Pace picks up in international interfaith meetings

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

November will see an upswing on the interfaith afimle front with two high-level meetings
highlighting different approaches to the challenf§éstering better understanding among the
world’s major religions.

The first will be the meeting of the
Common Word group of Muslim
scholarswith Pope Benedict and top
Roman Catholic experts on Islam ne st
week (Nov. 4-6) at the Vatican. This “q,
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the group, following sessions ¥ale
University in Julyand theJniversity of
Cambridgethis month where Muslim
and Christian religious leaders and
theologians discussed in detail what
unites and separates them. Being thg
supertanker of the Christian world, the
Vatican has turned more slowly towards this theislaigdialogue than the smaller Protestant
churches. But it has agreed to institutionalisedibéogue in a&atholic-Muslim Forunmand

give it a gesture of approval with a papal audiehe¢'s see what comes out at the end of the
talks next Thursday.
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Here is mycurtainraiser on the meeting

The week afterwards, on Nov. 12-13, Saudi King Aladiuwill be at the United Nations in
New York topromote the interfaith dialogubat he launched in Madrid last July. This effort
is much wider — the Madrid meeting had not onlyi€trans and Muslims but also Jews,
Hindus, Buddhists and people of other faiths. énse like more of an official diplomatic
offensive, especially witthat U.N. connectiarReflecting that, the White House has
announced tharesident George Bush will join Abdullalh the talksThere are reportthat
Israeli President Shimon Peres and Foreign Minister
Tzipi Livni might attend. One might be tempted to
write the whole thing off as another talking shbpt an
international body like the United Nations may be t
' right forum now for Abdullah to continue one
ploneerlng aspect of this effort — his outreacliews.
L * " Several rabbis attended the Madrid meeting and
Abdullah has said he wants to hold an interfaith
Jconference in Saudi Arabia. That would have toudel
Jews if this whole project is to be taken seriously
Watch that space.

All this focus on better understanding between the
world’s two largest religions looks like it is oveoking
the third Abrahamic monotheism, but it's not that

simple. The Catholic Church has been talking avith



Jews lately, most of it over tisill open wound of the Pius XII papaend his stand during
the Holocaust. The Vatican was on the defensivihanone an®ope Benedict hinted on
Thursdayhe would freeze the sainthood process for hisimmarpredecessor. At the same
time, he toldthe International Jewish Committee on Interreligi@onsultations that
“dialogue between cultures and religions must nao@ more be seen as a sacred duty
incumbent upon all those who are committed to lngich world worthy of man”. While it
wants to keep a sharp focus on Christian-Muslimassthe Common Word group has also
included rabbis in its discussions, especially wiiealing with reading scriptures. The
Vatican also plananother meetingvith the International Jewish Committee in Budames
Nov. 9-12.

Posted irFaithWorld| 4 Comments »

October 27th, 2008

Catholic bishops want practical results from Muslim
dialogue

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

The synod of Roman Catholic bishops
that just ended in Rome has reminded
Vatican that it wants concrete issues s
as religious freedom for Christians in t
Islamic world to be part of any dialogue
with Muslims. It’s not as if the Vatican
has forgotten this — check out a recen
statement byrev. Christian Troll S.Ja
leading Church expert on Islam. All this
comes as the Vatican and tiemmon
Word group of Muslim scholangrepare
for the Catholic-Islamic Forum due in Rome next kvee

The full text of the bishops’ proposal (number 53h@ 55published only in Italiapreads in
English:

“The Church regards with esteem ... the Muslims wbship the one God’Nostra Aetate
3). They refer to Abraham and worship God espectaliough prayer, almsgiving and
fasting. The dialogue with them permits us to keaah other better and cooperate in the
promotion of ethical and spiritual values.

“In this dialogue, the synod insists on the impaora of respect for life, for the human rights
of men and women, as well as for the distinctidwbeen the socio-political order and the
religious order in the promotion of justice and pean the world. Another important issue in
this dialogue will be reciprocity and the freedofirconscience and religion.

“It is suggested that the national bishops’ conferes, where it is deemed useful, create
groups to promote dialogue between Christians anglivhs.”



These issues touch the practical side of what #thdlics want out of this exchange with
Muslim scholars. For their part, some Muslim papints have been saying they feel some
urgency aboushowing some concrete improvemetatgheir communities. The Common
Word dialogue is very much focused on theologieatl of dialogue, but practical
considerations are never far away.

