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I. INTRODUCTION
by Bishop Patrick D’Souza

Varanasi (Banares), the city on the bank of the river Ganges, holy to
Hindus and Buddhists and with a sizeable Muslim population, was the
venue of the consultation on Christian presence among Muslims in Asia.
It was organized by the Office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs
and the Office of Evangelization, both of the Federation of Asian
Bishops’ Conferences (FABC). The Commission of the Indian Bishops’
Conference dealing with evangelization and dialogue offered active
support to the consultation.

A cardinal, fifteen archbishops and bishops, 5 sisters, 3 lay persons,
a Methodist pastor and twenty-two priests from eleven Asian and two
European countries met from November 26 to December 4 in Nav
Sadhana, the regional pastoral center of Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan,
India, to reflect on and discuss the nature and purpose of Christian
presence and witness among Muslims of Asia. Because of some last
minute technical difficulties the delegates from South Korca and the
Philippines could not come. All the participants felt deeply the absence
of these delegates.

The need for a well-prepared consultation on Christian-Muslim
relations had been felt for some time. In fact, the handful of pioneers
who worked in this field for decades provided silent but real inspiration



to all. The Plenary Assembly of the FABC at Bangkok, October 1982,
and the series of discussions on apostolate among Muslims and on
Christian presence among Muslims held under the auspices of FABC in
the Second Bishops’ Institute on Interreligious Dialogue (BIRA II) and the
Second Bishops’ Institute on Missionary Apostolate made the participants
concerned conscious of the urgency of the problem. The FABC Office of
Evangelization and the Office of Interreligious Affairs were charged
with the task of organizing the meeting.

Preparatory meetings were held at Bangkok, October 23, 1982, New
Delhi, November 21-22, 1982, Varanasi, February 5-6, 1983, and Johor,
June 14-15, 1983. In addition to these meetings, some members of the
Islamic Studies Association of India and some specially recruited sisters
were working very hard to prepare for this consultation, along with the
members of FABC Offices and the staff of Nav Sadhana.

The Purpose of the Consultation

The organizers were quite aware of the diversity of the situations in
the various countries of Asia, so they tried to enuntiate clearly and in
realistic terms the purpose of the consultation.

1. To reflect on questions concerning Christian presence among
Muslims in the pluralistic society of Asia, especially those questions
arising today from varied and rapidly changing sociocultural situations
in Asian countries.

2. To deepen our understanding of Muslims, their religion and
culture.

3. Towork out, in the light of this reflection, of Vatican IT documents
and subsequent pronouncements of the Church, a pastoral orientation and
offer specific recommendations for a Christian presence among Muslims
in Asia today.

The already expressed purpose of the consultation can be viewed
from the angles of knowledge and action.

A. Knowledge

1. To understand more clearly the varying life situations of Muslims
in Asian countries and the source of their faith and practice.

2. To become more aware of what the Church says about its
relationship to other religions, specially Islam.



3. To discern the different influences affecting Christian-Muslim
relationships.

4. To study and evaluate Christian presence among Muslims in
Asia.

B. Orientation and Action

1. To change attitudes of prejudice, ignorance and lack of interest
towards this ministry in the Church.

2. In the light of the experience of all Christians, to suggest steps for
a more broadly based ministry for our Muslim brethren, specifying the
roles of bishops, priesis, religious and laity in this ministry.

3. To promote suitable literature and other means of communi-
cation in this ministry.

A Unique Exposure Program

The consultation was preceded by an exposure program meant to
give the participants an experience of Muslim life in India. Thirty
participants took part in the program, which was organized by the Islamic
Studies Association, from November 23rd through the 25th. On the
morning of the 23rd, the group visited New Delhi’s Jamia Millia Islamia,
the university where members of the staff and a few senior students of the
department of Islamic Studies received them cordially — in spite of that
day being a lecture-free holiday. Prof. Ziyaul Hasan Faruqi spoke to the
participants in some detail about the origin and spirit of the institution.
The talk was followed by a frank exchange of views on the meaning,
possible ambiguities and contemporary need for an ongoing Christian-
Muslim dialogue and for interreligious encounter, especially in the Asian
context. In the concluding remarks he stressed the importance for
Muslims today to follow the lead of Christians in studying other
religions, trying to understand them, as they understand their own. The
participants visited Jamia’s mosque and the tomb of the former
president of India, the late Dr. Zakir Husain.

The group moved to Hamdardnagar in Tughlugbad, where it visited
the Indian Institute of Islamic Studies and the Institute for the Study of
the History of Medicine. Prof. Syed Vahiduddin, in a succinct talk,
elucidated the essential features of Islam in the context of a discussion on
religion as such. He indicated some criteria for distinguishing authentic
from inauthentic Islam and genuine religion from mere ideology. The
visit to the museumn and to the laboratories of the Medical Institute
provided for most participants the first opportunity to learn about the

.



Yunani, that is, the Graeco-Islamic system of medicine practised and
promoted by the Muslim Hamdard Foundation.

In the afternoon the group visited Nizammudin, an old quarter
around the shrine of Hazrat Nizammudin Aulia. The Banglewali Masjid
there is the place of origin and center of the world-wide faith or
preaching movement of Maulana Mohammad Ilyas. An elderly member
of the movement explained in Urdu to the group its character and work.
The talk was translated into English, passage by passage. The
participants were allowed to be present at the sunset prayer in the
mosque. After this, some of the members of the movement invited the
participants in small groups to exchange views with them.

