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RELATIONS BETWEEN CHRISTIANS AND MUSLIMS IN HISTORY: 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES TODAY 
.

0. Introduction

Islamic-Christian relations have a long history which goes back to the times of Muhammad himself, the Prophet of Islam. Christianity in its theological reflection has had to face up to the reality of Islam since its birth. In the same way Islam had to take into account the existence of the other monotheistic religions. 

The interest in Islam by eastern and western Christianity has always been considerable and it still is today. Publications concerning this history of encounters and conflicts between the two religious groups are copious
. Some authors give a rather negative analysis of it, underlining in particular the conflicts between these two religious groups
, while others have tried to underline the positive aspects
. In any case it is a history of conflicts and encounters.

In the historical-religious context of the relations between Christianity and Islam,  without claiming to be exhaustive I shall try to underline some relevant elements regarding the interpretation of Islam in the history of Christian theology in a series of “stages,”  in  a summary account of the more noteworthy periods of these relations  and of the impact they had within the Christian world.

1. The initial stage (VII century)

The Christian presence in the Arabic peninsula at the time of Muhammad (VII century) was quite considerable
. However, contacts between the Prophet and his newly born community and Christianity were quite limited, and fluctuated between appreciation and opposition. Christians were appreciated for their morality, humility and charity, and also for the spiritual and intellectual life of the priests and monks
. But above all because they were “People of the Book” (ahl al-kitâb), a community, that is to say, which possessed a revealed Scripture (even though partially corrupted and certainly superseded) and who followed a true prophet, Jesus (‘Îsâ), who together with his mother Mary (Maryam) the Muslims venerated with great respect and admiration,

Bur soon differences arose between the two religions. The denial on the part of Christians of the status as prophet of Muhammad gave rise to a series of arguments and discussion, which had begun even during the life of the Prophet of Islam. In fact even in the Koran we can see a certain opposition to Christians, shown in a critical attitude, one of suspicion and hostility towards them.
  In spite of this, Muhammad maintained an official relationship with the Christians in Najrân
, as with other encounters culminating in the promulgation of a law of protection or dhimma, which granted to non-Muslims who were living in an Islamic state  a status of tolerance, which implied respect for their worship and social structure, in return for the payment of a tax (jizya).
From the personal experience of Muhammad, as far as can be deduced from the texts of the Koran about Christians, throughout history the most diverse situations arose: from those of the ‘frontier’ and of opposition towards the other, with the subsequent differences, to those of an inter-religious encounter, in the search for possible similarities to facilitate a shared pathway.

2. The stage of doctrinal consolidation (VII – IX centuries)

After the death of the Prophet Muhammad, the umma spread quickly in the East and in Maghreb. In this way contacts between it and Christianity continued (VII-IX centuries). These contacts were legitimate,  in force of the status of dhimma. On the one hand, there were practical contacts, through daily encounters between the two groups of believers; and on the other there were psychological contacts, marked by suspicion and a perception of the other as a pagan or a sinner. During this period Christians lived among the Muslims as a social and religious group separate but at the same time protected, maintaining a sort of modus vivendi which fluctuated between a general attitude of respect and one of oppression due to impositions sometimes humiliating.

This stage is noted particularly for the theological formulation of the principal fundamentals of religion, for the definition of one’s own position with regard to the other and a response  to the more serious objections regarding aspects of the other’s doctrine.

It was a period of a great variety of encounters with calm and courteous exchanges which slowly progressed from tolerance to intolerance. This encounter of dialogue became more of a competition than an exercise in friendship. Both sides tried to defend and protect their own communities fearful of possible apostasy on the part of some of their members. 

The problem of heresies, in the Arab-Christian Orient was a serious subject in theological reflection. Therefore, the birth of Islam, from the Christian point of view, easily led to the consideration that the new religion was another Christian heresy. We probably have to place in this context  the theological reflection of St John Damascene (675-753) who, having a good knowledge of the Islamic religion tried to underline the similarities with Christianity rather than consider the Islamic religion as a Christian heresy, 
 “a heresy similar to that of Arius”
. His principles were followed by  the Melkite Bishop of Harrân, Theodore Abû Qurra (740-825)
, but only on the polemical level
. Not so the Patriarch of the Nestorian Church Timothy I (728-823) who, in spite of doctrinal differences was able to maintain a conciliatory rapport with the Caliph Al-Mahdî (775-785) regarding  the theological question under discussion.
 On the other hand, the Nestorian ‘Ammâr al-Basrî (c. 800-850) could be considered the pioneer in Islamic-Christian dialogue because of his contribution in Arabic regarding Muslim objections to Christianity.