Item: reports from Saudi Arabisay King

w0r|d Cﬁn fel'e n Ce Abdullah may go to the United Nations in

\ mid-November to discuss his interfaith

on D I alogue dialogue campaign. This would be a follow-up

to the meeting he hosted in Madrid back in
July. This effort seems aimed at promoting
better inter-faith understanding at the official
or diplomatic level, which is another way to
approach the issue.

Posted irFaithWorld| 1 Comment »

October 25th, 2008

Churches take stock of Christian-Muslim dialogue

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

Christian churches have been taking
stock of where they stand on dialogue
with Islam. With so much interfaith
discussion going on, they’re not all
singing from the same sheet and
wonder whether they should (or even
could). So about 50 church leaders
and experts got together near Geneva
last weekend to exchange information
on their approach to, and experiences
concerning, dialogue with Muslims.
“With such a succession of meetings

where we get together with Muslims,
we wanted to have a meeting among ourselves andtzstker we have 2,000 different
answers and what that might say about wssidThomas Schirrmachef theWorld
Evangelical Allianc§ WEA).

The World Council of Churches (WCC) said the idaatihe meetinemerged from an
ecumenical process of response to@tmenmon Word” initiative on Christian-Muslim
dialogue. Held outside Geneva, it brought togetbpresentatives from the WCC, World
Evangelical Alliance, Roman Catholic Church, AnghcCommunion, Lutheran World
Federation, World Alliance of Reformed Churches,riéddlethodist Council, several
Orthodox churches and other Christian groups. elspoken to a few of the participants and
received some texts since the meeting to get anatlaow their exchange shaped up.




“The idea was that we come together to share offeint experiences with Islam and our
different theological approaches to Islam to seeleaumenical understandingsaidRima
Barsoum the WCC's person responsible for relations withsiims. An “ecumenical
understanding” does not mean a common understarangecame clear at the meeting.
Participants described various points of view timtwo-day meeting could overcome.
Orthodox and eastern churches that live as miesriti Muslim countries have a different
perspective from those in the West that know Muslas a minority. The Vatican’s approach
is to focus more on the theological questions wiliee\World Evangelical Alliance has
stressed the issue of living together peaceflilly feeling after Geneva is that there is such
a wide spectrum of representation that a commomndsteould be very difficult indeedsaid
David Thomas, professor of Christianity and Islartha University of Birmingham in

Britain.

Catholicos Aram,lthe Beirut-based head of the

Armenian Apostolic Churd$ee of Cilicia), o\.’ mé\é
o

displayed that view of minority Christians in the

Middle Eastin his opening speeclirhe prevailing -k

misperceptions, ambiguities, polarisations, = warld council of churches
tensions and collision (of values between Musli (o) rcatunshertipuol
and Christians), hijacked and sharpened by T
politico-ideological agendas and geo-political

strategies, can be transformed only through a

shared life in communitylie said. Josiah Atkins

Idowu-Fearon, former Anglican bishop of Kaduna,egawun-down on the often tense
relations between Christians and Muslims in Nigé'f@ur biggest problem is that of
ignorance: both communities are ignorant of thailigion and that of their neighbour.”

Rev. Dan Madigan Swarned in his presentation against trying to f& &brahamic religions
into a standard schema with pre-determined categofihis often leads to parallels between
the Koran and the Bible or Mohammad and Jesusaidesut this was a category mistake.
“The most important common belief our traditionsushis that the Word of God has been
spoken in our world — the eternal divine word tisahe essence of Godike said.
However, Jews hear the word of God in the Torahrahdinic reflection and study. Muslims
hear it in the Korar'For Christians, on the other hand, God’s word go&en primarily, not
in words, but in the flesh. What Jesus is for the Christian, the Koran (Mdohammad) is for
Muslims. What Mohammad is for Muslims (the humamnokl through which the word of
God entered the world), Mary could be said to be(fbristians. Of course, that Mary role
does not exhaust the reality of who Mohammad is for
Muslims.”

Rev. Peter Colwell o€Ehurches Together in Britain and
Irelandtold me Madigan’s comments wéiguite a
revelatory observation for many participants. Irki

ou’ve got to come out of the Catholic or Orthodox
tradition to actually see that.BTW Colwell has produced
a short guide to the Common Waad“a resource for
churches and individuals who wish to explore thissees
more deeply and who wish take the opportunity etter
affords to develop local inter-faith relations.”