From Tablighi Jamaat, the group went to visit Khwaja Hasan Sani
Nizami, the Pir (Spiritual Master) of the Nizami branch of the Chishti
order of Sufis. The Pir himself led the group and, together with one of his
disciples, guided them to the saint’s tomb, where they participated in
the short daily liturgy of the lighting of lamps. In the hall near the
Khangah (Sufi center) the group was served tea. A member of the order
spoke to the participants about the Quranic roots and the essence of the
history of Sufism. For the last half hour, the Pir himself answered
questions concerning initiation rites and forms of prayer and meditation
practised in his order and about the spirit and meaning of his work as a
Sufi teacher, The Pir expressed joy at meeting in this way with such a
group of Christians.

A panel that evening at Vidyajhoti on the Churches in Indonesia, India
and Pakistan and on the work of the Roman Secretariate for Non-
Christians brought to a conclusion the first day of the exposure program.

On November 24th the participants visited Agra. Sightseeing was
the principal program of the day. The group visited Fatehpur Sikri (the
place of the encounters of Akbar with the representatives of all major
religions of his empire, including the Jesuits of Goa), the Fort of Agra
and Taj Mahal.

On November 25th the group moved to Lucknow. It visited Darul
Uloom Nadwatul Ulama, the second most important Islamic seminary in
India, which was founded on slightly modernized lines early this century.
Since the 25th happened to be a Friday, a lecture-free day, the group
could not meet the teachers. But the students of the seminary met the
members of the group informally, took them to the hostel and talked to
them. It was a good opportunity for the group to see the international
composition of the student body and to experience their hospitality and
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the simple and disciplined lifestyle. Later, the group was able to visit
the library. A junior lecturer gave an improvised talk on the institution,
the syllabus of studies and the daily life of the students. Justice Murtaza
Husian spoke also on Shiism and its customs and practices. It visited two
of the famous “‘imambaras’’ of the city. These buildings were built for
the regular morning sessions of the Shia community, especially during
the month of Muharam. They are a development of Muslim architecture
peculiar to India. '

The program in Lucknow ended with a meeting of the Sarva
Dharma Milan, an interfaith group founded by Fr. Leo D’Souza. It has
functioned successfully for more than ten years, bringing together
Hindus, Muslims, Jains, Buddhists, Zoroastrians, Bahais and Ahmadis.
The members of this center explained to the group their aims and work.
They also spoke about their aspirations and the way in which individual
members view the question of interreligious dialogue and encounter.
Late in the evening the group left Lucknow for Varanasi.

The exposure program was really a short course in Islam and on
Muslim history and architecture. Moreover, they were introduced to
different groups of Muslims — Sufi, Sunni, Shia, etc., and they got a
chance to experience a living Islam. The consultation became much
richer because of this experience. All felt very indebted to ISA members
for the hard work they did to make the exposure program a success.

Preparatory Papers

Since the episcopal conferences and the organizers were aware of the
importance of Christian-Muslim relations and of the need to prepare the
consultation well, eleven scholars working in the field were asked to
prepare papers on the various aspects of the general theme. In fact, the
papers were ready well ahead of time and were sent to all the
participants.

—Church and Islam. Reflections on Recent Teachings of the
Church, by Rev. Thomas Michel, Secretariat for Non-Christians,
Rome.

—Muslim Revival in Asia, by Rev. Archie D’Souza, Karachi.
—Muslim Image of Christians and Christian Image of Muslims, by
Rev. Terence Farias, Lucknow.

—Islam as a Missionary Religion, by Rev. Christian Troll, Delhi.
—History of Christian-Muslim Relationship, by Rev. Francis
Zannini, Bangladesh.

—Spiritual Dimension of Islam, by Rev, Paul Jackson, Patna.



—Some Aspects of Popular Islam, by Rev. M. Geijbels,
Rawalpindi.

—Islam and Liberation, by Bishop B.S. Tudtud, Marawi, Philip-
pines,

— Wornen in Islam, by Sr. Leelamma Varkey, India.

—Christian Attitudes towards Muslims, by Bishop George Dion,
Jolo, Philippines.

—Islam and Human Rights, by Dr. Tahir Mahmood, Delhi.

The booklet, Introduction to Islam, edited by the Henry Martyn
Institute, Hyderabad, was also sent to every participant. As we can see,
some of the papers deal with the theology of Christian-Muslim relations,
and others are on the doctrines, practices and history of Islam. A few
papers look at Muslim history and Christian-Muslim relations more from
a sociological viewpoint. In fact, all the papers touch on the con-
temporary situation of Islam and on Christian-Muslim contacts in the
context of Muslim Asia.

The Inauguration of the Consultation

The consultation began with the celebration of the Eucharist.
Cardinal Joseph Cordeiro of Karachi brought home to the participants
the reasons why this consultation should be a new beginning in our
pastoral efforts to meet Muslims. The time of Advent brings to us hope.
With hope, the Church should undertake this difficalt task.

Position Papers and Other Talks

Bishop Patrick D’Souza, the principal organizer, explained to the
participants the dynamics of the consultation.

The keynote address of the meeting was delivered by Cardinal
Cordeiro. He situated Islam in the general context of religions, their
origin and development. He touched on the theology of Christian-
Muslim relations, and, finally, pointed out the vastly varying situations
existing in the different countries of Asia. Once again he sounded the
note of hope. The local Churches in Muslim Asia face many problems.
But we place our confidence in God.