The predominant tendency in this rapprochement was, more than anything else, apologetic. On the Islamic side, through answers (al-radd) to Christianity, as was the case of the convert to Islam ‘Alî al-Tabarî (m. 855), there were those who denied the truth of Christianity
 on account of the fact that he taught that Jesus was considered at the same time ‘creator and created’
; or in the case of al-Jâhiz (776-869), who wrote an answering  letter to Christians (risâla fî-l-radd ‘alâ l-Nasârâ), aimed at showing Muslims how to defend themselves against them. 

Polemical reactions were not lacking either on the Christian side; one only has to think of the monk George Hamartolos (d. 868), who, without a knowledge of the Arabic language or of Islam, denigrated the Islamic religion considering it as idolatry
. In this context, the response of the Nestorian al-Kindî to the letter which the Muslim al-Hâshimî wrote to him in 820 a.d., remains an example of the effort made to overcome the apologetic frontier to arrive at the dimension of the encounter
. With his document there comes to an end that stage of doctrinal consolidation between Christianity and Islam, in which it was a question of defining one’s own doctrinal position in respect of the other, and of formulating the strongest objections in the field of doctrine. These are objections which always retain their force, with greater or lesser intensity throughout the history of Islamic-Christian relations. Among these should be recalled especially the subject of the unity of God, One and Triune for Christians, One and Total for the Muslims; the subject of the prophetic nature of Muhammad and Jesus; the subject of the authenticity of the Scriptures; and the subject of the affirmation of the true religion. In this context, both religious groups will experience  a stage of rivalry and disrepute. 

3. The stage of rivalry and of  disrepute (X – XIV centuries)

With the expansion of Islam, Christianity in the Orient found itself living almost as if in a ghetto, which in certain places, encouraged a kind of aversion towards Muslim neighbours. In the West meanwhile, with the continuous growth of  Islamic influence, the communities of North Africa began to slowly disappear between the X and XI centuries
. On the other hand, the Muslim invasion of Spain, considered a danger for Europe and the blockade of Poitiers (732), gave  a sense of security to the West. The frontiers were clearly defined and two powers arose which established themselves during the whole of the Middle Ages from one side of the Mediterranean to the other. It was precisely by means of the Mediterranean that between East and West exchanges were established which enriched both worlds, but which remained  blocked on the frontier of religion. In addition, the event of the Crusades, from the end of the XIth to the XIIIth centuries, made relations considerably worse,  coming to the point of an almost total rivalry and incomprehension
. 

In this context, the process of polemics and apologetics continued to be followed. The scriptural discredit should be underlined, for example, on the part of some Muslim theologians, such as Ibn Hazm (994-1064), unchallenged master in the field of antiChristian polemics,
  and al-Juwaynî (1028-1085)
. 

Ibn Hazm introduced the principle of zâhirismo, the obligation, that is of a  ‘literal analysis of the sacred text because he said, the Word of God ought to be accepted without any distortions  due to human or subjective interpretations. Consequently he considered all religious systems by the same criteria, in this way attributing to the Bible a ‘literary’ falsification (tahrîf al-lafz), whereas the Koran would be the correct Scripture
. 

As regards al-Juwaynî, starting from the Koran, he declared that the coming of Muhammad had been proclaimed by the Torah and by the Gospel, something Jews and Christians deny. On the  basis of this conviction, he strove to prove that the text had been altered, changed or substituted  (tabdîl). Nevertheless there were other authors who showed themselves to be more open and tolerant, even though they rejected fundamental Christian doctrines.
 This is the case of al-Ghazâlî (1059-1111), for whom Islam is the Truth and the Christian  Scriptures are authentic, but they need to be given an Islamic interpretation, through which the texts which refer to the divinity of Jesus become “allegorical”  while those which refer to his humanity are  “literal”. In this way al-Ghazâlî took the Scriptures as they were and used them as the basis of argument against the Christians.

