In
2014PROCMURAidentifiedtheaspirationalquestforbettereducationabout,
andmutualunderstandingof,eachotherasastrategicpriority,alongwiththe
needtoaddressissuesofregionalco-ordinationofitswork,especiallythemat-
teroftravelcosts.Economicrealitiessooftencurbrelationalengagementand
alliedmissionalexpectations.Risingtothechallengeofpoliticaltrendsemerg-
inginthewakeoftheso-calledArabSpring;economictrendsandchallenges,
includingtheproblemofhigh(especiallyyouth)unemployment,andasmor-
gasbordofmattersandissuestodowithclimatechangeandenvironmental
trendsalsofallwithinthestrategicorbitofPROCMURA’sconcerns.

58 PROCMURAStrategicPlan2014–2018,p.2.
59 Ibid.
60 Cf.PROCMURA Quarterly Newsletter75-76(Jan-June2008).
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InOctober2014PROCMURAheldameetinginDarEsSalaamofChristian
andMuslimleaders.Thegatheringenjoyedwidespreadnationalsupportand
receivedmaterialsupportfromvariousEuropeanagenciesinGermany,Nor-
way, Denmark and Switzerland. In his Introduction to the resultant report,
MbillahnotedTanzaniaasanAfricanmodelofrespectedreligiousdiversity.
Althoughsocialfragmentationcanbefound,it‘shouldnotbeallowedtomili-
tateagainstthecauseofpeaceinanydiversesocietysincepeaceisessentialfor
human and social development and transformation’.61 Noting the need for
local contextualisation in respect to the seven regions of the country, plus
Zanzibar, theconferencehadbeenconvened ‘todiscussdisturbingdevelop-
ments that appear to threaten peace in society and peaceful coexistence
betweenChristiansandMuslims’andalso‘tolaythefoundationforcountry-
wideregionalinterfaith(ChristianandMuslim)gatheringsthatwillreplicate
theDarEsSalaaminitiative’.62Theconferenceitself,anditsreport,reflectsthe
tenor of the work of, and challenges faced by, Africa and PROCMURA.With
joint Christian and Muslim moderation, the methodology of the gathering
involved paper presentations, interfaith discussions, intra-faith (caucusing)
discussions; joint planning sessions and seminars, and a closing joint state-
ment. Key issues to emerge included the role of religion in public life, the
mannerofconductofreligiousoutreachactivities,themannerofdisplayof
publicsymbolsetc.,theneedformutualtolerance,andthequestionofhow,
indeed,tocollaborativelycarryoutadvocacyasreligiousleaders.AsMbillah
asserts:

Itwasrecognisedthatthegreatestinfluencewasattainedwhenreligious
leaderswereabletospeakwithonevoice,basedoncommonpositions
thathadbeendevelopedjointlybyconsensus…(and)…whenseparate
advocacyeffortsweremadethereshouldstillbecommunicationbetween
and across religious groups, so that all sides understand the strategies
thatwerebeingused,andtherationale.63

The ecumenical and interfaith engagement of PROCMURA bears undoubted
witness to a vocational commitment on the part of those who saw and
respondedtotheoriginatingneedandcircumstance,andtothosewhohave

61 J.Mbillah,L.G.EzekielandD.Madsen(Eds),Dar Es Salaam Report – Tanzania Christian 
and Muslim Religious Leaders’ Initiative for Peace and Peaceful Coexistence(DarEsSalaam,
6-9October2014)(Nairobi:PROCMURA,2014),p.3.

62 Ibid.
63 Mbillahetal.,Dar Es Salaam Report,p.17.
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pursued the ever-challenging path of promoting positive relations between
ChristiansandMuslims.Fromanerawhenthebackdroptothisactivitywas
communitybuildinginthelightofemergingnewnationalstates,thecontext
todayisbroadlyoneofongoingdiversepoliticalchallengessharpenedbyout-
breaksofreligiouslydrivenconflict,exclusionaryclaims,andeventerrorism.
In part the shift in context could be described as going from peaceful and
cooperativecommunitybuildingtooneofcooperatingforcommunitypeace-
making. But there is more to the context of Christian–Muslim relations in
Africathaneventhat.Cooperativeengagementsintheissuesandneedsofthe
day, such as the HIV / AIDS pandemic and its aftermath, have provided an
opportunityforChristianandMuslimcollaborationandconstitutedasitefor
interfaithrelating.Thishasalsobeenthecaseaswomen,andyouth,fromboth
faiths have come together under the umbrella of PROCMURA activities and
programmes.

7 Conclusion

Although evolving a necessarily sophisticated organisational structure that
seekstofunctionwithahighlevelofintegrityandinpursuitofbestpractice
models,itsmodus vivendiisoneofserviceoutwardsanddownwards.TheCEO
is the ‘General Adviser’ not the ‘General Manager’, even though managerial
functionsareinherentlypartoftherole.Thepointis,theorganisationinits
verystructuralandadministrativearrangements,asinitsprogrammaticfocus
anddelivery,ismodellingandenactingafacilitativeservingrole.Itspeaksofa
theologyinaction;ofgoalsthatarerelationallyproscribed;ofcommitmentto
a quality of life and willingness to be and share with the neighbour who is
Muslim.Indeed,PROCMURA’s ‘MiddleWayTheology’hasbeenarticulatedas
an‘imperativeforChristianstowitnesstotheirfaithamidsttheMuslimpres-
enceandyetatthesametimefostergoodrelationswithMuslimsforpeaceand
peacefulcoexistence’.64OvertheyearsPROCMURAhasgainedahighlevelof
credibilitybothwithinandbeyondtheshoresofAfrica,recognisedas‘apri-
maryinterreligiousorganizationinAfricaandprimarysourceofinformation
andactioninChristian–MuslimRelations’.65Conveningmanymeetingsand
workshopsofChristianandMuslimleaders,PROCMURAhasbeenengagedina
variety of situations involving mediating political conflicts; mitigating inter-
ethnic conflicts; holding forums on resolving conflicts caused by itinerant

64 SeePROCMURA Quarterly Newsletter75-76(Jan-June2008).
65 PROCMURAStrategicReview2007-2012,p.iv.
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andpolemicalChristianandMuslimpreachers,andsoon.Forthemostpart
PROCMURA activities have pursued a peace-making and peace-building
agenda.66

ThesuccessandimpactofPROCMURAmayinpartbemeasuredbythefact
therearenowinAfricaChurchleadersofhighcalibrewhoarealsoknowledge-
ableinIslamandrespectfulofMuslimsandwhocanintervenewithintegrity
andconfidencewhenfacedwithsituationsofIslamistextremismandChristian
countersofextremereaction.OnesuchisBishopJosiahIdowu-Fearon,long-
timePROCMURAChairperson.67Indeed,accordingtoMbillahthesuccessstory
ofPROCMURA‘isfoundedonitsprincipleofmakingsurethatitsfieldworkers
(AreaAdvisers)gothroughformaleducationat least to theMasters level in
IslamandChristian-MuslimRelations’withatleastonebenefit,thattheycan
then‘avoidtheusageofinconsiderateoroffensivelanguageintheirbidtocon-
structively relate with Muslims’.68 Although focussing on Christian–Muslim
relations,attentionhasbeenpaidalsotowiderinterfaithrelations.69Withits
focusonthetwomajorreligionsoftheAfricancontinentandaclearidentity
asaChristianorganisation,itswell-trainedandinformedpersonnelsupported
byafunctionalandefficientinfrastructureandguidedbycompetentandwell-
defineddecisionmakingprocesses,thisagencyofChristian–Muslimrelations
lookssettocontinuewellintothe21stcenturythetrajectorybegunbyadis-
tinctlyfar-sighted20thcenturyinitiative.

66 Cf. JohnsonA.Mbillah(Ed),A Journey of Peace.ReportofConferenceonReligionand
ConflictPrevention,PeacebuildingandReconciliationinEasternAfrica.Dar-es-Salaam,
Tanzania, 2008 (Nairobi: PROCMURA, 2008); Johnson Mbillah (Ed), Peace Building in 
Sudan.The Peace and ReconciliationWorkshop for Church Leaders in the Upper Nile
StateofSouthernSudan,Malakal,18thMay,2009(Nairobi:PROCMURA,2009);Johnson
Mbillah with Robert Mwanyumba (Eds), Addis Ababa Report. Africa Christian and
MuslimLeaders’ConferenceonPeaceandDevelopment.AddisAbaba,Ethiopia,January
8th-13th,2012(Nairobi:PROCMURA,2012);JohnsonA.Mbillah(Ed),Maroua Report.Fran-
cophoneWest and Central Africa Regional Conference for Christian and Muslim Reli-
gious Leaders on Peace and Development. Maroua, Cameroon, 6th-10th January 2013
(Nairobi:PROCMURA,2013).

67 BishopJosiahIdowu-Fearon,servedafive-yeartermasArchbishopinNigeriaandisnow
theGeneralSecretarytotheAnglicanCommunion,basedinLondon,continuingasChair
ofPROCMURA.

68 Mbillah,‘PROCMURA:Whatitisandwhatitstandsfor’.
69 Forexample,theDecember2000consultation‘ChristianDialoguewithPeoplesofOther

FaithCommunities’.SeeTempleandMbillah,Christianity and peoples of other faith com-
munities.
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Chapter9

Building Bridges: An Anglican Ecumenical 
Initiative

InJanuary2002ArchbishopGeorgeCarey,togetherwithPrimeMinisterTony
BlairandHRHPrinceElHassanbinTalalofJordan,hostedthirty-eightChristian
and Muslim scholars at Lambeth Palace, London, for a seminar entitled
Building Bridges: Overcoming Obstacles in Christian-Muslim Relations.Theaim
wastoestablishanenvironmentforbridge-buildinginthesenseof‘creating
newroutesforinformation,appreciationandrespecttotravelfreelyandsafely
inbothdirectionsbetweenChristiansandMuslims,MuslimsandChristians’.1
Participants‘camefrommanydifferentcountriesandfromavarietyoftradi-
tionsandbackgrounds’andmanifested‘astrongcommitmenttodeepenthe
dialogueandtobroadentheunderstandingandcooperationbetweenourtwo
great faiths’.2 So began a unique, interesting, and challenging journey of
ChristianecumenicalengagementwithIslaminthe21stCentury,albeitajour-
neywhichwasnotsomuchanentirelynewventure,rather‘aroadmoreand
moretravelledinrecentyearsandmanyoftheparticipantswerealreadyexpe-
riencedwayfarers’.3EachyearagroupofinvitedMuslimandChristianscholars
hasmetforthreedaysofdeliberationonatheologicalthemebymeansofpub-
lic lectures,closedplenaries,andsmall-groupsessions. Inthischapter Iwill
rangeoverthealmostdecadeandahalfofthisdialogicalventure.Itisnotpos-
sibletoexamineequallyandindeptheachoftheannualmeetings,ratherI
attempt,drawingprimarilyonthetextsemanatingfromthisendeavour,togive
asenseofwhattheoverallintention,aims,andengagementhasfocussedon
andproduced,payingmoredetailedattentiontosomealongtheway.

1 The Inaugural Seminar, 2002

Thefirstoffivegeneraltopicstobeaddressedattheinitialmeetingwasthe
place of Christians and Muslims relative to each other, to the world, and to
God.Thiswasfollowedbythechallengeoflearningfromthemanycenturies

1 MichaelIpgrave(Ed),The Road Ahead: A Christian-Muslim Dialogue(London:ChurchHouse
Publishing,2002),p.1.

2 Ipgrave,The Road Ahead,p.ix.
3 Ibid.
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ofinteractionbetweenthetwofaiths;identifyingproblemsandopportunities
eachcommunityfacesinapluralisticworldthatincludesgreatreligiousdiver-
sity; exploring contemporary challenges which transformations in societies
posetoeachreligion;andfinallythetaskofsettingajointagendaforfuture
dialogueandcommonaction.Careyregardedthepotentialfortheseminaras
achieving greater understanding, building relational bridges, and attaining
fullerrecognitionof‘responsibilitiesasreligiousleadersandscholarstohelp
ourcommunitieslivetogetherinwayswhichdonotsuppressourownidenti-
tiesbutopenusuptothericheswhichtheotheroffers’,includingworkingto
overcomesuspicionandapprehensionaswellashatredandintolerance,and
toaddress ‘theseriouschallengethattherearemanyarounduswhobelieve
thattheworldwouldbebetteroffwithoutfaithandallitsapparentcapacityto
generatedivision,hatredandviolence’.4AndtheArchbishopconcludedwith
anexhortationto‘playourpartintryingtoensurethatthewiderworldmay
reapthebest–notfeartheworst–orwhatourfaithshavetooffer’.5

The intentiontoembarkuponapatternof regularseminarengagements
waspromptlyidentified,andaroad-mapforthejourney’sagendaarticulated.
Itisperhapssalutarytonotethisagendaidentifiedattheoutset,andkeepitin
mind,andasks:towhatextentandhowwellhastheseminarseriesdischarged
itsgroundingvisionof itsraisond’être?Certainly it includeda focusonthe
dimensionofthelocalandregional,aswellastheglobalanduniversalaspects
ofChristian–Muslimrelations.Withregardtotheformer,inputfromthecon-
text of Africa – paying particular attention to issues of Islamisation there
–featuredatthisfirstBuildingBridgesmeeting.RabiatuAmmahtookasher
startingpointthepremisethat

MuslimsandChristiansarecalledtoengageinecumenicaldialoguein
witnesstothefaithinGodwhichtheyhaveincommon,sothattheycan
worktogetherinfulfillingtheirmutualresponsibilityofseekingpeaceon
earththroughobediencetothedivinewill.Thedesireforcommunity–
a community of harmony and peace – is common to both Islam and
Christianity.6

Shewentontonotethatthe‘fundamentalhumanquestionofjusticeneedsto
be addressed, since it lies at the core of religion’ and it is often contexts of
manifestinjusticewhichabetreligiousfundamentalismandthepropensityof

4 Ipgrave,The Road Ahead,p.x.
5 Ibid.
6 RabiatuAmmah,‘BuildingGod’speaceandjusticetogether’,inIpgrave,The Road Ahead,p.

96.
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that to lead to extremism.7 Attention to the theme of justice within and
betweenthetworeligiouscommunitiesisneedfulbothforthecommongood
ofthewidersocietybutalsointhedischargeofcorereligiousprinciplesand
valueswhich, intheory,should leadtothepromotionofpeaceful intercom-
munalharmony.

Asecondcontributionidentifiedarangeofcommonthemesandissuesthat
haveglobal significance.TarekMitri,aLebaneseChristianwithmanyyears’
experienceinChristian–MuslimrelationswiththeWCC,notedthepervasive
influence of the ‘culture of suspicion’ that often works against dialogical
détente.8Hemadeanimportantpoint:

TheattempttosetacommonagendaownedbyMuslimsandChristians
isnotmeanttosuggestthatstatementssuchas ‘therewillbenopeace
amongnationsunless there ispeaceamongreligions’and ‘wars in the
nameofreligionarewarsagainstreligions’areirrelevant,butratherto
articulatetogetherafewimportantquestions,notshyingawayfromthe
thorny issues of our time.These questions need to be formulated in a
mannerthatfacilitatesspeaking,atthesametime,togetherandtoeach
other.9

Mitriidentifiedmutuallearning,redressinginaccuratemediaimages,andrec-
tifyingfalseandmisleadingperceptions,andalsothe‘wayinwhichChristians
andMuslimsperceiveeachother’sunderstandingoftherelationbetweenreli-
gion,societyandstate’10asimportantagendaitems.Henoted,too,theneedfor
distinguishing‘betweenpoliticalmovementsthatmaybegenuinelyinspired
byreligionandthosethatusereligionasaconvenientlegitimizationforpoliti-
calagendasbasedonquitenon-religiousinterests’.11Theinterplayofreligion,
culture and ideology are also significant complex interactions as, too, are
the ‘principles of co-citizenship, equality, the rule of law and human rights
(which)havebeenattheheartofthe“dialogueoflife”betweenChristiansand
Muslims’.12 The dynamics of the relationship that obtains between local or
regional-levelcontexts,ontheonehand,andglobaloruniversalperspectives
ontheother,constitutefurtherareasofconsiderationthatbearuponthedia-

7 Ammah,‘BuildingGod’speace’,p.99.
8 Tarek Mitri, ‘Dialogue between Christians and Muslims today’, in Ipgrave, The Road 

Ahead,p.102.
9 Mitri,‘Dialogue’,p.103.
10 Mitri,‘Dialogue’,p.104.
11 Mitri,‘Dialogue’,p.105.
12 Mitri,‘Dialogue’,p.106.
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logical journey of the two faiths. Counteracting the tendency to globalise
otherwiseregionalsituations–atacticofextremistideologuesonbothsides
–isvital,because‘ChristianandIslamicbeliefsandconvictionscanthencon-
stitute a basis for critical engagement with human weakness and defective
socialandeconomicordersinacommonsearchforhumanwell-being,dignity,
socialjusticeandcivilpeace’.13Alliedtothis,Mitriseesneedforaddressingthe
issueofthelegitimationofviolence‘inreligiousthoughtandinthepracticeof
religiouscommunities’.14AddressingtheissueofafutureagendaforBuilding
Bridges,MichaelNazir-Alinotedtheneed‘toidentifythoseprinciplesandval-
ues which can help Christians and Muslims live together’.15 He went on to
identifyissuesofreasonandrevelation–‘bothfaithsarecommittedtoseeking
adynamicconsonanceofreasonandrevelation’16–togetherwiththefactthat
the world is increasingly plural ‘with many religions, ideologies and world-
viewsjostlingeachotherandevencompetingforahearing’17ascriticalagenda
issues,complementedbythebuildingofacivilsocietywhereinChristiansand
Muslims,eachfromtheirownperspective,mayremainfaithfulandyetcom-
plementarycontributorswithoutfearofdiscrimination.Acontributionfrom
GillianStampconcludedtheagenda-settingprocess.18Shenotedthemutual
challengesofsecularism,assimilationandisolation,andtheinterpretationof
scriptureaskeycomponents.

Thefoundationpiles forthisparticulardialogicalbridgewerethus firmly
established. And from the tentative beginnings of this first seminar there
quicklyaroseacommitmenttomaketheseconversationsregularevents,and
that they should alternate between Christian- and Muslim-majority venues
fromoneyeartothenextwhichhasindeedbeenthecase.ArchbishopCarey
retired in October 2002. His successor, Rowan Williams, made the Building
BridgesseriesapriorityofhisArchbishopric.Sincethisinauguralmeetingthe
themes and topics that have constituted the work of Building Bridges has
included approaches to reading scripture; understandings of prophecy; the
‘CommonGood’ inrelationtofaithandnational identity; justiceandrights;
beinghuman;issuesofrevelation,translationandinterpretation;theinterface
betweenscienceandreligion;religiousauthorityandconceptionsoffreedom;
prayer;issuesofdeathandeschatology;thecommunityofbelievers;sin,for-
givenessandreconciliation;humanactionanddivinecreation.

13 Mitri,‘Dialogue’,p.108.
14 Ibid.,p.108.
15 MichaelNazir-Ali,‘Lookingforwardtogether’,inIpgrave,The Road Ahead,p.109.
16 Nazir-Ali,‘Lookingforward’,p.110.
17 Nazir-Ali,‘Lookingforward’,p.111.
18 GillianStamp,‘Andtheyreturnedbyanotherroute’,inIpgrave,The Road Ahead,pp.112-18.
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2 A Decade of Dialogue: 2003-2012 

Following the inaugural meeting of the Seminar, a decade of meetings was
hostedandledbyArchbishopRowanWilliams.

2.1 Scriptures in Dialogue
Thesecondmeeting,in2003,convenedinDoha,Qatar,hadadistinctlyscrip-
turalfocus.Priortotheirattendanceparticipantswererequestedtopreparea
responsetothequestion:‘When,where,howandwithwhomdoIreadscrip-
ture?’19 This involved a combination of close engagement with biblical and
Quranictextsandpresentationsonmajorthemes,includingthewayChristians
viewandinterpretthebible,theimportanceof‘listening’toGodassomething
inherentlyQuranicaswellasconsideringtheQur’ānastheophany;contempo-
rarychallengesofmodernism,post-modernism,andfundamentalism.

2.2 Prophecy 
The2004seminar,whichconsideredChristianandMuslimperspectivesonthe
natureofprophecy,20washeldatGeorgetownUniversityinWashington,DC,
thus marking the commencement by this institution of a sustained hosting
andsupportivecommitmenttotheseries.Sub-topicsincludedthecallingof
prophets and apostles, prophets and their peoples, the place of Jesus and
Muḥammadinpropheticreligion,andthecompletionofprophecy.Aclutchof
pre-seminarpubliclecturesanalysedtheemergingBuildingBridgesmethod-
ologybyaddressingthequestion:Whatisdialogue?RowanWilliams,presented
aprovocativeapproachtothetopicbywayofananalysisofatheism–explor-
ingthesignificanceonnon-belief,orevenun-belief,forfaithanddialogue.21
Mustansir Mir also asserted that a credible Qurʾān-based ‘post-prophetic
theologyofinterfaithdialogue’isbothnecessaryandpossible.22Significantly,
MiroslavVolfapplaudedwhatheregardedastheseminarseries‘methodologi-
calsophistication’withits ‘verysimplebutmomentousdecisiontoorganize

19 Michael Ipgrave (Ed), Scriptures in Dialogue: Christians and Muslims studying the Bible 
and the Qurʾān together(London:ChurchHousePublishing,2004).

20 MichaelIpgrave(Ed),Bearing the Word: Prophecy in biblical and Qurʾanic Perspective(Lon-
don:ChurchHousePublishing,2005).

21 RowanWilliams,‘Analysingatheism:Unbeliefandtheworldoffaiths’,inIpgrave,Bearing 
the Word,pp.1-12.

22 Mustansir Mir, ‘Scriptures in dialogue: are we reckoning without the host?’ in Ipgrave,
Bearing the Word,pp.13-19.
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theseminararoundreadingthesacredscripturestogether’.23Hewentonto
note three distinct advantages to this methodology: such reading opens up
otherwisefixedpositions;itprovidesaresourcefortacklingthevexedquestion
of ‘identityandotherness’thatenablesabalancedapproachtodealingwith
commonalitiesanddifferences;andtocounterthehistoryofusingscriptures
intheserviceofmutualantipathy.Theconcludingchapterofthepublished
recordcomprisestwopersonalreflectionsontheBuildingBridges’dialogue.
Teresa Okure, in noting that a solid bridge is one built from both ends and
meets in the middle, identified the mid-point of Christian–Muslim bridge
buildingtobe‘theGodinwhomweallbelieveasChristiansorMuslims,and
towardwhomwealltend’,assertingthatinthebeginningwas‘God,notusor
ourscriptures.IfinourviewourGodisnotbiggerthanourscriptures,wemay
beinserioustroubleandbondagetoourbooks.TheChristiantraditionbelieves
thatfirstwasthelife,notthebook…Thebooksthemselvesareinterpretations
oflivesfirstlivedandofrevelationsfirstreceivedfromGod’.24Ipgrave’sown
concludingcontribution25focusses‘onthevocationtobebearersofthedivine
Wordwhichpre-eminentlybelongstotheprophets,yetwhichinsomesenseis
sharedbyallwhosefaithisbuiltonattentiveobediencetothemessagethey
deliver’.26

2.3 Common Good
The fourth seminar, in 2005, was hosted jointly by Catholic, Orthodox, and
Muslim institutions in Sarajevo. The undergirding theme was the Common
Good and the seminar addressed topics of faith and national identity. Case
studies from Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as British, Malaysian, and West
Africancontextsexploredissuesofcitizenship,religiousbelievingandbelong-
ing,andtherelationshipbetweengovernmentandreligion.Afeatureofthis
meetingwastheconcludingpublicreceptionthatattractedalargegathering,
addressedbytheArchbishopofCanterburyandthreeseniorBosnianleaders.
TheBuildingBridgesseminarwasclearlyinfluentialinthewiderbridge-mend-
ingprocessoftheregion.Indeed,theCommonGoodthemeregisteredwith
the participants of the seminar in a very particular way:They ‘had brought
hometothemtheparticularpoignancyandrelevanceofthisglobalthemein

23 Miroslav Volf, ‘Hospitable readings: Comments on Scriptures in Dialogue’, in Ipgrave,
Bearing the Word,p.24.

24 Teresa Okure, ‘Building Bridges: A personal reflection from a Christian’, in Ipgrave,
Bearing the Word,p.117.

25 Michael Ipgrave, ‘Bearing the Word: Prophecy in Christian and Islamic Scriptures’, in
Ipgrave,Bearing the Word,pp.124-140.

26 Ipgrave,Bearing the Word,p.116.
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theBosniancontext’giventhat,adecadebefore,‘SerbianOrthodox,Croatian
Catholics,andBosniacMuslimshadallbeenengagedinaseriesofbittercon-
flictswherereligiousbelonginghadbeenimplicatedwithethnicityandculture
inacomplexnexusofcontestedidentities’,butwerenowjointlychallenged
withthetaskof‘buildinganationandcivicsociety’focussedonthecommon
good.27Threekeyquestionswereaddressed,namelyhowbelieversofdifferent
faithsandmixedsocietiesmaytogetherapproachthecommongood;whatitis
aboutreligiousfaiththatmotivatestheseekingofthecommongoodandhow
thepursuitofthatsitswithreligiousworld-viewsandmodelsofgovernance
andexpectationsofjustice;andhowthedisorderthatisthelotofthecontem-
porary world may be responded to in the light of the respective religious
traditions,andhowthatistobesustainedandprojectedintothefuture.These
were–andare–significantissuesofcommunityrelations,politicalpraxisand
socialjustice.AsIpgraveremarks:‘Itispreciselybecausetheirmotivationsare
sodeeplyrootedintheirdifferentspiritualvisionsoftheworldthatChristians
andMuslimsneedtoacttogetherinpracticalwaystocallhumansocietyback
toGod’spurposeforitscommonhome’.28Inhisconclusiontothepublished
proceedings of this seminar, Ipgrave notes the association of the image of
‘buildingbridges’withthecircumstancesofthefamousOldBridgeofMostar.
Theoriginal,erectedin1557anddesignedbyanOttomanarchitect,hadbeen
destroyedin1993.Aremarkatthetime–‘Wewillbuildabetterbridgeandan
olderonewhenwearefinished’–attributedtothemilitaryGeneralresponsi-
bleforitsdestructioncannow,andinlightofthereplacementbuiltin2004
thatre-unites thepreviouslydividedcommunitiesof that town,posesome-
thingofapotentchallenge‘toallinvolvedinbuildingpartnershipsbetween
ChristiansandMuslimstoday’.29AsIpgraveputsit:

Canwebuildbridgesthatarebetterthantheirpredecessorsandolder?
Better,inthattheyaremoreresilientinstandinguptoourtestingtimes
ofdivisionandenmity,andbetteralso, inthattheyaremoreuseful in
servingthepublicgoodofcommunication.Older,inthesensethatthe
theologicalfoundationsforourrelationshipsreachdeeperintothehis-
toriccoresoftheChristianandMuslimfaiths.30 

27 MichaelIpgrave(Ed),Building a Better Bridge: Muslims, Christians, and the Common Good
(Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2008),p.1.

28 Ipgrave,Building a Better Bridge,p.131.
29 MichaelIpgrave,‘Conclusion’,inIpgrave,Building a Better Bridge,p.175.
30 Ibid.
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2.4 Justice and Rights 
ThefifthBuildingBridgesmeetingtookplacein2006atGeorgetownUniversity
inWashington,DC,withthetheme‘JusticeandRights–ChristianandMuslim
Perspectives’.Viewsofdivinejusticeasfoundinscripture,thedevelopmentof
traditionsofinterpretationandapplicationwithinbothreligionswithafocus
onpoliticalauthority,andcontemporaryissuesofrightsandreligiousfreedom
weretopicsofdiscussion.InadditiontoBibleandQur’ānpassages,thewrit-
ingsofAugustine,al-Ghazālī,MartinLuther,andAyatollahKhomeini,aswell
asthehistoricBarmen DeclarationpromulgatedbytheConfessingChurchof
GermanypriortoWorldWarII,andthe1960sVaticanIIdocumentDignitatis 
humanae(TheDeclarationonReligiousFreedom),aswellasmodernIslamic
declarationsonhumanrights,wereallutilised.Thediscussionoftextsother
thanscripturewasadifferentexperiencefromthe‘scripture-dialogue’pattern
thathadthusfarpredominated.InhisIntroductiontothepublishedrecordof
thisseminar,Ipgravenotes:

GiventhewayinwhichthesocietiesofChristendomandoftheIslamic
worldhavedevelopedoverthecenturies,andgivenalsothewayinwhich
both faiths have throughout their history exhibited many different
patternsofrelationshipwithpoliticalpower,itdidnotseempossibleto
treat the subject adequately without reference to texts beyond the
scriptures.31

Thepublishedproceedingisinthreeparts,reflectingthestructureofthesemi-
naritself.Thefirstcontainsthreechaptersonthetopicofscripturalfoundations
– presentations from a Muslim and Christian contributor each of whom
‘emphasize both the centrality of justice as a criterion for recognizing the
natureofGodandtheurgencyofjusticeasadivinecommandtoberealizedin
the world’32, and a collection of four items on specific texts, two from each
faith (Hebrew scriptures and the NewTestament; Qurʾān and hadith collec-
tions)thatexploretherelationshipofthe‘divinecharacteristicandimperative
ofjusticetothehumanexerciseofpowerinsociety’.33ForIslamandChristianity
justice can be seen to be both ‘a concept and a vocation grounded in their
scripturallyshapedunderstandingofwhoGodisandwhathispurposesarefor

31 MichaelIpgrave(Ed),Justice and Rights: Christian and Muslim Perspectives (Washington,
DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2009),p.x.

32 Ipgrave,Justice and Rights,p.1.
33 Ibid.
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humanity…It is at once descriptive of the Creator and prescriptive for the
creature’.34

PartTwo, ‘EvolvingTraditions,’ followsa similarpatternwith respect toa
focusonpoliticaldimensionsofscripturalinterpretation.Forbothreligionsit
wasintra-religiousconflictratherthanconsiderationsofanexternal‘religious
other’ that galvanised developments in respective understandings of justice
andrights.Forexample,thediscussionofatextfromStAugustinehighlights
histheologicalresponsetoamajorearlyChristianschism(Donatism)andthe
textfromal-Ghazālīshowedhowhesoughttorecogniseanddelimit‘thescope
of heresy within a fiercely contested Islamic space’ while the passage from
Luthershowsuphisattempt‘toidentifytheroleunderGodofpoliticalgovern-
ment in a Christendom whose unity is shattered by the Reformation’.35 In
general,forbothreligions,‘theurgetodefineandcontainheresyorschism,the
challengeofrelatingpoliticalandreligiousauthority,and…thefeltneedfor
thatunitytobeapparent’36weremotivatingfactorsintheintellectualdevel-
opment applied by each as they developed their orthodox identities and
normativedoctrines.PartThree,‘TheModernWorld’,comprisesonechapter
discussinghumanrightsandthefreedomofreligionandasecondcontaining
fouritems–twoIslamic,twoChristian–onaseriesofappositecontemporary
texts.Ipgraverightlynotesthathumanrights’discoursehascome‘todominate
thewaythatjusticeisunderstoodinmanyhumansocietiesandglobally’even
thoughtherootsofthis‘canbetracedfurtherbackinbothreligiousandsecu-
larthinking’.37Thesinglepresentationofthissectiontraversestensionsand
challengesofapplyingthewidelyaffirmedideathatfreedomofreligionisa
humanrightintothespecificsituationsofconcretereligionsandthecontexts
of religious practice. The four sets of texts examined in the final chapter –
including the Barmen Declaration and Dignitatis humanae on the Christian
side,andsomewritingsofAyatollahKhomeiniandtwodeclarationsofhuman
rightsontheMuslimside–‘addressindifferentwaystherelationshipbetween
religiouscommitmentandstatepower,andthegroundingofthelanguageof
rightsinreligiousfaith’.38Onceagainitcouldbesaidthatwhereasthedetails
of each reflect the deep differences of historical context and Sitz-im-Leben
whencetheyarise, it isperhapstheunderlyingdynamicofwhatit isthat is
being addressed, and how, which is of deeper import to Christian–Muslim
dialogue.