On November 28th, in the morning plenary session, Fr. Terence
Farias read his position paper: ‘‘Areas of Convergence between
Christianity and Islam.’* He pointed out the main doctrinal convergences
between the two faiths. In the discussion that followed it became clear
that in some cases the convergences were only apparent and in other
cases the convergences at closer examination manifested divergences too.
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In the late afternoon of November 30th Dr. Ahmad of Patna
University gave his impressions of Christian presence and activity in his
area. He expressed the common appreciation of Christian educational
and medical institutions. He also pointed out that the appreciation was
not entirely disinterested. Dr. Ahmad was very positive about the
collaborative efforts in the field of Islamic studies and he underlined the
transforming potentialities of personal friendship. The Muslims as a
community are not prepared for dialogue. They need to be educated in
this area. He was candid in admitting that sometimes Muslims suspect
Christians have ulterior religious motives in their social and charitable
undertakings. He suggested also some practical ways by which Christians
and Muslims could come together in a more effective way: knowledge of
the language used by the religious leaders of the Muslim community,
acquaintance with the local or regional Muslim problems, etc. All the
participants were very happy with the candid and sincere way in which
Dr. Ahmad spoke to them.

Workshops and Recommendations

The bulk of the work of the consultation was done in workshops.
The preparatory papers were not read in public. They were studied in
private. There were two types of workshops. The first phase of workshop
discussion gave the participants a chance to share their own experiences,
to provide basic information, to get acquainted with the situation in the
different countries, and finally to speak out some of their own basic
suppositions regarding Muslim-Christian contacts.

The second phase of workshops formed the heart of the con-
sultation. While the discussions of the previous workshops lasted just
three hours, these filled twelve hours. The theme of the consultation was
dealt with from various angles.

The subjects shared by all the groups in the first phase were:

1. Personal ideas and feelings about Muslims
2. Religious values seen in the life of a Muslim
3. Forms of dialogue with Muslims.

The next series of workshops discussed the general theme of the
consultation under the following aspects. Each group took one or more
particular points for study:

—Muslim Prayer and Spirituality; Ways to explain Christian Faith
to Muslims
—Present-Day Forms and Movements in Islam
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—Living among Muslims, Presuppositions and Requirements;
Women in Islam
—Joint Efforts to Promote a More Just Social Order.

The Message of the Consultation

The ‘‘message’’ sent to all the bishops of Asia is the principal fruit
of the work done by the consultation. Four drafts were prepared. The
first draft was discussed only by a small group. Taking its suggestions
into consideration, the drafting committee prepared a second draft. It
was studied by the workshop groups. In the light of their suggestions a
revised version was prepared, which was placed before the plenary
session. Once again many suggestions were made to improve the contents
and formulation of the message. The message published is the final
version prepared by the drafting committee after all these discussions.
This version was accepted by the house unanimously. As one bishop
suggested, the message should not be taken in isolation from the other
parts of the consultation. It has to be seen in the context of previous
documents on Islam, especially that of BIRA II and of the Secretariat for
Non-Christians.

Creative Interaction among the Participants

The gathering of delegates from different countries, from Pakistan
to as far as Japan, with varying social, cultural and political backgrounds
has been a source of rich experience for all. Some of the participants did
not possess deep theoretical or experiential knowledge of Islam and
Muslim life and practices. Others were not familiar with the modern
approach of dialogue with other religions. The delegates from countries
where Muslim majority enjoyed political and economic power and
refused equal rights to minorities had their own ideas and attitudes. Still
there were others who were quite familiar with Islam and interreligious
dialogue. Some of these possessed a rich academic background. So in the
workshops and in the plenary sessions divergent ideas and attitudes
found expression. Naturally some felt that dialogue would devalue
evangelization or that dialogue must be understood as indirect evange-
lization. Will the dialogical approach and the favorable attitude to
Muslims bring about new theological and practical difficulties for
Christians? Those participants who were familiar with the spiritual riches
of Islam and with the friendliness and openness of some Muslims had
other views. The delegates coming from secular, democratic countries
expressed very open views.

What is noteworthy is the fact that these difficulties, opposing views
and attitudes became through discussion and prayerful reflection the
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most fruitful aspect of the consultation. The diversity of attitudes,
feelings and ideas originated from varying personal experiences. But
when the Churches of Asia reflect on them in the light of the Gospel, the
message that comes through is one of hope and courage. The contents of
the message and its unanimous acceptance by the assembly show that
divergent attitudes and ideas need not divide persons but could be unified
into a higher synthesis. Another point that became clear was  that
Christian-Muslim relations should be viewed from the wider context of
interreligious dialogue.

Follow-Up on the Consultation

According to the participants the consultation made them conscious
of the Muslim reality in their countries and of the need to approach
“them in a Christian way. For this a favorable climate has to be created
inside and outside the Church. Therefore, the ideas and practical sug-
gestions that emerged from the consultation should be shared with
others. This is to be done at various levels, One’s own community, one’s
immediate surroundings, the diocese, region and country are important
in this regard. The participants with Muslim friends could communicate
the message to them too. The message has to be diffused through the
Catholic press and the news media. Translation of the message into the
regional languages is another practical step that can be taken.