On the Christian side, relations with the Muslims progressed through the  words of the writers of the Arab-Christian Oriente, such as for example, Qustâ b. Lûqâ (m. 912), Abû Râ’ita (m. 830), Yahyâ b. ‘Adî (793-874), and Elia of Nisibi (975-1046). 

In the Latin West on the other hand, contact with Islam took place in the silence of the monasteries, in practice at Cluny, where the Abbot Peter of Cluny (1094-1156) 
 organised the magnificent work of the translation of Islamic texts, assembled in the collection of Toledo (c. 1150)
, the contents of which contributed to making known part of the history of Islam, its prophet Muhammad, his teaching and especially the Koran, translated for the first time into Latin (1146). This knowledge also gave rise to a series of disputations. In particular, the intention of Peter was to make it understood that the Muslims were obliged by the Koran to recognise the books of the Bible as revealed by God. Now given the contradictions between the Koran and the Bible one of the two books had to be rejected. But the Bible could not be rejected because that would go against the principles of the Koran. However the opposite was possible. In this way it could be proved on the basis of both the Bible and the Koran, that the latter had not been revealed by God and that Muhammad was not a prophet in the biblical meaning of the word.

During this dark period of history, and despite a radical ideological approach and the rejection of the Scriptures, as with the violence unleashed by the Crusades, real efforts  were made to overcome this ‘religious frontier,’ by means of episodes of tolerance and fraternity. 

The example is well-known of St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) who, in a spirit of fraternity,  hoped for a ‘spiritual crusade’, took part in the fifth Crusade (1217-1221), and met the Sultan al-Malik al-Kâmil at Damietta (Egypt), with the desire to hold a dialogue with the Muslims
. In the same spirit, the Franciscan Tertiary from Majorca, Raymond Lullo (1235-1315)
, proposed a loyal peace dialogue based on mediation between the two cultures and the two religions. To this end he  promoted the creation of centres of formation and of special studies who those who had to work in a Muslim context.
But these studies were also promoted by the Dominicans
, such as the Studia Linguarum by St. Raymond of Peñafort (1180-1284)
, one of whose students, Raymond Martin (1230-1284), knew Islamic philosophy and theology very well.
 On his part, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), when establishing a dialogue with non-Christians, knew how to distinguish well between the fields of reason and those of faith, because the Christian faith includes mysteries which go beyond reason. Thus he proposed natural reason, commonly accepted by everyone, and moral or philosophical reason, accepted by the Muslims.
  In practical terms, two other Dominicans should be mentioned who emphasised the importance of knowing the language and the sacred books, as essential elements in working  among the Muslims: William from Tripoli (1220-1291)
 and  Fra Ricoldo from Montecroce (1243-1320); their spirit is still  that followed by the Order of St Dominic
.

Over and above these particular examples which testify to the  spirit of the interreligious relations between Christians and Muslims, in this medieval period and in the theological context two main approaches to the interpretation  of Islam from the Christian side can be mentioned: one starting from a strictly theological standpoint  (Corpus of Cluny and the theologians of the  XII century), the other from a “missionary dialogue’ perspective (among the missionary orders, Franciscan and Dominican)
. “The process of an approach to Islam takes place in the context of the model of the disputatio theologica, at the centre of which is the question: is Islam a religion which is based on Revelation or on reason, does it come from on high (auctoritas divina) or from down below (auctoritas rationalis), is it a faith or a philosophy? The question posed in theological terms had these results. Attention focused on three particular problems, the theological nature of Islam, whether heresy or error, Christology according to the Koran and the prophetic role of Muhammad”
.

In this way the controversy literature with its preconceived notions
 sees Islam as a challenge on several different levels: on the scriptural level (dismissing the thesis of the tahrîf and demonstrating the superiority of the Gospel over the Koran), on the Christological level (through an ‘antiChrist reading’ of Islam), on the ecclesial level (considering the claim of the ‘catholicity’ of Islam) and finally on the moral-spiritual level (giving the impression of an Islam sine lege)
.