Schirrmachesaid several church representatives asked him éh\World Evangelical
Alliance gave such a quick and positive reply ® @ommon Word invitation to dialogue
while issuing quite a critical note analysing tloaient of the Common Word statement.
“There’s a simple answerfie said:The WEA was founded in 1854 on the issue of freedo
of religion. For us, agreeing on content and sgtohown under the roof of religious freedom
to live together peacefully are two different issu&/e could sign on immediately to this
peace offer — which is what it is, they’re sayingytwant to live peacefully with Christians
in the world — without taking much time to thirtboait which consequences that may have for
the Trinity or whatever. This is tougher for thet@aic Church because they have not
conducted the dialogue politically, but from thesiseof having the same God and wanting to
talk about theological issues. The Orthodox chuschénich have always been minority
churches and persecuted, had no problem with thagrilical approach because the
theological and political issues are separate togrm.”

A second meetingas held in Mechelen near Brussels in mid-week;, time with Muslims.
Some church delegates went directly from one mgétirthe other. This one was less focused
on interfaith dialogue as such, but did mentioris final statement’As Muslims and

Christians we call for mutual learning through ojpapup of mosques and churches to
visitors from other communities and also to leagnihrough engagement of people. This
includes scholarly encounter and academic inteactWe need to get into the spirit of
religions, as well as their outer clothing/e pledge ourselves to avoid generalisations about
the other.”

“We need to get into the spirit of religions, aslivees their outer clothing...™ that's an
interesting way of putting it.

The Christian-Muslim dialogue trains continuesadb. The next stop is the Vatican on
November 4 and 5, when about 25 signatories o€dramon Word will meet Pope Benedict,
Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran and other interfaitheetspof the Roman Catholic Church.

Posted irFaithWorld| 2 Comments »

October 16th, 2008

Bevyond financial crisis, Christian-Muslim dialogue
progresses

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

The financial crisis so dominates the
news these days thagportson a

_— meeting of the Christian and Muslim

M # & religious leaders and scholars pictured
herezero in firston what they said
about the economyrhese men and
women of faith would readily admit
they look like anything but a group of
portfolio managers, but comments on
the crisis now get top billing no matter




where they come from. We grabbed the crisis amgielireaking out theconomic statement
from thefinal communiqueyesterday as our first item on this meeting. Wit done, let me
go back to look at the rest of the news from thest&Common Word dialogue meetirg
Cambridge and London on October 12-15.

Probably the most interesting aspect of this mgetias how both sides — 17 Muslims and
19 Christians — worked to understand the otheitk fand find ways to spread that
understanding within their communities. For exampiéhis opening address, Archbishop of
Canterbury Rowan Williams tackled the problem ofvito deal with the the two faiths speak
differently about God:While what we say about God is markedly differemteducibly
different in many respectslie said;'we recognize in each other’s language and practce
similarity in the way we understand the impattod on human lives, and thus a certain
similarity in what we take for granted about theura or character of God.”

Meeting in Cambridge, they held sessions in“fueiptural reasoningpracticed at the
university'sinter-Faith Programmen these sessions, Christians, Muslims and Jead; r
passages from their scriptures together and thelaiexhem to each otherE e N
David Ford, an Anglican theologian from Northerelé&nd who is director
of the Inter-Faith Programme, told me he attendezlsuch session with afEs
British Anglican bishop, a German Jesuit priestjuslim sheikh from the &
Emirates, a Libyan Islamic theologian, a Britishth&list theologian and ¥, :
an Iranian ayatollah®We were all studying together and dealing with b R
important issues,’he said*Some of the Muslim scholars were doing this fa ﬂnst time

with Christians,” said Aref Ali Nayed, a senior advisor to the IaEaith Programme.

Nayed told me the theological issues they discussgdded the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity, the way canons of scripture are establishire question of prophesy, the notion of a
convenant with God and various aspects of herm&seat how to analyse scripture. At their
last meeting at Yale University in July, both sigeplained how they understood concepts
like love, compassion and mercy. The question aétiver Christians and Muslims worship
the same God was also discussed and that dial@mti@wes, he said.