Commissions and other organs of the national bishops’ conferences
and of the dioceses are asked to study the results of the consultation and
implement the practical suggestions according to the situation existing in
the place. Courses and renewal programs can be organized at different
levels to which the experts could be invited. National institutions, or even
Asian institutions for the study of Islam, can be built by the national
bishops’ conferences and the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences.

Another possibility that is open to us is to make use of the existing
Christian educational institutions to give a new and true awareness of the
Muslim reality in each country. For this, first of all, the local Church
should organize special seminars and courses for the teachers. In fact, in
different countries much is being done in the field of Christian-Muslim
relations. But what is most necessary is the communication of infor-
mation among different countries and groups. Institutions like the
Islamic Studies Association of India should send information regarding
Christian-Muslim contacts to other Asian countries.



II. CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM. REFLECTIONS ON RECENT TEACHINGS
OF THE CHURCH

by Rev. Thomas Michel, S.J.

A young Muslim couple in Jakarta have for fifteen vears been
serving the poorest beggars of the city. They have moved to the edge of
the garbage dumps to be near those they serve, and have established
literacy programs, teach crafts and sewing, conduct Qur’an classes, and
find jobs; they support their efforts with a ten-percent tithe from the
husband’s income. The Algerian shaykh of the Sufi Alawiyya order
wants to meet Mother Theresa because ‘‘she is a woman of God and
therefore they have much in common.”” Muslim worshipers in mosques
from Mindanao to Morocco pray daily to God with a regularity and
sincere devotion that Christians might well emulate. Housewives in India
and Malaysia put aside a handful of rice each time they cook to provide
for the poor of their village or urban neighborhood, thus fulfilling the
Islamic pillar of zakat. All in the name of God.

Yet we have heard of the son of the Anglican priest in Iran who was
murdered by a mob of youths. We read in the newspapers of cutting the
hands of thieves and stoning adulterers. Some churches have been
burned in Egypt and Indonesia. We regard with concern movements for
an Islamic state, possibly in our own country.

How do we as Christians regard these phenomena among our
Muslim neighbors? How do we judge the movements of spirits in the
religion of Islam that prompt men and women, on the one hand, to the
heights of love and worship of God and fraternal service to their
neighbors, and on the other, to chauvinism, intolerance, and
domination? Is Islam a false religion, a preparation for the Gospel, or a
faith which comes from God with its own value and place in God’s
saving work?

In this paper I would like to address some of these questions, and I
must delimit its parameters at the start. I will not be attempting to open
any new theological doors or engage in theoretical speculations. I hope to
ground my presentation in the teachings of the Roman Catholic
tradition, particularly the statements of the Second Vatican Council and
those of Popes Paul VI and John Paul II. My intention is pastoral and
designed to provide material for reflection and discussion among the
pastors of the Churches of Asia. I will by necessity draw from my own
experience in many encounters with Muslims in the Middle East and
Southeast Asia. I will address the concept of dialogue, used so often in
recent magisterial pronouncements, and attempt to relate it to the
mission which Christ has given to those he has called to be his disciples.
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Past Attitudes Towards Islam

As we know, the prevailing attitude of Christians has not always
been one of dialogue. From the first centuries of Islam, there were
Christian theologians, exemplified by St. John Damascene, who
considered Islam a heresy and that Muhammad was incorrectly taught
the rudiments of the Christian faith by an eccentric monk. In Europe
after the Crusades Christians thought Muslims worshiped Muhammad
and their polemics picture Islam in the worst of terms, often with little
regard for the truth. Some of those in the modern missionary movement
viewed Muslims as lost souls who could not be saved unless they became
Christians.

This is not to say that there were no Christians who saw Islam in a
different light. Francis of Assisi, at the height of the Crusades, visited the
sultan in Egypt in peace and returned to Italy where he wrote the famous
Canticle of All Creatures which praises God in phrases reminiscent of the
Qur’an. Impressed by the Muslim call to prayer, he encourages the friars
to have church bells announce the Christian services. More importantly,
in his Rule of 1221, he instructed those friars who were to live among
Muslims:

The brothers can conduct themselves among them spiritually in two
ways. One way is to avoid quarrels or disputes and be subject to
every human creature for God’s sake, so bearing witness to the fact
that they are Christians. Another way is to proclaim the word of
God openly, when they see that it is God’s will.

At a recent Franciscan conference on Islam, friars from around the
world noted that Francis did not send his brothers ‘‘to’* Muslims, still less
“‘against’® Muslims, but *‘among’’ them. Their primary witness that they
are Christians is shown in their peaceful avoidance of quarrels and
disputes and their rejection of the drive for dominion and power. Then,
if and when they see it to be God’s will, they proclaim the word openly.

It is not only in the charismatic vision of the saint in which such
openness is found, but also in the attitude of the official teachers of the
Church. A century and a half before the time of Francis, in 1076, Pope
Gregory VII sent a letter to the Andalusian monarch Al-Nasir, who had
sent the Pope gifts and freed Christian prisoners. He wrote:

The good God, creator of all things, without whom we can do
nothing or even imagine it, inspired this in your heart; he who
illuminates every man coming into this world illuminated your
mind in this. For almighty God, who wishes that all men should be
saved and none lost, approves nothing in us so much as that man
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after loving himself should love his fellow, and that what he does
not want done to himself he should not do to others. You and we
owe this charity to ourselves especially because we believe in and
confess one God, admittedly in a different way, and daily praise
and venerate him, the creator of the worlds and ruler of this world.