Nonetheless in spite of the positive efforts, the balance of these centuries remains rather clouded by the negative judgements of the western world with regard to Islam and of Islam regarding Christianity, judgements that leave the two civilisations drifting apart.

4. The stage of the gap being closed ( XV – XVIII centuries)

Starting from the XV century and continuing for the next four centuries, the two worlds kept their distance and were close at the same time, so much so that it was one of the poorest at the level of theological reflection, particularly in the field of inter-religious relations, even though, thanks to the experience of travellers and to their diaries and reports Europe acquired a new awareness also of the reality of Islam.

In spite of academic contacts, the political situation strongly influenced this period. It was a time of wars
, in spite of the great discoveries, the birth of the spirit of the ‘nation’ in Europe, of the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation
, of the Renaissance and of Humanism.

On the other side, the Islamic world began progressively a period of intellectual stagnation (jumûd) which lasted until the XIX century. In this way relations  fluctuated between indifference, a lack of intellectual curiosity and an instinctive aggressive attitude. 

During this period some tried in good faith to remove the barriers, although with little success. Such was the case of George of Trebisonda (1396-1486) who, minimising the differences between the two religions, defended the religious unity of all peoples.
 So too with John of Segovia (1400-1458)
, who insisted on the need for an exact translation of the Koran to make a critical analysis of the text possible. To this end he promoted a Contraferentia to discuss with Muslim theologians the passages in the Koran which were critical of Christianity, and he sent repeated invitations to the ecclesiastical leaders, including Niccolò Cusano (1401-1464), who “drew up in his De pace fidei, a clear and at the same time passionate text aimed at demonstrating how all the human religions are marvellously summarised in God and recognise themselves in His will.”
 His dream was the reunion of all the religions in a single faith, a single religion and in a variety of rituals.
. In this way it is possible to present, within the context of the interpretation of Islam, another question from the suggestion regarding “peace among the faiths,” as proposed by Niccolò Cusano, in the line of medieval tradition

In reality, while the Reformation
 led to the opposing of the errors of Islam with the Truth, an idea shared by Catholics and Protestants, Europeans, in general, showed a certain indifference towards Islam as a religion and hatred towards the Turks because of their antagonism towards Europe
. But it was in this unfavourable setting that Ludovico Marracci (1612-1700) produced a noteworthy academic work with his monumental translation of the Koran into Latin
. The purpose of his work was to offer  missionaries a handbook  useful in their mission among the Muslims. In this manual he recommended a rapprochement to Islam in three ways: scientific, theological and missionary
. His main concern was that of remaining faithful to the medieval apologetic trend  affirming the primacy and the absolute nature of biblical Revelation, the theological errors of the Muslims regarding God and Christ, the superstitious nature of Islam and the veracity of the Christian religion. It could be said that with Marracci scientific orientalism took its first steps.

In the XVIII century under the influence of the Enlightenment, Christian Europe came to reject the complexities of theology, and ‘Islamic-Christian relations’ became more and more academic and cultural, sometimes philosophical and rationalist, thanks to orientalism, which was in general terms  a cultural phenomenon rising above the introverted tendencies of European culture and addressed itself to the positive observation of the cultures and the religions of the orient. In this way starting from the beginning of the XIX century, some academic perspectives emerge regarding Islam. One of these interprets Islam as a natural and rational religion in which a rationalist theism is professed, in which its prophet Muhammad merits consideration but no more than as a hero of humanity; a second, which with regard to Islam tends to promote a culture of suspicion with regard to the humanity of Muhammad and his sincerity; and finally a third perspective which will develop in the XX century, which is inspired by the principles of scientific research and which carefully studies the historical origins of Islam so as to throw light on the components which are original and those which are introduced from other religions or cultures.

5. The stage of vitality and of propaganda (XIX century)

During the XIX century, there were two events which put both groups Christians and Muslims on the same path of vitality and propaganda.