If those terms seem overly academic, consider whatgreement could mean down at the

level of the average church or mosque. If Muslimdarstand how Christians understand the

Trinity, for example, then imams might not stokesiens by preaching that Christians are

polytheists. By the same token, priests and pastoaght not condemn Islam as a false

religion if they believed Christians and Muslimsrgloipped the same God and valued love,
compassion and mercy in similar ways.

As Egypt’'s Grand Mufti Sheikh Ali Gomaa put‘itWe want to listen
ﬂ in order to correct misconceptions, to dissolveitie to find what is
common, and to cooperate for the sake of worshgp@iad,
engaging in positive development and purifyingtthman soul ...

#¥ we reject this constant provocation that generéi@sed and
gaccordingly instability and division.”

But how do you get from here to there? The meettdyessed that
in its communique:



“Looking towards the future, mindful of the cruciadportance of education and inspired by
our presence in a great seat of learning, we hdse been keen to identify specific ways in
which our encounter might be broadened and deepewéslhave, therefore, committed
ourselves to the following over the coming year:

- To identify and promote the use of educationakenms, for all age-groups and in the
widest possible range of languages, that we acagpiroviding a fair reflection of our faiths

- To build a network of academic institutions, iimkscholars, students and academic
resources, with various committees and teams wdaohwork on shared values

- To identify funds to facilitate exchanges betwibese training for roles of leadership within
our religious communities.”

“I sense in this meeting a feeling of urgenc
especially on the Muslim side, that we neec
show our communities that dialogue does &
fruit and improve their lives to some extent,
said Ingrid Mattson, president of tlamic
Society of North AmericaThe way to do this
is to have leaders of each faith speak out
the other is under attack. The communique
denounced the persecution of Iraqi Christia
in Mosul:“These threats undermine the
centuries-old tradition of local Muslims .
protecting and nourishing the Christian communéggd must stop ... We find no justification
in Islam or Christianity for those promoting thesacturity or perpetrating the violence
evident in parts of Iraq.”

Mattson, a professor of Islamic Studies at Hartfdeaninary in the United States, told me
U.S. Muslims want to hear similar statement fromri€tan leaders condemnirithe
dehumanisation of Muslims, like these public atsamk Islam that you see with the
distribution of theDVD ‘Obsession”

The communique also mentioned another aspectatiaith dialogue that thEommon
Word declaratiororiginally did not address but participants fémdyt must include. It said the
scriptural reading sessions Hgiven us each a greater appreciation for the riglss of the
other’s heritage as well as an awareness of themal value in being joined by Jewish
believers in a journey of mutual discovery andraiteness to the texts we hold sacrdd.”
contrast to the Yale meeting, there were no Jepasticipants in Cambridge, but Nayed said
one session held a conference call with a Jewisblacto discuss ways of involving them
more in future.

To return to the financial theme this post
started with — the “trickle-down effect” is
under fire these days for not being an efficient
ay to spread wealth in an economy. In the
context of inter-faith dialogue, however, it
‘'seems like the best way to proceed. Ford,

3 —Mattson and Nayed all stressed to me the




importance of having Christian and Muslim scholgesto know each other and discuss
issues in person. Nayed said agreement reachedhatrseetings could trickle down through
the communities:To have top Muslim theologians become personeahitis of top Christian
theologians has a monumental effect because théget graduate students who will teach
other students who will become preachers in mosgndshurches. This is really
important.”

Posted irFaithWorld| 2 Comments »

October 15th, 2008

Christian-Muslim statement on world financial crisis

Posted by: Tom Henegha

The Common Wordyroup of Muslim scholars

BGod and neighbour is a core dogma of both
religions. In a statement on Wednesday, they
included a paragraph about the world financial

._;,:,,- Here’s the paragraph:

- - ? I"'ﬁ _'."I.