34 Ibid.
35 Ipgrave,Justice and Rights,p.49.
36 Ibid.
37 Ipgrave,Justice and Rights,p.107.
38 Ibid.
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2.5 Being Human 
The theme of ‘Humanity in Context’ the focus of the sixth seminar, held in
SingaporeinDecember2007.Itwasinitiallyscheduledtobeheldearlierthat
year in Malaysia but, as a result of certain difficulties with some Malaysian
Islamic authorities opposed to the very idea of dialogical détente with the
Christian world, a switch of host location was made. The subject matter
was Christian and Muslim understanding of what it is to be human. Three
questionswereposed,withtheaimoffocussingupontheologicalresponsesto
them:Whatdoesitmeantobehuman?Whatisthesignificanceofthediver-
sitythatisevidentamonghumanbeings?Whatarethechallengesthathumans
faceinlivingwithinthenaturalworld?Whereaspreviousseminarsexplored
contestedissueswithinthefieldofChristian–Muslimrelations, thefocus in
thiscasewason‘asharedsenseofcommonpurposeinaddressingissuesthat
affectusequallyandinseparably’.39Thustheseminaraddressedcommoncon-
cernsofidentity,diversity,andstewardshipthatconfrontbothChristiansand
Muslimsbutwhichproducehighlyvariegatedresponses.Relationshiptothe
widerenvironmentwasakeysub-topic.Theseminarapproachedthethemeof
humandiversityfromanumberofperspectives,butnotthatofreligiousdiver-
sity as such, as that had already surfaced previously. Rather the ‘indices of
difference’40whichwereaddressedincludedrace,culture,andgender.Insome
ways, while understandable in the context of the unfolding of the seminar
seriesitself,absentingreligiousdiversitywassomethingofaparadoxicalomis-
sion.Foritis,infact,theissueofthisdiversity–bothwithinaswellasbetween
religions – which is so much entwined with many other indices of human
diversity,aswellasbeingofcriticalimportitselfinrespecttoanycontextof
interfaithrelationshipandinterfaithencounter.

Aparticularinnovationtookplaceatthisseminar,namelythat‘forthefirst
timeintheseminarseries,someQuranictextswereintroducedbyChristian
scholars, and some biblical texts were introduced by Muslim scholars’.41 As
notedbytheeditors,this‘cross-reading’ofoneanother’stexts‘canbeseenasa
signofthecollegialitythatispossiblewhenfaithfulbelieverswhohavegrown
to trust and respect one another meet in openness in the presence of their
respectivescriptures’.42Inmanyrespectsthisseminarsignalledadeepeningof
the dialogical relationship as a fruit of the regular, consistent, and deeply
intentionalnatureof thisparticularexampleofChristian–Muslimdialogue.

39 MichaelIpgraveandDavidMarshall(Eds),Humanity: Texts and Contexts: Christian and 
Muslim Perspectives(Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2011),p.xvi.

40 IpgraveandMarshall,Humanity,p.xvi.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
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AndinhisAfterword,Williamsnotedthat‘whathumanbeingsbelieveabout
themselves’ lies at the heart of most contemporary global issues and crises
with,asanextremeyetwidespreadconception,theideaofhumanityas

…essentiallyidenticalwithitsownwilltodomination,asthoughtobe
human(is)tobeinvolvedinastruggletobecomemoreandmorecom-
pletelyemancipatedfrom“nature”andfreetoexercisethechoicetobe
(and do) whatever we will… Most dramatically, this mindset stands
behind our environmental crisis, but it is also visible in some of our
mythologyabouttechnologyanditscapacitytofreeusfromhumiliating
limits, a mythology that operates in the medical world as well as the
worldofmanagementofwhatliesaroundus.43

It is this contested arena of human self-understanding that the Singapore
meetingsoughttoaddress.Indrawingupontextsandaddressingcontexts,the
seminar,anditsresultantrecord,bearswitnesstothefecundityandpossibility
ofprofoundlygoodChristian–Muslimdialogicalengagementand,atthesame
time,providesafineresourcecapableofbeingtakenupandusedbyChristians
and Muslims for both educational and dialogical purposes. Indeed, Ipgrave
remarksinhisIntroductionthatwhereasthisseminar’sbookcannotconvey
thedepthanddiversityoftheexchangesthattookplaceduringtheseminar
itself,neverthelessitishopedthat‘thewealthofmaterialpresentedherewill
stimulatealikedialogicalengagementamongandbetweenthebook’sreaders.
If this mirrors the experience of Singapore, that dialogue will often be as
intensebetweenChristianandChristian,orMuslimandMuslim,asbetween
thoseofdifferentfaiths’.44

2.6 Scripture in Focus
Justfivemonthslater,inMay2008,theseminarheldinRomehadasitspri-
mary task the wider consideration of scripture. Revelation, translation and
interpretationinthetwotraditionswerecloselyconsidered.Bywayofbeinga
departurefromthenormalpattern,thismeetingwasentirelyprivate–there
werenopubliceventsassuch.Lecturesandsmall-groupscripturestudyfacili-
tated discussion of the historical particularity and universal significance of
revelation; the possibility of continuing revelation; issues of translating the
Word;andpassagesinwhichscriptureitselfreflectsonhowscriptureistobe
interpreted. David Marshall notes the salient point that, for Christians,

43 RowanWilliams,‘Afterword:ReflectionsonHumanityinTextandContext’,inIpgraveand
Marshall,Humanity, p.145.

44 IpgraveandMarshall,Humanity,p.xv.
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‘scripture isgenerallyunderstoodaswitnessing to theprimaryrevelationof
Christ,whereasforMuslimsscriptureisinitselftheprimaryrevelation’.45The
sectiononmethodsandauthority in interpretation featuredadiscussionof
scripturalinterpretationinthecontextofinterfaithengagementwithrespect
toGenerous Love,atheologyofinterfaithrelationspreparedinearly2008by
theAnglicanCommunionNetworkforInterFaithConcerns(NIFCON),46and
alsotheconcludingsectionofA Common Word (ACW)–theJordanian-initiated
Muslim call for dialogue promulgated in October 2007.47The record of this
seminarincludesaninsightfulsummaryofthediscussions.Someusefulindi-
catorsoflinesofthinkingaregivenconcerningwhatChristiansandMuslims
might mean ‘by speaking of scripture as revealed or inspired’.48 Here the
MuslimperceptionoftheQurʾānasrecordingthedirectspeechofGodcon-
trastswiththeChristianviewoftheBibleasarecordofdivinelyinspired,but
nevertheless human authored, diverse literary genres that bear witness to,
ratherthandirectlybeing,theWordofGod.

Onesignificantquestionposedwas:‘HowcanatranscendentGodspeakin
acreatedlanguagewithoutbeingdiminishedinstatus?’DavidMarshallcom-
ments on the oft-made point ‘that the centrality of the Qurʾān in Islam
correspondstothecentralityinChristianitynotoftheBiblebutofJesusChrist,
theWordmadeflesh’thatinfact‘notallChristiansapproachthispointinquite
thesame way; thoseholdinga doctrineofbiblical inerrancyhave aview of
scripturalrevelationthatmayhavesomeaffinitywiththatheldbyMuslims’.49
A further useful note is sounded in respect to translation: ‘the different
instincts…together with the different practices that Christians and Muslims
havedeveloped,arisefromtheircontrastingfundamentalpremisesaboutthe
revelationofthedivineWordinfleshandasbook’.50Yetwithineachthereisan
extensivelysophisticatedsetoftraditionsconcerninghowscripturaltextsare
tobeinterpretedandapplied.Andalthoughthemotifofabrogationcanbe
foundineither,ithastakenonconsiderablesignificancewithinIslam‘interms
both of the interpretation of different passages of the Qurʾān in relation to
eachotherandalsooftherelationshipofIslamasawholetoearlierreligious

45 DavidMarshall(Ed),Communicating the Word: Revelation, Translation, and Interpretation 
in Christianity and Islam(Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2011),p.xii.

46 MichaelIpgrave,‘TheUseofScriptureinGenerous Love’,inMarshall,Communicating the 
Word,pp.142-52.

47 RezaShah-Kazemi,‘TheUseofScriptureinA Common Word’,inMarshall,Communicat-
ing the Word,pp.153-162.SeealsoChapter11below.

48 DavidMarshall,‘ConversationsinRome’,inMarshall,Communicating the Word,p.164.
49 Marshall,‘ConversationsinRome’,p.166.
50 Marshall,‘ConversationsinRome’,p.167.
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traditions’.51Thequestionofthefundamentaltheologicalrationaleforengag-
ing in dialogue was addressed from the perspective of love for the other as
mandatedfromwithinbothsetsofscriptures,togetherwiththeirnormative
traditionsofinterpretationandunderstanding.Here,lovewasviewednotas
denoting an emotional sentiment but a fundamental disposition issuing in
hospitable relatedness: ‘Hospitality and courtesy can be seen as stemming
from this fundamental loving disposition, which can then develop into a
deeperlovebasedonincreasedknowledgeoftheother’.52

2.7 Religion and Science 
HeldatauniversityinIstanbul,theeighthBuildingBridgesseminarinJune,
2009,tookplaceintheanniversaryyearofCharlesDarwinandsofocussedon
theinterfacebetweenscienceandreligion.ObservingthatDarwin’slegacy‘is
bynomeansuniformlyhostiletoreligiousfaith’Williamsarguedthat‘weneed
tounderstandbetterthewholenatureofthechallengethatscientificresearch
poses to theology’.53 In an attempt to do just that, this meeting once again
attendedtoselectedclassicalnon-scripturalauthors.54Othermorerecentand
contemporary texts, from sources as diverse as Darwin and Dawkins on the
one hand, and Pope John Paul II and Sayyid Qutb on the other, were also
discussed.BoththeMuslimandtheChristiansurveysoftherespectiverela-
tionships of science and religion disavowed any single normative relation:
‘There is no such thing as the relationship between science and religion’ in
eithercase.55Therearerathermany facets,possibilitiesandoptions,and in
dialogue some of these were explored.With respect to more contemporary
issues impacting on this field, challenges were raised by the three modern
mentalitiesofpostmodernism,NewAtheism,andfundamentalism.Inrespect
ofpostmodernism,theemphasisplacedonthemanifestco-existenceofmul-
tiplenarratives ‘which lends itself tosomeusefulwaysof relatingscientific,
religious,andotherformsofknowledge’,washelpfullynoted.56NewAtheism

51 Marshall,‘ConversationsinRome’,p.169.
52 Marshall,‘ConversationsinRome’,p.172.
53 RowanWilliams,‘BuildingBridgesinIstanbul’,inDavidMarshall(Ed),Science and Reli-

gion: Christian and Muslim Perspectives (Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,
2011),pp.1-4;p.3.

54 These include:al-Ghazali (Deliverance from Error), IbnRushd(The Inconsistency of the 
Inconsistency),BasilofCaesarea(Homily1fromHexaemeron),GregoryofNyssa(On the 
Making of Man),Augustine(The Literal Meaning of Genesis)andThomasAquinas’com-
mentaryonAristotle’sPhysics.

55 Marshall,Science and Religion,p.xi.
56 Denis Alexander, ‘Science and Religious Belief in the Modern World: Challenges and

Opportunities’,inMarshall,Science and Religion,p.38.



178 Chapter9

islessofanovelcritiqueofreligionasitisapopularisedcontemporarycultural
expressionofanage-oldantipathytoreligion:‘Religionistheenemythatmust
beattackedbyanymeans.Emotionalassertionstaketheplaceofrationalargu-
ments’andfurthermore‘thenewatheistsdefendscientismandseektoinvest
scienceingeneralandevolutioninparticularwiththerhetoricofatheism’.57
Theparticularaspectoffundamentalismthatisaddressediscrudecreation-
ismthat(mis-)readsthebiblicalGenesisnarrativeasifitwerescientificfact.
Indeed, itwasobservedthat ‘NewAtheismandcreationismprovidemirror-
imagefundamentalisms’.58Onthewhole,forbothChristiansandMuslimsthe
phenomenon of modern religious fundamentalism has had a deleterious
impactforthescienceandreligiondebate,asitactstomisdirectattentionand
confusetherealdialogicalissues.

2.8 Tradition and Modernity 
BuildingBridgescametoGeorgetownUniversityintheUSAforathirdtime,in
May2010,foritsninthseminar.With‘TraditionandModernity’asthetheme,
changingpatternsinreligiousauthorityanddifferentconceptionsoffreedom
emerging in the modern world were considered, along with the writings of
some outstanding Christian and Muslim modern thinkers. The relationship
between tradition and modernity was seen to be ‘a natural continuation of
discussions at earlier Building Bridges seminars, notably on the interface of
scienceandreligionin2009’.59Amongtheopeninglectures,VincentCornell
providedanexcellentdiscussionofprimitivisminIslamicthoughtandscrip-
ture. ‘Primitivism’namesanideologicalset–thereareanumberofvariants
enumerated – that opposes modernism.Whereas chronological primitivism
‘placesthebestconditionofhumanlife,thebeststateofsociety,orthebest
conditionoftheworldatsomepointinthepast’,60culturalprimitivismholds
thatthereisoneculture,orreligion,whichisthetrueandbest,indistinction
fromwhichallothersarefalseorinsomewaydeficient.Cornellexaminedvari-
ousformsofprimitivismfoundintheQurʾānandHadiththenlookedatthe
forms of primitivism that underpin the ideologies of both Salafi and Shi’i
Traditionalists,ontheonehand,andModernistsontheother.Hepaidparticu-
larattentiontoSayyidQutb,AyatollahKhomeiniand ‘AliShariati.However,
lest it be thought that primitivism predominates Muslim thinking, Cornell

57 Alexander,‘ScienceandReligiousBelief ’,p.40.
58 Alexander,‘ScienceandReligiousBelief ’,p.42.
59 DavidMarshall(Ed),Tradition and Modernity: Christian and Muslim Perspectives(Wash-

ington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2013),p.1.
60 Vincent J. Cornell, ‘Tradition and History in Islam: primitivism in Islamic thought and

scripture’inMarshall,Tradition and Modernity,p.9.
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remindsreadersoftheexampleof16thcenturyMoroccoasprovidingevidence
ofMuslimcapacityto‘fostercreativityandinnovation’.61

Janet Soskice provided a reflection upon the meaning and concept of
‘Tradition’ from a Christian perspective, and two papers – one Muslim, one
Christian–weregivenontheissueofauthorityinlightoftheimpactofmoder-
nity.Aninterestingobservationisheremade:whereasitwasthearrivalofthe
printingpressthatusheredintheageofmodernity,itisthearrivaloftheage
ofdigitalmediathatsignalstheshifttopostmodernity.Inbothcaseschanges
tothenature,extent,andrelativespeedofcommunicationandthedissemina-
tionofideasprecipitatedprofoundchallenge–bothexplicitandimplicit–to
receivedorthodoxiesandstructuresofauthority.AbdullahAhmedAn-Na‘im
discussed freedom of speech and religion within an Islamic context, noting
thatas‘thereisnologicalpossibilityofreligiousbeliefwithoutequalpossibil-
ityofdisbelief,denyingtherighttodisbelieveisdenyingtherighttobelieve…
the purpose and meaning of freedom of religion includes freedom from
religion’.62 The heretic and apostate have as much right to be, as does the
believer;andtherighttonoreligionisnottobeattheexpenseofthoseinclined
tobereligious.Thus,asecularstateis‘onethatisneutralregardingallreligions
withoutbeinghostileorindifferenttoanyreligion,asthenecessarylocation
for mediating competing claims about freedom of speech and religion’.63
An-Na‘imadvocates‘civicreason’asthemediatingmodality.DavidHartpro-
videdacorollarypaperinwhichhecontrastedmodernnotionsoffreedomas
libertarian autonomy with the premodern understanding that the human
beingrequiresthedivineinordertobe.64Thedialecticofmodernautonomy
and premodern heteronomy has many facets and is perhaps not so much a
matterofpolaroppositionascontrastivereferencepointsonacontinuum.

Theselectionofthinkerswhoseworkwasthefocusofsmallgroupdiscus-
sionattheseminarismostinteresting.65MuhammadAbduh(1849-1905)hada

61 Cornell,‘TraditionandHistoryinIslam’,p.8.
62 AbdullahAhmedAn-Na‘im,‘FreedomsofspeechandreligionintheIslamiccontext’,in

Marshall,Tradition and Modernity,p.57.
63 An-Na‘im,‘Freedomsofspeechandreligion’,p.58.
64 David Bentley Hart, ‘Christianity, Modernity, and Freedom’, in Marshall, Tradition and 

Modernity,pp.67-78.
65 OntheChristiansideexcerptsfromThe Idea of a University(1852)byJohnHenryNew-

man(1801-90)andhisApologia pro vita sua(1865)andLetter to the Duke of Norfolk(1875)
were included. From Lesslie Newbigin (1909-98) there a compilation of excerpts was
madefromanumberofhisbooks,togetherwithasinglesubstantialexcerptfromachap-
terentitled‘TheVirtues,theUnityofaHumanLifeandtheConceptofaTradition’taken
fromAlasdairMacIntyre’s(1929-)majorwork,After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (1981).
ThefinalChristianauthorwasElisabethSchüsslerFiorenza(1938-)withtwosignificant
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rangeofhistextsdiscussed;VincentCornellwonderedifAbduhwasinfacta
Sufi-inspired modernist. Excerpts from Sayyid Abu Mawdudi (1903-79) pro-
videdanopportunitytotouchonIslamandsecularism,humanrightsinIslam,
therightsofnon-MuslimsinanIslamicState,andtheQurʾānandtheplaceof
women. From Seyyed Hossein Nasr (1933- ) there was sequence of excerpts
fromtwoofhisbooks,Islam and the Plight of Modern Man(1975)andTraditional 
Islam in the Modern World(1987)thatwerecloselydiscussed.ThelastMuslim
writerwhoseworkswereconsidered is therenownedcontemporary Islamic
intellectualTariqRamadan.Excerptsfromthreeofhisbooks,66werethesub-
ject of analysis and discussion. In his ‘Afterword’, Williams stressed the
importanceofavoiding‘anassumptionthatthesetwowords,“tradition”and
“modernity,”areinallcircumstancesnaturalopposites’andhenotedthepara-
doxlatentinseveraloftheseminar’slectures‘thatitismodernityofacertain
kindthatmakesitpossibletotalkabouttraditionaswedo.’67

2.9 Prayer 
BuildingBridgesreturnedtoQatarin2011foritstenthseminar,albeitmeeting
on the campus of Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service. The
GeorgetownlinktoLambethPalaceinrespecttotheorganisationalandhost-
ingdimensionsoftheseminarhadbynowdevelopedtoaverycloseworking
relationshipindeed,althoughitwasstillthecaseofmaintaininganalternating
patternbetweenChristianandMuslimhostcountries.Inamemotoinviteesto
thisparticularseminar,Williamspointedoutthatsincethetopicwasprayer,
this meeting, more so than in any previous year, would take up matters of
personal faith, practice, and experience alongside academic questions. In
preparation,eachattendeewrotebrieflyon‘Whatdoesprayermeantoyou?’;
thesepersonalreflectionsonprayerwereanexerciseinimaginingresponding
tosomeoneclaimingtonotknowwhatprayeris,andwhoaskswhatprayer
means.Whatdoyoutellthisperson?Theinclusionofthesereflectionswithin
thepublishedrecordoftheseminarmeansthatnotonlyinkeepingwithprevi-
ousvolumesintheserieswhichpresentthemainpreparedpapers,discussions
andresponsesasanacademicrecord,thereisalsoverymuchastamphereof
somethingdeeplypersonal,evenintimate.Insettingthescenefortheseminar,
Williamsnotedthat,throughoutthedecadeoverwhichBuildingBridgeshas

excerpts,onefromIn Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian 
Origins(1983)andanotherfromDiscipleship of Equals: A Critical Feminist Ekklesia-logy of 
Liberation(1993).

66 Western Muslims and the Future of Islam(2004),Radical Reform: Islamic Ethics and Libera-
tion(2009),andWhat I believe(2010).

67 RowanWilliams,‘Afterword’,inMarshall,Tradition and Modernity,p.221.
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takenplace,‘againandagain,wecomebacktothechallenge,whenwemeet,
ofseeingoneanotherpraying.Soitseemedverynaturalthatatsomepointwe
wouldhave toaddress thequestionofwhatweunderstandbyprayer’.68He
added: ‘Prayer is about the way in which a relationship is realized and sus-
tained. Prayer is about the way in which the self-giving outgoing of God
becomesrealinusandforus,soastotransformourownsenseofourselves,of
whatispossibleforus,ofwhatisowedtooneanother,ofhowwelookatthe
world’.69

Prayercanbe–andis–discussedrationally,theologicallyandobjectively;it
isalsoanintenselysubjective,personalandspiritualmatter.Prayeristheuni-
versal bridge that links the human to the divine. And along with these
mini-essaysthescriptureselectionsandexcerptsfromabroadrangeofclassi-
cal and modern Christian and Muslim writings about prayer that were the
focusofconsiderationarepartoftheseminar’sresourceanthology.Forasemi-
naronprayeroffered,asWilliamscommented,anopportunityto‘reflectnot
simplyononeisolatedsubjectinChristianorMuslimdiscourse,’butrather

…onwhatitisforahumancreaturetoberelatedtotheCreator…Aswe
entermoredeeplyintothatmysteryweentermoredeeply,surely,intoan
understandingofallthoseothertopicswehavediscussedsuchasjustice,
humannature,traditionandmodernity,religionandscience.Weputall
thosediscussionsintoanewandgreatercontext.70

The practice of prayer, and what prayer means, within each religion was
addressed. Both theological and experiential perspectives were brought to
bear.AChristianperspectivewasgivenonMuslimprayerand,conversely,a
Muslim perspective given on Christian prayer. The Muslim contributor, for
instance,notedtheChristianunderstandingofthesacramentsmightsuggest
thereisperhapsmoreincommonwiththefivepillarsofIslamthanmightbe
typicallyotherwisethought.TheChristiannotedofMuslimprayerits‘robust
masculinity’andrichphysicalexpressiveness,coupledwithitsnaturallypublic
nature.AresponsebyRowanWilliamssuggestedfivekeythemespertinentto
theunderstandingandpracticeofprayerthatmaybediscerned: friendship,
knowledge,desire,protestandunity–bothofGod(GodisOne)andwithGod
(weareoneinGod).71

68 RowanWilliams,‘Preface’,inDavidMarshallandLucindaMosher(Eds),Prayer: Christian 
and Muslim Perspectives (Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2013),p.xvi.

69 Williams,‘Preface’,inMarshallandMosher,Prayer,p.xvii.
70 Ibid.
71 RowanWilliams,‘Response’,inMarshallandMosher,Prayer, pp.73-76.
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Withrespect to therelationshipbetweenprayerandscripture, theLord’s
PrayerandSūrat al-Fātiḥawerediscussedatsomedepth.Inherexplorationof
theprayertaughtbyJesus,SusanEastmanfocussedonthenamingofGodas
‘OurFather’,thecomingoftheKingdom,surrendertotheWillofGod,refer-
encestobread,debtandtheeconomyofGod,anddeliverancefromevil.She
concludedthatthemeaningofthePrayerisfound‘intheshapeanddirection
ofJesus’sownlife,andinJesus’sidentityasEmmanuel,Godwithus’andthat
it‘expressesthecentralmovementofhislife:surrendertoGod’swillanddeliv-
erancefromevilforallhumanity’.72RkiaElraouiCornellassertedthatal-Fātiḥa
isboththe‘opener’andthevalidationofallMuslimprayer:omitit,andIslamic
prayerisinvalidated,foritis‘throughprayerthatthebeliever’scommitmentto
Godisvalidated’.73Al-Fātiḥaservesasareminderandaffirmationoftheabun-
dant mercy and absolute praiseworthiness of God; of the sovereignty and
singularunityofGod;andthatitistoGodfirstandforemostthatthehuman
beinglooksforguidance.Thisbriefprayer‘sumsupthemessageoftheQurʾān,
which embodies the Islamic faith as a whole’74 and, Cornell suggests, is
focussedonthreeconceptualpoints:thedivinity,lordshipandlimitlessmercy
ofGod.HowChristianandMuslimbelievers learntopraywasanothersub-
topic which included issues of childhood experiences of formation and
‘approaches to growing in prayer, and methods and disciplines adopted by
thoseseekingtodevelopdeeperlivesofprayer’.75

TimothyWrightevocativelycommentsthat‘prayerisaloveaffairinwhich
words,gestures,andmemoryallcomeintoplay’.76Hesketchedfourelements,
or‘pillars’ofChristianprayer,namely:lectio divina,whichisaformofreading
andponderingormeditatingupontextsofscripture;theuseofsilence;theuse
ofnon-scripturalspiritualtexts;andthedailycycleofprayer,whichremains
partofChristianpracticeinmanychurchtraditions.AlongsidetheChristian
reflection,TimothyGianottisharedhisreflectionsandlessonsofgrowingin
prayerasaMuslim, touchingonthemesof testsanddifficulties; thequality
andscopeofprayer;thefocusandimplicationsofprayer.77Williams‘Afterword’
identifies two key themes. On the one hand ‘the inescapable recognition in
bothChristianandMuslimreflectiononprayerthatitisnotenoughtothink

72 SusanEastman,‘TheLord’sPrayer’,inMarshallandMosher,Prayer,p.89.
73 RkiaElraouiCornell,‘Al-Fatiha’,inMarshallandMosher,Prayer, p.92.
74 Cornell,‘Al-Fatiha’,p.97.
75 MarshallandMosher,Prayer,p.xiii.
76 TimothyWright,‘GrowinginPrayerasaChristian’,inMarshallandMosher,Prayer,p.141.
77 TimothyJ.Gianotti,‘GrowinginprayerasaMuslim:reflectionsandlessonsofastruggler’,

inMarshallandMosher,Prayer, pp.147-157.
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ofprayingassomethingwedo’.78Itisthat;butmorethanthat–andthedoing
ofitrequiresdisciplineandattentivenesstothewordorutteranceofGod:‘We
speakGod’sNameandsomakeourutteranceandutteranceofGod’srevealed
identity;wepraybydeclaringwhoGodis…Wedesiretosaynothingbutthe
echoofwhatGodhassaidanddone’.79Ontheotherhand,thereisthetheme
ofremembrance.‘Prayerisamomentofmindfulness’.80Itisaconstantnote
throughout the Qurʾān as well in both Muslim and Christian practices of
prayer.PrayerisnotaboutattractingGod’sattentionforourbenefit,norisit‘to
bethoughtofinisolationfromanentireandhabitualmindset;prayerarises
fromasteadyhabitofseeingourenvironmentagainstthebackgroundofGod’s
orderingandsustainingofeverything’.81

2.10 Death and Destiny 
The eleventh seminar, in 2012, had as its theme ‘Death, Resurrection and
HumanDestiny’.82Thiseventwas,unusually,heldover two locationsand it
was the last seminar hosted by RowanWilliams as he soon thereafter relin-
quished his role as Archbishop of Canterbury. The first location was King’s
College,London,wherethreepairsofpubliclecturesondeath,resurrection,
and human destiny in relation to scripture, the Christian and Islamic tradi-
tions,andthenotionof‘dyingwell’weregiven.N.T.Wrightcommencedwitha
discourseonbiblicalperspectivespertainingtodeath,resurrectionandhuman
destinyandalsogivesreplytotheMuslimresponseprovidedbyRezaShah-
Kazemi.AsubstantiveMuslimcontributionpayingsimilarattentiontoIslamic
texts,andrangingoverthesametopicsasWright,isprovidedbyMonaSiddiqui
with Jane Dammen McAuliffe giving a Christian response. Rowan Williams
identifiedsixthemestoarisefromthediscussionsandpapers,beginningwith
some practical and pastoral questions around the topic of death and dying,
particularlytheideaofthe‘ownership’ofdeath–towhatextentareindividu-
alsempoweredtomakedeterminationsconcerningtheirowndeathandthe
processofdying?Giventhatpersonalself-control,andsoindividualresponsi-
bility,isasine qua nonofadultexistence,Williamsnotesthatinbothtraditions
therearelinesofthoughtandinsightconcerningconsciousandgraciousrelin-
quishmentofcontrolthatcanbe‘achallengebothtothedyingpersonandto

78 RowanWilliams,‘Afterword’,inMarshallandMosher,Prayer,p.175.
79 Williams,‘Afterword’,p.175.
80 Williams,‘Afterword’,p.176.
81 Ibid.
82 SeeDavidMarshallandLucindaMosher(Eds),Death, Resurrection, and Human Destiny: 

Christian and Muslim Perspectives (Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2014).
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themedicalcaregiver’.83Religionisnonecessaryreactionaryblockage,northe
advocateofacarteblancheapproach,toissuesofpersonaldeterminationand
thefreedomtochoosethewhenandhowofourdeath.Andbothtraditions
also provide provocative insight into the way we live by way of a ‘cluster of
questionsrepresentedbytheideaofdyingbeforeyoudie’.84Talkofultimate
destiny, with notions of putative eternal termini encapsulated in the terms
‘heaven’and‘hell’,maybeseenasanorientationtohowthelifeoffaithislived
inthehereandnow.

ThislineofreflectionledtoWilliams’thirdtheme,namelywhetherandto
whatextentasindividualswehaveresponsibilityfor,orcaninsomewayobtain
byourownmerit,ourultimatesalvificend.Therearemany,oftenmutually
exclusive, views on this. One of these takesWilliams to his fourth theme –
whetherinsomesensereligionoffersamodeofsurvivingdeath.Thisplaces
the meaning of ultimate destiny on the continuation of some sensible per-
sonalidentitythatmaintainsapatternof,albeitsublime,enjoyment(heaven)
orelse never-ending punitive torment (hell).Williams suggests that inboth
MuslimandChristianfaithsmattersofultimatedestinyaremoreaboutGod
andthequalityofrelationshipandresponsetoGodthan‘aboutsomeinsecure
bit of us that somehow manages to survive the annihilating experience of
death’.85OfthetwootherthemesraisedbyWilliams,onehastodowiththe
genericquestionofwhatitmeansforeachtodieasamemberoftheirrespec-
tivereligiouscommunity.Doesthisprovidecorporatecontextandmeaningto
what is otherwise a singularly personal and individual event? As Williams’
remarks:‘thatwedonotdiealoneremainsimportantforbothourtraditions’.86
Thefinalthemehastodowiththeveryoriginofdeath.ForChristianitythisis
linkedtothetheologicalconceptof‘Fall’arisingfromthebiblicalaetiological
myth,implyingthatdeathitselfisablotonthedivineintentionforcreation.
Contrariwise,thereisalsoastrongelementwithintheChristiantraditionthat
seesmortalityandfinitudeasinherenttothedesignofcreationandhencethe
intentionoftheCreator.Isthestingofdeathinitsveryfacticity,orinourfear
ofitbecauseofdisconnectednessfromthetranscendentreality,inwhichour
finitelivesotherwisebestfindtheirtruecontextandmeaning?Williamsdoes
notpresumetoprovideanswersbutratherprovokesfurtherlinesofthought
andquestiontostimulatetheChristian–Muslimencounter.