On the Christian side, a great missionary zeal developed which gave rise to the foundation of a number of missionary institutes and  societies and the consequent increase in the Christian presence among the Muslims. This presence produced among the Muslims feelings of acceptance-rejection on the one hand, and of humiliation-anger
 on the other, feelings which in a certain way are at the origin of  a certain Islamic reformism 
. This period will also be marked on the level of Islamic-Christian relations by the confrontation between Islamic da‘wa and the Christian mission. It is in this context, in fact, that there arises a new interest in polemical and  apologetic literature on both sides.
 

European orientalism comes on the scene definitively, which will undertake the systematic study of oriental cultures and the history of religions
, and will make an effort to interpret Islam and to understand its followers having recourse by  preference to Arab-Muslim sources and basing itself on scientific criteria, without on this account excluding  current ideology. 

6. The stage of spiritual approach to Islam (end of the XIX – beginning of the XX centuries)

At the end of the XIX century and at the beginning of the XX, in an effort to establish more positive relations new ways of approaching Islam arise. For example there should be remembered the person of Miguel Asín Palacios (1871-1944), precursor of the theses of the Vatican Council II
; or those who, on the spiritual plane, try to live a spirituality of  to rapprochement to Islam. Among these for example there is the witness of the  “hidden life at Nazareth” of Charles de Foucauld (1858-1916)
, and the theories of Louis Massignon (1883-1962), such as for example, his conception of history, the theory regarding Suffic spirituality and the rapport with the Muslims through hospitality and the ‘substitution’ (badaliyya)
. I think one must mention too the person of Kenneth Cragg (1913-), especially for his “call from the minaret”
 and his pressing invitation to an accord with Islam; likewise the experience of the Franciscan Jean-Mohammed ‘Abd el-Jalîl (1904-1979), witness to the Koran and to the Gospel
.

But the great renaissance in relations between Christians and Muslims on the part of both Catholics and Protestants will only take place in the second half of the XX century when the World Council of Churches will have discovered new kinds of apostolate among the Muslims
 and the Vatican II will have offered new theological dimensions on the mystery of the Church.

7. The stage of inter-religious dialogue (XX century)

With the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965)  a new period of understanding opened in relations between Christianity and Islam: from a situation of “frontier peoples” there was progress to interreligious encounter.
 Islam, academically and theologically appreciated as a form of monotheism which was linked to the promise to Abraham is seen by the Church in a new way. And in fact, with the Declaration of the Vatican Council II on the relationship of the Church to Non-Christian religion the stage of Islamic-Christian dialogue opens. “In this way after having experienced centuries of theological and political polemic and after having suffered some periods of inappropriate proselytising, relations between Christians and Muslims today seem to have entered  a phase of respect and understanding in which Christians are inclined to esteem Muslims considering the better part of their religious experience.”

The development of interreligious dialogue  promoted by the Vatican Council II has brought numerous fruits
, not only at the level of interreligious meetings and the ongoing activity of the  Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 
, but also and above all at the level of theological reflection 
 with the overcoming of the traditional view of extra Ecclesiam nulla salus and the collocation, in the Divine plan of salvation, of the other religious traditions in relation to Christ, the Saviour and Mediator between God and men.
 

On the other hand, the legitimacy of a “Christian interpretation”  of Islam is supported by the theology of religions. A. Terrin declares: “The theology of religions is a study of the religions totally within theology. In fact it is a question of bringing a value judgement on religions starting from one’s own Christian faith, formed by a knowledge of the Bible and of the tradition of the Church”
. This interpretation led to some ‘working hypotheses’ different among themselves both from the point of view of determining the biblical of theological area considered in a “Christian interpretation” of Islam and according to a different methodological approach. Among these: the “abrahamic way” (L. Massignon, Y. Moubarac and K.-J. Kuschel), the “the prophetic way” (The Islamic-Christian Congresses in Cordova 1977 and in Carthage 1979) and the “nohachica way” (G. Rizzi)
. 

Publications on the theology of religions are numerous, here I limit myself to suggesting that you read some examples of theological reflection presented to the Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (14-19 May 2004) by Michel Fédou
. He recalls that the two fundamental requirements that any kind of Christian theology has to make the effort to take into consideration are: respect for “what is true and holy” in other religions; and, obviously, fidelity to Christ, which the Declaration Nostra Aetate (§ 2) does not describe as “unique”, but the various expressions of which mean the same thing: Christ is “the way, the truth and the life.”