We live in an increasingly global world that bringgh it increased interdependence. The
closer we are drawn together by this globalisataod interdependence, the more urgent is
the need to understand and respect one anothendier o find a way out of our troubles.
Meeting at a time of great turbulence in the wdntdncial system our hearts go dotthe
many people throughout the world whose lives araliiood are affected by the current
crisis. When a crisis of this magnitude occurs aneall tempted to think solely of ourselves
and our families and ignore the treatment of mihesi and the less fortunate. In this
conference we are celebrating the shared valuésvefof God and love of neighbour, the
basis ofA Common Wordwhilst reflecting self-critically on how often viadl short of these
standards. We believbat the divine commandment to love our neightstvauld prompt all
people to act with compassion towards others, ifd their duty of helping to alleviate misery
and hardship. It is out of an understanding ofrgldavalues that we urgeorld leaders and
our faithful everywhere to act together to ensina the burden of this financial crisis, and
also the global environmental crisis, does not @alevenly on the weak and the poor. We
must seize the opportunity for implementing a negp@table global economic system that
also respects our role as stewards of the eartb&ources.

Do you see any link between faith and the finanielis? Could this crisis lead to tensions
between people of different religions — or bringrihcloser together?

Posted irFaithWorld| 3 Comments »




September 14th, 2008

Pope wants real interfaith dialogue, not just talk

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

Is Pope Benedict getting impatient to
make some progress in dialogue with
Muslims? He told French bishops in
Lourdes today that the Church wants to
pursue interreligious dialogue, but it
must be real dialogue about serious
theological issues and not just polite
talk that leads nowhere.

“Good will is not enough,™he told
them at a meeting during his
pilgrimage to the famous shrin®ne
must follow closely the various initiatives thaeamdertaken, so as to discern which ones
favour reciprocal knowledge and respect, as welha&spromotion of dialogue, and so as to
avoid those which lead to impasses.”

These comments may help put an end to a long-stgmidiubt about how committed
Benedict is to dialogue with Muslims. The doubttstd soon after his election when he
sidelined the Vatican'’s top Islam expert, Archbisiichael Fitzgerald, and folded his
Council for Interreligious Dialogue into the largéouncil for Culture. His Regensburg
lecture in 2006 seriously set back relations withskms by suggesting Islam was violent and
irrational. As part of the patching-up work, hetogsd the interreligious council as an
independent Vatican department. But he handedeit pot to an Islam or dialogue expert but
to a former diplomat, Cardinal Jean-Louis Taurahgwublicly said that theological
discussion was impossibith Muslims (much teome Muslims’ surprigeand that the

world was “obsessed” with Islam

Since that time, Tauran has met with leadel

the Common Word initiative on Christian- WOI'ld COI'I fe re n ce
Muslim dialogue and attended Saudi King \

Abdullah’s Madrid interfaith mega-meeting. On Dlalog ue
There seems to eomething in the airbn
the interfaith front. The Vatican is now
preparing to meet 24 representatives of the
Common Word group in November for
theological discussions about their proposa
that the double love commandment — love
God and neighbour — is common to both
major faiths. So it was probably time to clear k@ guestion of whether the Vatican thought
such a discussion was even possible. The way Betmeentioned theological dialogue as a
step beyond the listening (i.e. polite conversatmse suggests he’s thinking of the
Muslims here. Catholics have already had extertbi@elogical discussions with other
Christians and Jews.




While open to dialogue, Benedict made very clediehdahe ultimate purpose of such talk is
to lead people to Jesus Christ. There are certMuolslims who think the same way about
leading people to Islam. What effect this issue alve on the dialogue remains to be seen.

The Muslim scholars will have an audience withpbee,
but it's not clear if that is simply a formality arhether they
will actually get to discuss theology with himwbuld be
fascinating if Benedict put on his old Herr Profasisat and
actually engaged them in a constructive debatet dinad
" be as interesting as the debate he had with hisefior

" doctoral students on evolution and creation, wiiels later
L | |publishedin a book of the same namenagine a similar
““book on Christian-Muslim dialogue!

: Take a look at what Benedict had to say and |&nosv
whether you think he is getting serious about lngjdi real dialogue with Muslims. The
relevant passage from his speech reads:

The goal of ecumenical and interreligious dialogwhjch naturally differ in their respective
nature and finality, is to seek and deepen a kndgdeof the Truth. It is therefore a noble and
obligatory task for every believer, since Chrignkelf is the Truth. The building of bridges
between the great ecclesial Christian traditionsd @ialogue with other religious traditions,
demand a real striving for mutual understanding;daese ignorance destroys more than it
builds. Moreover, only the Truth makes it possibléve authentically the dual
commandment of Love which our Saviour left us.&sure, one must follow closely the
various initiatives that are undertaken, so asisrdrn which ones favour reciprocal
knowledge and respect, as well as the promotiahabbgue, and so as to avoid those which
lead to impasses. Good will is not enough. | beliévs good to begin by listening, then
moving on to theological discussion, so as to arfimally at withess and proclamation of the
faith itself. May the Holy Spirit grant you the cesnment which must characterize every
Pastor. As Saint Paul recommends: “Test everythimigl fast what is good!”. The
globalized, multicultural and multireligious sograh which we live is a God-given
opportunity to proclaim Truth and practice Loveasoto reach out to every human being
without distinction, even beyond the limits of ¢igble Church.