The Holy Father closed his letter by stressing his sincerity and
wishing Al-Nasir health and blessings in this life and eternal happiness in
the next:

We ask with heart and mouth that after the long space of this life
that the same God will lead you into the bosom of blessedness of
the most holy patriarch Abraham.

The Second Vatican Council

Thus, it was not something entirely new when the Second Vatican
Council proclaimed:

The Church has a high regard for Muslims, who worship God the
one, living and subsistent, merciful and almighty, creator of heaven
and earth, who has spoken to men, They strive to submit them-
selves without reserve to the hidden decrees of God just as
Abraham submitted himself to God’s plan ... They esteem an
upright life and worship God, especially by way of prayer, alms-
giving and fasting.'

The council fathers taught also that Muslims are ““included in God’s
plan of salvation.”” The document continues:

In the first place are the Muslims, who profess to hold the faith of
Abraham. Together with us they adore the one, merciful God,
mankind’s judge on the Last Day.?

In the missionary decree of the Church, Christians are taught that
Christ’s disciples:

Should know the people among whom they live and should
establish contact with them, to learn by sincere and patient
dialogue what treasures a bountiful God has distributed among the
nations of the earth.’
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The call to dialogue is often reiterated in the council documents,’
papal encyclicals, exhortations, and statements in the years since the
council, and in the declarations of the FABC and local episcopal
conferences. We have, I believe, arrived at a stage where knowledge of
such calls can be presumed and need not again be catalogued. Our
purpose here is to center our attention on how Christians can and should
regard Islam as a religion and Muslims as believers in God. To this end, a
brief look at the teaching of Popes Paul VI and John Paul II can serve as
our starting point.

Pope Paul VI

In the Encyclical Ecclesiam Suam (1964), Pope Paul VI referred to
Islam in these words:

We refer to the adorers of God according to the conception of
monotheism, the Muslim religion especially, deserving of our
admiration for all that is true and good in their worship of God . . .
Honesty compels us to declare openly our conviction that there is
but one true religion, the religion of Christianity ... But we do,
nevertheless, recognize and respect the moral and spiritual values
of the various non-Christian religions, and we desire to join with
them in promoting common ideals of religious liberty, human
brotherhood, good culture, social welfare, and civil order.’

In this, Pope Paul took the Council documents a step further, for
Nostra Aetate and Lumen Gentium spoke only of “Muslims,”” and made
no reference to Islam as a religion. Here it is clearly expressed that the
Islamic religion, like other religions, enshrines ‘‘moral and spiritual
values”” which are worthy of recognition and respect and even
admiration for all that is true and good in its followers’ worship of God.
This recognition of what is good in Islam should be honestly
accompanied by the expression on the part of Christians of our
conviction of the truth of our own faith.

In 1967, Pope Paul repeated many of the same themes in his address
to the Grand Mufti of Istanbul. ‘“We must express our esteem for
Muslims,”” and ““on this basis of common truths, we are called to
promote together social justice, moral values, peace, and liberty.”” He
asked “‘the abundance of God’s blessings upon the Muslim community.”’

In Uganda in 1969, the same Pope “‘saluted the great communities

of Muslims spread throughout the whole of Africa’’; he expressed his
profound respect for the faith which they profess,” and his hope that
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“what we possess in common serves to unite Christians and Muslims in
an ever closer way, in an authentic fraternity.’” He felt certain that his
Muslim hearers ‘‘would unite themselves to the prayers which we address
to the Almighty that he grant to all African believers the desire for
pardon and reconciliation which is so often encouraged in the Gospel
and in the Qur’an.”

Finally, in praising the Christian martyrs of Uganda, the Pope paid
homage to the Muslims who had died in witness to their faith in that
country.

In celebrating the Catholic and Anglican martyrs, we also willingly
celebrate the confessors of the Muslim faith who were the first to
undergo death, in 1848, because they refused to transgress the
precepts of their religion.

He concluded with the hope that his meeting with the Muslim
leaders would be a first step in attaining *‘this unity to which God has
demanded that they aspire.”’

The points to note which were made in these addresses by Pope Paul
VI are that there exist truths held in common by the followers of the two
religions, which should lead them to a unity, an authentic fraternity,
which is demanded by God. He expressed respect not merely for Muslims
as individuals, but also for the faith which they profess. Moreover, it is
proper, in a sentiment reminiscent of that of Pope Gregory VII, to beg
God’s blessings upon the Islamic community, aware that Muslims and
Christians are united in their prayer to God.

Pope John Paul IT

When we turn to the teachings of the present Holy Father, it can be
asserted without fear of contradiction that no Pope in history has
devoted so much attention to the relations between Christians and
Muslims as has Pope John Paul II. Both in his addresses to Christians
living in the midst of Muslims in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and
Europe, as well as in his speeches to Muslims in the context of his travels
to various Islamic countries, the present Pope has attempted to lay the
bases for Christian-Muslim dialogue and the principles for living
together among the followers of those two monotheistic faiths.

In order to understand fully John Paul II’s teaching on Islam and

relations with Muslims, it is important to appreciate his broader
theological position on the other religions of the world. His overriding
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attitude is one of respect for the truth which others than Christians also
possess. This respect for their valid spiritual experience must lead
Christians to approach others, not merely with the expectation of what
Christians can say and bring and give, but also of what they can learn
from others and how they can be challenged and enriched by them.