8. Conclusion

Summing up and using the description of Mons. Michael L. Fitzgerald,  the interpretation of Islam in the history of Christian theology has progressed from its being viewed as a heresy to that of a religion.
 In other words as Giuseppe Rizzardi suggests, through four models which are  likewise historical stages: 

- the “theological” model (medieval) with a perception of Islam that is partial and limited, because of having recourse to Augustinian-scholastic-Thomistic theological culture in the analysis and valuation of  Islam; 

- the “orientalist” model (XVIII century) which uses as a filter of observation not the Christian theological categories, but coordinates of an historical philosophical character; 

- the “friend of Islam” model (XIX-XX centuries) in which the  approach to Islam consists  in a cross-section examination of the world of Islam “removing the focus from oneself, from one’s own cultural and religious world in order “to concentrate” on the other, the different; - and finally the  “student of Islam” way (the contemporary tendency) which is gathering the fruits of a slow and gradual progress towards a correct perception of Islam
.

After this brief look at the history of relations between Christians and Muslims, with a particular emphasis on the development of  the Christian view of Islam, one can only look with satisfaction at the progress made down the centuries; so much more so today when “Islam appears on the stage of history with its own, autonomous and justified plan for the progress of mankind, of society and of history.”
 This plan astonishes some and terrifies others. In the editorial introduction to the book of Franco Cardini, Europa e Islam. Storia di un malinteso, it is said that Islam is once again knocking at the door of Europe. This book one reads in a review, «reconstructs thirteen centuries of misunderstandings, lies, deceptions, errors, calumnies which have divided Europe and Islam. From Maometto “the Christian heretic” to Islam “a diabolical religion,” from “the fierce Saladin” to the Turk “the enemy of the cross”, relations and exchanges between Europe and Islam – which were numerous, intense, fruitful, friendly -  appear as almost always lived and believed in the light of an often gratuitous hostile  prejudice. It is slow to die: so much so that at the end of the nineteen hundreds it re-emerged almost intact. »
 Very true. However it cannot be denied that towards the end of the nineteen hundreds in the Christian world there had arisen a whole spiritual movement which aimed at a rapprochement with Islam. This movement then merged with Vatican II and subsequently it developed to such an extent that thanks to it theological reflection, undertaken through contacts,  has brought us to a respectful theological interpretation of the other, to an ”ecumenism of religions”
 which has placed all of us on the path of interreligious dialogue. A dialogue ‘persecuted’ by so many, ‘challenged’ by others, but in any case ‘desired’, since it is the means which brings Christians and Muslims closer and allows a past that was dark and monolithic in its interpretation of each other to be changed into a present full of exchanges to supersede the frontiers and promote an encounter. Also because as the Muslim scholar Mahmut Aydin declares, “Islamic-Christian dialogue is no longer a luxury, but a theological necessity in order to build a world in which Christians and Muslims can live together at peace.”
 
9. Challenges and opportunities today

Among the challenges and opportunities of this historical experience of relations between Christians and Muslims, I should to highlight the following:

Our societies and our religions are together facing the challenge of a globalisation which demands intercultural and interreligious dialogue as the necessary means to build a future of peace for everyone.

In this context, cooperation between cultural and religious groups is absolutely necessary to overcome all kinds of community tensions so as to be able to live in the hope of living together and of peace.

It needs to be recognised that some events at the beginning of the new  millennium (11 September, Afghanistan, Iraq, the Middle East, etc.) have darkened the world, 
 now seen as a global village thanks to human progress, and placed it in a delicate position which requires collaboration at all levels to ensure world peace.


It is evident that religion has a fundamental role in this process of integration, of living together and of peace. In fact in the last decades intercultural and interreligious dialogue with Muslims has brought countless benefits.


There is no need to become discouraged nor even disillusioned believing that the current situation of interreligious dialogue has changed. In fact, it is not Islamic-Christian dialogue that has changed, but our world. 


This fact requires a combined effort so as to continue to weave together these relations which are so necessary for our world, with all its changes in the political, social and cultural fields, as also in the perception of other. Lights and shadows coexist in a process still in its development phases.