Posted irFaithWorld| 3 Comments »

August 1st, 2008

“Comfortable candor” at Yale Christian-Muslim meeti ng

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

“Comfortable candoris the way Leith
mAnderson described the atmosphere at the
Common Word conferenaen Christian-

Muslim dialogue that ended at Yale University
on Thursday. The term is as interesting for its
image as for the person who used it. Anderson
is president of the U.S. National Association of




Evangelicals and one of several evangelicals atigrittie meeting. Among the mostly
Protestant leaders who responded tocGbenmon Word dialogue appedalaletter launched
by Yale Divinity Schoagl evangelicals tended to be more cautious and nwreerned about
pointing out the fundamental differences betweensihnity and Islam. Evewith those
reservations these participants facedme criticisnmn theirown ranksfor attending and
came to the conference not knowing how open it dael.

Anderson told me on the first day that he appredi&wow forthright the discussion was, with
each side standing up for its beliefs while seekiognmon ground where they could. In his
keynote address in the final session, he put hisgtof approval on the procesdur
differences are deep and real. Sometimes thoseathifes are cultural or ethnic or racial.
But | have been especially impressed this weekthétltomfortable candor with which
Muslims and Christians have clearly stated theinaloctrines to one another.”

Geoff Tunnicliffe, international director of the \Wa Evangelical Alliance, made the same
point in his addres§We can affirm the appropriateness of simply engagn dialogue and
conversation with each other at this critical timehistory. It is right that we’re together. We
can affirm the development of new and strengtheslationships. It has been good to sit
together and build new friendships. We can affinengenuine spirit of being willing to listen
to each other and seeking to gain understanding éaich others’ perspectives.”

Some Christians in dialogue sessions like tl
seem ready to blur theological distinctions f
the sake of harmony with Muslims. By 1
contrast, evangelicals are steadfast in
proclaiming their belief in Jesus and the Bik |3
(as Anderson did repeatedly in his keynote 54
address). As steadfast, in fact, as the Musli =,
are in proclaiming their faith in the Koran a
the prophethood of Mohammad. So if they
approve a dialogue project like this, it must
doing something right.

Another theme in the two speeches was the diversitlye evangelical movement. Anderson
stressed that the NAE covered 61 denominationsiandreds of evangelical organisations.
The majority of evangelicals live in the Global $alhe stressed, and much of the recent
growth of evangelical Christianity in the Unitecatts came from immigrant8Ve are not
about politics or power or money or culturehé said. As he said that, | wondered whether
the Arabic interpreters were tempted to transladt as “they are not all George Bush’s
allies.” Tunnicliffe even said one thing evangelsceertainly had in common with Muslims
was the experience of beifgfereotyped and stigmatized in the medaid invited them to
look beyond cliches about evangelicals.

Anderson also noted that he was no stranger t@actsnvith Muslims even if this kind of
theological dialogue wdmot part of our normal repertoire,"as David Neff, editor-in-chief
of Christianity Today(and fellowconference blogggput it when we spoke. The NAE held a
meeting on creation care and climate change withiiN&frican Muslim leaders, the World
Bank and the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in Wasbmgt June and Anderson addressed
an interfaith dialogue meeting in Qatar in May. ‘tAtnat’s just the last 60 days...” he
remarked.




Ingrid Mattson, president of the Islamic SocietyNufrth
America, made a similar point about explaining the
diversity of American Christianity to foreign Musis
when we spoke just before the Yale conference
started*When we U.S. Muslims hear Muslims in other
parts of the world talk about the crusading spafit
contemporary America, the problem of the conflatbn
religion and politics in America and how that etiec
Muslim life and aspirations, we try to explain tein that
the American political process is complicated, Aicgar
Christianity is diverse and there are many différen
political opinions even among very devoted
Christians. This is something that it's importamttave
them understand ... | think it's important (for theim)
have this opportunity to hear a more nuanced partype
on how American Christians look at the importante o
their faith for motivating their sense of sociatfice and
the involvement they have in certain issues.”