83 RowanWilliams,‘Reflections’,inMarshallandMosher,Death, Resurrection, and Human 
Destiny, p.117.

84 Williams,‘Reflections’,p.117.
85 Williams,‘Reflections’,pp.119-20.
86 Williams,‘Reflections’,p.120
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TwodaysofclosedsmallgroupsessionsinCanterburyfollowedthedayof
lecturesinLondon.Textsdiscussedweredrawnfromscripture,medievalclas-
sics,includingexcerptsfromal-Ghazālī’sRevival of the Religious Sciencesand
portions of Dante’s The Divine Comedy, and select contemporary writings.
1Corinthians15wastheChristianscripturaltextchosen,togetherwitharange
ofappropriateayatselectedfromtheQurʾān.Onesessionincludeddiscussion
andresponsetopresentationsonfunerals intheChurchofEngland,onthe
one hand, and Islamic practice, on the other. This was notable in that the
selected texts and discussion ‘illuminated current funeral practice among
ChristiansandMuslims’.87Inthevolumeofproceedingseachselectedtextis
followedbyanessayfromoneoftheparticipantsandthebookitselfdrawsto
aclosewithanoverviewoftheconversationsheldatCanterbury,areflective
Afterword by Williams, and a moving selection of ‘Personal Reflections’ on
death, albeit presented anonymously, that participants were asked to write
priortotheseminar.Thiswasinresponsetothequestion:‘Inyourexperience,
whatresourceshasyourfaithgivenyouforrespondingtothedeathsofothers
and/ortheprospectofyourowndeath?’88Asaresult,thevolumeofthe2012
seminar,aswiththatfromthe2011seminaronPrayer,ismarkedbysomething
deeplypersonaland intimate. Itallowsprivilegedaccess to somethingboth
profoundlyintellectualandmovinglyspiritual.Butthebookdoesnotendwith
thesereflections.

3 A New Phase Begins

Thethemeofthetwelfthseminar,heldinDohainMay2013,was‘TheCom-
munityofBelievers:ChristianandMuslimPerspectives’89andthisoccasion
markedthebeginningofthenewerawithGeorgetownUniversityatthehelm.
The seminar considered topics  such as the Church as the mystical body of
ChristasagainsttheChurchas‘proclamation’;togetherwithanexplorationof
theoriginsanduseof the term ummah amongother topicspertinent toan
explorationofthethemeofcommunityasitappliestothetwofaithsincluding
thenatureandpurposeofthecommunity,unityanddisunityinthelifeofthe
community, thethemeofcontinuityandchange,andgeneralreflections. In
2014thethirteenthseminar,chairedbyProfessorDanielA.Madigan,SJ,was

87 DavidMarshall,‘Introduction’,inMarshallandMosher,Death, Resurrection, and Human 
Destiny, p.xviii.

88 Marshall,‘Introduction’,p.xix.
89 Lucinda Mosher and David Marshall (Eds), The Community of Believers: Christian and 

Muslim Perspectives (Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2015).
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again hosted at Georgetown University.The focus of the meeting had to do
withconceptsand interconnectionsof sin, forgivenessandreconciliation.90
Thenatureandmeaningofsin,andthedivineforgivenessofferedinrelation
thereto, have long constituted points of theological contention between
Muslims and Christians. This meeting canvassed perspectives from the two
faiths, with a notable interlinking of personal and corporate, or communal,
dimensions, including peace building and conflict resolution. Three sets of
paired Christian and Muslim essays anchored discussions around the core
conceptsofsin,forgiveness,andreconciliation.Theproceedingsincludesthe
setofthree‘scripturedialogues’comprisingapatternofadiscussionofabibli-
caltext,aQuranictext,andofcomparativetextsfromtheBibleandtheQurʾān.
LindaMosherdrawstherecordtoaclosewithareflectivediscussionofthe
overalldialogicalconversationthattookplace,thereby‘providingthereader
withasenseofthetoneandlevelofengagementamongtheparticipants’.91

Theseminarin2015,thefourteenthintheseriesthusfar,hadasitstheme
thenatureandpurposeofhumanaction,setwithinthecontextofdivinecre-
ation. This was a relatively novel topic in that ‘there are no clear lines of
disagreementaboutitbetweentheChristianandMuslimtraditionswritlarge.
Rather,withineachtraditioncanbefoundarangeofviewpointsandexplana-
tionsfortherelationshipbetweendivineandhumanagency’.92Asofwriting,
the record of this seminar is in preparation. It will include overview essays
addressingthebroadtopic,andasequenceofpairedpapers,withaccompany-
ing‘scripturedialogues’,focussinguponthesub-themesof‘God’sCreationand
Its Goal’, ‘The Dignity and Task of Humankind within God’s Creation’, and
‘HumanActionwiththeSovereigntyofGod’.93ThefifteenthBuildingBridges
seminar,held2016,hadasitstopic‘Monotheismanditscomplexities’.94This
seminarengagedverydirectlywithwhat liesat theheartofeachtradition’s
textualrecordofrevelation:theveryconceptofdeity.Eachprofessesmono-
theism; divine unity is paramount; there is only one God. Yet each holds a
different, and prima facie conflicting, ontological understanding of deity.

90 LucindaMosherandDavidMarshall(Eds),Sin, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation: Christian 
and Muslim Perspectives (Washington,DC:GeorgetownUniversityPress,2016).

91 MosherandMarshall(Eds),Sin, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation,p.xiv.
92 EventdetailsonBuildingBridgeswebsite:<http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/events/

fourteenth-building-bridges-seminar-human-action-within-divine-creation> (Accessed
27February2016).

93 LucindaMosherandDavidMarshall(Eds),Human Action within Divine Creation: Chris-
tian and Muslim Perspectives(forthcoming–inpreparation).

94 IamgratefultoLucindaMosherwhohasprovidedhelpfulinformationontheforthcom-
ing2016seminar,andtheproceedingsinpreparationfromthe2015seminar.
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Whileacomparativeexplorationofthe‘oneness’ofmonotheismistobethe
underlyingpattern,itremainstobeseen,forexample,justhowthisseminar
tacklestheresolutionofTrinityandtawhid.95

4 Conclusion

Aspreviouslynoted,followingtheretirementofArchbishopRowanWilliams
GeorgetownUniversity,inWashington,DC,tookonthekeyorganisationaland
hostingroleinplaceofLambethPalace.Georgetownprofessor,DanielMadigan
SJ,assumedthechairingroleinaccordancewithWilliam’ssuggestion.Madigan
himselfnotesthesignificantroleplayedbyDavidMarshallinrespecttomuch
ofwhathasoccurredduringtheentirespanoftheseries,includingtheorgani-
sationalchangeover fromLambethtoGeorgetown.96Formerlychaplainand
interfaithadvisertotheArchbishopofCanterbury,Marshallhadbecomethe
academicdirectorofBuildingBridges,nowablyassistedbyLucindaMosher.97
ThebatonofAnglicaninitiative,handedontoCatholiccare,continuestobea
fullyecumenicalventure.Fromtheoutset,togetherwithAnglicansandothers
representing a range of Christian traditions including Orthodox, Coptic,
Lutheran,Methodist,andReformed,significantnumbersofRomanCatholics
havingparticipated.AlthoughpredominantlySunni,theMuslimsidehasalso
includedShi’aandtheseminarshavealwaysincludedasubstantialproportion
ofChristianandMuslimwomenscholars.Inall,over200persons,roughlyhalf
Muslim and Christian, have taken part in the seminars. Participants do not
representageographicalornationalconstituency;rathertheybringtheirown
specialist perspective to the discussion. One important criterion is that the
participants’expertiseissituatedwithin,orhastodowith,theirownreligion:
BuildingBridgesisnotalk-festforChristianexpertsonIslamorviceversa;itis
adialogueofChristianandMuslimtheologicalscholars.

Theseminarshavebeendescribedasanexercisein‘appreciativeconversa-
tion’ during which one remains rooted in one’s own tradition ‘whilst at the
sametimereachingbeyondit’.98Inbeingsodescribed,the‘appreciativecon-
versation’motifhasmuchincommonwithDavidLochhead’sdefinitionofthe
dialogicalrelationship:opennessandtrustwhichisclear,unambiguous,and

95 Cf.DouglasPratt,‘Christian-MuslimTheologicalEncounter:thepriorityoftawhid’,Islam 
and Christian-Muslim Relations,7/3(1996):271-284.

96 DanielMadigan,personalemailcorrespondence,February2016.
97 GeorgetownUniversityhoststheonlinepresenceofseminarmaterials,forinstance.
98 GillianStamp,‘Andtheyreturnedbyanotherroute’,inIpgrave,The Road Ahead,p.113.
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has no other purpose than itself.99 By the same token, RowanWilliams has
notedthatBuildingBridges‘wasbroughtintobeingtofillwhatwasthoughtto
beagap;agapnotatthediplomaticorpolitical levelbutagapofa lackof
opportunity for serious, reflective, and fairly loosely-structured encounter
betweenChristianandMuslimscholars’.100AndMadigannotesthedepthof
‘engagementwitheachotheroverdisputedissuesanddiversitiesoftheology’
with‘pre-judgementsthatremaininplaceforsomeoftheparticipantseven
aftertheseminars’.101Suchdepthofengagementcannotpresumeresolutionof
differences, but may lead to deeper mutual acceptance, appreciation and
understanding.Indeed,asignificantdimensionofsuchlevelofengagementis
that,asRowanWilliamsisreportedtohaveremarked,it leadsto ‘improving
thequalityofourdisagreements’.102Understandingmorenuancedlyandpre-
cisely the nature and reason for disagreement can lead to an enriched
understandingofeachother’sposition,andoftheitemaboutwhichdisagree-
mentexists.Disagreeingneednotvitiatedialogue;indeed,itcanbequitethe
reverse. Thus Building Bridges falls into the category of dialogical projects
markedbyreligiousconvictionandacademicrigour, inthiscasefollowinga
style of ‘working together, studying sacred texts together, and above all
learning to listen to one another speaking to God and also to watch one
anotherspeakingtoGod.Itisastylewhichhasbeenpatient,affirming,and
celebrating’.103BuildingBridgesremainsaworkinprogress,104asistheGerman
Christian-MuslimTheologicalForum,towhichwenowturn.

99 DavidLochhead,The Dialogical Imperative: A Christian Reflection on Interfaith Encounter 
(Maryknoll,NY:Orbis,1988).

100 RowanWilliams,‘RemarksatdinnertomarktheFifthBuildingBridgesseminar,’28March
2006. <http://rowanwilliams.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/1275/justice-and-
rights-fifth-building-bridges-seminar-opening-remarks>.

101 DanielMadigan,personalemailcommunication.
102 Ibid.
103 RowanWilliams,‘Preface’,MarshallandMosher,Prayer,p.xv.
104 Cf.LucindaAllenMosher,‘GettingtoKnowOneAnother’sHearts:TheProgress,Method,

andPotentialoftheBuildingBridgesSeminar’,inDouglasPratt,JonHoover,JohnDavies
andJohnChesworth(Eds),The Character of Christian-Muslim Encounter: Essays in Hon-
our of David Thomas(Leiden&Boston:Brill,2015),pp.512-526.
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Chapter10

Christian-Muslim Theological Forum: A German 
Journey

Initiated by Hansjörg Schmid, then a young scholar in Stuttgart, a group of
youngGermantheologians–namelySchmid,togetherwithAndreasRenzand
JuttaSperber–interestedinfosteringdialoguewithMuslimscholarsbegana
processin2002thatledtothefoundingoftheTheologisches Forum Christentum 
– Islam (hereafter:theForum).Thechiefmotivationwastofacilitateanaca-
demic theologicaldialoguebetweenChristiansandMuslims in theGerman
languageonthesuppositionthatsuchdialoguecouldmakeasignificantcon-
tributiontothecommonlifeofMuslimsandChristianswithinGermany.Such
anencounterwastobebalancedandequalintermsofbothlevelofengage-
ment and the expertise of the interlocutors. Initially involving Catholic and
Protestantscholars,attheearlyplanningstagetheForumwasconceivedasan
ecumenicalventuresofarastheChristiansidewasconcerned.Onceunder-
way,theintentionwastobebroadlyinclusivewithrespecttothepresenceof
diverseformsofIslam(SunniandShi‘a)withinGermany,andtostrivefora
balanceofgenderparticipationaswell.Sperbernotesthat‘fromthestartwe
envisionedaChristian-Muslimtheological dialogue,knowingthatthiswould
havetobepreparedcarefully’.1

Fromtheoutsetitwasrealisedthatsuchaventure,inordertobesuccessful
andcapableofdevelopment,requiredanoperationalandorganisationalbase,
andthesecurityofadministrativecontinuity.Thiswasgainedinhavingacom-
mitted organising group, and a home-base provided by the Academy of the
CatholicDioceseofRottenburg-Stuttgart.Thishasprovedtobeaveryhospi-
tablelocationandmuchappreciatedbyallparticipants.Therewasclearand
earlyrecognitionoftheneedofintentionalityandcommitmenttoalong-term
project, and so appropriate action was undertaken.The originating concept
wasofspecialistsymposiacomprisinginvitedparticipantsonly.Therewasa
sensethatsomethinghadtobecarefullynurtured.InthischapterIdiscussthe
earlydevelopments–the‘GentleBeginnings’–andthensurveythefirstten
years(2005-2014)ofForumactivities(theannualmeeting–Tagung),ending
withsomeconcludingobservationsofthismostdistinctivejourneyofcontem-
poraryecumenicalChristianengagementwithIslam.

1 JuttaSperber,personalemailcommunication,March2016.
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1 Gentle Beginnings

This German initiative began rather more cautiously as compared to the
BuildingBridgesseminarseries.Whereasthelatterbeganwithfanfareanda
high-profileevent,theForumcommencedwithaphaseofecumenicalconver-
sationandreflectionbeforeanyreachingouttoMuslimdialoguepartnerswas
undertaken.ThustwopreliminaryChristian-onlyconferences–inMarch2003
and2004–wereheldwithanecumenicalgroupofChristianparticipantswho
hadparticularinterestorspecialityinIslamandChristian–Muslimrelations.
InApril2004afurthermeetingwithagroupofMuslimscholarswasheldto
develop the programme and the organisational structure for the ongoing
Forum and its activities.This resulted in the establishment of a joint Chris-
tian–Muslimcoregrouptoattendtoconferencearrangementsandresultant
publication responsibilities. A relatively consistent working and conference
structurewasdevelopedandthecommitmenttopublishtheconferencepro-
ceedingswasmade;acommitmentthathasbeenconsistentlyhonoured.To
ensure dialogical integrity it was important that Muslim voices spoke for
Muslimperspectives,asChristianvoicesdidfortheirperspectives,ratherthan
onesidespeakingfortheother.

ThepurposeoftheprecedingChristian-onlygatheringswasforreflection
anddiscussionabouttheprocessof,andtheologicalrationaleforengagingin,
dialoguewithMuslims.TheChristianinterlocutorswereconcernedtoknow
whattheyweregettingintoandwhy;andtoapproachtheventureofdialogue
with Islamwith integrityand intentionality.Oneancillaryaim, identifiedat
theearlystageofdevelopment,wasthattheForumshouldallowyoungerand
newscholarsanopportunitytosharetheresultsoftheirresearch.Thiswasto
be intentionally forward-looking; an academic discursive exercise engaging
theemerginggenerationofscholarsandleadersinthefield.Indeed,theForum
was to prove a seed-bed for new and emerging scholarship in the area of
Christian–Muslimdialoguemorewidelyaswellascontributingtothedevel-
opment of Islamic theological scholarship within the German context,
includingtheestablishmentofChairsanddepartmentsforIslamicstudiesand
teachingwithinGermanuniversities.

Thepublicationarisingfromthefirstpreliminaryconference,attendedby
some twenty-five German Protestant and Catholic theologians, sets the
sceneforunderstandingthecontextanddriversfortheinceptionandforma-
tion of the Forum.2 Hansjörg Schmid, in outlining the background context,

2 AndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmidandJuttaSperber(Eds),Herausforderung Islam. Anfragen an 
das christliche Selbstverständnis Theologisces Forum Christentum – Islam. Hohenheimer
Protokolle,Band60.(Stuttgart:AkademiederDiözeseRottenburg-Stuttgart,2003).
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underlying concerns and the guiding concepts, discussed the situation of
Christian–Muslim dialogue and the theological perception of Islam in
Germanyatthebeginningofthe21stcentury,andtheintentionoftheForum
tobeameetingplace for theological interchange.3Elsewhere,henotesthat
ChristiantheologianswhohadpreviouslydealtwithIslamicthemeswerein
manycasesconsideredsomewhat‘exotic’,onaccountofIslamhavingtakena
backseatinGermanacademiaforalongtimeand,further,therehadeverbeen
only a few Muslim scholars available as potential dialogue partners in any
case.4SchmidalsoexplainstherationaleforlinkingtheForum,asastructural
expression of Christian–Muslim dialogue, to an institutional base that can
adequatelysupportandnurtureit.Healsousefullyindicatesthekeyissueof
this first meeting: what the existence and implication of Islam means for
Christian self-understanding.5 This first Christian-only meeting addressed
issuesof the fundamental termsandmodelsofdialogicalengagement;con-
cretechallengesposedinrelationtoChristiantheologicalpositionsincluding
questions concerning revelation, education and politics; and practical and
pastoralchallengesarisingoutofChristianencounterswithIslam–whatthis
meansforthebeliever,theChurch,andwidersociety.Theeditorsconcludethe
volumearisingfromthefirstpreliminarymeetingwithareflectionuponthe
prospectandfutureoftheForumasanewinitiativeindialoguewithIslam.6
Suchdialogueisapointofreferenceforself-understandingasmuchasitisan
occasionforandofunderstandingandengagingwiththe‘other’.

ThesecondpreliminaryChristian-onlyconference,withsome40academic
participants, tookplace inMarch2004anddiscussedthethemeoftherela-
tionship between God and humankind, expressed in terms of ‘salvation’ in
Christianityand‘rightguidance’inIslam.7Onceagaintheaimwastoallowfor

3 HansjörgSchmid, ‚Das„TheologischesForumChristentum–Islam“:Kontexte,Anliegen,
Ideen‘inRenzetal.,Herausforderung Islam,pp.9-24.

4 HansjörgSchmid,‘DasTheologischeForumChristentum-Islam:EineInitiativefürChristlich-
IslamischeStudien’,Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft89(2005):
147-149.

5 ‚WasbedeutenExistenzundAnspruchdes IslamfürdasSelbstverständnischristlichen
Glaubens?‘–Schmid,‚Das„TheologischesForumChristentum–Islam“‘,p.22;Cf.Therecent
workoftheWCCinrespecttoChristianself-understandinginrelationtoIslamasrecordedin
Current DialogueNo.52(July2012);seealsochapter7above.

6 AndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmid&JuttaSperber,,NeueInitiativezumDialogmitdemIslam.
ErsteFachtagungdesTheologischesForumsChristentum–Islam‘,inRenzetal.,Heraus-
forderung Islam,pp.161-168.

7 SeeAndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmidandJuttaSperber(Eds),Heil in Christentum und Islam. 
Erlösung oder Rechtleitung? Theologisches Forum Christentum – Islam.HohenheimerProto-
kolle,Band61(Stuttgart:AkadedmiederDiözeseRottenburg-Stuttgart,2004).
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awide-rangingdiscussionamongChristiantheologiansinordertoprobethe
issues, limits, and prospects for an eventual dialogue with Muslims. Papers
exploringissuesofthedivine-humanrelationasexpressedindifferentfacets
ofChristianandMuslimlife,andaddressingfundamentalquestionspertain-
ingtotheconceptof ‘salvation’inbothreligionswerepresented,alongwith
discussions of predestination and freedom in the two faiths, contemporary
issuespertainingtocommonthemesofrationalityandrelationshipwiththe
world,andadiscussionoftheimpactoftheterroristeventsof9/11.Suchtopics
indicatetheextentandrangeofconcerns,andsopotentialtopicsfordialogue.

AconcludingsectiononfutureprospectsandproceedingsoftheForumfea-
tured reflections from the ecumenical specialist, John B. Taylor, and an
expositionofhermeneuticalconditionspertainingtoChristian–Muslimdia-
logueofferedbytheOrthodoxtheologian,AssaadKattan.Thenecessityand
valueofsolitaryscholarlystudyrequiresthecomplementarityofconcretedia-
logicalengagement.Taylorspokeofthevalueofdialogue‘tosharpen–orblunt
– language and check predilection or prejudice’.8 To understand the other
requiressubmittingtothechallengeofgenuinelyhearingandengagingwith
theother:‘Onemustavoidatallcoststhetendentiousandpolemicalcompari-
sons of the best in one’s own tradition with the worst in one’s neighbour’s
tradition’.9Taylornotedthataswellastheexample,challengeandinspiration
thatcanbefoundintherespectivescriptures,therearealsomany‘testimonies
of communal solidarity, or mystical experience, or of devotional piety’ with
whichbothfaithsarerepleteandwhichhavethepotentialtocontributetoa
fruitfuldialogicalencounter.Thereismuchtobemutuallyofferedfromoutof
theriches–pastandpresent–ofChristianandMuslimtraditions,andthere-
foremuchthatcanbemutuallyprobed,interrogated,andencounteredafresh.
ForKattan,thekeyinterpretivetermsandconceptspertinentforthisdialogue
aretodowithrelationaldynamics,pluralistrealities,andpointsofcommon
contact.10 He articulated a key question for Christian engagement: ‘How
may we develop a sensitivity to Islam from a Christian perspective without
therebyceasingfromourChristianperspective?’11Thechallengeofdialogical

8 JohnB.Taylor,‘SalvationorRightGuidance?Somereflectionsonthe“TheologicalForum
Christianity–Islam”’inRenzetal.,Heil in Christentum und Islam,p.229.

9 Ibid.
10 Assaad E. Kattan, ‚Dynamisch – Pluralistisch – Gemeinsam. Thesen zu den herme-

neutischenBedingungendeschristlich-islamischenDialogs‘inRenzatal,Heil in Chris-
tentum und Islam,pp.233-36.

11 SeecitationbyAndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmid,&JuttaSperber, ‚Heilsverständnisund
Gott-Mensch-Beziehungen:ZweiteFachtagungdesTheologischenForumsChristentum
– Islam‘ in Renz et al., Heil in Christentum und Islam, p. 244: ‚Wie können wir eine
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engagementbringswithitthechallengeoffidelity,ofbeingopentotheother
while yet remaining faithful to one’s own religious identity.12 Thus a major
themetoemergeoutofthesepreliminaryconferenceswasthatmutualinter-
nalplurality leads todiverse interreligiousrelations:eachreligionmanifests
multipleinternaldiversities,sothereisamultiplicityofpossiblerelationships
betweenthem.ThelivedrealityisthatthereisnooneIslamandnosingular
Christianitythatdialogicallyengage–therearerathermanyChristianitiesand
manyIslams.ItisMuslimandChristianindividuals,eachnotonlyrepresent-
ing particular traditions and communal identities within their respective
religions but, furthermore, each with their own particular understanding,
interpretation, and so specific identity within that, who engage in dialogue
andalliedconversationalrelations.Christian–Muslimdialoguetakesplacein
the context of a matrix of various Christian–Muslim relationships and
settings.

2 Ten Year Thematic and Chronological Overview: 2005-2014

In the following section I review  the first decade of the Forum, noting its
modus operandi, principles and aims, and discuss some key aspects of the
themes that each annual meeting has addressed. Topics addressed have
includedissuesofidentity,sufferingandpain,ethics,hermeneutics,mission
andconversion,God,prophecyandprophethood,thecommunityofbelievers,
how theology is understood, poverty and justice, and issues to do with the
topicofblasphemy.InMarch2005thefirstsymposiumoftheForumproper–
thatis,involvingChristiansandMuslimstogether–washeld,withprayerin
thetworeligioustraditionsasitstheme.13

2.1 Prayer 
Key guiding principles and values – namely, self-critical awareness, multi-
perspectivalapproaches,mutualconsultationandlearning,theapplicationof
interdisciplinaryhermeneutical-criticalscholarship,andinterreligiouslearn-
ingandstudyasthegroundingparadigmofinteraction–werealsoformulated

SensibilitätfürdenIslamentwickelnmitunserenchristlichenAugen,ohnedasssieauf-
hören,christlicheAugenzusein?‘

12 Cf. Douglas Pratt, Being Open, Being Faithful: The Journey of Interreligious Dialogue
(Geneva:WCCPublications,2014).

13 SeeAndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmidandJuttaSperber(Eds.),“Im Namen Gottes …” Theolo-
gie und Praxis des Gebets in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg:VerlagFriedrichPustet,
2006).
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atthefirstForum.14Underlyingaimsandhopeswerealsoarticulated,includ-
ingthefosteringofanetworkofscholars,broadeningperspectivesonChristian
andIslamictheology,andcontributingtotheemergenceofGerman-language
Islamic theology. In the aftermath of the Balkan’s war in the late 20th cen-
tury,animportantroleoftheForumwastofunctionasanacademicbridge
toBosnia,afactorthatassistedinsecuringregularfundingsupportfromthe
GermanFederalMinistryfortheInteriorfortheannualmeetingsandassoci-
atedactivities.Aclearaimtoimpactwidersocietythroughpublicationsand,
importantly,thedevelopmentofyouthinterestfocussedonanannualstudy
week(whichcommencedin2007),werealsoaffirmedatthefirstForummeet-
ing.Annualbookpublicationshavebeenregularlyproducedandreflect the
structureofthemeetings,aswellasthesubjectmatterdiscussed.Thegeneral
patternincludesacollectionofpapers,frommostoftenanequalnumber(2or3)
ofMuslimandChristianscholars,providinganoverviewperspectiveontheset
topic,followedbyavaryingnumberofpairedpapers,onebyaChristian,oneby
aMuslim,onaspecifictopicorissuewithinthecompassoftheForum’sfocus,
accompaniedbyanObservers’report(Beobachterbericht)thatbothresponds
tothepapersandcapturessomethingofthediscussionthattookplace.Acon-
cludingsectiongenerallycarriesaMuslimandaChristianclosingperspective
plusasummarydiscussionoftheoverallproceedingsgivenbytheeditorsof
thevolume.Aswellasbeingacompendiumofthepreparedpapers,theresul-
tantbookofeachForumreflectsalsosomethingofthediscussionandissues
traversedinthedialogicalengagementoftheeventitself.Intheirintroduction
tothefirst, theeditorsnotedthattheForumasadialogicaleventwastobe
a distinctively new thing, not a repetition of other and earlier forms of
Christian–Muslimdialogicalengagement.Theintentionisspecificallytohave
anacademictheologicalorientation.15

With respect to the substantive theme, prayer, of the first Forum, it was
assertedassomethingcentraltobothChristianityandIslam.Itencompasses
spiritualorientationandactionwithrespecttobothindividualandcorporate
dimensionsofthereligiouslife.Forbothfaiths,prayer,andtheformsandtexts
ofprayers, ‘areimportantsourcesforunderstandingGod,humanityandthe
Divine-Humanrelationship’.16Fundamentalquestionspertainingtoprayerin
bothreligionsweretraversed,andthesearereflectedinthefivesectionsofthe
resultant book. Fifteen substantial contributions provide the focus around

14 SeeRenzetal.,“Im Namen Gottes”,p.12.
15 See Hansjörg Schmid, Andreas Renz & Jutta Sperber, ‚Gebet als Thema christlich-isla-

mischerReflexionen:zurEinführung‘inRenzetal.,“Im Namen Gottes”,pp.11-17.
16 Schmidetal.,‚GebetalsThema‘,p.13:‚GebetstextesindwichtigeQuellenfürGottesver-

ständnis,MenschenbildundGott-Mensch-BeziehunginbeidenReligionen.’
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whichthe50orsoChristianandMuslimattendeesengagedinaprobingdia-
logical discussion. The first, addressing basic questions of Christian and
Muslimprayer,featuredtheredoubtableKennethCragg’sopeningpapercon-
cerningMuslimreflectiononprayer.17TherefollowsaChristianexpositionon
prayer ‘between delimitation and openness’18 and a Muslim exposition of
prayerasthe ‘theologyoftheheart’.19 Otherpapersaddressedthesenseand
purpose of prayer. Questions such as to what extent is God influenced by
prayer, and a recognition that prayer as more than merely words were can-
vassedalongwiththeissueofprayerandreligiousidentityinsecularsociety
and the question of common or corporately shared prayer. The concluding
reflectionobservesthatthethemeofprayerisanexcellentstartingpointfor
dialogueasitliesattheheartofboththeologyandreligiouspractice.20Indeed,
thesubjectofprayerissorichandvariedthatonedialogueeventonthetopic
comesnowherenearexhaustingitspossibilities.21

2.2 Boundaries and Borders 
ThesecondForum,in2006,hadasitstitle‘BoundariesandBorders:Identity
throughDifference?’andwasattendedbysome90participants.22Theaimwas
toexplorethenotionofknowingidentitythroughknowingboundaries.23An

17 Kenneth Cragg, ‘Mit Muslimen über das Gebet nachdenken: Theologie als Vorhof der
Anbetung’,inRenzetal.,“Im Namen Gottes”,pp.21-35.

18 MichaelBongardt,‚“UnserLobpreiskanndeineGrössenichtmehren”:ChristlichesBeten
zwischenAbgrenzungundOffenheit‘,inRenzetal.,“Im Namen Gottes”,pp.36-53.

19 Hamideh Mohagheghi, ‘Theologie des Herzens. Im Gebet Liebe und Nähe Gottes
erfahren…’inRenzetal.,“Im Namen Gottes”,pp.54-70.

20 AndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmidandJuttaSperber,‚MenschlicheHinwendungzuGott–
göttlicheNähezumMenschen:ZusammenfassendeReflexionenundThesen‘inRenzet
al.,“Im Namen Gottes”,p.238:,DasThemaGebethatsichdenErwartungenentsprechend
al sein äusserst geeigneter Ausgangspunkt für eine theologische Reflexion zwischen
ChristenundMuslimenerwiesen,gehteshierdochumdieMittejeglicherTheologieund
religiösenPraxis.‘

21 Ibid., p. 243: ,Das Thema Gebet im christlich-islamischen Kontext ist so reich und
vielfältig,daseineTagungalleinnichtausreicht,esauchnurannähernderschöpfendzu
behandeln.’

22 Seeanonymousreport:‘TheologischesForumChristentum–Islam:Congressaboutthe
Role of the Reciprocal Demarcations between Both Religions, Stuttgart – Hohenheim
(March3rd–5th,2006)’,Islamochristiana32(2006):246-47.Thisjournalcarriesregular
reportsofactivitiesandreviewsofthebooksfromtheForum.