This is a process which unfortunately is often threatened by  ignorance, suspicion  and prejudice. The political, social and cultural situation – and especially the escalation of international terrorism – do not help these things. Therefore it is the duty of Christians and Muslims  discover and to promote from within their own religious traditions, the seeds of brotherhood and peace. We need a “critical dialogue” in order to preserve and promote human dignity.


In this way the current  perspective of Islamic-Christian dialogue implies the need to make the best us  of some fundamental elements such as: education to/in dialogue, a constant search for common and shared values and finally, mutual collaboration in the creation of a society more peaceful and harmonious.


9.1. Education to/in dialogue
In a meeting on “the Future of interreligious dialogue between the monotheistic religions,”  organised in January 2003 by the Muslim University al-Zaytuna in Tunis, one of those taking part, Professor Ahmed M’chergui, rightly said that nowadays religious illiteracy (ummiyya dînîya) predominates.
Educating to dialogue presupposes an adequate formation at all levels. It also presupposes a good knowledge of one’s own  religious tradition and an openness to a different one of the other person. In this sense, Professor Ahmed M’chergui recognised that many Muslins nowadays are ignorant about almost their whole theological, ascetical and mystical heritage, which enriched  the great thinkers of Islam in the Middle East during the Middle Ages. It is also what is happening in the west where our contemporaries are suffering from a collective and Christian loss of memory as the result of a secularism that excludes the religious from the scholastic and social areas.
.

In fact, being open to knowing the other as a necessary element in order to establish healthy interreligious relation, implies: in the first place an objective and honest knowledge of the other person’s world; from this understanding flow esteem and sympathy which lead to openness and availability; then one comes to discovering one’s own identity, making it possible to accept existing differences; and finally one discovers the importance of the witness of life, lived with a twofold dimension, that is: in the appreciation of the other from one’s own perspective and in the freedom to witness to one’s faith from one’s different standpoint.

9.2. Constant search for common and shared values
The right kind of education concerning the other will show Christians and Muslims that both religions can share many values. The purpose of interreligious dialogue is not some kind of agreement about the beliefs of the different religious traditions, but rather the common search for shared values to foster an encounter in a spirit of respect, trust and friendship.

In this context, there was a positive result in the first Seminar of the Catholic-Muslim Forum established in March 2008, and held between 4 and 6 November 2008 in the  Vatican, the consequence of the response of the Secretary of State, H. E. Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, in the name of H.H. Pope Benedict XVI to the Open Letter which 138 Muslim intellectuals (actually about 300) had sent to the Pope and to all the authorities of the other Christian Churches. Entitled "A word common among us and you " the letter is an invitation to take up the common value of the love of God and of one’s neighbour to build a better world.

Genuine dialogue requires that Christians and Muslims accept each other with all the similarities and differences in theological, moral and cultural matters. H.H.. Pope John Paul II declared that «only in the mutual acceptance of the other and as a result of a mutual respect, deepened in love, will the secret of a humanity finally reconciled be found » 
. 

By searching for common and shared values, Christians and Muslims will work together in the service of life of justice of freedom and of brotherhood. This is what happened at the Catholic-Muslim Forum and it enabled a clarification of what was meant by the dialogue between Christians and Muslims desired by His Holiness  Pope Benedict XVI. The Osservatore Romano indicated the process: "The starting point? Recognising objectively the different theological and anthropological views. The method? Listening to one another without prejudices, with mutual  esteem and respect. The basic attitude? A sincere desire to come  to know and to understand each other. The aim? To offer the men and women of our time a genuine service of peace, of reconciliation aware that the name of God can only be a name of peace and brotherhood, justice and love."

The constant search for common and shared values ought to lead us to live together in the spirit of a "culture of peace." In fact this was the topic of point 45 of the 63rd General Assembly of the United Nation in a High Level meeting at which an attempt was made to  analyse the role of religion in developing this culture of peace. For this and in the face of our world’s indifference two things are fundamental: witness and service. Witness because there is the need for believers to be consistent and credible in their religious traditions, therefore condemning violence, hatred, fanaticism, etc.; service, because we are called to promote common and shared values in a practical way, and that is by defending life, human dignity, freedom of conscience and of religion, etc. This was the witness and the appeal of the President of the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue, H. E. Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran at the United Nations.