In his first encyclical, Redemptor Hominis, the Pope speaks of the
belief of the followers of non-Christian religions as being ‘‘the effect of
the Spirit of truth operating outside the visible confines of the Mystical
Body,”® and elsewhere he says that the Holy Spirit “‘is mysteriously
present in non-Christian religions and cultures.””’” This presupposes a
view of other faiths far different from a neo-Barthian position which
views non-Christian religions as the domain of Satan which must be
brought under the reign of God, a theological stance which had
previously dominated so much of Christian thinking towards other
faiths.

In Redemptor Hominis, the Pope applies the statement in Ad
Genltes (the missionary document of the Second Vatican Council) that
““man is constantly worked upon by God’s Spirit’’ to the belief of non-
Christians itself. It is clear from Redemptor Hominis that John Paul II
considers this action of the Holy Spirit in the lives of non-Christians to
be operative not in spite of their religious adherence, but rather at its
essence and foundation.

The Pope urges Christians to come into closer harmony with repre-
sentatives of other religions through:

Dialogue, contacts, prayer in common (and) investigation of the
treasures of human spirituality, in which, as we know well, the
members of these religions are not lacking.®

Christians’ approach to those of other faiths should therefore be multi-
faceted, including not only formal and theological dialogue and inter-
change in the situations of daily life, but also a shared experience of
prayer and the effort to become more aware of the values and insights
contained in their spiritual traditions. He concluded that *“it is a noble
thing to have a predisposition for understanding every person, analyzing
every system and recognizing what is right.””’

He declares that this does not mean that the Christian should ‘‘lose
certitude about his own faith’’; rather, the Christian has much to gain
both in the realms of faith and morals, so that through dialogue his faith
becomes deeper, richer.



The firm belief of the followers of the non-Christian religion ...
can make Christians ashamed at being often themselves so disposed
to doubt concerning the truths revealed by God and proclaimed by
the Church and so prone to relax moral principles and open the way
to ethical permissiveness.'®

Pope John Paul II developed this theme further in his discourse to
the participants of the plenary meeting of the Vatican Secretariat for
Non-Christians in 1979, He stated:

A Christian finds it of the highest interest to observe truly religious
people, to read and listen to the testimonies of their wisdom and to
have direct proof of their faith to the point of recalling at times the
words of Jesus, ‘‘Not even in Israel have I found such faith,”’"!

In the same address he added his views on the attitude which
Christian should have towards believers of other faiths.

Respect and esteem for the other and for what he has in the depths
of his heart is essential to dialogue. To this must be added discern-
ment and a knowledge that is sincere and profound. This last
cannot be gained from books alone. It calls for fellow-feeling and
identification.

He cites St. Paul’s readiness to become all things to all persons *“for
the sake of the Gospel, that I may share in its blessings,”’ and stresses that
any dialogue can only be constructive and fruitful if there is love for
those with whom we converse. ““The only truly perfect speech is that
spoken in love.”’

The Primacy of Love

I believe that the practical implications of this papal teaching are
far-reaching, because identification demands the efforts to feel and
understand concepts, problems, and crises — in fact, all reality — through
the eyes of the other. One who tries to identify with another in this way is
no longer an outside observer and critic of their worldly and spiritual
experience, but is, emotionally, a participant in what happens in their
lives and how they view it. This is even more the case when love is at the
basis of the relationship. A Christian who has no love for Muslims (or
members of other faiths) and their beliefs which lie at the heart of their
religious self-understanding is not able to speak with much depth or even
validity about their religion, and must undergo a ‘‘change of heart”
before he is ready to undertake dialogue with them.
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John Paul 11 is aware that many Christians are not prepared to enter
into a genuine dialogue with people of other faiths. Ignorance of the real
beliefs and practices of others, prejudices, half-truths, and self-interest
often stand in the way and prevent some Christians from appreciating
the goodness and truth and devotion which others express through their
faith. Thus he urges that ““education for dialogue with the followers of
other creeds should form part of the training of Christians, especially
young Christians.’’'2 Christian parents and catechists often feel that they
are not prepared to teach their children the basic teachings of Islam, and
it is true that this formal instruction in the religion of another is best left
to those who have specialized training in that. However, what the Holy
Father is pointing towards seems to be something far simpler; every
Christian parent, catechist and parish priest can teach by word and
example that God also loves Muslims, intends their salvation, and that
there are many good and holy things in the Islamic religion.

Dialogue in the Mission of the Church

An attitude of dialogue in no way diminishes the Christian mission
to proclaim the ““mighty works of God,” of what God has done ““for the
happiness and salvation of all at a particular time and in a particular
man, whom he raised up to be our brother and Lord, Jesus Christ.”
Proclamation has its place in every situation of dialogue, and is in fact
expected. Muslims and others are impelled to bear witness by word and
deed to the guidance and hope they find in their faith. Similarly, a
Christian ‘“must always be ready to give an answer to those who ask the
reason for the hope that is in us.”’

The Pope is here addressing what is for many of us in Asia the main
issue. As Christians, we are called to recognize, respect, value and grow
by the truth and deep experience of God we find in the lives of our
neighbors, while at the same time, as disciples of the risen Lord, we are
called to bear witness to the Good News to which we have been called.
How are these two aspects of our mission to be reconciled in the lives of
individual believers, of the local Churches?