23 Hansjörg Schmid, Andreas Renz, Jutta Sperber and Duran Terzi (Eds), Identität durch 
Differenz? Wechselseitige Abgrenzungen in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg: Verlag
FriedrichPustet,2007).
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importantpointwastopursuethiswithout,intheprocess,devaluingothers.
ThisForumendeavouredtotakeChristian–Muslimdialoguefromitshistoryof
mutual opposition into the sphere of contemporary ideological debates,
embracingissuesofidentitydemarcationanddifferentiationandthenewdis-
cussionaboutsocialandsystemicdemarcations.24Itwasrecognisedthatiden-
titycanneverbesomethingstaticandessentialist,butisratherdynamic,open
tolearningandsubjecttoprocessesofchange.Takingaccountofthehistorical
contextthatproducedidentitydemarcations,notwithaviewtodiminishing
theirimportancebutrathertotakepropernoticeofthem,wasstressedbyan
Orthodoxtheologian,ontheonehand,whilst,ontheother,AbdullahTakim,
thefirstMuslimholderofaChairforIslamictheologyinGermany(Frankfurt),
wasatpainstostress‘thatMuslimsshouldstudytheJewishandChristianreli-
gionsnotonlyinthelightoftheKoran,butfirstandforemostontheirown
merits’.25Identityisforgedthroughconcreteinterpersonalrelationships,and
thisappliestoreligiousidentityasmuchastoanyotherformofidentity.The
Forumfocussedonissuesofthehermeneuticsandtheologyofdemarcation,
or differentiation (Abgrenzung), together with Quranic and biblical per-
spectives, the effect of the Crusades for the history of differentiation and
demarcationbetweenChristianityandIslam,theinfluenceoffundamentalist
discoursesofdemarcationandidentityinbothreligions,andnewperspectives
foranappropriateChristian–Muslimrelationship.MuslimscholarBülentUcar
discussedthevexedissueofthedeathpenaltyforapostatesasmandatedin
Shari’a,contrastingtraditionalattitudeswithsomenewinterpretationsinan
attempttoresolveasharpissueofMuslimdifferentiationanddemarcation.26
The Orthodox Christian theologian, Assaad Kattan, then discussed the con-
trast of emphasising ‘difference that separates’ as against the prospect of a
‘conciliatorysynthesis’.27

24 Hansjörg Schmid, Jutta Sperber & Duran Terzi, ‘Das christlich-islamische Verhältnis –
AbgrenzungenohneEnde?ZurEinführung‘ inSchmidetal., Identität durch Differenz?
pp.11-18.

25 Report:‘TheologischesForumChristentum–Islam’,Islamochristiana32(2006),p.246.
26 BülentUcar,‘DieTodesstrafefürApostateninderScharia:TraditionelleStandpunktund

neuereInterpretationenzurÜberwindungeinesParadigmasderAbgrenzung’,inSchmid
etal.,Identität durch Differenz?pp.227-244.

27 AssaadEliasKattan,‘TrennendeDifferenzverusversöhnendeSynthese?Überlungenzu
eunerwenigerabgrenzendenIdentitätsbestimmung’,inSchmidetal.,Identität durch Dif-
ferenz?pp.245-253.
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2.3 Suffering and Pain 
In2007,thethirdForumdealtwiththesensitivetopicofsufferingandpainin
ChristianityandIslam.Itattractednearly100participants,bothfromwithin
Germany and elsewhere.28 In light of the ubiquitous experiences of pain
and grief, the undergirding task was to explore possibilities of analysis and
interpretation, from the perspectives of the two religions, in respect to the
realitiesofhumansuffering.29Understandingsufferingassomeformofdivine
punishment is no longer dominant in theology. Accordingly, reflections and
discussionssoughttoelucidateotherinterpretiveapproaches.Akeypointto
emergewasthatonlythroughadifferentiatedandcontextualisedexploration
ofsufferingisitpossibletoeffectivelyopposepoliticalandreligiousabuseand
thealliedissueofsuffering.Thepointwasalsomadethatbothreligionshavea
special responsibility to critically reflect on this theme.30 A wide-ranging
explorationoffundamentaltheologicalquestionsinrelationtosuffering–its
challenge to the monotheistic concept of God, Muslim perspectives and
debates on theodicy (some Muslims accept the notion; others do not), the
associationofChristwithsufferinginbiblicalandtheologicalperspectives,the
Muslim attitude toward suffering as falling between resignation and active
acceptance–wasfollowedbyarangeofspecifictopicsandsub-themes.These
includedreflectionsonsufferingineverydayexperienceaswellasinhistorical
contexts;aparticularcomparisonofShi’iteandChristianperspectivesonthe
onehand,andacomparativeexplorationofmysticaltraditionsontheother;
faith inGodinthefaceofsuffering;andaclosingforay intosomenewper-
spectives. As was noted, this was indeed the first time, at least within the
German-speaking realm, that a wide-ranging academic Christian–Muslim
theologicaldialogueonsufferinghadbeenundertaken.31Itwasasignificant

28 AndreasRenz,HansjörgSchmid,JuttaSperberandAbdullahTakim(Eds),Prüfung oder 
Preis der Freiheit? Leid und Leidbewältigung in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg:Verlag
FriedrichPustet,2008).

29 Renzetal.,‚Vorvort‘,Prüfung oder Preis der Freiheit?p.9.
30 HansjörgSchmid,JuttaSperber&DuranTerzi,‚LeiddeutenimGesprächzwischenChris-

tenundMuslimen.ZurEinführung‘inRenzetal.,Prüfung oder Preis der Freiheit?pp.11-18;
cf.p.15:‚MuslimewieChristentragenbeimThemaLeideinebesondereVerantwortung,
da sich gerade die religiösen Deutungssysteme dazu eignen, Leid zu legitimieren oder
religiösenzuüberhöhen.‘

31 AndreasRenz,AbdullahTakim&KlausKoch,‚ChristenundMuslimevorderHerausfor-
derung einer leidsensiblen Theologie und Praxis: Zusammenfassende und weiterfüh-
rendeReflexion‘ inRenzetal.,Prüfung oder Preis der Freiheit?p.255: ‚Eswarwohldas
ersteMal ...,dasssichChristenundMuslimeauftheologisch-wissenschaftlicherEbene
mitDeutungenundtheoretischenwiepraktischenVersuchenderBewältigungmensch-
lichenLeidseinschliesslichderTheodizeefragedialogischbeschäftigten.‘
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topic and the dialogue itself proved the value of the guiding principles and
protocolsoftheongoingForummeetings.

2.4 Ethics in Practice 
ThefourthForum,in2008,exploredthesubjectofethicsinthetwofaithtradi-
tionsunderthethemeof‘ResponsibilityforLife’.32Giventhatattheheartof
theologicalanthropologyandethicsinbothChristianityandIslamtherecan
befoundthebasisforresponsibilityforone’sownlife,aswellasthatofthe
foreigner,thestranger,whoismuchaneighbourintoday’sworldastheperson
next-door, Muslims and Christians today face global crises on the one hand
and,ontheother,newethicalissuesarisingfromscientificadvancesinmedi-
cineandtechnology.Intheirintroduction,theeditorsofthebookarisingfrom
thisForumremarkthat

…tomakeethicsthetopicofChristian-Muslimconversationisacomplex
undertakingsinceitmustrequireinitiallyanadequatedegreeofsitua-
tional,orcontextual,awareness, followedbyareviewoftherespective
traditions,methodsandwaysofdecision-making,inorderultimatelyto
discernwaysofimplementingjointethicaldecisionsandactions.33

Attractingover100participants, includingover40Muslims,thisForumgave
opportunitytofocusontherationalityofethicsinChristianityandIslamnot
inordertosubvertthesourcesofrevelationassuch,buttoemploymethodsof
rationalargumentinopendiscoursesoastoprovidenon-religiousreasoning
andconsiderationofthefindingsofmodernnatural,social,andhumansci-
ences. Although each religion subscribes to a fundamental ethical principle
–todogoodandtoavoidevil34–therealmofethicalbehaviourandmoral
normsiscomplexandencompassing.Takingresponsibilityforone’sownlife,

32 HansjörgSchmid,AndreasRenz,AbdullahTakimundBülentUcar(Eds),Verantwortung 
für das Leben: Ethik in Christentum und Islam(Regensburg:VerlagFriedrichPustet,2008).

33 HänsjorgSchmid&KaysMutlu,‘ChristenundMuslimeinethischerVerantwortung:Zur
Einführung’inSchmidetal.,Verantwortung für das Leben,p.11:‚EthikzumThemaeines
christlich-muslimische Gesprächs zu machen, ist ein komplexes Unterfangen, da es
zunächstumeineangemesseneSituationswahrnehmung,sodannumeineSichtungder
jeweiligenTraditionen,MethodenundWegederEntscheidungsfindungundschliesslich
umPerspektivenfürdieUmsetzungethischerEntscheidungenundgemeinsamesHan-
delngehenmuss.‘

34 AndreasRenz&AbdullahTakim,‚ChristenundMuslimeindergemeinsamenVerantwor-
tungfürdasLeben:ZusammenfassendeundweiterführendeReflexion‘inSchmidetal.,
Verantwortung für das Leben, p. 257: ‚Christliche und islamische Ethik haben gemeins-
amesformalesethischesPrinzip:DasGutetun,dasBösemeiden...‘
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aswellasforothersisfundamentaltotheologicalanthropologyandethicsin
both faiths. Ethical issues are thrown up by scientific advances in fields as
diverseastechnologyandmedicineandaplethoraofcontemporarycrisesand
concerns,ofglobalproportionandimpact,confrontsthefollowersofeachreli-
gionintoday’sworld.

Inthelightofsuchfactorsandissues,thequestionofatheologicalfounda-
tionforanethicsof life,perhapscommontobothIslamandChristianity, is
worthpursuing.ThiswasonefacetofthisForum,alongwithaddressingissues
ofethicaldifferences,variationsinethicalmotivations,andengagingthecon-
textofsecularityandalsonon-theologicalethicalperspectives.Othertopics
traversed included the anthropological and theological bases for ethical
responsibility;responsiblelivingtogetherinthecontextsofpartnershipsand
family life; responsible action in government and politics; responsible eco-
nomic actions; ethical responsibility in the field of biomedicine; and a
discussionofChristianandIslamicresponsibilitywithinageneralsocialcon-
text. Broad agreement was evinced with respect to both religions being
non-exclusive in terms of social systems – Christianity and Islam exist and
function within diverse socio-political contexts – and they each profess a
universalethicofhumanvalues.Thusitispossiblethatthesetwofaithcom-
munities could register a mutual commitment of responsibility before God
andtowardshumanity‘tothevalueoflifeinbiologicalsciences,ineconomics,
andinpolitics’forexample.35FromaMuslimperspectivethecompatibilityof
Islamwithindividualhumanrightswasasserted,althoughtherearelimitsto
whatmaybeunderstoodasconstitutinghumanautonomy.AnIslamiccritique
oftheWesternChristiansusceptibilitytoadaptingreligiousvaluestosecular
conceptswasalsogiven.

2.5 Scripture and Interpretation 
ScripturalinterpretationinIslamandChristianitywasthethemeforthefifth
conference,heldin2009.36Thesetworeligionsareconfrontedwithcompara-
bledifficultiesandissueswithrespecttotheinterpretationoftheirscriptures.
Ontheonehand,inbothreligionstherehasbeenamonopolyofinterpreta-
tion that has displaced contextual hermeneutics and has also been rather
inclinedtomisogynisticviews.Ontheotherhand,inbothfaiths,therecanin
factbefoundgreatvarietyofinterpretationandhermeneuticalmethod.There

35 Seeanonymousreport:‘ChristiansandMuslimstogetherforan“Ethicsoflife”:Meetingof
theTheologicalForumChristianity–Islam(Stuttgart,2March2008)’,Islamochristiana34
(2008):220.

36 HansjörgSchmid,AndreasRenzandBülentUcar(Eds.), „Nahe is dir das Wort …“ Schrift-
auslegung in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg:VerlagFriedrichPustet,2010).
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are extensive parallels between the Bible and Qurʾān that the wider public
knowslittleof.TheForumthemeisreflectedinthetitleoftheresultantbook,
whichcommenceswiththeopeningphraseofDeuteronomy30:14(NRSV)–
‘(But) theWord is very near to you’ and which goes on to add, ‘it is in your
mouthandinyourheart,sothatyoucandoit’,andthisisechoedinPaul’slet-
tertotheRomans(Rom.10:8).Thepointiswellmadethat,whilstthetextual
referenceistotheMosaicLaw,nonethelesstheproximityofthedivinewordis
derivedfromtherecitationandmemorisationofit.37Thedivine‘nearness’is
mediatedthroughtheencounterwiththeWordinreading,listening,andrecit-
ing.Furthermore, the literary insightof therolethat thereaderplays inthe
constructionoftextualmeaningalsocomesintoplayinthecontextofadia-
logueonhermeneutics.38Accordingly,theForumaddressedtheissueofthe
comparisonofbiblicalandQuranictexts,criticallyexaminingpresuppositions
astointerpretiveapproachesandassumptionsofmeaning.

Thehistorical-criticalmethod,forexample,attemptstolocatethemeaning
ofscripturalstatementswithintheirproperhistoricalandcontextualsettings.
Following a reflection on the Christian–Muslim dialogue in Germany,39
various basic or foundational elements of hermeneutics (Hermeneutische 
Grund  lagen),includingthewayinwhichtheprocessofunderstandingtextis
engagedinbybothreligions,thetensionbetweenhumanwordsandtheDivine
Word, revelation and applied hermeneutics, and an exploration of parallels
betweenbiblicalandQuranichermeneutics,wereaddressed,alongwithissues
oftranslation,feministinterpretationsofscripture,andinterdependentmodes
of interpretation. One the one hand, each scriptural text contributes to an
understanding of the other; on the other hand the unity of the religions of
revelationmaybeseeninandthroughthefunctionofbiblicalnarrativesinthe
Quran.40 The issue of monopolising interpretations, or interpretive frame-

37 ‘DieNähedesWortes,womithierdasmosaischeGesetzbezeichnetwird,ergibtsichaus
der Rezitation (Mund) und dem Auswendiglernen (Herz als Ort des Gedächtnisses).’
HansjörgSchmid&BülenUcar, ‚ChristenundMuslimealsLeserheiligerSchriften:Zur
Einfuhrung‘,inSchmidetal.,„Nahe is dir das Wort“, p.11.

38 See Schmid & Ucar, ‚Christen und Muslime als Leser‘, p. 12: ‘Nähe entsteht durch die
BegegnungmitdemWortimHören,LesenundRezitieren.EineVertiefungundRadika-
lisierungfindetdieseAussageinderliteraturwissenschaftlichenEinsicht,dassdie“Leser”
aucheinezentraleRollefürdieBedeutungskonstitutionvonTextenspielen,welcheerst
inderAktualisierungdurchdieLeserzumTextwerden.InderhermeneutischenDiskus-
sionbeiderReligionenwirddaraufzurückgegriffen.’

39 Wolfgang Schäuble, ‘Zusammen in Deutschland: Zum Dialog zwischen Christen und
Muslimen’,inSchmidetal.,„Nahe is dir das Wort“, pp.21-28.

40 StefanSchreiner, ‘DerKoranalsAuslegungderBibel–dieBibelalsVerstehenshilfedes
Korans’,inSchmidetal.,„Nahe is dir das Wort“, pp.167-183;AbdullahTakim,‚Offenbarung
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works, was also covered. A Muslim theologian from Sarajevo, Enes Karic,
exploredtheideaofacontemporarycommonhermeneutics,41andKlausvon
Stoschdiscussedthequestforcommoninterpretivecriteria.42Intheirclosing
reflection Renz and Takim acknowledge hermeneutics as a key question in
Christian–Muslim dialogue and go on to draw together a number of main
pointstohaveemergedfromthepresentationsanddiscussionsofthisForum.43
Theseincludearangeofasymmetriesinrespecttorevelationandtheunder-
standing of scripture, both within and between the biblical and Quranic
records;mutualaccusationsoffalsifyingoftexts;theneedforamulti-dimen-
sionalapproachtoscripturalunderstanding;theneedforideological-critical
approachestointerpretationmatters;andquestionspertainingtocomprehen-
sivecriteriaappropriateforscripturalinterpretation.

2.6 Mission and Conversion 
In2010theinterrelatedtopicsofmissionandconversionwereaddressedatthe
sixth Forum.44 Attended by some 140 Christian and Muslim academics, the
meetingacknowledgedthat,fundamentally,conversionisonlypossiblebythe
activityofGod,notbecauseofhumaneffortsorstrategies.Theintroductionto
thisForum’sresultantbookacknowledgesthedifficultyfordialogueposedby
thistopic.45MissionisfoundationalforChristianity,asisda’wahforIslam;itis
a point of common reference and a locus of mutual fear for, prima facie, it
impliesnon-acceptanceoftheotherasvalidlyotherand,instead,presupposes
theothertobeapotentialcandidateforconversion.Andinthiscontext,dia-
logueislikelyviewedassuperfluousifnotinherentlyinimical.Butagainstthis
defaultandwidelypopularsuppositionwithinbothfaithcommunities,itmay

als„Erinnerung“(ad-dikr):DieEinheitderOffenbarungsreligionenunddieFunktionder
biblischenErzählungenimKoran‘,inSchmidetal.,„Nahe is dir das Wort“, pp.184-196.

41 EnesKaric,‘EinegemeinsameHermeneutikderVerständigungfürunseregegenwärtige
Zeit’,inSchmidetal.,„Nahe is dir das Wort“, pp.235-243.

42 KlausvonStosch,‘WahrheitundMethode:AufderSuchenachgemeinsamenKriterien
desrechtenVerstehensheiligerSchriften’,inSchmidetal.,„Nahe is dir das Wort“, pp.244-
260.

43 AndreasRenz&AbdullahTakim, ‘Schriftauslegung inChristentumundIslam:Zusam-
menfassende und weiterführende Reflexionen’ in Schmid et al., „Nahe is dir das Wort“, 
pp.261-275.

44 HansjörgSchmid,AyseBasol-Gürdal,AnjaMiddlebeck-Varwick,andBülentUcar(Eds),
Zeugnis, Einladung, Bekehrung: Mission in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg: Verlag
FriedrichPustet,2011).

45 HansjörgSchmid,AyseBasol-Gürdal,AnjaMiddlebeck-Varwick&JuttaSperber,‚Mission
–einschwierigesThemadeschristlich-islamischenDialogs:ZurEinführung‘,inSchmid
etal.,Zeugnis, Einladung, Bekehrung,pp.11-21.



202 Chapter10

bearguedthatChristianandMuslimtheologiansaretogethercalledtounder-
takeaself-criticalapproachtotheirfaithcommunitiesinrespecttoconversion
andalsothewiderproblematicaspectsofthehistoryofmissions.Aredialogue
andmissionnecessarilyoppositional? Indeliveringawelcomingaddresson
behalf of the Evangelical Church in Germany, Dr Martin Affolderbach
expressedthehopethattheworkoftheForumonthistopicmaybeabeacon
lighting a new way toward a common ‘Mission’ of Muslims and Christians
togetherbearingwitnesstoacrediblefaithinoneGodreflectedincommon
cause action for understanding, tolerance and respect, and cooperatively
workingforpeaceandjusticeinourglobalisedworld.46

The key terms Zeugnis (Witness), Einladung (Invitation), and Bekehrung
(Conversion)givetheclueastothekeydimensionsaddressedbytheForum,
which traced concepts and comparisons and the way mission has been
addressedgloballyinotherdialogicalsituationstogetherwithtakingaccount
ofthespecificEuropeanandGermanlanguagecontexts.Somebasicherme-
neuticalissuesandtheologicalquestions,bringingtobearperspectivesfrom
thescripturesandhistoricaltraditionsofthetwofaiths,wereexplored.Specific
historicalexamplesandcomparisons;thecontextandimpactofpluralism–
bothwithregardtothefactofpluralitywithinandofsocieties,andpluralism
asahermeneuticalperspectiveonthatfact–comprisedothertopicsclosely
discussed,alongwiththerelationshipofmissionandda’wahtoreligiousfree-
dom,andtherelationshipofmissionandda’wahtoconversionper se.Towhat
extent,andinwhatsortofcontexts,mightconversionbealegitimategoalof
onereligioninrespectoftheother?ThefinalPartcomprisestwopapersdis-
cussing mission, da’wah, and dialogue from a Muslim and a Christian
perspective,47andaclosingpaperrecappingandreviewingtheoveralldiscus-
sionofthisForum.48Thethemeofmissionandda’wahattractsamultitudeof
perspectives in respect of interpretation, understanding, and so modes of

46 ‚Vorwort‘,Schmidetal.,Zeugnis, Einladung, Bekehrung,p.9: ‚...dieLaternevoraustragen
möchteundWegeaufzeigenwill, zueinergemeinsamen›Mission‹vonMuslimenund
Christen zu finden, den Glauben an den einen Gott glaubwürdig zu bezeugen und zu
leben,fürVerständnis,RespektundToleranzeinzutretenundFriedenundGerechtigkeit
indenvielfältigenSpannungenundKonflikteneinerglobalisiertenWeltzufördern.‘

47 BülentUcar,‚DialektikvonMissionundDialog:TheologischeundaktuellePerspektiven‘
inSchmidetal.,Zeugnis, Einladung, Bekehrung,pp.249-262;ChristianW.Troll,‚Mission
undDialog:EinekatholischePerspektive’inSchmidetal.,Zeugnis, Einladung, Bekehrung,
pp.263-274.

48 KlausHock&AbdullahTakim, ‚Mission inChristentumundIslam:Zussamenfassende
Perspektiven‘,inSchmidetal.,Zeugnis, Einladung, Bekehrung,pp.275-290.
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practiceorengagement.49InthecontextofChristian–Muslimrelations,this
theme has ever proved controversial, often evoking much anxiety and even
hostility,asnotedelsewhereabove.ButthepointiswellmadethatChristian
missionandMuslimda’waharenotpreciselythesamephenomena.50There
aresomeoverlapsintermsofmeaningandpractice–especiallywheretheaim
is to promote conversion – but there are also quite profound differences in
termsofunderlyingtheologicalmeaning,interpretation,andgoal.Inregards
totheprospectofasharedorcommonmission,issuestraversedbytheForum
including plurality and mutual accountability, ‘home’ and ‘foreign’ mission,
conversionasbothanopportunityandachallenge,thequestionofwhether
religiousconversionisa‘free’actortheconsequenceofdivineguidance,the
ethosofmission,missionanddialogue,andresolvingcontradictionswereall
ablysummarisedanddiscussed.Andasimplewordfromachildconcludedthe
proceedings, provoking perhaps the most profound challenge to Christian
Muslimdialogue: ‘IfMohammedandJesushadlivedatthesametime,they
wouldcertainlyhavebecomefriends’.51

2.7 God 
ThetwovirtuallyclassictheologicaltopicsofGodandProphethoodwerethe
focus,respectively,oftheForummeetingsin2011and2012.52Theformer,pre-
misedontheperspectivethattherealityofGod‘isalwaysgreaterthanallour
ideas,imagesandconcepts’hadthefocalbeliefitemofmonotheisticreligion
–God–asthesubjectofdiscussionandreflectionfortheseventhForum,held
inMarch2011.53ChristianityandIslameachbelieveintherebeingonlyone
God, but conceptual differences, in particular the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity,haveeverbeendivisivelyproblematic.Towhatextentcan itbesaid
these faiths believe in the same God if the God-concepts are at odds? How

49 ‚ChristentumundIslamhabendazuimLaufeihrerGeschichtezahlreicheStandpunkte
entwickelt.‘Hock&Takim,‚MissioninChristentumundIslam‘,p.276.

50 Cf.Hock&Takim,‚MissioninChristentumundIslam‘,p.277:,DieTagunghatnochmals
ganzgrundsätzlichdeutlichgemacht,dassdieBegriffeMissionunddaÝwanichtgleichge-
setztwerdenkönnen,zumalwirdannGefahrliefen,damitauchdiekonnotiertenInhalte
füridentischzuhalten,waszuerzerrungenderjeweiligenReligionführenwürde.‘

51 ‘WennMohammedundJesuszurgleichenZeitgelebthätten,wärensiesicherFreunde
geworden.‘Hock&Takim,‚MissioninChristentumundIslam‘,p.290.

52 See Andreas Renz, Mohammad Gharaibeh, Anja Middelbeck-Varwick and Bülent Ucar
(Eds),Der stets größere Gott. Gottesvorstellungen in Christentum und Islam(Regensburg:
Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 2012); Anja Middelbeck-Varwick, Mohammad Gharaibeh,
HansjörgSchmidandAysunYaşar(Eds),Die Boten Gottes. Prophetie in Christentum und 
Islam(Regensburg:VerlagFriedrichPustet,2013).

53 ,Vorwort‘,Renzetal.,Der stets größere Gott,p.9.
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mightChristiansandMuslimsspeaktoeachotherappropriatelyofGod–of
divine‘otherness’and‘presence’,forexample?Canacomparisonofmystical
traditions offer a way forward? Such questions were addressed by some 120
participants, including approximately equal numbers of Christians and
Muslims.Onthisoccasionthreespeakersaddressedfundamentaltheological
andhermeneuticalquestionswitheachfollowedbyadiscursiveresponse.Two
keynotepresentationsspokeoftheGod-humanrelationshipfromtheperspec-
tiveofmercy.Biblicalexegesiswasappliedinthequestfordeeperhermeneutical
understanding,withemphasesplacedonthemotifsofcreation,redemption
and reconciliation. An Islamic stress on compassion as the essence of God
underscoresthedivineactionofsendingthemessage(oftheQurʾān)asitself
anactofmercy.

ThemotifofGodactingthroughthemediumofhumanagency,whichis
itselfanexpressionofobediencetoGod’scommandments,leadstodeepening
andextendingtheconceptofrevelationandprovidesabasisfortheanthropo-
logicalandethicaldimensionsofbothIslamicandChristiantheologywith,for
Islaminparticular,thehumanresponsetotheperceptionofdivinemercyissu-
inginactsofcompassion.Furthersub-topicsincludedmysticalexperiencesof
God,comparingspecificexamplesfromeachreligioninregardtothevisionof
God,anddiscussingthelanguageofmysticism.AChristianmotifofthe‘spiri-
tualdrama’ofthesoulascendingtothedivineisjuxtaposedwithacontrastof
SufismandSunnitraditionalism.TheissueofonenessandTrinitywastackled
from the Christian side with a focus on relational dynamics54 and from the
Muslimsidewithadiscussionoftranscendenceandimmanence.55Forone,
trinitarianismisnotjustaboutdescribingordefiningthebeingofGodbutisas
muchabouttherelationshipofthebelievertoGod,experiencedinaparticular
three-fold manner. Importantly, the Christian ‘confession’ of trinitarianism
doesnotvitiatemonotheismbutratherindicatessomethingofthe‘non-exclu-
siveness’ofthedivinereality.56Fortheother,theissueofcomprehendingthe
natureofGodisamatterofdiscerningtherelationshipoftranscendenceand

54 FelixKörner,‚Vater,SohnundHeiligerGeist:DasBekenntnisderDreifaltigkeit‘,inRenzet
al.,Der stets größere Gott,pp.129-139.

55 Abdel-HalimRagab,‚GottzwischenTranszendenzundImmanenz:ZumGottesbildaus
islamischerPerspektive‘,inRenzetal.,Der stets größere Gott,pp.140-150.

56 ,Die eingangs gestellte Frage, warum Christen das Dreifaltigkeitsbekenntnis nicht mit
einemausschließendenMonotheismusersetzenwollen,lässtsichnunsobeantworten:
Weil Gott der Menschheit nur durch die Christusgeschichte die Gottesgemeinschaft
eröffnet hat, also gezeigt und ermöglicht hat. Einheit Gottes ist damit als nicht aus-
schließend erkannt, sondern als einbeziehende Einheit; als Einbeziehung des freien
Gegenübers in die eineWirklichkeit der Liebe.‘ Felix Körner, ‚Vater, Sohn und Heiliger
Geist‘,p.139.
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immanencewithrespecttothe‘picture’ofGod.Indeed,itbegstheveryques-
tionofhowGodmaybespokenofandthoughtabout.Theologydoesnottake
placeinanintellectualvacuum;historical,social,politicalandothercontex-
tual factorsapply.Tensionsbetweenoveremphasising transcendenceonthe
onehand,andananthropomorphicoveremphasis,ontheother,arefoundin
thehistoryofIslamicthought.ForIslam,Godisnotremoteinabsolutetran-
scendence;forGodisCreatorandisinongoingrelationshipwithcreation–a
relationthatisalmostsuggestiveoffamilialintimacy.Butnotquite;andonthe
distinctionbetweenMuslimandChristianrelationalperspectivestherearises
thepossibilityoffruitfulChristian–Muslimdialogue.57Twostimulatingexplor-
atory papers addressed the issue of gender constructions in respect to the
concept and image of God.58These were followed by a discussion God and
Violence(GottundGewalt)inwhichanexplorationofbiblicaltextsthatdeal
withtheso-called‘darkside’oftheconceptofGod59werecontrastedwithan
Islamic perspective.60 Finally, the God-human relationship was explored in
the two faith perspectives followed by a summary and reflection: the ‘ever-
greaterGod’istheGodwhorelatestohumankindevermercifully.61

2.8 Prophecy and Prophets 
ThethemeofprophecyandthemessengersofGodattractedsome115partici-
pantstotheeighthForummeeting,whichtookplaceinMarch,2012.Addressing
the issueofconflictingpropheticclaims,andcomparingdifferingprophetic
traditionsandvariousunderstandingofprophecyacrossthetworeligions,the
ForumreflectedontheprophetictaskofChristiansandMuslimstoday.The
introduction to the resultant book sets the scene: prophetic religions in the

57 See Ragab, ‚Gott zwischenTranszendenz und Immanenz‘, p. 150: ‚Liest man den kora-
nischenSchöpfungsberichteinfühlsamer,bekommtmandenEindruck,Gotthättefastzu
Adamgesagt:»Du,meinSohn!«Aberdaswirdnichtgesagt.NurwennmandieseUnter-
schiede beachtet und stehen lässt, ist interreligiöser Dialog zwischen Muslimen und
Christenmöglich.‘

58 RabeyaMüller,»Allahs«weiblicheSeiteoderdas»wahre«GeschlechtGottes:Eineisla-
mischePerspektive’, inRenzetal.,Der stets größere Gott,pp.159-167;HelgaKuhlmann,
‚Der Herrgott und ihre Geistkraft: Zum Verhältnis von Gott und Geschlechtlichkeit in
christlichtheologischerPerspektive’,inRenzetal.,Der stets größere Gott,pp.168-180.

59 UlrikeBechmann,,GottesdunkleSeiten:GewaltinbiblischenTexten‘,inRenzetal.,Der 
stets größere Gott,pp.187-198.

60 KemalAtaman, ‚AnmerkungenzumVerständnisder»dunklen«SeiteGottes:Eine isla-
mischePerspektive’,inRenzetal.,Der stets größere Gott,pp.199-210.

61 AndreasRenz&MohammadGharaibeh,‘»DerstetsgrößereGott«alsdersichbarmher-
zigzuwendendeGott:ZusammenfassendeundweiterführendeReflexion‘,inRenzetal.,
Der stets größere Gott,pp.241-256.
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contextofcontemporarysecularism.62Onceagainbasicissuesandquestions
are first addressed, in this case including the relationship of Jesus and
MuhammadandtherelationofbothChristianandMuslimperspectivestothe
Jewishprophetictradition.TherethenfollowsexaminationsofMosesasapro-
pheticfigureinIslamandChristianity,theologicalandpedagogicalperspectives
onthepropheticvocationinthetworeligions,thepropheticclaimsofJesus
andMuhammad,andthethemeofprophecyinrelationtojustice.Thefinal
section,withtheheadingof‘ProphecyasaconnectingelementbetweenIslam
and Christianity’, features a reflection on the prophetic task of the Church
today63 togetherwitha challengingpaperon theprophetic role in times of
revolutionarychange.Inthislatter,theauthorinterestinglyjuxtaposesrevolu-
tionary tendencies of Albert Camus and Michel Foucault with Muhammad
andthepropheticrole,andtouchesupontheapproachofliberationtheolo-
gy.64TheconcludingsummationofthisForum’spresentationsanddiscussions
notesthesignificanceofthequestforprecisedefinitionsandunderstanding.65
Thereareanumberofperennialissuesforwhichitremainsdifficulttoobtain
clarityofmeaningandcommonunderstanding;thedialogicaltaskrelatingto
prophecy continues, and the question of the contemporary relevance of
prophecywithinthetwofaithcommunitiesremains.