9.3. Mutual collaboration in the creation of a society more peaceful and harmonious
One of the challenges in the context of the new prospects for Islamic-Christian dialogue, is the fostering of greater mutual collaboration in the creation of a more peaceful and harmonious society. In practical terms this means working together for the promotion of the dignity of every individual through a commitment to justice. In fact, Christians and Muslims, following their respective religious traditions call attention to the truth of the sacred character  of the dignity of the individual person. This is the foundation of our mutual respect and esteem and the condition for collaboration in the service of peace among nations and peoples, the deepest desire of every believer and of every person of good will..


H.H. Pope John Paul II said: “This means that religion is the enemy of exclusion and discrimination, of hatred and rivalry, of violence and conflict. Religion is not, and must not become, an excuse for violence, particularly when religious identity coincides with cultural and ethnic identity. Religion and peace go together! Religious belief and practice cannot be separated from the defence of the image of God in every human being.” 


For his part, H.H. Pope Benedict XVI, in the lectio magistralis at Ratisbonne –a lectio, among other things, little read and much commented upon – made it very clear that the foundations for a just and constructive dialogue needed to rest on the acceptance of the truth, the recognition of differences, the rejection of violence, the sharing of the absolute and  transcendental values starting with the sacred character of life and the dignity of the individual. 


The Muslim Professor Hmida Ennaifer, in an open letter to the Pope, wanted to emphasise that the remarks of the Holy Father demonstrate the symptoms of a serious religious crisis of identity. In fact, the Ratisbonne address had the effect of an “electro-shock” to re-awaken dialogue and to invite believers to study the real issues. 


It was something similar that the Islamist Tariq Ramadan, recognised on the eve of his participation in the Catholic-Muslim Forum, and that is that the Ratisbonne proposals have opened up areas need to be explored and made the most of in a positive manner. 




In this sense it is necessary to build together a world of peace and brotherhood, so ardently desired by all men and women of good will, and learn to work together to avoid intolerance and oppose violence, so as to be able to open up a field of religious freedom for all. 


In fact the truth of the sacred character and the dignity of the human person, together with respect for religious freedom, are the basis for collaboration at the service of peace, which leads towards the path of authentic dialogue.
 In this way H.H Pope Benedict XVI said in his address at the audience granted to those taking part in the Catholic-Muslim Forum "Only by starting with the recognition of the centrality of the person and the dignity of each human being, respecting and defending life which is the gift of God, and is thus sacred for Christians and for Muslims alike – only on the basis of this recognition, can we find a common ground for building a more fraternal world, a world in which confrontations and differences are peacefully settled, and the devastating power of ideologies is neutralized."

10. Final Conclusion 

Fr. Maurice Borrmans, professor emeritus of the PISAI and a well-known promoter of Islamic-Christian dialogue declares that  «in the midst of all the questions and confusion  generated nowadays  by the international situation regarding Islam-Western relations and in the midst of the uncertainties and worries of so many men and women accustomed to dialogue, it is necessary on both the Christian and the Muslim side not to be discouraged but to take heart ». 


This dialogue continues, as we have seen, in spite of difficulties and obstacles. A number of institutions, Christian and Muslim, are committed to/engaged in this work. Many criticise this dialogue and even come to believe that it is useless and sometimes dangerous, for both parties. In reality, the current situation is offering everyone a good opportunity to purify their intentions, improve their methods and multiply their activities.
We need a common platform to develop interreligious relations in daily life, in interreligious cooperation, in theological reflection, as well as in a spiritual encounter.

Our times, every day more globalised,  have an urgent need for harmonious relations which foster  religious freedom, healthy mutual exchange  and the  promotion of peace. Our “planetary society” needs to foster the project of a lay/secular society respectful of freedoms and of beliefs, with a specific commitment to peace, based on justice and the rule of international law, and with the solidarity of believers bearing witness to the transcendent in a secularised world.

All this needs to be carried out through interreligious and intercultural dialogue with optimism and hope, precisely because  this dialogue cannot be reduced to an optional extra; on the contrary, « it is in fact a vital necessity, on which in large measure our future depends. » 
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