That the evangelical movement is not simply theuRépan Party at prayer has made its way
into the newspapers in recent years, especialgneironmental issues. Do you think this
message of dialogue and cooperation with Muslinssbieen heard?

Posted irFaithWorld| 8 Comments »

July 31st, 2008

Webcast for Common Word final news conf. on Thursda

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

An announcement about the Common Word
conference we’ve been following here (and
will cover on Thursday):

FYI Yale Divinity School tells us there will be wé web stream of the final news
conference of its Muslim-Christian dialogue confere on Thursday, July 31, at 11:30
a.m.-1:00 p.m. EST/1530 - 1700 GMT. The stream ballavailable at the conference
web site at:http://www.yale.edu/divinity/commonwor d/index.shtm

Yale Divinity School theologian Miroslav Volf andiRce Ghazi bin Muhammad bin
Talal of Jordan, chairman of the royal Aal al-Bindtitute for Islamic Thought, will
present a summary document from the conferencevdhiike questions from the
media. Members of the media unable to attend mbmgwquestions to Volf and
Ghazi via e-mail, beginning at 11:45 a.m. EST,

to: gus.spohn@yale.edu.

Videos of several of the conference sessions, dnafuan

opening address by Sen. John Kerry of Massachusetts

Monday evening, are currently available online




at:http://www.yale.edu/divinity/video/co mmonword/viashtm

Posted irFaithWorld| 3 Comments »

July 30th, 2008

Prince Ghazi fears the worst if interfaith tensiondlare

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

“Christians and Muslims routinely mistrust, disresp and dislike each other, if not
popularly and actively rubbish, dehumanize, denmerdespise and attack each other.”
Hmmm ... this doesn’t sound like your usual speech@inference on Christian-Muslim
dialogue.

“With such an explosive mix, popular religious dans, even unto genocide, are lurking
around the corner.’'Um, er ... the gloves are really off.

“God forbid, a few more terrorist attacks, a few mmational security emergencies, a few
more demagogues, a few more national protectios|and then internment camps, if not
concentration camps, are not inconceivable in sptaees.”

The speaker was Jordani@rince Ghazi bin
Muhammad bin Talalsponsor of th€ommon
Word project, at the opening of a public
conference of 150 Christians and Muslims
meeting at Yale University to discuss love of
God and love of neighbor as the core
principles of the world’s two largest religions.

Instead of speaking about love, however, his
remarks focused mostly on the hate and
violence he fears could erupt if the two faiths
do not reach a better understanding of each
other. Two other quotes give a further glimpse
of his fears:

The Holocaust of six million Jews, then the largesgious minority in Europe 65
years ago and still in living memory, is somethiingt Muslims in the West now
should contemplate as seriously as Jews do.

This is the stage where Hutus and Tutsis, bothdiian tribes by their own
confessions, were at in Rwanda before the popwdangide by machete of nearly a
million people in 1994. How much easier would if®eMuslims and Christians who
have been fighting for over a millennium and haesved each other with the deepest
suspsicions since St. John of Damascus to slaughtdr other?

See ounews report hereExcerpts from Ghazi's speech are on the next.page




Reactions to the speech were mixed. Several

participants said it echoed fears widespread in

the Middle East. Some thought it was

overdone, but others felt it was a sober

assessment of what could happen if ... One

pointed out it was hard to dismiss the

possibility of violent religious strife when one

of the leading figures at the conference is

Bosnia’s Grand MuftMustafa Ceric

Although he kept the meeting amused with his wafigech, his mere presence is a reminder
of the murder of an estimated 8,000 Bosnian MusbmBosnian Serb forces Brebrenica in

July 1995

Relations between Christians and Muslims are aftehe news these days. What's your
opinion about the state of understanding or tenseiween them?