2.9 Communities of Faith 
The2013meeting,theninthForum,tookthecommunityofbelievers–Church
andUmma–asitsfocaltheme.66Thetopicof‘faithcommunities’assuchis
notaparticularlypopularorusualfocusforChristian–Muslimdialogue,which
oftensimplypresupposestheexistenceandnatureofthecommunitiesthat

62 HansjörgSchmid&AysunYasar,‘ChristentumundIslamalsprophetischeReligionenin
säkularenKontexten’inMiddlebeck-Varwicketal.,Die Boten Gottes,pp.11-20.

63 ChristianeTietz,‘DieprophetischeAufgabederKircheheute’,inMiddlebeck-Varwicket
al.,Die Boten Gottes,pp.207-222.

64 MarkChalilBodenstein, ‘DerProphet inderRevolte’, inMiddlebeck-Varwicketal.,Die 
Boten Gottes,pp.223-235.Bodensteinbeginswiththecontextualisingobservationofthe
timesinwhichwelive(p.223):‚ZweifelsohnelebenwirinZeitendesUmbruchsundder
Revolte,unddiesnichtnurindenmuslimischenStaaten,wodiesallzuoffensichtlichist,
sondernauchinEuropaundDeutschland’.

65 Mohammad Gharaibeh & Anja Middlebeck-Varwick, ‘Die Boten Gottes – Auswertung
undAusblickindialogischerPerspective’,inMiddlebeck-Varwicketal.,Die Boten Gottes,
pp.236-262;Cf.p.236: ‚BestimmendfürdieTagungwardieSuchenacheinerpräzisen
DefinitionderVerstehens-undWirkweisenvonProphetie’.

66 SeeHansjörgSchmid,AmirDziri,MohammadGharaibehandAnjaMiddelbeck-Varwick
(Eds), Kirche und Umma: Glauensgemeinschaft in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg:
VerlagFriedrichPustet,2014).
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engageindialogueoverothermatters–‘faithcommunitiesarenotanendin
themselves but exist for the service of God’.67 Nonetheless, a discussion of
whatismeantandunderstoodby‘church’ontheonehandand‘ummah’on
theotherprovidesboththeuniquefocusaswellasastimulatingchallenge.
ThisForumconcludedthatbothreligionsneedtofindtheirplaceanewincon-
temporarypluralistsocietiesinordertomeetthechallengesofglobalisation.68
Theissueofahermeneuticalframeworkforatheologicalcomparisonof‘faith’
and‘community’asapreliminarytaskrequiredforengagingthesubstantive
themeswasamajorfocusandincludedadiscussiononthefunctionandiden-
tityofafaithcommunityassuch,religion-specificandcomparativediscussions,
and cross-disciplinary perspectives reflecting religious and political studies,
alongwiththetheologicaldisciplines.Thethemeof‘Faithcommunitybetween
diversity and the ideal of unity’ was addressed with one paper exploring
Christianheterogeneityandthe‘olddreamofunity’69andtheotherdiscussing
diverse dimensions of the Muslim community.70 The idea of ‘Church’ and
‘Ummah’inrelationtothemotifof‘PeopleofIsrael’wasthetopicofanother
two-paper section, with ‘The political mandate of the faith community’ the
subjectofthethirdsection.Here,LudgerWeckeldiscussedthepoliticalneces-
sity of God’s ‘Good News’ for the world,71 and Assem Hefny examined the
distinctionbetweenreligionandpoliticswithinIslam.72Thiswasfollowedby
adiscourseontheconstitutionalsettingandrelationsoffaithcommunitiesin
Germany.Afurthertwopapersaddressedthesubjectofglobalisationasthe
‘horizon’ofthecontextualsettingforfaithcommunitiestoday.Thissub-topic
isbroughttoaclose,inclusiveofasummationoftheForum’sdiscussion,with
adiscussionofChurchandUmmaas‘communitiesofwitness’.73TheForum

67 ‘Glaubensgemeinschaften sind kein Zweck in sich selbst, sondern stehen im Dienste
Gottes’,Schmidetal.,Kirche und Umma,p.9.

68 ‘SiemüssenihrenOrtinpluralenZivilgesellschaftenneufindenundsichdenHerausfor-
derungenderGlobalisierungstellen–solautetenErgebnissederDiskussionen’,Schmid
etal.,Kirche und Umma,p.9.

69 UlrichDehn,‘ChristlicheHeterogenitätundderalteTraumvonEinheit’,inSchmidetal.,
Kirche und Umma,pp.115-127.

70 Mouhanad Khorchide, ‘Von der Umma der Muslime zur Umma der Menschheit: Poli-
tische, theologische, normative und identitätsstiftende’, in Schmid et al., Kirche und 
Umma,pp.128-142.

71 LudgerWeckel,‘GottesfroheBotschaftfürdieWeltistnotwendigpolitisch’,inSchmidet
al.,Kirche und Umma,pp.179-190.

72 AssemHefny,‘DasGöttlicheunddasMenschliche:ZurTrennbarkeitzwischenReligion
undPolitikinIslam’,inSchmidetal.,Kirche und Umma,pp.191-201.

73 AmirDziriandAndreasRenz,‘KircheundUmmaalsBezeugungsgemeinschaften:Zusam-
menfassende und weiterführenden Reflexionen’, in Schmid et al., Kirche und Umma,
pp.272-288.
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theme was quickly shown to be not amenable to any foregone conclusion:
withineachreligionthereisbothambiguityofunderstandandvariabilityof
theologicalrelevance.Thequestionoftheplaceofindividualbeliefasagainst
thatofthefaithcommunityisidentifiedasanunderlyingtheme,alongwith
issuespertainingtotherelationshipofafaithcommunitywithothercommu-
nitiesorcommunaldimensions.

2.10 Believing and Knowing 
The tenth anniversary gathering, held in March 2014, addressed the broad
themeofhowtheologyisunderstoodandengagedinfromwithintheperspec-
tiveofthetworeligions,aswellasregisteringacelebratoryelement,having
completedafulldecadeoftheseannualgatherings.Itincludedalsoameasure
of‘lookingahead’,74andameasureofcriticalself-reflectionuponthedecade
thusfaroftheForum’sactivities:Whathasbeenachieved?75So,togetherwith
a wide-ranging examination of theology in dialogue, the opportunity was
takentoengageinsomeintentionalself-criticalreflectionconcerningprocess
andachievements.Thisincludedanexternalevaluationexercise76alongwith
work-groupactivitiesinrespecttoundertakingaprocessoftheologicalevalu-
ation.77Theology is an intellectual activity that sits cognitively in a zone of
tension between faith (belief) and knowledge (rational cognition; science).
ThetitleofthebooktoemanatefromthisanniversarialForumflagsthatzone
of tension: Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft. The introduction reminds us
thatthegroundingimpulsefortheForumwastoprovideaplaceforacademic
theological dialogue (wissenschaftlich-theologischen Dialog) to occur.78 But
thiswastobeno‘narrow’theologicaldialogueseries.Overthedecadeofits
life, the Forum’s agenda has included social issues and interdisciplinary

74 SeeMohammedGharaibeh,EsnafBegic,HansjörgSchmidandChristianStröbele(Eds),
Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft: Theologie in Christentum und Islam (Regensburg:Ver-
lagFriedrichPustet2015).

75 Gharaibehetal.,Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft,p.9:‘Whathavetheybeendoingall
theseyears,then?’(WashatmandennalldieJahreübersonstgemacht?).

76 SeeGrittKlinkhammer&TabeaSpiess,‚EvaluationdesTheologischenForumsChristen-
tum–Islam‘,inGharaibehetal.,Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft,pp.273-286;seealso
Gritt Klinkhammer and Tabea Spiess, Dialog als „dritter Ort“. Zehn Jahre Theologisches 
Forum Christentum – Islam: eien Evaluation(Bremen:UniversitätBremen,2014).

77 See Arnulf von Scheliha, Hamideh Mohagheghi, Miachael Bongardt & Mohammad
Gharaibeh, ‘Theologische Auswertung und Reflexion der Tagungsbände des Theolo-
gischenForumsChristentum–Islam’,inGharaibehetal.,Zwischen Glaube und Wissen-
schaft,pp.287-311.

78 HansjörgSchmid&EsnafBegic,‘TheologieimDialogzwischenChristenundMuslimen:
ZurEinführung’inGharaibehetal.,Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft,pp.11-19.



209Christian-MuslimTheologicalForum:AGermanJourney

engagementaswellas tacklingtheologicalsubjectmatteras thesurveyand
reviewcontainedinthischapterdemonstrates.

ThefirstpartofthisanniversarialForum’sbookcomprisesfourpapersthat
examine fundamental historical and theological questions, especially in
respecttotheinteractionofChristianityandIslaminspecificperiodsandcon-
texts.Therefollowstopicsoftheologyandreligiousexperienceinwhichthe
correlationbetweensuccessfulandunsuccessfulcreationof identity,onthe
onehand,andtheologyontheother,isdiscussed,alongwithanexplorationof
that theme in respect to the situation of Muslim identity and theology in
Germanytoday.79Thesubjectsofrevelationandreason,traditionandtradi-
tioncriticism,andmethodsandmodesofthinking,compriseothersub-foci
reflectingthebreadthanddepthoftheworkofthisForum.Threepapersdealt
with different aspects of interreligious and societal dimensions of theology,
includingaforward-lookingelement.ThebookfromthisForumcloseswithan
analysisofthetenyearsof itsexistenceandincludestwocritiquestogether
withaclosingsummary.Thefinalsentencesareworthcitinginfull:

Theologyworksattheintersectionofthepastandthepresent,andatthe
interfaceofthenaturalandsupernatural.Theologyisabouttherelation-
shipofallmodesofunderstandingtotheverybasisofunderstandingas
such.Inthissensetheologytodayis,andcanonlybe,amatterofboth
faithandknowledge.80

3 Conclusion

FromtheoutsettheForumorganisersidentifiedasmeasuresofsuccessofthe
dialogical enterprise the development of inter-personal friendship between
MuslimandChristianparticipants,theestablishmentoffunctionalnetworks
ofscholarsandothers,andengagementinthedialogueprocessasequalsin
thecontextofanintentionaltheologicalmodeandlevelofdiscourse.Tothese
wereaddedtheneedforasecurelocationformeetingsandtheconsistencyof

79 See ‘TheologieundGlaubenserfahrung’ section,Gharaibehetal.,Zwischen Glaube und 
Wissenschaft,pp.99-127.

80 ‘TheologiearbeitetanderÜbersetzungzwischenVergangenheitundGegenwart,andder
Schnittstelle von Übernatürlichem und Natürlichem. Es geht der Theologie um das
VerhältnisallerVerstehensvollzügezumletztenGrundvonVerstehenüberhaupt.Damit
istTheologie heute – und kann sie nur sein – Glaube undWissenschaft.’ Mohammad
Gharaibeh&ChristianStröble,‘GlaubeundWissenschaft:ZusammenfassendePerspek-
tiven’,inGharaibehetal.,Zwischen Glaube und Wissenschaft,p.321(My translation).
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core personnel and the structure of the gatherings with the aim of assured
outcomes,soundpublicrelations,andthedevelopmentofappropriateancil-
laryactivitiessuchastheChristian–Muslimstudyweek.Onallcountsthese
keyindicatorshavebeenwellmet.Further,theForumhasplayedapioneering
roleasacatalystandadvocatefortheestablishingofIslamic-theologicalstud-
ies in German universities. In his speech of welcome to participants of the
fourth meeting (2008), the Catholic bishop of the Diocese of Rottenburg-
Stuttgart,Dr.GebhardFurst,declaredtheForumasdemonstratingthesuccess
ofChristian–MuslimdialogueandthefactofMuslimpresenceandscholar-
shipnowembeddedinGermansociety.81However,therewasstillalongwayto
gobeforeIslaminGermanyhadanequivalentsocialandeducationalstanding
as Christianity, and in this respect the Forum could play a positive role.
Certainly,considerablestrideshavesincebeenmadeinthisregard,withthe
influenceoftheForumclearlyfeltwithrespecttobothadvancingthecauseof
seriousacademicIslamictheologicalstudiesandalso,mostparticularly,seri-
ous Christian–Muslim theological and other allied academic engagement.
Indeed,thatuniversitychairsinIslamictheologyhavenowbeenestablishedin
parallelfashiontothelong-standingtraditioninGermanuniversitiesofboth,
oreither,ProtestantandCatholicchairsinChristiantheology,isinnosmall
measureduetotheexperienceandinfluenceoftheForum.Thesenewchairs
areincontrasttochairsinIslamicStudies(Islamwissenschaft)orIslamicspe-
cialisations within religious studies (Religionswissenschaft), which already
existinsomeuniversities.

Whereastheannualconferencehaseverbeenaclosedaffair,inthatpartici-
pationisbyinvitationonly,since2009thecommencing(andother)keynote
lectureshavebeenopentojournalistswho,since2010,havealsobeenpermit-
tedtoattendforthefulldurationofeachForum.SinceitsinceptiontheForum
has attracted considerable media interest, with interviews taking place and
Press conferences also being held.The Forum quickly aroused considerable
publicaswellasacademicinterest,andhascontinuedtodoso.However,as
Sperberhasobserved,‘Inthebeginningitwasveryimportanttohaveaframe-
workwhere thingscouldbediscussedwithoutappearing in themedianext
day’.82

Allconferencesandmeetingshavebeenhostedat theCatholicDiocesan
AcademyinStuttgart-Hohenheim.FromtheoutsetChristianparticipationhas
beenfullyecumenical.AlthoughMuslimswereinitiallyintheminority,num-
bersofMuslimattendeeshassteadilygrownsince2005.Thisgrowthhasalso
beenreflectiveofthewiderdiversityofIslaminGermany.In2005therewere

81 See‘Vorwort’inSchmidetal.,Verantwortung für das Leben,p.9.
82 JuttaSperber,personalemailcommunication,March2016.
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only53invitedattendeesandtheproportionofMuslimsparticipatingwasjust
13.2%. In 2010, Muslims amounted to 44.6% of the 139 invited participants.
TodaythebalanceofMuslimandChristian,menandwomen,iscloseto50:50.
From the outset, however, the combined organising steering group (Steure-
rungsgruppe)hashadequalparticipationofMuslimandChristianmembers,
asalsohasbeenmostlythecasewithrespecttoeditorsofeachoftheannual
volumesofproceedings.Therehasbeenequalinputandoversightinrespect
topreparingforeachyear’sconferenceand,importantly,choosingthetopics
tobeaddressed.83TheoriginatinginitiativemayhavecomefromtheChristian
side;thesuccessoftheongoingventureisinnosmallmeasureareflectionofa
co-equaldialogicalclimategroundedinequalorganisationalinput.

This comparatively brief summarising overview cannot do justice to the
rangeanddepthofengagementthathastakenplaceateachmeetingofthe
TheologischesForumChristentum-Islamandtheircontributiontothewider
fieldofChristianengagementwithIslam.84Fortunately,theannualpublica-
tionscontainaveryfullrecordandcomprisearichsourceforinvestigatingthe
workoftheForumandthetopicsthathavebeenengagedbyit.Followingon
fromthefirstdecadeofengagement,thejourneyofthisdialogical initiative
overthenextfewyearswillfocusmoreonsociallyrelevantthemesandcom-
monexternalchallenges.The2015meetingthushadpovertyandjusticeasits
theme.85In2016,thethemeoftheForumhadtodowithacomparativeand
dialogicalinquiryintothemesofcriticism,contradictionandblasphemy.86The
impactandsuccessof this initiative inChristian–Muslimdialoguecertainly
reacheswellbeyondGermanyandtheannualgatheringsthemselves.

83 IamgratefultoHansjörgSchmidforthisinformation(personalemailcorrespondence,
March2016).

84 SeeChristianW.Troll,‘TheologischesForumChristentum–Islam.Itssignificanceforthe
developmentofthe‘DialogueofTheologicalExchange’andforChristian-Muslimstudies’,
inCatarinaBeloandJean-JacquesPérennès(Eds),Mission and Dialogue: Essays in Honour 
of Michael L. Fitzgerald (Louvain:Peeters,2012),pp.223-234.

85 See Christian Ströbele, Anja Middelbeck-Varwick, Amir Dziri and Muan Tatari (Eds),
Armut und Grerechtigkeit. Christliche und islamische Perspektiven (Regensburg: Verlag
FriedrichPustet,2016).

86 Kritik,Widerspruch,Blasphemie–AnfragenanChristentumundIslam,4-6March2016.
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Chapter11

The ‘Common Word’ Letter: Christian Response to  
a Muslim Initiative

InOctoberof2007an‘OpenLetterandCallfromMuslimReligiousLeaders’
wasissuedtotheChristianChurch.Thisseminalletter,signedby138Muslim
clericsandacademics,wasaddressedtoPopeBenedictXVI; thePatriarchof
Constantinople,HisAll-HolinessBartholomewI,andafurther19namedheads
ofEastern(Orthodox)Churches;togetherwiththeArchbishopofCanterbury
and fourheadsofWesternChurches including theGeneral Secretary of the
World Council of Churches and, indeed, ‘Leaders of Christian Churches,
everywhere’.1 Entitled ‘A Common Word between Us and You’ (ACW), this is a
significantdocumentbothwithrespecttothemerefactthatithappened,as
wellastoitssubstanceandwhatithassinceprecipitatedintermsofresponse
andalliedactivities.Whatisattheheartofthisinitiative,andwhatliesbehind
it?Whatmightitportendfortheimmediateandlonger-termfutureofChristian
relationswithIslam?Onthebasisofan invitationtoconsider thecommon
‘word’thatinterconnectsIslamwithChristianity,andalsowithJudaism,what
istheprospectofarenewedtheologicaldialoguewithIslam?

Followingaflurryofinitialreactionsandresponses,moremeasuredconsid-
erationshavebeenundertaken.These includevariouscolloquiaandconfer-
encesinEurope,NorthAmerica,theUKandelsewhere.Thefifthanniversary
documentnotedthat ‘ACWhasgeneratedahugeamountofdebate,amulti-
tudeofarticlesandconferencesandgivenrisetoahostofother initiatives’
andgoesontoobservehowithascontributedtootherinitiativessuchasthe
UNResolutionwithrespect,from2011,toobservingWorldInterfaithHarmony
Week at the beginning of February each year, and the formation of the
Christian-MuslimpeacedelegationtoNigeriainMay2012.2Thetaskofrecep-
tion of this epoch-making Muslim text is steadily progressing. The Muslim
invitationtodialoguehasbeenwelltakenup,withdeepinterestinthefield

1 A Common Word between Us and You: An Open Letter and Call from Muslim Religious Leaders
(Amman,Jordan:TheRoyalAalal-BaytInstituteforIslamicThought,2007CE/1428AH),p.1.

2 A Common Word between Us and You: 5-Year Anniversary Edition.MABDAEnglishMonograph
Series,No.20(Amman,Jordan:TheRoyalAalAl-BaytInstituteforIslamicThought,2012),
pp.9-10.
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veryevident.3Thischapterwillpresentasummaryandanalysisoftheletter,
reviewofsomekeyresponsestoit,andnotesomeofthemajoreventsthelet-
terhasspawned.Acriticalexaminationofissuesandchallengesthatareraised
bythedocument,andwhichareimplicitinanytheologicalresponsetoit,will
bealsoincluded.

1 Summary and Analysis of the Letter

Thedocumentisintwosections:aSummaryandAbridgementoflittleovera
page;thenthesubstantiveletterofsomethirteenpagesandwhichisdivided
intothreeparts–(I)LoveofGod(II)LoveoftheNeighbour,and(III)Cometo
aCommonWordBetweenUsandYou.Thisisfollowedbyoverfourpagesof
Notestogetherwiththelistof138signatories,giveninalphabeticalorder,cov-
eringsomefurthereightpages.TheopeningparagraphoftheSummarygives
thepressingcontextfortheletter:thepursuitofpeace.Specificallyitasserts
‘ThefutureoftheworlddependsonpeacebetweenMuslimsandChristians’.4
Comprising,together,overhalfoftheglobe’scurrentpopulation,theletteris
premisedonthemoralandtheologicalresponsibilityofthesetwoglobalfaith
communitiestoliveuptotheirownprecepts,especiallyinthecontextofthe
critical need for peaceful resolution to contemporary mutually divisive and
destructivesituations.Andthebasisforsuchresolutionistohandin‘thevery
foundationalprinciplesofboth faiths: loveof theOneGod,and loveof the
neighbour’.Theseprinciples,whichthreadthroughouttheirrespectivescrip-
turaltexts–twoexamplesofwhicharegivenfromtheHolyQurʾān(Al-Ikhlas,
112:1-2;Al-Muzzammil73:8)andonefromtheNewTestament(Mark12:29-31)
– form the basis of ‘the common ground between Islam and Christianity’.
Furthermore,theSummaryofthelettermakespivotalreferencetotheQuranic
injunctiontoMuslimstoengagedialogicallywithChristiansaswellasJewsby
virtueofallthreebeing‘PeoplesofScripture’,inordertoarriveat‘acommon
wordbetweenusandyou…’inmattersoffundamentaltheologicalvalues(Aal 
‘Imran3:64).Thisdialogicalcallanditsjustificationareinterlinkedtotheview

3 Cf.C.W.Troll,H.ReifeldandC.T.R.Hewer(Eds),We Have Justice In Common: Christian and 
Muslim Voices from Asia(Berlin:Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung,2010);W.El-AnsaryandD.K.
Linnan,Muslim and Christian Understanding: Theory and Application of ‘A Common Word’ 
(London:Palgrave-Macmillan,2010);M.Volf,Ghazib.MuhammadandM.Yarrington,A 
Common Word: Muslims and Christians on Loving God(GrandRapids,Michigan:Eerdmans,
2010).

4 A Common Word,p.2.
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as proffered in the letter that the two commandments of love expressed by
JesusinhiscitationofTorah–loveof(orfor)God;loveof(orfor)neighbour
–arealsoembeddedwithinIslamicscripturaltextandtheologicalsensibility.
Hence the summary concludes: ‘in obedience to the Holy Qurʾān, we as
Muslims invite Christians to come together with us on the basis of what is
commontous,whichisalsowhatisessentialtoourfaithandpractice’.Love–
ofGodandneighbour–isthebasisfordialogueandthefoundationofpeaceful
coexistence.Thesubstantiveletterthenspellsthisout.

Theletter’stitleisprecededbytheinvocationofthebismillah.5Thisstan-
dardprefaceofMuslimpietyisnosoptotradition:inallthingsthenameof
Godistoberememberedandrecalled;allendeavoursarecouchedwithinthe
frame of acknowledgement of our ultimate dependency on the mercy and
compassionofGod.Followingthetitle,thefulltextofSuraAl-Nahl16:125–the
calltoMuslimstoengageindialoguewiththeirco-religionists–iscited.Three
sectionsthenfollow,commencingwith‘LoveofGod’exploredfirstinrespect
toIslam(overfourpages)theninrespecttotheChristianBible(twopages).
TheMuslimexpositioncommenceswithreferencetothetwoclausesofthe
Shahadahthatcomprisethesine qua nonofIslamicbelief:‘Thereisnogodbut
God’and‘MuhammadisthemessengerofGod’.Theiraffirmationestablishes
essentialIslamicidentity;theirdenialsignalsexclusionfromthisidentityand
frommembershipoftheMuslimcommunity.Thefirstoftheseisextolledby
Muhammadas‘thebestremembrance’–thatis,itisthekeytotheessential
message,orexpressionofdeen(ideationalessence)oftheisticreligionassuch.
Tothelocution‘nogodbutGod’thereisaddedasetoftheologicalvaluesand
perspectives, each found in various locations within the Holy Qurʾān, but
broughttogetherbyMuhammadinsummaryfashion,asrecordedinHadith:
thatGod is alone;withoutany ‘associate’, towhombelongs sovereigntyand
praise,andwhopossesses‘poweroverallthings’.6

The summarising Hadith are expounded in the letter and form a critical
point of hermeneutical reference – occupying the single largest subsection
withintheletter,overthreepages–atonceseekingtoestablishthebasisof
commongroundandsothecallfora‘commonword’ofdialogicalengagement,
yetatthesametimepresentingacleartheologicalchallenge:arethese‘values’
equally or differently understood across the two religions? The point is to
assertthetotalityofMuslimdevotionandattachmenttoGod,whichisalso
givenasthekeyexamplethattheProphetMuhammadleftforMuslimstofol-
lowwhereby,insodoing,theMuslimmaybeassuredofGod’slove.Thus,for

5 ‘IntheNameofGod,theCompassionate,theMerciful’.
6 A Common Word,p.4;alsonote(iii)onpagep.17.
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Muslims, the ‘call to be totally devoted and attached to God…is in fact an
injunction requiring all-embracing, constant love of God’.7 The concluding
sub-sectiontotheexpositionoftheShahadahistoassertthatthis‘bestremem-
brance’isexplicatedinandthroughtheHadiththatsays,infull,‘Thereisno
godbutGod,HeAlone,Hehathnoassociate,HisisthesovereigntyandHisthe
praiseandHehathpoweroverallthings’andthisisunderstoodtoinculcate,
through its ritualised repetition and by the grace of God, the devotional
responseof‘lovingandbeingdevotedtoGodwithallone’sheart,allone’ssoul,
allone’smind,allone’swillorstrength,andallone’ssentiment’.8Itisthusa
prompt for the realisation of love in and through all. This is what being a
Muslimisabout.

ThelengthyexplicationofLoveofGod(namelyofthehumanforGod,as
opposed to God’s love of or for humanity) within the Islamic framework of
theologicalreflectionandpraxisisfollowedbyashorter,butquiteapt,presen-
tationofthisLoveofGodinrespecttotheBible,specificallyreferringtothe
‘firstandgreatestcommandment’,namelytheShemaofDeuteronomy6:4-5.
AcknowledgingitssourcewithinJewishtextandliturgy,itsChristianusageis
validated with reference to a citation from the Gospels (Matthew 22:34-40;
Mark 12:28-31) in which Jesus recites the Shema in answer to the question:
‘Whatisthegreatestcommandmentinthelaw?’AndtothisfirstJesusaddsthe
quintessentialsecond–alsodrawnfromTorah–‘youshallloveyourneighbour
asyourself ’.ThusTorah,endorsedbytheGospelofChrist,reinforcesthelove
ofGodfully–‘withallyourheart,withallyoursoul,withallyourmind,and
withallyourstrength’–asthefirstandgreatestcommandment.Thisisauni-
versalinjunction,re-echoedwithinIslam;itisthebedrockofcommonground
andthecalltoacommonwordbetweenMuslimandChristian.Furthertextual
references from the Bible are given to reinforce the point. The conclusion
drawnisthattheexpressionsofMuhammadasgiveninHadith–andwhich
constituteaprécisofQuranicperspective–namely,theexpansionofthe‘best
remembrance’(asalsotestifiedbyallprecedingProphets,includingJesus)that
thereisbutoneGod,isunderstoodtomeanthatthesingularity(‘alone’; ‘no
associate’), the inclusive scope (‘sovereignty’), the worshipfulness (‘His the
praise’)andtheomnipotence(‘poweroverall’)ofthedivineBeingaremateri-
ally identical – or at least showing effective similarity in meaning – to the
biblicalfirstcommandment.Parallelismofformulasistakentoinferequality
of meaning, namely the ‘primacy of total love and devotion to God’.9To be

7 A Common Word,p.7.
8 A Common Word,p.8.
9 A Common Word,p.10.
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sure, this isaprovocativesuggestionwhichcouldopenupsome interesting
andpotentiallyfruitfuldialogicalengagement.

Thesecondsubstantivesectionoftheletteraddressesinabriefone-and-a-
halfpagesthemotifof ‘LoveofNeighbour’.Onceagain,thefirstsub-section
looksatloveofneighbourasamotifwithinIslam,andthenwithintheBible.
InIslam,loveiscloselyassociatedwithmercy;mercyisaquality,orexpression,
oflove.Thelettersimplynotestheassociationandassertsloveofneighbouras
an essential corollary to love of God: ‘without love of the neighbour there
is no true faith inGodandno righteousness’.10TwosayingsofMuhammad,
as recorded in Hadith, together with two citations from the Holy Qurʾān
(Al-Baqarah2:177andAal ‘Imran3:92)bothunderscorethepointand,signifi-
cantly,highlightthelinkofthislovetorighteousbehavioursof‘generosityand
self-sacrifice’.Thesecondgreatdominicalcommandment,asalreadycitedin
Matthew 22:38-40, is reiterated together with noting its pedigree in Torah
(Leviticus19:17-18)andtheassertionthatthebiblicalinjunctiontoloveone’s
neighbourlikewisedemandsrighteousactionsofgenerosityandself-sacrifice.
Theviewthatthetwogreatlovecommandments–loveofGodandofneigh-
bour – are pivotal to the Abrahamic religious tradition (the Law and the
Prophets)assuchisre-emphasised.

Thethirdandfinalsubstantivesection,spanningfourpages,expoundsthe
dialogicalcall:‘CometoaCommonWordbetweenUsandYou’.Therearethree
sub-sections:‘ACommonWord’,‘CometoaCommonWord!’and‘BetweenUs
andYou’.Notingthattherearerealandformaldifferencesbetweenthereli-
gionsofIslamandChristianity,theletternonethelessassertsthatthebasisof
dialogicalengagementbetweenthemisthecommonalityofthetwogreatest
commandmentsthatinterlinkQurʾān,TorahandtheNewTestament.Further,
theletterassertsthatthesecommandments,withrespecttotheirbeingfound
inbothTorahandChristianscripture,ineachcaseariseoutoftheonenessor
singularity – the letter says ‘Unity’ – of God. Hence the letter boldly states:
‘ThustheUnityofGod,loveofHim,andloveoftheneighbourformacommon
ground upon which Islam and Christianity (and Judaism) are founded’.The
message brought by the Prophet Muhammad is affirmed as adding nothing
new to that which had been previously conveyed – and that observation is
itselfattestedwithintheQurʾān(SurasFussilat41:43andAl-Ahqaf46:9).Hence
the‘commonword’–thatwhichunderliestruereligionassuchandisthebasis
fordialogue–isnoneotherthantheeternaltruthsortheologicalvaluesofthe
realityoftheoneGod,theresponseofloveanddevotiontoGod(loveofand
fidelitytotheOneGodandsothespurningof‘falsegods’),andthenecessary

10 A Common Word,p.11.
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corollaryofjusticeinrespecttofellowhumanbeings(loveoftheneighbour).
Loveisnomeresentiment;itisacalltorightlivingandaction.

Havingestablishedthesubstantivecontentofthe‘commonword’,theletter
goesontoexpoundthemotifof invitation: ‘CometoaCommonWord’.The
principleMuslimreferenceistoSuraAal ‘Imran3:64thatexhortsMuslimsto
inviteChristiansandJews,asfellowpeoplesoftheBook,totheworshipofthe
OneGod,thepreservationoftheUnityofGod(‘ascribenopartneruntoHim’),
andthemaintenanceoftheologicalfidelity(‘noneofusshalltakeothersfor
lords’).AlongwiththeassertionoftheunicityofGod,thiscallisregardedas
havingembeddedinittheessenceofthe‘FirstandGreatestCommandment’
–thetotalandunsulliedloveofGod.Andwithreferencetotheauthoritative
QuraniccommentarybyAl-Tabiri,theletteraffirmsthat‘Muslims,Christians
andJewsshouldbefreetoeachfollowwhatGodcommandedthem’11;thatis
tosay,inmattersofreligiousidentityandpracticethereistobeopennessand
freedom.This is endorsed by citing Sura Al-Baqarah 2:256: ‘Let there be no
compulsioninreligion’togetherwiththeviewpointofferedthatthisopenness
and freedom in matters of religion is consonant with the second dominical
commandment,theloveofneighbour–andthatimpliestheexerciseofjustice
andthefreedomofreligion.