The key seems to be the respect and esteem which is stressed in each
of John Paul II’s approaches to people of other faiths. Where there is
genuine respect for the other and for his spiritual experiences,
proclamation of our own faith commitment is no insult. In my own
encounters with Muslims, they have often asked, “‘Since you obviously
respect and love Islam, why don’t you become a Muslim?’’ I answer that
I cannot become a Muslim because the deepest convictions which give
direction to my life, the reason for all I do, the very basis for my desire to
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honor and serve others and to share a life with them is rooted in my faith
in what God has done and said and continues to accomplish for mankind
through Jesus Christ. When a person’s knowledge of Jesus Christ and his
relationship to him is his way of approaching God and knowing God’s
will for him, is the deepest truth which he believes and by which he
lived, is what gives him life, direction, hope — that person can only be a
Christian.

I do not feel insulted when Muslims seek unity with me by sharing
what is deepest and richest in their lives. Neither have I found Muslims
angered, insulted, or even surprised in my natural desire to be one with
them in the Christian faith which is the moving force and source of joy in
my life. The true Christian and the true Muslim submit themselves to
God’s will, each according to his particular understanding of it.

In a genuine religious encounter marked by respect and love, the
Christian and the Muslim normally remain committed to their respective
faiths, but neither remains unchanged. God’s Spirit is at work to call
them anew to himself, to broaden and deepen their awareness of his
constant and mysterious presence and movement in their lives. I can
testify that I am a better Christian and priest today because of my many
contacts with Muslims, and I hope that God has used our encounters to
touch their lives as well. Pope John Paul II has asserted in his address to
the bishops of North Africa that not infrequently have Christians
profited in their own faith commitment by the witness given by their
Muslim sisters and brothers."

Using John Paul II'’s key of respect and love, we see that true sharing
of life in dialogue and genuine proclamation are not incompatible alter-
natives in living the mission of the Church, rather, each element finds its
place in the dialogue of life together. The problems arise in a type of
evangelization which does not respect the other persons, their
convictions, cultural traditions, and religious experience. Muslims are
properly and understandably insulted by those who dismiss or negate the
validity for them of the faith (iman), the religion (din), and the law
(shari’a) of Islam. They consider it an unworthy manipulation and abuse
when Christian works of dizkonia towards the poor, the sick, the young
and the displaced are used as tactics designed to separate Muslims from
their beliefs. My experience in Asia is that this misuse of diakonia, as
well as the false understanding of evangelization, is quickly becoming a
thing of the past. Our works of diakonia, properly understood, are
inspired by the example of Christ whose life of concern and service was
directed primarily towards the needy, and are a sign and demonstration
of God’s love for all persons. On the other hand, the Islamic community
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should be aware that, with the assumption of greater political and
economic power by Muslims in recent decades, Christians in some places
are subjected to subtle and explicit pressures to accept Islamic da’wah for
reasons which have less to do with religious conviction than with
economic and social factors.

Spiritual Values in Other Religions

Pope John Paul II, like Pope Paul before him, has taught that
Christians must recognize the moral and positive spiritual orientation
which other religions offer their adherents. In his radio talk to the
peoples of Asia, John Paul II declared that the Church:

Pays homage to the many moral values contained in these religions.
as well as to the potential for spiritual living which so deeply marks
the traditions and the cultures of whole societies.™

To an ecumenical gathering of Christians, Muslims and Jews in
Lisbon the Pope spoke similarly:

These contacts of ours, dialogue, the appreciation of the un-
deniable treasures of spirituality in every religion, Christian
fellowship and, when it is possible, prayer in common, can bring
together the efforts to dispel the illusion of constructing a new
world without God and the futility of a purely anthropocentric
humanism,'®

It is mankind’s acknowledgement of the need for prayer, he states,
which brings together and unites Christians and people of other
religions. The God who is the object of mankind’s prayer is one and the
same, and the Spirit who inspires and guides such prayer is one.

Even when for some, he is the great Unknown, he nevertheless
remains always in reality the same living God. We trust that
wherever the human spirit opens itself in prayer to this Unknown
God, an echo will be heard of the same Spirit who, knowing the
limits and weakness of the human person, himself prays in us and
on our behalf, *‘expressing our plea in a way that could never be
put into words.”’

Dialogue the Task of All Christians

In his radio talk, the Pope concludes his views on interreligious
dialogue by asserting:
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All Christians must be committed to dialogue with the believers of
all religions, so that mutual understanding and collaboration may
grow: so that moral values may be strengthened: so that God may
be praised in all creation.'s

From these words we can see that dialogue is not the special mission
for some Christians, while others act in a way which contradicts it and
neutralizes its basic witness. Rather, dialogue is an attitude which must
characterize the Christian community as a whole, whereby Christian
people ‘‘co-operate with other believers in preserving all that is good in
their religions and cultures, stressing the things that are held in common,
and helping all people to live as brothers and sisters.”!’

To appreciate John Paul II’s basic attitude towards other religions,
two final points must be noted. Firstly, in their relations with people of
other faiths, Roman Catholics must not try to ‘‘go it alone.”” The
ecumenical quest for full unity has interreligious consequences ‘‘that
Christ may become ever more manifest in the love of his followers,””"®
Secondly, dialogue cannot be limited to those who explicitly identify
themselves with one or another religion. Christians must, said John Paul
IT in his radio talk:

Join hands with all men and women of goodwill who share a belief
in the inestimable dignity of each human person. They will work
together in order to bring about a more just and peaceful society in
which the poor will be the first to be served.