Posted irFaithWorld| 3 Comments »

July 28th, 2008

“Something in the air” in Christian-Muslim dialogue

Posted by: Tom Heneghan

Meetings of theologians don’t usually make news. Bu
trends can make news. A series of meetings cantstar
show some direction the participants’ thinking asng in.
If it's a new direction, and one with potentiallgtive
results, then we journalists on the Godbeat takie@o

The “Common Word” conference now underway at Yale
Divinity School in the United States is at the hedira

trend towards increasingly frequent and detailed
discussions among Christian and Muslim scholars and
leaders. This trend is a reaction to Septembentilother
Islamist attacks in Western countries. To our Z¥\Ws
culture, this sounds like a very slow-fused rearctialeed,
but changing attitudes and building trust take®tim

Just about every conference participant I've spdkdms

stressed that work towards greater understanditvgele@ Christians and Muslims was now
moving ahead on several front§here’s definitely something in the airfemarked Miroslav
Volf, a Protestant theologian who runs Yele Center for Faith and CulturAs University of
Cambridge theologiaBavid Fordput it, “People were almost waiting for an initiative
around which they could gather and which genergdlye some way forward for Muslim-
Christian engagement. Many initiatives were on@eistian side before but this was a
Muslim initiative. 1t's had the desired effect.”




We've blogged a lot herabout the Common
Word dialogue appeal last October by 138
Muslim scholars to Christian leaders. That
appeal prompted Volf and three Yale
colleagues to writa welcoming response
signed by about 300 theologians and church
leaders, mostly Protestants in the United
States. It led to meeting at the Vaticaim
March that agreed on a conference and
meeting with Pope Benedict in November and
a regular Catholic-Muslim forum. Archbishop
of Canterbury Rowan Williams algmwsted a
meeting of Christian theologiatirs June to
write another respongbat will be discussed at another Common Word exanfce at the
University of Cambridge in Britain in October.

An interesting twist has been the burst of inténfaictivity by King Abdullah of Saudi
Arabia, whose strict Wahhabi sect of Islam camieg@een as a stumbling block to better
relations between Islam and the West after it wimeat that 15 of the 19 9/11 attackers were
Saudis. Abdullah paid a surprise visit to Pope Beret the Vatican in November and
announced he wanted to promote interfaith undedgignThis was initially greeted with
scepticism, includingn this blog because it looked like

this might be more a PR exercise than a seriotiatine.

But Abdullah heldan interesting meetinig early June of

Muslim scholars — Sunnis, Shi’ites and others —wio

approval for his projecHe then convened a surprising

interfaith conference in Madrid this month thatuagbt

together Muslims, Christians, Jews, Hindus, Budshis

and others.

Has interfaith dialogue become a bandwagon that
Abdullah felt he had to jump on? Is he trying tonpete
with the Common Word? It might look like that, but
conference participants here don’t think so. Threykt
more initiatives only help the trend and don't see
Abdullah’s more diplomatic approach taking anything
away from the theological discussion the CommondVor
IS proposing.

A few comments from Muslim participants:

Ingrid Mattson president of théslamic Society of North Ameri¢caaid many people thought
the Madrid conference would only be a showcaséi®iSaudis, but she felt it had an
important symbolic valu€l think it was a bold step and a good step. | dahink it will be
important programmatically. | think it's importairt opening minds.” Just by being the Saudi
king, Abdullah can set a toneshe said‘He can get people excited and then they’ll go off
and figure it out themselves. That's what I'm |lokfor, not for big initiatives to come out of
it.”




Mustafa Cericgrand mufti of Bosnia, saldlam glad that we now have from the Muslim
world many movements of dialogue and interactiah wie West. Each one has its own
merit. King Abdullah wants to say something arfiink we should listen to himThe
Common Word project, he saitils based on the more intellectual and spirituapasts of
something everlasting. It is not temporary, it &t a political thing, it is based on a deep
intellectual desire to understand the depth of@meistian-Jewish-Islamic message, or the
Ibrahimic tradition.”

Ibrahim Kalin director general of th 8 ETA Foundatiorfor Political, Economic and Social
Research in Turkey and spokesman for the Commond\Madhe Yale conference, sédde
don’t see any rivalry with other initiatives. WesWithem well.”Abdullah’s efforts were good
for improving contacts and communications betwebrisfians and MuslimsIf you place

our initiative in the context of Islam-West relais) it is helpful in countering and correcting
misperceptions. There is nothing like face-to-fateraction. You can read all kinds of books
and write all kinds of articles, but it's never tkame as sitting with that person for a day or
two