Theargumentisclearandcompelling.IninvitingChristianstobemindful
ofthedualdominicalcommandment–loveGod;loveneighbour–theMuslim
signatoriestotheletterproclaimtheirpositiveoutreachtoChristians:‘weare
notagainstthem…Islamisnotagainstthem’.12Differenceoftheologicalout-
look and the fact of religious plurality are acknowledged in the context of
asserting the value of mutual respect and forbearance. And the rhetorical
questionisthusposed: ‘IsChristianitynecessarilyagainstMuslims?’13Inthe
contextofrecognisingdifferencesinexegeticalandtheologicalinterpretation
–especiallyinrespecttounderstandingthepersonofJesusChrist–Christians
areneverthelessfirmlyinvited‘toconsiderMuslimsnot againstandthuswith 
them…’.14Thissub-sectionendswithafurtherinvitationtoChristianstojoin
withMuslimsindialogicalengagementonthebasisof‘thecommonessentials
ofourtworeligions’asfoundintheHolyQurʾān(Aal ‘Imran,3:64),namelythe
worshipof theOneGod; thatGod isaloneGod,andGodalone(‘ascribe no 
partner unto Him’);andtheloyaltyandfidelitytotheOneGod(‘none of us shall 
take others for lords beside God’)asearlierexplicated.CitinginfullAl-Baqarah,

11 A Common Word,p.14.
12 Ibid.
13 A Common Word,p.15.
14 A Common Word,p.15;italicsinoriginal.
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2:136-137with its intimationof theologicalpluralitybetweentheAbrahamic
faiths,andwithreferencetoMatthew22:40,theletterboldlystates: ‘Letthis
commongroundbethebasisofallfutureinterfaithdialoguebetweenus,for
ourcommongroundisthatonwhichhangsall the Law and the Prophets’.15

Thethirdandfinalsub-section–‘BetweenUsandYou’–returnstothemoti-
vatingthemeoftheepistle:dialogueisnottobelimitedtoapoliteexchangeof
theelite.Rather,notingthatthetwofaithsbetweenthemcomprisesome55%
oftheglobalpopulation,astarktruthisenunciated:ifthepeopleofthesetwo
faithsarenotatpeacewitheachother, ‘theworldcannotbeatpeace’.16The
intertwiningofChristiansandMuslimsintermsofglobalsocialrealitiesand
internationalrelationsmeansthearenaofChristian–Muslimdialogueisnot
simplyamatterofinterreligiousnicety:‘ourcommonfutureisatstake’.17The
eschatologicalmotifisindeeddeepened.Aswellaspressingpracticalrealities
andissuesofinter-communal,evenglobal,peacethesuggestion–reinforced
by Quranic and biblical reference – is that the future and integrity of both
ChristiansandMuslimsisinjeopardylest‘wefailtosincerelymakeeveryeffort
tomakepeaceandcometogetherinharmony’.18

Theletterconcludesonahortatorynote–letdifferencesnotbethecauseof
strife;letthepursuitof‘righteousnessandgoodworks’betheonlyjustbasisof
rivalryandcomparison;letmutualrespect,fairness,justiceandkindnessrule
inthequestforpeace,harmonyandreciprocalgoodwill.Andthisissummed
andcappedbythequotingofSura Al-Ma’idah,5:48–religiousplurality isa
consequenceofGodtheCreatorwhocouldhavechosentomakeeveryonethe
same,butdidnot;yetalldifferenceandvarietyis,intheend,resolvedbyvirtue
thatGodisbothourcommonbeginningandourencompassingend.Theletter
itselfisnotparticularlylong;itisnotsomemassivetome.Itisaninvitation;a
foretaste; an announcement of being open for the business of dialogue. As
suchitisaneventthathasoccasionedmuchinterestandreaction–theover-
whelming majority of which is fully positive. And so a trajectory of the
phenomenonofreceptionofthistextisnowemerginginitsownright.

15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 A Common Word,p.16.
18 Ibid.
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2 Some Key Responses to the Letter

Theofficial ACWwebsite isan interactive repositoryof responsedocuments
and related material.19 It includes formal Christian responses from leaders,
organisations,andindividualstogetherwithsomeJewishresponsesandhun-
dreds of recorded news items, audio-visual items, and personal comments
recorded.Furthermore,theoriginal138signatoriestotheletterhavenowsub-
stantiallyincreased–toseveralhundred.Clearlytheletteranditsreception
hasbecomealreadyaland-markeventintermsofChristian–Muslimrelations.
ItisalsoasignaleventintermsoftheinteractionofIslamwiththewiderworld
moregenerally.InordertoreviewandcommentupontheChristianresponses,
Ihavegroupedthemintofourcategories:(1)theVaticanandotherCatholic
responses(theletteraroseprimarilyoutoftheearlierreactiontothenowinfa-
mous‘Regensburg’addressgivenbyPopeBenedictXVI,andheisthefigureto
whomitisinitiallyandprimarilyaddressed);(2)OrthodoxChurchresponses;
(3)OtherChristianChurches,institutionsandcouncils,includingtheformal
responsebytheArchbishopofCanterbury;(4)sundryresponsesfromvarious
organisations,groupsandindividuals.

2.1 Catholic Responses
AnumberofresponsesarelistedfromCardinalJean-LouisTauran,President
ofthePontificalCouncilforInterreligiousDialogue.Theyincludehisimmedi-
ate reaction of welcoming the letter as a ‘very encouraging sign’ and ‘an
eloquent example of dialogue among spiritualities’ among other comments
andpressreleases.20Atthesametime,heisonrecordasportrayingsomething
ofacautiousattitudeinrespecttonotingveryrealhermeneuticaldifficulties
and the limits todialogue.But I suggest this isamarkof interfaith realism;
dialogicalengagementisaprocessnotapanacea,andtheVaticanhasclearly
welcomedthisnewMusliminitiativefortheprocess.Indeed,thegratitudeof
PopeBenedictXVIfortheletterwasformallygivenbytheSecretaryofState,
TarcisioCardinalBertone,onNovember19,2007inwhichthePope’sapprecia-
tionforthe‘positivespiritwhichinspiredthetext’isconveyed.21Beliefinthe
oneGod–thoughdifferinglyunderstood–isatthecoreofthequestforthe
common‘word’betweenChristiansandMuslims.Theprinciplethat‘without
ignoring or downplaying our differences as Christians and Muslims, we can
and therefore should look to what unites us’ was clearly expressed. Pope

19 SeeACommonWordwebsite:<http://www.acommonword.com/>.
20 ACWwebsite<http://www.acommonword.com/>,Responses – Christian Responses (CR)#7
21 See:<http://www.acommonword.com/lib/downloads/letter-from-the-vatican.pdf>.
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Benedict’sremarkstoMuslimrepresentatives,givenatCologneonAugust20,
2005werealsoincluded:‘Iamprofoundlyconvincedthatwe…mustaffirmthe
valuesofmutualrespect,solidarityandpeace.Thelifeofeveryhumanbeingis
sacred,bothforChristiansandforMuslims.Thereisplentyofscopeforusto
act together in the service of fundamental moral values’. By March 2008 an
agreementhadbeenreachedtoestablish ‘TheCatholic-MuslimForum’with
thefirstseminartobeheldinRomeinNovember2008atwhichsome24reli-
giousleadersandscholarsfromeachsideparticipated.22Theoverallseminar
themewas‘LoveofGod,LoveofNeighbour’withthesub-themes‘Theological
and Spiritual Foundations’ and ‘Human Dignity and Mutual Respect’ being
specificallyaddressed.

The Pontifical Institute for Arabic and Islamic Studies (PISAI), a leading
CatholicinstitutioninrespecttorelationswithIslamandMuslims,recorded
itsappreciationoftheMuslimleaders’ letter.23Thisresponsestatesthatthe
‘longandiligentassociationwiththeculturalandreligiouspatrimonyofIslam,
as well as our regular contacts with members of the Muslim community
enablesustotakenoteoftheoriginalityofthisgestureandentitlesustodraw
attentionofnon-Muslimstoitsqualities’.Amonganumberofsalientpositive
observationsmadeinrespecttothetextoftheletter,thePISAIresponsecom-
mentsinparticularon‘thespecialtreatment(given)tothesupremepointof
reference that undergirds “the other” as Jew or Christian, namely, the dual
commandmentof loveofGodandneighbour…Thewillingnesstoacknowl-
edgeanotherpersoninthedeepestdesireofwhatheorshewantstobeseems
tousoneofthekeypointsofthisdocument’.

AnumberofleadingCatholicscholarshavealsomadeindividualresponses,
among them Professor Daniel Madigan SJ, at that time of the Vatican’s
CommissionforReligiousRelationswithMuslims.HesetstheMuslimletter,
anditsCatholicresponse,inthecontextofVaticanIIanditspivotaldocument,
Nostra Aetate,whichmarksthecommencementofthesearchfor‘acommon
word’fromaCatholicpointofview.Madigannotestheletter‘formspartofa
larger project, focussed in Jordan, to develop an authoritative consensus on
whatitmeanstobeMusliminourtime’andthattheintentoftheletteristo
promote a peace building process.24 Furthermore, the Muslim letter clearly
regards ‘thereactionaryandintransigent ideologiesthatdriveterrorismand
puritanicalrepressionarenotdrawingonthewholeoftheIslamictradition,
butratheratruncatedandimpoverishedreadingofit’.AninternalIslamiccri-

22 PressReleaseoftheVatican,March5th,2008.
23 ACWwebsite,Christian Responses (CR)#24.
24 ACWwebsite,Christian Responses (CR)#42.
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tique that is here signalled bodes well for a dialogical process that seeks to
addressissuesofpeaceandsocialharmony.Madiganalsomakesthepointthat
althougharationalefortheletteranditsinvitationispeacebetweenthetwo
greatreligionsofIslamandChristianity–quaavoidanceofhostility–infact
eachreligion ‘hashad itsown internalconflicts thathaveclaimedandcon-
tinuetoclaimmanymorelives’thanhasoccurredwithrespecttoanyhostility
betweenthem.

2.2 Orthodox Responses
AnumberofresponsestotheMuslimletterhavebeenforthcomingfromvari-
ousseniorfigureswithinthefamilyofOrthodoxChurches.Theyinclude,for
example,lettersfromthePatriarchofMoscowandallRussia25,fromtheSyrian
OrthodoxChurchofAntioch26,andastatementofendorsementsupportedby
a number of Arab Orthodox Christian leaders – Coptic, Marionite, Melkite,
ArmenianandSyriac.27Thereisamovingacknowledgementoftheverylong-
standingrelationbetweenArmenianChristiansandMuslims–positivewith
respect to Arab Muslims; negative with respect to Turkish Muslims of the
Ottoman Empire – given in a letter on behalf of His Holiness Karekin II,
SupremePatriarchandCatholicosofAllArmenians28.Thisresponseasserts:

We therefore deem it imperative to begin a true dialogue among the
monotheisticreligions,theaimofwhichshouldbethestrengtheningof
eternalandcommonhumanvalues,thereinforcementofrelationships
betweendifferentfaiths,andtheprotectionofallthatGodhascreated.
Wealsoremainhopefulthatthiswouldcontributetobetterunderstand-
ingeachother,includingstrengtheningmutualrespectforoneanother’s
spiritual,nationalandculturaltraditionsandheritage.

HisHolinessAramI,CatholicosofCiliciaintheArmenianOrthodoxChurch,
and a former Moderator of theWorld Council of Churches, gives voice to a
widely-feltpositiveresponsetotheMuslimletter.Heaffirmstheprospectof
Christians and Muslims dialogically engaged for the greater good and so

25 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#55
26 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#44
27 ACWwebsiteResponses – Christian Responses (CR)#43.Thisstatement–theFinalCom-

muniquéoftheThirdInternationalConference,‘CoexistenceandPeaceMaking’heldin
JordaninJanuary,2008,alsobearsthesignaturesofRoman,Syriac,CopticandMelkite
CatholicPatriarchs.

28 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#52.
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stressesthethemeofcommonhumanityandcommunity:‘Webelongtoone
humanityandoneworldunderonesovereignGod’.29

2.3 Other Christian Church Responses
Thereisaraftofresponsesnowrecordedfromleaders,councils,andinstitu-
tions,bothdenominationalandecumenical.Amongthemoresubstantialisa
carefullyconsideredresponsebythethenArchbishopofCanterbury,Rowan
Williams.AfteraninitialpositivemessageofresponseinaPressRelease30in
whichhe‘welcomedtheletterasaclearreaffirmationofthepotentialforfur-
therdevelopmentofexistingdialogueandcommonactionbetweenChristians
andMuslimsandotherfaithcommunities’,Williamsundertookawide-rang-
ing ecumenical consultation before composing his formal reply. The
Archbishop’sdocument–entitled‘ACommonWordfortheCommonGood’
–isaddressedto‘theMuslimReligiousLeadersandScholarswhohavesigned
A Common Word between Us and You and to Muslim brothers and sisters
everywhere’.31Interestingly,thisAnglicanresponsewasendorsedbytheWorld
Alliance of Reformed Churches,32 which suggests Williams was, in effect,
speakingonbehalfofawiderecumenicalconstituencythansimplythatofhis
ownCommunion.

Williamsnotes theMuslim letter’s spiritof ‘ahelpfulgenerosityof inten-
tion’33andinterpretstheMusliminvitationtoChristiansasnotseekingafacile
quickaccordbutthemoremodestquestto‘findawayofrecognisingthaton
somematterswearespeakingenoughofacommonlanguageforustobeable
topursuebothexploratorydialogueandpeacefulco-operationwithintegrity
andwithoutcompromisingfundamentalbeliefs’.34Indeed,theMusliminvita-
tionis‘apowerfulcalltodialogueandcollaborationbetweenChristiansand
Muslims’forwhichthe‘verywidegeographical(43countries)andtheological
diversity represented among the signatories…provides a unique impetus to
deepenandextendtheencounters’.35Heidentifiesfiveareasforfurtherexplo-
ration:i)understanding‘theloveofGod’;ii)practicalimplicationsof‘loveof
neighbour’; iii) the nature, interpretation and use made of respective scrip-
turaltexts;iv)relatingfromthebasisofhumblepiety–‘fromtheheartofour

29 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#46.
30 PressReleasefromLambethPalace,Thursday11thOctober,2007;ACWwebsiteChristian 

Responses (CR)#2
31 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#58
32 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#60
33 Williams,‘ACommonWordfortheCommonGood’(ACWwebsite),p.1.
34 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.2.
35 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.15.
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livesoffaithbeforeGod’36;v)thecommonawarenessthat,despiterealdiffer-
ences,thereisashared ‘responsibilitybeforeGodthatweshallseektohold
beforeusasavisionworthyofourbestefforts’.37

ThetwosubstantivesectionsofWilliams’documentechothestructureof
the Muslim letter. The first – ‘The One God Who Is Love’ – incorporates a
ChristianapologiaofTrinitariantheologyasbeing‘allthemoreimportantfor
thesakeofopenandcarefuldialogue(in)thatwetrytoclarifywhatwedoand
donotmeanbyit’.38HereWilliamsassertsthatforChristianitylove,asdem-
onstratedandrealisedthroughtheChristevent,istheessenceoftheDivine
reality.Thusitisoftheessenceoffaiththatthereisaresponsetothegiftof
divine love which involves love of neighbour. On this latter point,Williams
anticipatesa focal themeof further in-depthdialogicaldiscussion: ‘Wesup-
porttheclearaffirmationinyourletter,throughtextsfromtheQurʾānandthe
Bible,oftheimportanceoflovefortheneighbour.Indeed,yourlettercanbe
consideredanencouragingexampleofthislove’.39Gospelexamplesthatchal-
lenge any narrow definition of ‘neighbour’ are touched on, giving evidence
thattheloveofneighbouris,indeed,premisedontheloveofGod:‘Wherelove
replacesenmitywecanrecognisetheworkandwayofGod’.40Thisleadsinto
thesecondmainsectioninwhichWilliamstouchesonaspectsof‘Seekingthe
CommonGoodintheWayofGod’.Hecommenceswithadiscussionaround,
andextending,theMuslimletter’sreferencesto‘peacemaking,religiousfree-
domandtheavoidanceofviolence’.41

Religiousviolencesuggestsanunderlyingreligiousinsecurity.Whendif-
ferent communities have the same sort of conviction of the absolute
truthoftheirperspective,thereiscertainlyanintellectualandspiritual
challengetobemet;butthelogicofthisbeliefoughttomakeitplainthat
therecanbenojustificationforthesortofviolentcontestinwhichany
means,howeverinhuman,canbejustifiedbyappealtotheneedto“pro-
tectGod’sinterests”.42

Williamsobservesthat

36 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.3.
37 Ibid.
38 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.5.
39 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.10.
40 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.11.
41 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.12.
42 Ibid.
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…themoreweaspeopleofgenuinefaithareseriousaboutthetruthof
ourconvictions,themorelikelywewillbetoturnawayfromviolencein
thenameoffaith;totrustthatGod,thetrulyreal,willremaintrue,divine
andunchanging,whateverthefailuresandsuccessesofhumansociety
andhistory.Andwewillbeawarethattotryandcompelreligiousalle-
giancethroughviolenceisreallyawayofseekingtoreplacedivinepower
withhuman;hencetheQuranicinsistencethattherecanbenocompul-
sioninmattersofreligiousfaith(al-Baqarah,2:256)…Whatweneedasa
visionforourdialogueistobreakthecurrentcyclesofviolence,toshow
theworldthatfaithandfaithalonecantrulygroundacommitmentto
peacewhichdefinitivelyabandonsthetemptingbutlethalcycleofretali-
ationinwhichwesimplyimitateeachother’sviolence.43

Withreferencetothefour-foldtypologyofinterfaithdialogues–life,action,
theologicalexchange,religiousexperience–Williamsenunciatesthreeimper-
atives for dialogical engagement between Christians and Muslims: to
strengthenpracticalprogrammes;intensifyintellectualendeavoursbywayof
researchandcolloquia;tofosterdeepermutualappreciationtothelifeoffaith
ofeachother.Hegoesontoidentifythreepossibleoutcomes:1)maintaining
andstrengtheningmomentumforengagement;2)thecreationofsafedialogi-
caldiscursivespacetoenabletheproblematicdeepdivergencestobeexplored;
3)thatsuchengagementsneedtohaveawideimpactofrelevance–theyare
notjusttheedificationofparticipants.‘Seekingthecommongoodisapurpose
aroundwhichChristiansandMuslimscanunite’;atthesametimethisquestis
likelytolead‘intoallkindsofcomplexterritoryasweseektofindwaysofact-
ingeffectivelyintheworld’.44TheappliedfocuswithwhichWilliamsdrawshis
papertoanendaffirmsmutualeducation,thecontinuedengagementinliving
practical issues,andthecommitmenttoa long-haulprocessasbeingofthe
essenceofthepracticalresponsetotheMuslimletter:thus‘toyourinvitation
toentermoredeeplyintodialogueandcollaborationasapartofourfaithful
response to the revelation of God’s purposes for humankind, we say: Yes!
Amen’.45

TheNationalCounciloftheChurchesofChristintheUSAprovidesanother
ecumenicalresponsethatwelcomestheintentoftheMuslimletter‘toengage
seriouslywithChristiansindialogue…groundedintheauthenticreligiouscon-

43 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.13.
44 Williams,‘ACommonGood’,p.17.
45 Ibid.
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victionsofourrespectivecommunities’.46Thisresponsehighlightsthemesof
hospitalityandpeacemakingasexpressionsofneighbourlylove.Theexperi-
enceofChristianecumenicaldialogueopensouttointerfaithdialogueandthe
quest for building upon common theological ground: ‘we can walk forward
togetherwithmutualappreciationinacceptanceofthecommandmenttolove
Godwithourwholebeing,andinbeliefthatloveforGodleadstoandisdem-
onstratedinloveforoneanother’.AstressisplacedupontheChristiandoctrine
ofTrinityasexpressiveofboththeinherentrelationalityofGodandalsothe
relationalinteractionbetweenhumanityandGod;amongthehumanfamily;
andwithinthewholeofcreation: ‘BecausecommunionwithGodandGod’s
people and God’s creation is ultimately the content of salvation, as human
beingssojourninthislifewearedrivenbyaninnerimpulsetoreachoutin
communitytooneanother’.PracticalexpressionsofChristian–Muslimengage-
mentandmutualeducationarenotedandencouraged.Mostsignificantlyand
challenginglyistherecognitionthattheMuslimletteraffirmsthatMuslimsare
notnecessarilyagainstChristians;indeed,ChristiansmayconsiderMuslimsas
‘with us,andthatthistogethernessbearsuponthestateoftheworld...wesimi-
larlyaffirmthatChristianityisnotagainstIslam’.

Bycontrast,theWorldEvangelicalAlliance(WEA),inresponsetotheMuslim
call,interpretedasimplyingthatChristiansought‘tobecomeMuslimsbywor-
shipping God without ascribing to him a partner’, reciprocated by inviting
Muslimstoputtheir‘faithinGod,whoforgivesouroppositiontohimandsin
throughwhathissonJesusChristdidforus…’because‘weareasconvincedof
the truth of our faith as you are’.47This response goes on to assert that the
deeptheologicaldivergenceoverGod(Trinity)means‘wecannotacceptyour
invitation’butatthesametimetheAllianceurgesMuslims‘toconsiderjoining
usin…discussions’aimedatresolvingtheologicalmisunderstandings.

Organisations such as the Danish National Council of Churches48, the
ReligiousSocietyofFriends(Quakers)BritainYearlyMeeting49,theMonastic
InterreligiousDialogue50organisationandtheMennoniteChurch,USA51,are
amongthoseChristianresponseswhichexpressedverypositiveresponsesto
the letter and evinced an openness towards Muslims in terms of potential

46 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#62
47 WorldEvangelicalAlliance‘WeTooWanttoLiveinPeace,FreedomandJustice’,page2,

pdfaccessibleat:ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#51.
48 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#53.
49 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#30.
50 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#14.
51 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#28.
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outcomes.Andthehighlyinfluentialpublication,The Christian Century,pro-
claimed in a lead article on November 13, 2007: ‘The most impressive thing
about(theMuslimletter)isthatitexists.Thesecondmostimpressivethingis
theeconomyofitsargument.Thescholarsresisttheinnatedesiretotouchon
everything pertinent to Christian–Muslim dialogue and instead invite
Christians to remember Jesus’ words about loving God and neighbour’.52
Finally, in a letter of March 2008 the then General Secretary of the World
CouncilofChurches,RevSamuelKobia,expressedhispositiveresponsetothe
MuslimletteronbehalfoftheWCC.Kobiastatedthathereadtheletter‘asa
representative expression of the Muslim will to engage with the Christian
communityindialogueforthesakeofjusticeandworldpeace’.53

2.4 Sundry Responses
Arangeofsundryorganisations,groups,andindividualshavemadetheirown
responsestotheMuslimletter,ofwhichInotehereonlyafewrepresentative
examples.PeterOchs,Co-founderoftheSocietyforScripturalReasoning,and
Sir Sigmund Sternberg on behalf of the Three Faiths Forum, represent two
Jewish voices joining the Christian chorus of overwhelmingly positive
responsesandreflections.54Supportandendorsementwasalsoforthcoming
from the joint Evangelical Christian-Muslim Dialogue conference held in
Tripoli,inJanuary2008.InFebruary2008theUnitarianUniversalistAssociation
ofCongregationsmadetheirreplyand,inMarch,TheWorldCommunityfor
ChristianMeditationgavetheirs.Therearemanyothersavailableontheoffi-
cialwebsiteofA Common Word.Perhapsoneofthemoreintriguingisthepaid
advertisementplacedintheNew York Times(Nov18,2007)inwhichsome300
Christianscholarsand leaderspublished theiragreed text in full.55The text
concludes:

GiventhedeepfissuresintherelationsbetweenChristiansandMuslims
today,thetaskbeforeusisdaunting.Andthestakesaregreat.Thefuture
of the world depends on our ability as Christians and Muslims to live
togetherinpeace.Ifwefailtomakeeveryefforttomakepeaceandcome
togetherinharmonyyoucorrectlyremindusthat“oureternalsouls”are
atstakeaswell.

52 SeeChristianCenturywebsite:<http://www.christiancentury.org/article.lasso?id=3808>;
alsoseeACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#27.

53 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#12.
54 ACWwebsiteJewish Responses
55 See:<http://www.acommonword.com/lib/downloads/fullpageadbold18.pdf>.
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 Wearepersuadedthatournextstepshouldbeforourleadersatevery
leveltomeettogetherandbegintheearnestworkofdetermininghow
God would have us fulfill the requirement that we love God and one
another.Itiswithhumilityandhopethatwereceiveyourgenerousletter,
and we commit ourselves to labor together in heart, soul, mind and
strengthfortheobjectivesyousoappropriatelypropose.

John Esposito, the renowned American scholar of Islam, in his letter of
endorsementstatedoftheMuslimdocumentthatit‘isacrystal-clearmessage
of peace and tolerance’.56 David Ford, Regius Professor of Divinity at the
University of Cambridge, England, affirmed the supreme importance of the
Muslim initiative.Hestatedof theMuslim letter that its ‘significance isnot
thatitoffersanythingnovelbutthatitselectssowiselyfromtherichesofboth
scripturesandopensthemupinawaythatishighlyrelevanttothepresent
situation’andhegoesontoconfess:

Ifoundmyselfdeeplymovedbyitsvisionofwhatitcalls“theall-embrac-
ing,constantandactiveloveofGod”and“thenecessityandparamount
importanceoflovefor–andmercytowards–theneighbour”,andbyits
concernnotonlyforthathalfoftheworld’spopulationwhoareMuslim
or Christian but also for every single other person and the whole of
creation.57

Amongthemanyother individualswhohaverespondedthatof thewidely-
respected author, Karen Armstrong, is worth noting. She wrote in October
2007:

TheinitiativeoftheCommonWordissorelyneededbytheentireworld.
Alltoooften,religionisassociatedwithviolenceandintolerance,andthe
compassionate ethos, which lies at the heart of every major faith, gets
pushedtothesidelines.Theassertionoftheprincipleoflove,whichisso
centraltoboththeMuslimandtheChristiantraditions,shouldbepara-
digmaticofthereligiousresponsetothefearfulrealitiesofourtime.We
mustreclaimourtraditionsfromtheextremists.Unlessthemajorfaiths
emphasizethoseteachingswhichinsistupontheabsoluteholinessofthe
“other”,theywillfailthetestofthe21stcentury.Thecomingtogetherof

56 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#19.
57 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#1.
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MuslimsandChristians,whohavesuchanunhappyhistoryofhostility,is
abeaconofhopeandanexampletothewholeofhumanity.58

Finally,mentionmustbemadeofthejointresponseissuedbytheArchbishop
of Canterbury and the Chief Rabbis of Israel in the context of their second
meeting,inIsrael,onOctober31,2007.59Forthem,theMuslimlettersignals
‘verypositivedevelopmentswhichareaclearsignofdeterminationtocreate
structures that can advance principled cooperation and moral solidarity
among the Christian, Jewish, Islamic and other religious communities’ and
theystated:

The ‘Common Word’, though addressed to Christian Churches, also
makesclear itsrespect forHebrewscripture incitingdirectly fromthe
Book of Deuteronomy and in acknowledging the inspiration that this
providedfortheirunderstandingoftheQuranicteachingsontheunity
andloveofGodandofneighbour.Inpromotingthesevalueswecommit
ourselvesandencourageallreligiousleaderstoensurethatnomaterials
aredisseminatedbyourcommunitiesthatworkagainstthisvision.We
haveagreedthatinrespondingtotheCommonWord,itwillbeimpor-
tanttoconsidercarefullytogetherhowtheperspectivesofChristiansand
Jewsareproperlyheldtogether.

Fromthesedifferentresponsestotheletter,Iturnnowtoothercategoriesof
activitiespromptedorinspiredbythisMusliminitiative.

3 Events and Publications emanating from the Letter

TheCommonWordwebsiterecordsavarietyofmajoreventsandpublications
thatexamine,expound,anddiscussthetextoftheletterandwhatitportends.
A few of the more significant are worth noting and commenting upon. In
March 2008 a delegation of the letter’s signatories met atVatican City with
representativesofthePontificalCouncilforInterreligiousDialogue(PCID)and
agreedtoestablish ‘TheCatholic-MuslimForum’with its firstseminartobe
heldinRomeinMarchthatsameyearfocussingonthethemeof‘LoveofGod
andLoveofNeighbour’.Sofar,atotalofthreesuchgatheringshavebeenheld.
ThesecondwasheldinJordanin2011,atthepurportedsiteofthebaptismof

58 ACWwebsiteChristian Responses (CR)#25.
59 ACWwebsiteJewish Responses
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JesusanddiscussedthethemeofReason,FaithandtheHumanPerson.Reason
andFaithwereequallyaffirmedasGod-givencapacitieswithhumandignitya
keymotifofwhatitmeanstobecreatedbyGod.60ThethirdwasinNovember
2014 at which issues of ‘working together to serve young people, enhancing
interreligiousdialogue,andservicetosociety’wereaddressed.61

AmajordialogueeventinresponsetothereleaseoftheCommonWordlet-
terwashostedbyYaleUniversityDivinitySchoolinJuly2008.Itfeaturesasthe
firstpublicconferenceassuchontheletter,anditinvolvedabroadrangeof
ChristianandMuslimparticipants.Astatementwasissuedwiththefollowing
pointshighlighted:

1. MuslimsandChristiansaffirmtheunityandabsolutenessofGod.We
recognizethatGod’smercifulloveisinfinite,eternalandembracesall
things.Thisloveiscentraltobothourreligionsandisattheheartofthe
Judeo-Christian-Islamicmonotheisticheritage.

2. Werecognizethatallhumanbeingshavetherighttothepreservationof
life,religion,property,intellect,anddignity.NoMuslimorChristian
shoulddenytheothertheserights,norshouldtheytoleratethedenigra-
tionordesecrationofoneanother’ssacredsymbols,foundingfigures,or
placesofworship.

3. Wearecommittedtotheseprinciplesandtofurtheringthemthrough
continuousdialogue.WethankGodforbringingustogetherinthis
historicendeavour(sic)andaskthatHepurifyourintentionsandgrant
ussuccessthroughHisall-encompassingMercyandLove.

4. WeChristianandMuslimparticipantsmeetingtogetheratYaleforthe
historicA Common Word conferencedenounceanddeplorethreats
madeagainstthosewhoengageininterfaithdialogue.Dialogueisnota
departurefromfaith;itisalegitimatemeansofexpressionandan
essentialtoolinthequestforthecommongood.62

TheYaleconferencewasfollowedbyoneatCambridgeUniversity,England,in
October 2008. It was hosted by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan
Williams,inpartnershipwiththeCambridgeInter-FaithProgrammeandthe
RoyalAalAl-BaytFoundation.TheCommonWordletter’smotifofmutuality

60 Cf.‘FinalDeclaration’oftheSecondMuslimCatholicForum2011(ACWwebsite–Major
Events).

61 TheThirdCatholic-MuslimForum(ACWwebsite–MajorEvents).
62 See: <http://acommonword.com/lib/documents/Yale%20draft%20statement.8.pdf>

(ACWwebsite–MajorEvents).
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inthecontextofaglobalisedworldwasreflectedindiscussionswhichstressed
thecelebrationof‘sharedvaluesofloveofGodandloveofneighbour’.63This
conference,whichinitselfrepresentedatthetimeoneofthemostsignificant
gatherings of international Muslim leaders to have taken place in the UK,
attemptedtoengagetheMusliminvitationtodialogueatsomedepth.

In October 2009 a conference held in Washington DC brought together
Georgetown University’s Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Center for Muslim-
Christian Understanding and Jordan’s Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic
Thought(RABIIT)toprobethethemesandimplicationsoftheCommonWord
letter.ThiseventincludedathoughtfulreflectivepiecebySeyyedHossainNasr
entitled ‘A Common Word Initiative – Theoria and Praxis’.64 A year later, a
high-level dialogical ‘Islam, Christianity and the Environment’ Symposium
washostedbyRABIIT(September2010)whileinNovemberthatyearamajor
dialogical consultation was hosted by the World Council of Churches in
Geneva.Withthetheme‘TransformingCommunities:ChristiansandMuslims
BuildingaCommonFuture’theconsultationsoughtto‘buildbridgesofrespect
betweenthetwofaithcommunities,identifycommonconcernsandprovide
relevantguidance,andtodevelop‘faith-inspiredapproachestojointChristian
Muslimaction’.65InOctober2012Regent’sParkCollege,UniversityofOxford,
hostedatwo-daysymposiumtocelebratethefifthanniversaryoftheissuingof
theCommonWordletterthathadasitsfocusthemotifofloveintheAbrahamic
religions.Accordingly,itfeaturedanIslamicpresentationfromH.R.H.Prince
GhazibinMuhammadofJordan;aJewishperspectivefromProfessorMelissa
Raphaelof theUniversityofGloucester;andaChristianviewpointgivenby
Professor Miroslav Volf of Yale Divinity School. Barely a fortnight later the
LondonJesuitinstitution,HeythropCollege,heldanotheranniversarialsym-
posiumthatfeaturedarangeofChristianandMuslimspeakersfromwithin
the UK, including Professor Tariq Ramadan (Oriental Institute, St Antony’s
College,Oxford).Similareventswereheld inEurope, forexampleaMunich
based(HochschulefürPhilosophie)symposiumonaweek-nightbasisforfour
eveningsduringNovemberandDecemberthatnotonlyaddressedthecontent
of the CommonWord letter but also sought to explore its implications and
prospectsforfuturedialogue,especiallybetweenJews,MuslimsandChristians.

63 Communique of the Cambridge CommonWord Conference, 12-15 October 2008 (ACW
Website–Major ‘ACommonWord’Events;See:<http://acommonword.com/en/a-com
mon-word/16-conferences/16-communique-from-a-common-word-conference.html>).

64 SeeACWWebsite–Major‘ACommonWord’Events.
65 Ibid.
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InDecember2013theMaterDeiInstituteofEducation,aCollegeofDublin
CityUniversity,Ireland,heldaconferencewiththetheme:‘ACommonWord’
andthefutureofMuslim-Christiandialogue.Itfocussedonthecontribution
ofthe‘CommonWordInitiative’tothehistoryofChristian–Muslimrelations,
as well as addressing the letter’s core principles of love of God and love of
neighbour.Itexaminedpatternsofreceptionoftheletteralongwithengaging
aphilosophicalandcomparative-contextualanalysisofit.Itposedtheques-
tion: ‘Is theCommonWordregardedassuccessfuland, if so,why?’ together
with:‘WhatdoesithavetosaytoMuslimsandChristianstodaylivinginthe
Westernworldintheshadowofwhatisknownaspostmodernity?’Manyother
events,bothofadialogicalengagementtypeandalsoofareflectivenon-dia-
logical type, are recorded on the website.They speak of a widening pool of
responsiveactivitiespromptedbytheinitiativeoftheMuslimletter,andthey
also are indicative of a growing body of literature about, and allied to, the
CommonWordletter.

A perusal of the category ‘Publications’ on the CommonWord website is
mostilluminating,eventhoughitonlyrecordssomeoftherelevantpublished
outputforjustthefirstfiveyears(2008-2012)sincetheletterwasissued.These
includeaworkofcriticaldiscourseanalysis,66arecordofaconferencethat
featuresvoicesfromsub-SaharanAfricaaswellasSouthandSoutheastAsia,67
and other texts that examine the letter and its implications.68 Of particular
interestandpracticalapplicationisabookthattargetsparishesandmosques
– the letter and its message packaged for a much wider reception.69 Many
booksarelistedthatcontainchaptersorotherextensivewritingsonorabout
theCommonWordletter,togetherwithreviewsandjournalarticles.Dialogical
activitiesalongsideacademicandpractitionerreflectioncontinues.

4 Challenges and Issues

Havinganalysedthecontentoftheletter,andoutlinedsomeoftheresponses
that have been made to it, what may be said further by way of a critical

66 JosephNnabugwu,AnalyzingACommonWordBetweenUsMuslimsandYouChristians 
(ACWwebsite).

67 Troll,Reifeld&Hewer,We Have Justice in Common.
68 Forexample,El-AnsaryandLinnan,Muslim and Christian Understanding;J.Borelli(Ed),

A Common Word;PeterColwell,AboveUsandBetweenUs:AnIntroductionandResource
ontheLetter‘ACommonWordBetweenUsandYou’(ACWwebsite).

69 Lejla Demiri, A Common Word – Text and Reflections: A Resource for Parishes and
Mosques(ACWwebsite).
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comment and assessment?What are the challenges and issues arising from
thisletter?ThefirstthingInotice,andthatseemstosuggestcauseforahope-
fulfutureofdialoguebetweenChristiansandMuslims–andbyimplication,
and direct allusion made, a wider dialogue between Jews, Christians and
Muslims–isthefactthat(a)itdoesnotstartfromthepremiseofAbrahamic
commonality but rather (b) it highlights indisputable theological principles
andvaluesasthebedrockofinterreligiousconnectednessandsothebasisof
dialogicalengagement: loveofGodandloveofneighbour.Onthisbasisthe
callto‘cometoacommonwordbetweenus’–whichisnotacalltosurrender
distinctiveunderstandingandidentity,noraninvitationtoreductiveunanim-
ity– iscertainlywell-groundedand invites,bywayof response,carefuland
respectfulconsiderationandreply.Inter alia,itisinescapablythecasethatthe
prefaceandqualificationof ‘Unity’,withwhichIslamicdiscourse imbues its
theologicalarticulation,requiressomeunpackingandconsiderationfor,prima 
facie, it could be taken as a hegemonic hermeneutic embedded within the
termsofanirresistibleinvitation.Teasingoutaresponsetothestressuponthe
unityofGodasrepresentingakeyreferencepointforthepresumptionofcom-
monalityneedstooccurbothaspartofaChristianresponsetotheletter,and
asasignaltofurtherworkaspartofthetheologicalagendathatcouldbepur-
suedwithinthecontextofanydialogical‘comingtoacommonword’.

Ofcourse,ChristiansaffirmwithIslamthatthereisbutOneGod.Thesenti-
mentSay: He is God, the One!(Al-Ikhlas112:1)whentakenatfacevalueposesno
theologicalprobleminprinciple forChristians.There isonlyoneGod.And,
yes,GodisalsoaunitywithinGod’sself:Divinityisneitherdividednordivisi-
ble.Onceagain,intermsofprimarymetaphysicalprinciple,aChristianwould
concur.Indeed,thiswouldbewellattestedbywayofthedoctrineofDivine
SimplicityaswellasathoroughlyunderstooddoctrineoftheTrinity–the‘tri-
unity’ofGod,notatri-theism.TheWordofGodwhichMuslimsapprehend
throughtheQurʾān,ChristianshaveapprehendedthroughJesustheChrist:the
revelation of God is manifestly communicated, received, interpreted and so
believed,differinglyacrossourtwofaithcommunities.Uponthesingularityor
essential ‘oneness’ of God Christians and Muslims certainly agree; to that
extenttheunityofGodnecessarilyprecedesandproscribesanyreflectiveand
responsivedevelopmentofunderstandingthenatureandbeingofGod.70But
themanifestlydifferentwaysinwhichtherevelatory‘word’,or‘message’,ofthe
OneGodhasbeenrespondedtointermsofstructuresofbelief,teachingand
doctrine,requiresalsotobeacknowledged.Itisimportantthat,inthecontext

70 Cf.DouglasPratt,‘Christian-MuslimTheologicalEncounter:thepriorityoftawhid.’Islam 
and Christian–Muslim Relations,Vol7/3(1996):271-284.
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ofanydialogicalengagement,thequesttocomprehendthat‘commonword’is
notforeclosedbytheologicalpresumptionfromonesidetowardtheother.

Christians and Muslims believe, worship, and submit to the One and the
SameGod,yetthatOneGodisdifferentlyrevealedandrespondedto.Thusin
theverydifferentialsofresponsetoGodthereislikelyboththebasisandinitial
agendaformeaningfultheologicaldialogue.Theologicaldifferencesmustbe
addressed in dialogue alongside, and in mutual deepening of, the common
understandingandaffirmationsweotherwiseassert.Thus thesingularityof
GodcanissueinanaffirmationofontologicalintegrityuponwhichChristians
andMuslimsmayagree–Goddoesnotexistasamemberofadivinecommu-
nity (polytheism) nor in some sort of federated association (there are no
partnersandassociatesassuch;nosubordinateranksinpartnership)–butit
alsomayissueinanexistentialandtheologicalintegrity(theagentiveexpres-
sionofdivinecompassion,mercyandlovethatsignalstherelationalinitiative
whichproperlylieswithGodreachingoutto,andconnectingwith,thelived
historyofthepeoplesofGod)thatallowsustospeak,conceive,andknowGod
inmanifoldways.AndherethewordsoftheQurʾān,aswiththewordsofthe
Bible, need to be carefully weighed and interpreted such that the essential
integrities are seen to be maintained and enhanced, not undermined and
devalued.

TheMuslimletterrightlydrawsattentiontotheexhortationofpiety–that
intentionaldevotiontoGod–whichpreservesloyaltyandfidelity:weworship
butOneGod,theCreatorandLordofAll.There isnodisputehere; there is
ratherastrongcaseforthegroundingoffurtherdialogue.Andthisurgingof
pietyisreflectedineschatologicalandsoteriologicalawareness(cf.p.5).We
shareawareness–perhapsevenorientation–withintheboundsofthe‘com-
mon word’ motif; yet there is also between us, and within our wider faith
communities, nuanced difference of interpretation and conceptuality con-
cerning these.They need not be downplayed for the sake of discerning the
deepercommonword;rather,onceagain,thereissignalledwithintheletter
likely lines of dialogical agenda. Attention to piety is also reflected in and
throughreferencestothefearofGod;waysinwhichtheterm‘fear’ is inter-
preted and received could well prove a useful focus of fruitful dialogical
engagement.Understoodasresponsiverespectfulawe,itsignalsonemodality
ofsubmission.Regardedasacoweringconcerntoavoidretributivejustice,it
maywellsignalanothermodeofsubmission.ThemotifofthefearofGodis
perhapslessaboutGodthanaboutourresponseto,andrelationwith,God.Yet
thisflaggingoflikelydifferencedoesnotdiminishtheimportoftheinvitation
embedded in the letter; it rather strengthens theprospectofagenuineand
theologically fruitful encounter arising in consequence of accepting the
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invitation.Insimilarfashion,thedepictionofthesoulasthelocusof ‘three
mainfaculties’(p.6)isnotsomuchanassertionofanecessarypsychologyas
anillustrationofthecomplexdynamicrelationshipthatobtainsbetweenthe
Creatorandthecreature.Inthecomprehensionofthedynamictheremaybe
room for nuanced understanding and application such that what appear at
first hand to be substantive differences are resolved as mutually acceptable
variabilityofparticularitiesthatyetcoherentlyexpressandmanifestanunder-
lying divine commonality. The fear of God may be equally regarded as the
premise for submission to God, and the basis of active loving of both God
and neighbour. And both premises are arguably compatible with each of
ChristianityandIslam.Butitwouldtakecarefuldialogicalengagementtoput
thattothetest.Thisneednotdeterordetractfromdialogue;ratheritflagsyet
anotherstrandofaprospectivetheologicalagendafordialogue.Pietisticcon-
cernsexpressedintermsofboththefearandtheloveofGodmayperhapsbe
regardedasintimationsofanintentionallyfocusedfaith.Dialoguechallenges
shallownominalismoneitherside;anothergoodreasonforrespondingposi-
tivelytothisinvitation.

Thereismuchinthisletter,intermsofbothitsunderlyingintentionandthe
substantive content which is framed as a dialogue between textual sources,
thatisquiteencouraging.Indeed,IsuggesttheprincipalelementoftheMuslim
letter,whichsignalsahopefulfutureforChristian–Muslimdialogue,isthatit
doesnotstartfromthepremiseofAbrahamiccommonalitybutratherfrom
indisputabletheologicalprinciplesandvaluesthatthreadthroughbothreli-
gions.Theseformthebasisofdialogicalengagement.Theletteralsoreflects
theneedforsuchdialogue;thecalltocometoacommonwordbetweenus
cannotbedischargedbyonesideonly.Itiswithinthecontextofgenuinetheo-
logicaldialogicalencounterthattheQuraniccallcanbetrulyhonoured.And
itisonlyasChristiansandMuslimstogethersearchtheirrespectivescriptures
andrelated traditionsof interpretationandappropriation that theessential
dynamic of deity – the graceful Will of God – can be apprehended in and
throughthedifferingdetailsoftextualrecordandinterpretativetradition.And
muchgoodprogresshasbeenmadeinrespecttothevarious‘CommonWord’
conferencesandseminarsthathavetakenplace,aswellasthegrowingnum-
berofstudiesandresearchinvestigationsintowhatisoftennowreferredtoas
thephenomenonofthe‘CommonWordInitiative’.
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Conclusion

Ibeganthisstudywithanoverarchingreviewofthebroadhistoryofinterac-
tionbetweenMuslimsandChristians,thenexploredinalittlemoredetailthe
trajectoryofecclesialecumenicalengagementuptotheearly21stcenturyand
alighted upon a selection of significant developments and initiatives.These
arenottheonlysignificantengagementstakingplacetoday,buttheycertainly
representsomeof thebestexamplesofcontinuingcontemporarydialogical
relationships illustrating ongoing ecumenical journeys of Christian engage-
mentwithIslam.However,inanagewhenthereisconstantnewsofviolence
andextremismassociatedwiththeMuslimworld,andanincreasingnumber
of reactionary responses that do nothing to ameliorate accompanying con-
cerns and anxieties, rather quite the reverse, a focus upon such dialogical
relationshipsmayappearsomewhatquixotic.Isuggest,inthelightofthis,that
despite today’s political rhetoric advocating tightening of borders and the
erection of barriers to keep out a threatening other – mostly, though not
always, identified as Muslim – it is vitally important that positive dialogical
relationshipsofanykind,andespeciallybetweenChristiansandMuslims(and
where possible, includingalso Jews),areadvocated,celebrated andstudied.
Formuchcanbelearnedfromthem.Anditisnotacaseoftryingtoreplace
darkglassesofdespairwithrose-tintedspectaclesofnaïveoptimism–ifnoth-
ingelse,thelonghistoryofChristian–Muslimrelationsremindsusthatthere
isadeepveinofmutualsuspicion,negationandenmitythatcannotbeeasily
dismissedorresolved.ThewiderexperienceandrecordofChristian–Muslim
encounter has been largely one of mutual, often quite hostile, competition.
Thepresumptionofconversionasthegoalofinteractionhasoftenbeentothe
foreoneitherside–withtheinherentassumptionthatsays,ineffect:inorder
formyfaithtobetrue,yoursmustbefalse.Therefore,inorderforyoutohave
accesstothetruth,youshouldconverttomyreligion,myviewpoint.Whatis
neededrather,istheclearlensofrealismthatisneitherhostagetothepatterns
ofthepastnornaivelyoptimisticaboutthefuturebutratheropentonewways
ofbeing,thinking,anddoing.

Althoughcompetitiverivalryandenmityhavecasta longandsometimes
oppressiveshadow, thishasneverprevented instancesandopportunitiesof
exploringmutualaffinityandinquiryinthequesttotranscend–butnotdeny
–realdifferences.Ratherthequestforawayofpracticalandcooperativeco-
existence,andtodiscernthereinadeepercontextofunderstandingofboth

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2017 | doi10.1163/9789004344945_013
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selfandother,constitutethewingsofadoveofpeacethateverseekstotake
flight.Intheprocessofsuchpositivedialogicalengagementtherealityofdif-
ference and distinction is no longer regarded with threat or suspicion but
affirmedasthewarpandwoofoflife’srichtapestry.And,fromatheisticper-
spective,theaccompanyingaffirmationoftheDivineWeaverwhosetapestry
itis.

Overall, the ecumenical journey of Christian engagement with Islam is,
Isuggest,ratherliketheprogressofaspiralthread.Thereisasenseofforever
goingroundinacircle;yettheremaybeshiftsinunderstandingandperspec-
tive thatsuggestameasureof forwarddevelopmentalprogressnonetheless.
Althoughthereareage-oldissuesandmatterswhichseemneveramenableto
thatultimatesolutionwherebytheywouldneverneedre-visiting,nevertheless
bybeingraisedandaddressedinanewera,anewcontext,andperhapswith
freshenergyandadifferentslant,someformofmutualadvanceisachieved.
Collectively and cumulatively the journeys that have been examined herein
arguably do paint a picture of progress and development, at least in recent
decades.These journeysarebynomeansexhaustiveof themanydialogical
journeysundertakenbyChristiansandMuslimsduringthepastcentury,norof
thosewhicharepursuedtoday.Theydo,however,giveasubstantialindication
ofthehowandwhyofcontemporaryChristianengagementwithIslam,aswell
asthedevelopingnature,styleandsubstanceofthedialogicalconversations
andrelationshipstakingplace.Thepicturetheypaintprovidesaperspectiveof
encouragementforthefuture,eventhoughmanyissuesandchallengesremain.
Indeed,despitethecontemporaryproblemofvariousformsofIslamicextrem-
ism and allied tensions that have impacted Christian–Muslim relations in
manypartsoftheworld,ChristiandialogicalengagementwithIslamcontin-
uestobea locusof fruitfulencounter inmanyquartersstill.Thewitnessof
dialogicalactivitieswhoseoriginslieinthetwentiethcentury,togetherwith
thewitnessofnewinitiativesinthetwenty-first,bearadequatetestimonyto
that.

Thereismuchwhichisoccurringthatispositive,encouraging,andhopeful.
Nevertheless,itremainsafactthatinmanyquartersintheworldtodayIslam
isperceivedasathreat.Onereactiontosomethingperceivedtobeathreatis
thatoffearfulconcern;ofanxietyaboutanunknownquantity.Itisaresponse
thatisopentotheinfluenceofprejudicepropagatedthroughmediabiasand
populardistortion,theseed-bedofmuchIslamophobicreaction.1Amoreposi-
tiveoutlookispossibleandthereisgoodevidencealsoforit–Islampresentsa

1 Cf.DouglasPrattandRachelWoodlock(Eds),Fear of Muslims? International Perspectives on 
Islamophobia(Switzerland:Springer),2016.



237Conclusion

challengereligiously,ideologically,politicallyandculturally.Athreatissome-
thingthatevokesadefensiveresponse,evenhostilityandreactiveaggression.
Achallengeissomethingtobemet,andthefirststepistounderstand,toallay
anxiety and fear through proper knowledge, sympathetic investigation, and
accurateportrayal.Properempatheticknowledgeoftheotheristhevitalfirst
steptowarddialogue.Thenextstepisactiveengagementinconcretedialogical
conversations. Both these have been well demonstrated in and through the
examples of dialogical engagement examined above. It is one thing to gain
knowledgefromafar,toconstructamodeofunderstandingatadistance,to
pursueanintellectualencounterinabstraction.Thedeeperchallengeisthatof
takingtheplungeofface-to-faceencounterwherebyeachexposesthemselves
tothescrutinyandresponseoftheother.This,too,hasbeenthecasewitha
numberofthejourneysdiscussed,especiallythosethathavearisenduringthe
openingdecadeofthetwenty-firstcentury.

1 Review: The Engagement Thus Far 

Charles Kimball has observed that ‘the history of the interaction has been
characterizedbymistrust,misunderstandingandmutualantipathy’.2Notonly
have theological debates and discussions internal to each religion been
hotbeds of high emotion and deep dissent, but any similar engagement
betweenthemhasbeenequally–ifnotmoreso–contentiousandfraught.
Isuggestedabove(chapter2)somekeytermsthatdescribedominantmotifsof
Christian–Muslim interaction.The epochs of encounter may be denoted by
terms such as ‘expansion’, ‘equilibrium’, ‘exhortation’, ‘enmity’, and ‘explora-
tion’, but along with suggesting historical phases they also, perhaps more
importantly, indicateaspectsordimensionsofrelationshipthatcontinueto
apply. Expansion can be seen to be indicative of the ‘expansiveness of self-
confidence’–religioninanexpansionmodeisdeterminedandassertive,and
thisisacontemporaryfeatureofbothIslamandChristianity.Butthesenseof
‘equilibrium’, which refers to a hesitancy to be overly self-assertive, and an
inclinationtohumilityandmeasureofopennesstothereligious‘other’,isalso
arguablyacomponentofcontemporaryrelationship,atleastinsomequarters.
The contemporary reality of mutual exhortation, including criticism and
judgement,proclamationandwitness,which,inmoreextremeforms,seeksto
declare an exclusive truth and engage with the ‘other’ only in order to win,

2 CharlesKimball,Striving Together: A Way Forward in Christian–Muslim Relations(Maryknoll:
OrbisBooks),1991,p.37.
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certainlyaboundsaswell.Thisisthecontinuingmarkofacompetitivepraxis,
ofseekingvictorythroughconversion.Likewise,propensitiestowarddismis-
sive,derogatory,anddeprecatoryprejudicethatmarkaclimateofenmityare
extensively abroad today, manifesting in various situations and contexts.
However,theserathernegativeelementsnotwithstanding–andtheyarebyno
meansthewholepicture–perhapsthemotifof‘exploration’inthesenseof
mutualpositiveengagement,whichnowappearsalsotobegainingasafeature
ormarkofcontemporaryChristian–Musliminteraction,needstobeaffirmed
andfosteredfurther.TheworkoftheVaticanandtheWCCinthisrespectcan
beseenasfosteringanewcontextofregardandopennesstowardIslamand
Muslims.Thewiderecumenicaljourney,andthemanyspecificengagements
such as those discussed above, underscore both the reality of the dialogical
challengeandalsoitspossibilitiesandprospects.Beforereflectingfurtheron
thefuture,however,afurthermomentofdwellingonthepastisinorder.

As noted above, missionary elements within the Christian Church had
begun,bytheearlytwentiethcentury,toquestionthetraditionofexclusivist
attitudesandnegativeassumptionswithrespecttootherreligions.Thelong-
heldstanceofantagonismthatviewedanyotherreligionasnecessarilyfalse
hasgivenwaytoanapproachofrespectandappreciation,andaccompanying
opportunities for dialogue and other modes of relational engagement. Ever
sincethe1910EdinburghWorldMissionaryConferenceandthebeginningsof
theecumenicalmovement,thequestionoftheproperrelationofChristianity
tootherfaithshascontinuedtoberaisedandaddressed.Whilsttherearesome
churchesandChristiansthatstillplaceapriorityuponconversionasthegoal
of evangelical outreach, within ecumenical circles Christian mission has
largely broadened to engage also mutual and respectful dialogical relations.
FromthetimewhenIslamfirstappearedinhistory,thenatureoftherelation-
ship between Muslims and Christians has been marked, arguably, by three
fundamentaldynamics:mutualantipathy,mutualaffinityandmutualinquiry.
Thefirst,antipathy,hascertainlybeenratherpredominant,especiallyasIslam
andChristianitymostoftenengagedwithoneanotherinthecontextofpoliti-
cal,andattimesmilitary,encountersandclashes.TheepochoftheCrusades
standsout,ofcourse;butfromearlyon,asIslamshapeduptobeagenuinely
alternative theistic religion, Christian reactions were largely negative, with
manyregardingthenewfaithasheresyandheapingallsortsofnegativeoppro-
briumontoMuhammad.Suchportrayalsandassessmentsexiststilltoday.But
negativity isnot theonlyor lastword.At theverybeginningof theMuslim
story,whenthenascentcommunityinMeccawasincreasinglyostracisedand
underattackfromfellowArabs,theChristianemperorofAbyssiniagavethe
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firstMuslimsshelterandsuccour.Forhim,MuhammadwasinthelineofGod-
fearingprophetsandquiteclearlyproclaimingaformoffaithinGodwhich,if
notinthemodeofChalcedonianorthodoxy,certainlypositionedMuhammad
andtheMuslimsasnotaloneinbeingonthemarginsofthatorthodoxy.An
initialChristianperceptionofnascentIslamwasthatitwasavariantofhet-
erodoxChristianity.

Bytheseventhcentury,atthetimewhenhistoricalIslamwasinformation,
Christianity was painted on a broad canvas and with many hues. Being
Christianeventhenwasnosimplisticblack-and-whiteaffair;Christianbelief
andidentitywentbeyondshadesofgreyandcouldbeseenintermsofamulti-
colouredpalette.Andthesameisverymuchthecasetoday.Diversitywithin
religions,whilstoftendownplayedbypunditsoftherespectivereligiousortho-
doxies,revealsanessentialtruthofreligionasbeingsubjecttohighlyvariegated
andnuancedtropesofinterpretationandsotovariabilityofrepresentation,
self-understandingandidentity.Soitwasthatamongtheearliestinteractions
betweenMuslimsandChristians,mutualaffinity–that is,ofseeingineach
othersomethingof‘thesame’,oratleast‘thesimilar’,intermsofbeliefdisposi-
tion and religious orientation – has enabled threads of mutual respect,
cooperationandinter-communalharmonytoweavetheirwayintotheoverall
pictureofChristian–Muslimrelationsdownthroughthecenturies.Butthereis
yetthethirdelement–mutualinquiry–whichisalsoalong-standingdynamic
of Christian–Muslim engagement. Found in the shared interest concerning
narratives pertaining to Muhammad’s pre-prophethood commercial travels
withintheancientNearEast;emergingalsoduringthegreatdynasticerawhen
theburgeoningIslamicempireneededtheinvolvementofbothChristiansand
Jewsinthedevelopmentandmaintenanceoftheaffairsofgovernment;and
comingintosublimeprominenceduringthegoldencenturiesofMuslim-ruled
Spain with its fruitful scholarly intercourse between Muslims, Jews and
Christians,itisperhapsinthemodernera,andcertainlysincethemid-twenti-
ethcentury,thatasenseofgenuinelymutualinquiry–ofseeking,together,to
understand each other, learn about each other, and strive together for the
greatergoodofoneanotherandthecommonworldwetogetherindwell–has
re-emergedandbecomeactive.Suchinquiryisbornoutofthesenseofaffinity
andgivenurgentimpetusbytherealisationofthenegativeconsequencesof
allowing antipathy to gain the upper hand. It is something of the spirit of
inquirythathasbeenadrivertothedistinctivetwenty-firstcenturyinitiatives
–BuildingBridges,theChristian-MuslimTheologicalForum,andresponsesto
theCommonWordletter.
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Therearesomeinterestingandsalutarylessonstobedrawnfromthereview
ofthetwoChristianinitiatives.Eachhashadadifferenttrajectoryofdevelop-
ment and yet each required equally determination, commitment, and an
organisationalbase.Anintentionalandcarefullyplannedeffortwasapplied,
withattentionpaidtoensuringequalityofparticipationandqualityofcontri-
bution.Theresulthasbeenthat theevents themselves,andtheirpublished
outputs,areasubstantialproductwithhigh-gradeintegrityandsolong-lasting
value.And,inbothcasesitisclearthatameasureofconsistencyofinterlocu-
torsandmodusoperandihasallowedforthebuildingofqualityrelationships
–surelyoneoftheprimaryfruitsofanydialogicalenterprise–andthecapac-
itytoincorporatenewattendeesandtoprocessappropriatelytheagendasor
themesthateachofthesedialogicalenterpriseshaschosentopursue.There
has been an evident coherence of dialogical substance and style. This has
enabledhighlyintentionaltheologicalengagementtobeundertakensuccess-
fullybytheseinitiatives.Andthe‘CommonWord’MuslimlettertotheChristian
communityisaninvitationtoengagedialogicallyonthepremiseofacommon
revelatory thread, shared concerns to promote common theological values,
andacommondesireforpeacefulco-existence.Inthiscase,textualauthority
istheclearstartingpoint;hermeneuticalpriorityissignalledasthecontextfor
dialogicalengagement.Fordespite theacknowledgementofcommonscrip-
turalreferenceandparalleltextualauthority,differencesininterpretationand
conceptthatareappliedsuggestthatdialoguewillquicklyreducetotheper-
formance ofparallelmonologuesunlessproper critical attention isgiven to
hermeneutics. Difference in the nature and content of the respective scrip-
turesyieldssignificantdifferencesintheologicalpositionandprincipalbeliefs
thatnoamountofcommonalityaffirmationcanovercome.

2 Critical Perspectives on Christian–Muslim Dialogue 

One element that links all three 21st century dialogical initiatives discussed
aboveisrespectfortheauthorityofscripturaltextsasasourceandgroundfor
dialogicalengagement,togetherwithameasureofadventuringinrespectto
interpretiveengagementwiththesetexts.3Thehistoryofbothfaithsisreplete
with debates and developments concerning the interpretation of scripture.

3 SeealsoDouglasPratt,‘TextualAuthorityandHermeneuticalAdventure:Three21stCentury
Christian-MuslimDialogueInitiatives’inDouglasPratt,JonHoover,JohnDaviesandJohn
Chesworth(Eds),The Character of Christian-Muslim Encounter: Essays in Honour of David 
Thomas. (Leiden&Boston:Brill,2015),pp.559-578;andDouglasPratt, ‘NecessaryNon-
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Andthescripturalrecord,especiallytheHolyBible(andalsotheHolyQurʾān,
althoughdifferentlyintermsofrange)containsmanydifferentmodesoflan-
guage, from direct statement to poetic allusion, and much else besides.
ChristiansandMuslimstaketheirholytextsseriously.Thenecessityofinter-
pretation, that has perforce accompanied the reception and application of
sacredtextinbothChristianityandIslam,isafunctionnotofanyhumanlimi-
tation to hear and respond to the word of God but rather evidence of the
priorityofinterpretationthataproperreceptionandapplicationofthetext
demands.Indeed,takingscriptureseriouslyrequiresthetexttobeinterpreted
inordertobeunderstoodandapprehended.Itis,infact,oftheessenceofrev-
elation to need interpretation: revelation occurs within the frame of an
interpretiveact,alensthatenablesrevelationtobeapprehendedinthefirst
place.This neither downplays nor negates the importance of the revelatory
textassuch:itsauthorityremainssacrosanct.Itdoes,however,giveroomfor
newanddeepermeaning,anewunderstanding,toemergeinandthroughthe
dialogical engagement. And it is this prospect, perhaps, that constitutes the
driverofquietexpectationthatenablesthedialoguestocontinue.

Dialoguedemandscloseattentiontoandrespectfortheauthorityofscrip-
tural texts but also, in order to advance mutual understanding, there is a
requirement for openness to the possibilities inherent in hermeneutical
adventuring.Thisgivesdialogueitssharpedgeofrelevanceanditscriticalrole
in addressing the thorny issues and problematic interactions that presently
besettheworldsofChristianityandIslamandrelationsbetweenthem.These
initiativesindialogueexemplify,andindeedrequire,thetwintowersoftextual
authorityandanadventuringinhermeneutics.Arguably,byattendingtoher-
meneuticalissuesandquestions,andrecognisingthatnon-apodicityapplies
acrossall revealedscripture,differencescanbeput intoproperperspective.
Theprospectofamelioratingtheeffectsofdifference,bywayofthediscerning
deepertruthorrevelationthattranscendthedifferencesthattime,history,and
theologicaldevelopmentshavethusfargivenriseto,wouldappearpossible.
Perhaps this gives a clue as to future directions of dialogical engagement.
Certainly,thissortofdirectionanddepthseemsevidentinmuchofthediscus-
sionsandoutputofthetwenty-firstcenturyinitiatives.Inanycase,theological
dialogueisverymuchtothefore.

AtthisjunctureitmaybeinstructivetoobservethatHeidiHirovonen,inthe
conclusion toher recent study, notes that therehas been ‘anabundance’of
suggestionsandguidelineswithregardtothenature,aimsandmethodsthat

Apodicity:HermeneuticPriorityandTextualAuthorityinChristian-MuslimDialogue’,Islam 
and Christian-Muslim RelationsVol.20/3(2009):291-303.
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couldbe,orhavebeen,employed.4Further,sheobservesthat:‘Inthecontext
of Muslim-Christian dialogue, different theological positions vis-à-vis the
otherreligionhavedifferentconsequencesforhowthenatureofdialogueis
perceived–whetheritisacknowledgedthatsomethingcanbelearnedfrom
theother,andtowhatextenttherealdifferencethetraditionsisaccepted.’5
She usefully critiques the application of any dogmatic situating of dialogue
withintheframeworkofthestandardtheologiesofreligion(exclusivist,inclu-
sivist,andpluralist),for‘allpositionshavetheirparticulardilemmas…thereis
noneutralstartingpoint;allapproachreligiousdiversityfromtheviewpointof
theirownconvictions.Whenthisisacknowledged,itcanbeacceptedthatdia-
logue is possible from diverse positions on theology of religions’.6 Hirvonen
alsomakesaninsightfulobservationwithrespecttodifficultiesencounteredin
Christian–Muslimdialoguewithrespect tounderstandingdivinerevelation,
giventheyeachsharebasicideasofrevelationandprophecy:‘itcanbeargued
that it isnotsomuchignoranceofthesimilaritiesbutrather lackofaccep-
tance, or even perception, of the differences that makes Christian–Muslim
discussionaboutdivinerevelationproblematic’.7Presuppositionsareassumed
asaxiomatic.Thuseachsideoftenexpectsthattheotherwillconcuratthis
level,soresolvingoutstandingissuesofdifferencebyrecourse,ineffect,tothe
normativityofoneovertheother:‘one’sownpresuppositionsareforcedonthe
otherindialogue’.8Thisleadstoadialogicalimpasseand,Hirvonenadds,to
theatrophyingoftheologicaldialogue.

Apart fromthepreliminarymatterofacquiringcorrectmutualknowl-
edge, the principle dilemmas in Muslim-Christian discussion about
divinerevelationincludeappraisalsofeachother’sscripturesandcon-
ceptionsofrevelation,aswellastheChristianattitudetowardsMuham-
mad. The traditional Islamic view of the Judeo-Christian scriptures
combinestheideasoftheiroriginalrevelatorynatureandlatertextual
corruption,whichleadstoambivalentMuslimappraisalsoftheBible…
As for Muslim assessments of the particularly Christian conception of
revelation,God’sself-revelationinChristthroughincarnationiscontrary

4 HeidiHirvonen,Christian-Muslim Dialogue: Perspectives of Four Lebanese Thinkers.(Leiden&
Boston:Brill,2013),p.305.

5 Ibid.,p.306.
6 Hirvonen,Christian-Muslim Dialogue,p.307.
7 Hirvonen,Christian-Muslim Dialogue,p.308.
8 Ibid.
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tobasicIslamicconvictionsandMuslimscannotbeexpectedtoacceptit
andstillremainfaithfultotheirownreligioustradition.9

Thisobservation,arising in thecontextofa specificLebanesestudy,canbe
readilyseentoapplyelsewhere,andmoregenerally.Itprovidessomethingofa
foilandpointofcontrastagainstwhich toassesselementsof thedialogical
journeystraversedherein.So,forinstance,Hirvonenobservesthatwhereasthe
ChristianattitudetotheQurʾānhastraditionallybeennegative,todayapprais-
alsofIslamicscripture‘arecharacterisedbytheirvariety,reflectingastheydo
thediverseChristianapproachestootherreligions’.10

Religiousdiscourseeverhasthecapacitytogeneratemoreheatthanlight.
Althoughthereisperhapsmoregoodwillandreadinessforrelationalanddia-
logical encounter today than has ever been the case previously (with the
exception,perhaps,ofSpainduringtherelativelysettledcenturiespreceding
the Reconquista), dialogical engagement remains largely spasmodic, some-
whatad hoc,andoflimitedappealinthewiderschemaofChristian–Muslim
relations.Nevertheless,oneofthecriticalareasofdialogicalinteractiontoday
is,itwouldseem,thatoftheologicalencounter–anareathathasmostencour-
agingly come to the fore in the work of the Building Bridges and Christian-
MuslimTheologicalinitiatives.Thisarenaiscrucial,butitisalsoexceedingly
difficult. Much good interaction and dialogue can take place between
ChristiansandMuslimsinrespectofotherareasofconcern,ofcourse–moral,
socio-political,economic,ecological–tonamebutafew.11ThomasMichel,for
example, speaks of a plethora of usually overlooked transnational Muslim
movementswhich

…areactivelyworkingforpeace,interreligiousdialogue,minorityrights,
educationanddevelopment,religiousfreedom,andgenderjusticeinthe
Islamicworld.…(They)unequivocallyandemphaticallyrejectandcon-
demn violence and even incline toward a radical Quranic pacifism …
(andthey)…shapethevision,motivatethecommitment,andinspirethe
socialandeducationalprojectsofmillionsofMuslims…Theyrepresent
someof themostenergeticand influential forces thatare shaping the
outlook and vision of Muslims, and point the direction that the

9 Hirvonen,Christian-Muslim Dialogue,p.309.
10 Hirvonen,Christian-Muslim Dialogue,p.310.
11 Cf.ThomasMichel,SJ, ‘PeacefulMovementsintheMuslimWorld’inThomasBanchoff

(Ed),Religious Pluralism, Globalization, and World Politics (NewYork,NY:OxfordUniver-
sityPress,2008),pp.229-251.
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worldwideIslamiccommunityisheadingfarmoreaccuratelythandothe
increasinglyisolatedcirclesofthosewhoareinvolvedinterroristfringe
organizations.12

Today,aroundtheglobe,interestinIslamishigh.Thestakesarehigh.Ifglobal
warmingisacauseforconcern,theideaofaninterreligiousmeltdownbetween
IslamandChristianity–whichbetweenthemencompassthemajorityofthe
entirepopulationoftheworld–letalonebetweenIslamandwhatweloosely
call‘theWest’,cannotbelightlybrushedaside,especiallygiventheupsurgeof
so-called ‘fundamentalist’ ideologies and related assertive, even terrorist,
activities. In the modern world there are two very specific issues and chal-
lenges to address, namely the tension between the value and pursuit of
dialogical détente, on the one hand, and the increasing propensity to radi-
calised exclusivist religious identities and positions on the other.13 In other
words,justastherewardsofthemoderndialogicalage,especiallyinrespectof
Christian–Muslimrelations,areabouttoflow,thereappearwithinquartersof
bothfaithsever-stridentexpressionsofreligiousparticularityandexclusivism
thateschewrelationshipwiththe ‘other’.Thisconstitutes thecontemporary
paradoxicalchallengepar excellence.Thereisampleevidenceofgrowinglevels
ofresistance,withinboththeMuslimworldandmanyChristiancommunities,
ofacceptanceoftheotherasanequal.Andinsomequartersthereareincreas-
inglevelsofrenewedantipathy,asthemediaquicklyandstridentlyportrays.
So,paradoxically,whenmodernmediaandcommunicationscanenablethe
free-flowofinformationandideasasneverbefore,itisthevoicesofresistance,
rejectionandprejudicialstereotypingthattendtodominate.Inthiscontext,
the voices and many examples of good dialogical engagement and positive
relationshipsremainalltoooftenmuted,ifnotsilencedaltogether.

Theintensifyingreactionsfedbymutualextremismsaregivingrisetowhat
elsewhereIrefertoas‘reactiveco-radicalization’.14BythisImeananewform
of religious extremism that portrays itself as a counter to the extremism of
anotherreligionperceivedasarealandimminentthreat.Theperceivedorpre-
sumedantipathyofonetowardtheotherisreciprocated,andsothediscontent
ismutual.ThecriminalactionsoftheNorwegianAndersBreivikandthequix-

12 Michel,‘PeacefulMovementsintheMuslimWorld’,p.229.
13 See Douglas Pratt, ‘Fundamentalism, Exclusivism and Religious Extremism’, in David

Cheetham,DouglasPrattandDavidThomas(Eds),Understanding Interreligious Relations
(Oxford:OxfordUniversityPress,2013),pp.241-261.

14 DouglasPratt, ‘ReactiveCo-Radicalization:ReligiousExtremismasMutualDiscontent’,
Journal for the Academic Study of Religion,28/1(2015):3-23.
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oticSwissminaretbanaretwoexamplesemanating fromtheChristianand
secularWestwithrespecttoIslamper seperceivedandpresumedtobeareal
culturalandreligiousthreat.15Ineachcase,theygiveevidenceofanextreme
reactiontoaperceptionofthethreatofIslamicextremism.Andintheprocess
they each reflect, and draw support from, a widespread rising antipathy
towardsIslamandMuslims,whichhasbecomeadistinctfeaturewithincon-
temporaryWestern,globalisedandsecularsocieties.Inlightofsuchnegative
dimensionsofrelationshipwithIslam,orratherbetweenMuslimsandcon-
temporary secular society, and between some quarters of Christianity and
someelementsof Islam, thequestion that is sometimes raised is:Doesdia-
loguemakeadifference?Doesrelationshipbuildingproduceanyrealbeneficial
effects?Thescepticalreactiontendstocallthedialogicalenterpriseintoques-
tion:whatisthepointofit?Thiscritiquecannotgounanswered.Itthrowsup
a further challenge and contributes a particular dimension to Christian–
Muslimrelations.InthisregardRichardBulliethasattemptedtomakethecase
fora freshre-thinkoftherelationshipbetweentheso-calledChristianWest
andtheworldofIslam–atimelycounterpointtothestandardandsomewhat
pessimisticappraisalsofthismostcriticalofinternationalrelations.16Andthe
renownedMuslimscholar,SeyyedHosseinNasrhasremarkedthat

IslamisaninalienableandinseparablepartoftheAbrahamicfamilyof
religionsandconsidersitselftobecloselylinkedwiththetwomonothe-
isticreligionsthatprecededit.Islamenvisagesitselfthecomplementof
thosereligionsandthefinalexpressionofAbrahamicmonotheism,con-
firmingtheteachingsofJudaismandChristianity,butrejectinganyform
ofexclusivism.17

Herearetwoscholars–oneMuslim,theotherChristian–whowouldwishto
see the issue of Christian–Muslim dialogical engagement cast in a positive
light.Contentiousissuesarerealenough;thatdoesnotmeantheattemptto
reconcile, resolve or otherwise ameliorate a history and context of negative
interaction is vitiated from the outset. Bulliet is one who advocates under-
standing,andsore-thinking,theessentialrelationshipbetweenthetworeli-

15 DouglasPratt,‘IslamophobiaasReactiveCo-Radicalization’,Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations,26/2(April,2015):205-218.

16 RichardW.Bulliet,The Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization(NewYork:ColumbiaUniver-
sityPress,2004).

17 SeyyedHosseinNasr,The Heart of Islam: Enduring Values for Humanity(NewYork:Harper-
Sanfrancisco,2002),p.42.
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gio-civilisationblocsasoneofadynamicsymbiosis,ratherthanthereceived
traditionofinherentandunchangingantipathy,evenhostility.Herejectsthe
rhetoricofSamuelHuntington’sfamous‘clashofcivilizations’andiscriticalof
thepresumptionthatcaststhequestionoftherelationshipbetweentheworld
ofIslamandtheJudeo-Christian,andnowsecularised,worldoftheWestin
termsofsomethinghavinggonefundamentallywrongwiththeIslamicside.
Bulliettiltsatthewindmillsofreceivedtraditionaboutthenatureoftherela-
tionship of the West and Islam, especially that which predominates in the
corridorsofmodernAmericanpower.HisnotionofanIslamo-Christiancivili-
sationisaprofoundlychallengingconceptgiventhecurrentclimatewherein
itisthedifferenceswhichareinsistedupon–differencesthatimplyirreduc-
ibleothernessandsotheimpossibilityofrapprochementorreconciliation.In
fearofIslamicimposition,apredominantcontemporaryresponseoftheWest,
forinstance,istoinsistonitsimpositionofawesternformofsocio-political
ordering with regard to targeted Islamic countries. Western Christendom’s
Islamophobia is historically well attested. But need that be the final word?
Bulliet thinks not, and nor do I.18 Certainly, I suggest, without advances in
theologicalreconciliationbetweenChristiansandMuslims,thelegacyofsus-
picionandhostilitywillcontinuetofester.Anysubstantialdiscussionoftheo-
logicalchallengespertainingtoChristian–Muslimdialogueleadstothematter
oftheunderlyingconceptualorinterpretiveelementintheologicaldialogue.

Indeed,oneconcernIhaveistoidentifytheplaceandfunctionoftheologi-
calreflectioninthedialogicalencounterprocess.Heretheanalogyoflightand
prism comes to mind. Both Islam and Christianity proclaim the oneness of
God and the oneness of theTruth of God. I contend that, in the process of
theologicaldialogue,whatisofferedtoeachotherisarefractedperspective–
unique,distinctive,andvaluableassuch.Itispotentiallyopentocomplemen-
tarity from the perspective of another’s refraction. Also, in dialogue, the
possibilityexiststhatsuchcomplementaritymayyieldmutuallyilluminating,
ifnotalsopracticallybeneficial,insights.Forcertainlythetheological,orideo-
logical,dimensionoftheengagementisnomereabstruseintellectualadven-
tureofideas.Theroleofreligionincontemporarysocialandpoliticalcontexts
and,withthat,theimpactofreligiousextremismthathasledtountoldsuffer-
ingandtheprecipitationofperhapsthe largestdisplacementofrefugees in
moderntimes,cannotbeunderestimated.Addressingsuchmatterswithinthe
context of Christian–Muslim engagement is not simply a case of having a
socialand/orpoliticaldialogueagenda.Thedeepdriver,andtheonlylasting

18 Cf. Douglas Pratt, The Challenge of Islam: Encounters in Interfaith Dialogue (Aldershot:
Ashgate,2005/Abingdon:Routledge,2017).
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resolution,lieswithintherealmofreligioussensibilities,presuppositionsand
values–thetheologicalandideologicaldimensionofeachfaith.Ifevidenceof
the contemporary hardening of religio-political identities and attitudes,
together with a deepening of religious extremism and a worsening of reli-
giously sanctioned violence, is anything to go by – especially within and
betweencertainquartersoftheChristianandMuslimworlds–theneedfor
sustained intentional theological dialogue sufficient to build deep relations
andtackle,resolutely,profoundlydivisiveissues,hasneverbeenmoreurgently
needed.Thisisthepressingdialogicalchallengeoftoday;itistheroutetodeal-
ingwithmanyissuesfacingtheworld.

3 Future Prospect: Where Might the Engagement Be Heading? 

Historically,vastcomplexesofconceptanddoctrinehavebeenproducedby
MuslimandChristianthinkersseekingtofathomandexpressthetruthoftheir
ownfaith.Asaconsequence,theheritageoftheologicalencounterislargely
oneofcompetingclaim,counterclaimand,intheend,mutualdismissalofthe
other’sviewpoint.Theconceptualandinterpretiveelementisarguablycritical
toChristian–Muslimdialogue:itfunctionsasthegatekeeper–tochangethe
metaphor–whichdetermineswhat,orwho,shallbeadmitted,andwhatisto
beturnedaway.Theologicaldialoguecanbeenteredintocreativelyandwith
integritytotheextentweareopentocarefulandcriticalscrutiny,andgenu-
inelyradicalrethinkingoftheintellectualconstructswherebyweexpressour
faithandbelief.Itismycontentionthat,spurredbytheexampleandadvances
in this field that have taken place in the opening decade and a half of the
twenty-firstcentury,anddrawingupontheresourcesthathavenowemerged
from them, and which continue to do so, there is scope for considerably
extendinganddeepeningthedialogue.Aswell,andfromaChristianperspec-
tive at least, a rethinking of doctrinal formulation that is nevertheless
consonantwiththeorigins,foundationsandessentialdynamicsofthefaith,
mayyetenablefruitfultheologicalintercoursebetweenChristianityandIslam
toproceedfurther.Theextentthatissuessuchastheseareaddressed,ornot
addressed, will determine whether theological dialogue will be a matter of
deepengagementorsuperficialencounter.Oneoffersthepossibilityofmov-
ingbeyondtheparametersofpastexpectationandtraditionallimitations;the
otheratbestcontinuesfriendlycommunicationatacomfortablelevel,albeit
littlemorethanthat.

Fundamental beliefs and principle expressions of faith, which are those
things that signal the bedrock of worldviews, need to be seriously and
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sensitively addressed. For instance, it is the portrayal and understanding of,
respectively,JesusandMuhammad,togetherwiththecriticalissueofthedefi-
nition and understanding of God, which gives sharp focus to theological
dialoguebetweenMuslimsandChristians.It iskeyissuessuchasthesethat
not only undergird key areas of conceptual difference, they demarcate pro-
founddistinctionofreligiousidentity.JesusandMuhammadhaveoftenbeen
thesubjectofdialogicalagendasinthejourneyofencounterbetweenMuslims
andChristians,oftenperhapscontrastedandcomparedonthebasisthatthey
arepresumed,ashistoricalfigures,tofunctionasequivalents.Butthisismis-
leading and has resulted, for example, in at times the use of the mistaken
appellation of ‘Mohammedans’ for Muslims – on the assumption that
MuhammadistoIslamicidentityandworshipasChrististoChristianityand
Christians.Ontheotherhand,fromtheMuslimside,eachfigurehasbeenpro-
scribedbytheterm‘prophet’.Madigansuggeststhat,inthecontextofdialogue,
thetermsofdiscussionhaveoftenbeendeterminedfromanunderstandable
IslamicperspectivebyreferencetotheQuranicviewofprophetand,indeed,
Muslim understanding of scripture as, in essence, a dictated message from
God.However,‘thisstructureleadstocategorymistakesthatleaveeachsideat
bestpuzzled,atworstscandalizedbythetheologyoftheother…Thereisno
satisfactorywayoutofsuchmutualmiscomprehensions,anditisessentialto
recognizethattheyresultfromusingthesametermsinverydifferentways’.19

Inpointoffacttheideologicalcontextofthefunctionofthefounderfigure
isdifferentineachcase.ForChristianity,Jesusfunctionsas‘saviour’.Oftenthe
moreusualascription is ‘Messiah’derivedfromtheJudaicunderstandingof
theparticularfigurethatGodwillsendtoeffectsalvation.TheGreektransla-
tionof‘messiah’,Christos,givesrisetothenamingofJesusas‘theChrist’andso
eventually‘Jesus(the)Christ’.Butifthefunctionofsaviourispre-eminent,itis
notthesolefunctionascribedtothisfigure.BycontrasttheIslamicperspective
onitsfounder-figure,Muhammad,isthathewasaprophet–firstandlast.And
hefulfilledthatroleasnonebeforehimhaddone.Butclearlyhedidmorethan
justthat.ExploringindialoguewhatallthismeansforChristianandMuslim
thought,andwhatitmightportendformutualunderstanding,isundoubtedly
of great value. For instance, a Christian reading of the Islamic account of
Muhammad might detect the motif of exemplar – par excellence. Also the
motifofteacher,themotifofenactingadivine–thatis,divinelywilledand
sanctioned – mission which resulted in the establishment of a theocratic

19 DanielMadigan,SJ, ‘Christian-MuslimDialogue’, inCatherineCornille(Ed),The Wiley-
Blackwell Companion to Inter-Religious Dialogue(WestSussex:JohnWiley&Sons,2013),
p.253.
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communitywhereinisproclaimedandpromotedthewayofasavingfaith.An
IslamicreadingoftheChristianaccountofJesusmightconcludethat,inthe
Christianrecord,thereisevidenceofuniqueandparticularsubmissiontothe
WillofGod–thegospelrecordsasamongJesus’lastwordsthepetition‘Not
mywillbedone,butThine’.IndeedanIslamicreadingoftheChristianrecord
ofJesus(asopposedtoanIslamicreadingoftheQuranicrecordofJesus)may
formaworthwhiledimensionofcross-hermeneuticalengagementwithinthe
contextofatheologicaldialogue.

Bycarefullyworkingthroughtheideologicaldimensionitmaybepossible
todeconstruct theaccretionsofdogmaandhagiographysufficient to finda
bedrockofuniquefunctionthatallowseachreligiontoco-equallyaffirmand
honour the other’s central historical figure in a way that has hitherto been
impossible to achieve. Something of this has been suggested by Kenneth
Cragg.20 If the prime distinction between Christianity and Islam had to do
withtheunderstandingoftheirrespectivefoundersalone,thentherewould
likelybelittlerealgulfbetweenChristianandMuslim.Butthisisnotthecase.
TherealtheologicalpointatissuebetweenChristiansandMuslims,Isuggest,
isnotsomuchtodowithperceptionsaboutJesusandMuhammad–impor-
tantthoughthoseare–buthastodowiththequestionoftheconceptofGod
and,inparticular,withwhatmightbecalledthetheologicalproblematicofthe
unity(tawhid)ofGod.21WhatforMuslimsisnoissueatall–thepriorityof
tawhidisparamount–forChristianshasalwaysbeenamysteryoftheDivine
Being.Paradoxically,inthecontextofaffirmingdivineOneness,Christianfaith
assertstwoformsofmetaphysicalplurality: trinitarianisminrespectofGod
per se and two-natures in respect of Christ, who is also one person of the
Trinity.ItisinthecontextofChristian–Muslimtheologicaldialogue,however,
thattheresolutionofperceivedfundamentaldifferencesintheconceptand
understandingofGodtakesonsomeurgency.Thequestionofthe‘oneness’of
God,expressedasboth‘unity’and‘trinity’,ifleftunresolvedimpingessignifi-
cantly,andattimesquitenegatively,uponChristian–Muslimrelations.Inthe-
ory Christianity ought to be able to concur with the Muslim affirmation of
tawhid.Inpracticehowmightthisbeso?Thechallengeoftheologicaldialogue
istogobeyondthelanguageparametersofthereceivedtraditionsandintoa
deeper understanding and mutual appreciation of what it is the traditions
attemptedtoexpressinthefirstplace.Freshexpressionsmaywellbecalledfor,

20 KennethCragg,Muhammad and the Christian: A Question of Response(Oxford:Oneworld,
1999).

21 Cf.DouglasPratt,‘Christian-MuslimTheologicalEncounter:thepriorityoftawhid.’Islam 
and Christian-Muslim Relations,7/3(1996):271-284.
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andmaywellallowatheologicaldialoguetoclearawaythedrossofmutual
misunderstanding.Arguably,however,muchofthewayIslamandChristianity
pronounceandactinrespecttoworldlyandspiritualmatters,comesdownto
anextensionoffundamentalprinciplesandtheapplicationofbasicbeliefs.If
deepdiscordandmisunderstandingoversuchbeliefsremainsunresolved,the
likelihoodofbeingabletoarriveatandsustainmutuallyacceptablecoopera-
tivedecisionsandactionsonpragmaticmatterswillnotbegreat.Thetheologi-
calchallengesof,andto,dialogueremainparamount.

JørgenNielsen,notinghowthetwentiethcenturyhad,intheend,triumphed
overfascism,Nazism,andSovietcommunism,observedthatthetwenty-first
centuryhasthrownupanewchallenge:theassertive,evenaggressive,return
of religion into the public sphere.22The so-called secular world – west and
east;northandsouth–isnowfacedwiththerealitythatreligion,invarying
ways,ismakingastridentcomeback;anoldproblem,ofreligionasanimpos-
ingsocial force,hassurfaced inanewway.Andyet this is takingplace ina
situation,withinsecularisedwesterncountriesatleast,whereincreasingpro-
portionsofthepopulationregisterashavingnoreligiousaffiliationoridentity;
wherereligionisincreasinglymarginalisedandprivatised,ifonlybecauseof
increasingreligiousdiversity.Assertivereligion,inavarietyofguises,consti-
tutesanewsocietalaswellasinterreligiouschallenge.Indeed,asNielsennotes
inrespecttotheEuropeancontext(andwhichappliesaswellelsewhere),by
theturnofthecentury‘theIslamicworldwasbeginningtobeseenasasource
ofsuchachallenge,whether fromoutsideEuropeor intheformofMuslim
communities now settled in Europe itself. In this environment, relations
betweenChristianityandIslammovedfromthemarginstobecomeoneofthe
keydimensionsofdevelopments’.23

Interestingly,ifnotalsosignificantly,thefirstissueoftheChristian-Muslim 
News Digest for2016,producedbytheAnglicanNetworkforInterfaithConcerns
(NIFCON),featuredtwo‘goodnews’eventsfromlate2015thatshineawelcome
andall-too-rarelightonthefieldofChristian–Muslimrelations.Thiswasnot
theusualfareofthemassmedia.Thefirstitemconcerned‘howfaithcommu-
nities across the globe were able to promote unity among Christians and
MuslimsthroughtherareconvergenceofChristmasandMawlid,thecelebra-
tionoftheProphetMuhammad’sbirthday’whichfellonChristmasEve;the
secondhadtodowithanepisodeinwhich‘KenyanMuslimsshieldedChristians

22 JørgenS.Nielsen,‘TheCurrentSituationofChristian-MuslimRelations:EmergingChal-
lenges, Signs of Hope’, in Douglas Pratt, Jon Hoover, John Davies and John Chesworth
(Eds),The Character of Christian-Muslim Encounter: Essays in Honour of David Thomas.
(Leiden&Boston:Brill,2015),pp.415-427.

23 Nielsen,TheCurrentSituation,p.415.
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fromdeathinabusattackbyAlShabaab’andalsoreportedonthe‘impactof
theirheroicactsonterrorism-wearyKenya’.24ChristiansandMuslimsco-cele-
bratedtheirrespectivefeastsinsuchdiverse–andchallenging–contextsas
Iraq, Nigeria, Egypt, Malaysia, and the UK. And following episodes of the
slaughterofinnocentChristiansinKenyabytheextremistmovementoutof
Somalia,ordinaryMuslimsstoodup–atgreatpersonalrisk–fortheirco-reli-
gionists,challengingtheextremists’interpretationandapplicationofIslamin
theprocess.Thesemayberelativelyisolatedincidents,buttheyarenotneces-
sarily so uncommon in representing a much larger groundswell of mutual
regard, recognition and acceptance of Muslim for Christian and vice versa.
Thisiscertainlynotwhatawider,andill-informed,publicwouldtodaybeled
tobelieveisthecase.Toooftenitisnegativeportrayals,andrecoursetocrusad-
ingimageryandjihadirhetoric,thatdominatetheheadlinesandcapturethe
imagination.

So,wherearewegoinginallofthis?Itisclearthat,today,MuslimandChris-
tianintentiontoengageindialogicalrelationships,whetherlocallyorglobally
signalled, is unambiguous and beyond question. This is well demonstrated
throughthedialogicalengagementsthathavebeenthesubjectofthisstudy.
Yet the journey into this most critical of interfaith dialogue arenas is by no
meansaneasyone.Resistance,detractionandcriticismfromwithinbothreli-
gionsareconstants.Attimesitseemsthatthelinksarefragileandthedepthof
mutualunderstandingachievedisratherthin.PopeBenedict’snowinfamous
Regensburgaddress,25thougharguablytaken–andsomisunderstood–outof
context,wasneverthelessmorethanasimplefaux pas;itisareminderthatthe
interfaithdimensionofChristian–Muslimrelationseverrequiresattentionto
bepaidtotheintra-faithchallengeofbringing,andkeeping,thecommunities
offaithonboard.ThisiswheretheworkoftheChristian–MuslimTheological
Forum,alongwiththeBuildingBridgesseminarseries,needstobecomemore
widely known throughout the Christian and Muslim worlds as both a testi-
monytoandresourceforongoingsubstantialdialogicalengagement.And,as
the Muslim ‘Common Word’ letter reminds us, ‘…our common future is at
stake’.ThetaskofdialoguebetweenChristianityandIslamremainsapriority;
theneedforsustainedengagementcontinues.

24 AnglicanNetworkforInterfaithConcerns,Christian-Muslim News Digest,Issue1(27)2016,
np.

25 Widelyreportedatthetime,andarousingmuchcontroversyonaccountoftheinclusion
ofacitationofanegativeperceptionoftheProphetMuhammad,fromacenturiesold
source,thisPapaladdress,‘Faith,ReasonandtheUniversity:MemoriesandReflections’,
wasgivenattheUniversityofRegensburg,Germany,on12September,2006.PopeBene-
dicthadpreviouslybeenaprofessorattheUniversity.
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Perhapsthekeythingtonote,asafirstelementpointingtowardthefuture,
istheimportanceofsimplykeepinggoing–ofsimply‘keepingthefaith’inthe
dialogicalengagementprocess.Dialoguehasnoend;itisnecessarilyongoing,
foritisbyvirtueoftheconstancyofthedialogicalconversationthatrelation-
shipflourishes.Ceasethedialogue,forwhateverreason,andtherelationship
will inevitablyatrophy;opportunity formutualengagement for thepurpose
ofdeepeningknowledge,understanding,and thechance formutualcorrec-
tion,willbelost.Thefuturerequiresthecontinuationofthedialogicalprocess
itselfand,withthat,consistencyofwitnesstothevalues,perspectivesandin-
tentions implied. Second, the future demands an extension of the scope of
dialogicalengagement,andatamultiplicityoflevels.TheBuildingBridgesse-
ries and the Christian-Muslim Theological Forum belong to an important
categoryofintentionalacademicdialogueofappropriatespecialists.Aswellas
thedisseminationofthefruitsofthesedialoguestoawideraudience,theneed
for relational engagement between the various constituencies of Islam and
Christianityisanimperative,ifonlyasacountertotheriseofreactionaryradi-
calisations, exclusivisms and mutual hostility that currently beset many
situations of Christians and Muslims. And, with this widening, there needs
to be recourse to the broader diversity of dialogical modalities – of life, ac-
tion, experience – that sit alongside the discursive dialogue of scholars and
specialists.

Fosteringfriendlyrelationsandmutualacceptanceisnobadplacetostart.
Butaswellasattendingtothegrassrootsdimensionsofrelationship,thethird
element of the future of Christian engagement with Islam returns us to an
intellectual task, namely the important and sensitive matter of self-critical
reflection in the light of the dialogical experience. If dialogue provokes no
change,nodevelopment,nomodificationineithertheunderstandingofthe
dialogicalpartner,andalsoself-understandinginrelationtothatpartner,then
thescepticaldismissalof thevalueofdialoguewins. Intheend,dialogue is
vitiatedasnomorethanafriendlymonologicalexchange.Isthatthefuture?
Ithinknot.ChristiansandMuslimshavecometoofar–yetperhapsnotyetfar
enough. The interreligious dialogue of Christianity and Islam also calls for
respective intra-religious dialogues to occur. How well are Christians and
Muslimsengaginghere?Andhowwellaretheyaddressingthecriticalissueof
reflectinguponandre-thinkingtheirreceivedtraditionsinthelightofthedia-
logue? As the dialogical engagement continues into the future so, as I have
argued elsewhere, the task of undertaking self-reflective theology after dia-
logue26weighsuponusasanurgenttaskstill.

26 DouglasPratt,TheologyafterDialogue:Christian–MuslimEngagementTodayandTomor-
row,Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations26/1(January,2015):89-101.
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