Christians and Muslims Children of Abraham in Faith

With this general review of John Paul II’s approach to other
religions, we can turn directly to his views on Islam. His teaching about
the faith of Muslims is an explicitation of what remained ambiguous in
the decrees Nostra Aetate and Lumen Gentium. The conciliar decrees
cautiousty declared that Muslims “‘associate themselves with the faith of
Abraham” (NA 3) and “‘profess to hold the faith of Abraham’’ (LG 16).
Both phrases leave open the possibility for a ‘‘restrictive’’ interpretation
which would hold that, although Muslisms consider themselves in the
line of faith of Abraham, in fact we as Christians do not consider them
as such,

In his discourse to the Catholic community in Ankara, the Pope
states unequivocally, ‘“They have, like you, the faith of Abraham in the
one, almighty, and merciful God.”’"® In his message to the President of
Pakistan, the Pope refers to Abraham, ‘‘to whose faith Christians,



Muslims and Jews alike eagerly link their own.””® In Lisbon, he said:
“And Abraham, our common forefather, teaches all — Christians,
Jews and Muslims — to follow the path of mercy and love.”’* In each
case a parallel is drawn between the Islamic self-identification as
descendents of Abraham and that of Christians.

The soteriological implications of this position in the light of the
Pauline theology that ‘‘Abraham was saved through his faith’’ are great,
and have not been thoroughly explored by theologians of religions. One
might ask whether Muslims are not saved, in a manner analogous to the
Jews, as children in faith of Abraham who are inheritors of the promises
made to the patriarch. In any theological evaluation of Islam made by
Roman Catholics, the relevance of such papal teachings is apparent and
must be taken into consideration.

John Paul II seems to point in this direction when — again to the
Catholic community of Ankara — he declares:

Faith in God, professed by the spiritual descendants of Abraham
— Christians, Muslims and Jews — when it is lived sincerely, when
it penetrates life, is a certain foundation of the dignity, brother-
hood and freedom of men and a principle of uprightness for moral
conduct and life in society.”

In affirming the societal and moral effects of this faith, the Pope
seems to be presuming that such faith is genuine and not a relationship to
God which Muslims merely impute to themselves. To the Muslim
community in Kaduna, Nigeria, the Holy Father told his audience: “I
speak of these issues (of common concern) with you because you are
Muslims, and like us Christians, you believe in the one God who is the
source of all the rights and values of mankind.”*

It is precisely this shared faith which is the foundation of dialogue
and co-operation between Christians and Muslims. John Paul II urges
Christians:

To consider every day the deep roots of faith in God in whom also
your Muslim fellow citizens believe, in order to draw from this the
principle of a collaboration with a view to the progress of man,
emulation in good, the extension of peace and brotherhood in free
profession of the faith peculiar to each one.*

What the Holy Father is recommending to Christians who live
amidst Muslims or in an Islamic environment is a continuous, ongoing
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reflection (“‘every day’’) on the shared bases of faith in God between
Christians and Muslims. This goes beyond a concept of dialogue which is
solely the province of specialists or religious leaders, and thus marginal
to the daily life of the Church, to an understanding of Islam which
enriches our own appreciation of the sovereign presence of God who is
continually deepening our call to be followers of Christ and open to the
daily action of his Spirit.

In content, the Muslim’s faith is an unconditional submission (in
Arabic islam), on the model of Abraham, to the will of God. In
Ankara, the Pope paraphrased Nostra Aetate in the words: ‘“‘They
(Muslims) strive to submit themselves without reserve to the hidden
decrees of God, just as Abraham submitted himself to God’s plan, to
whose faith Muslims eagerly link their own.”” In the same speech he
repeatedly referred to the epistles of Peter where it is written: ‘““Through
your faith, the power of God affords you safe conduct till you reach it,
this salvation which is waiting to be disclosed at the end of time’’ (I Peter
1:5). It would seem that the Holy Father has intuited an important point
of contact between Christian’s faith in God and that of the Muslim. A
comparative study of the Quranic understanding of faith with that
expressed in the New Testament, particularly in the Petrine writings,
might enrich believers in each religion.

Christian-Muslim Fellowship Based on Shared Faith in God
and Worship

Muslims’ obedience to God, he states, their islam, and their
commitment to be servant of God, link Christians with another passage
from the First Epistle of Peter (I Peter 2:16), and offer possibilities for
the exploration of still further aspects of the faith shared by Christians
and Muslims. The Pope elaborated on this theme in his address to the
representatives of the Muslim community in Davao, Philippines:

I deliberately address you as ‘‘brothers!’’ whose efforts, whether
people realize it or not, tend towards God and the truth that comes
from him. But we are especially brothers in God, who created us
and whom we are trying to reach, in our own ways, through faith,
prayer, and worship, through the keeping of his law and through
submission to his designs.*

Even though we are often unware of it, Christians and Muslims are
drawn into a brotherhood whose basis is our common effort, each in our
distinctive ways, to respond to God’s action and message for us.
Whether or not we want to admit it, we are brothers and sisters in God’s



design, a brotherhood grounded in our faith, worship, obedience and
submission to God.

If the ultimate basis for dialogue and respect between Christian and
Muslim is the shared elements of faith in the one and same God, the
ongoing impetus which makes possible such activity is the worship that
each gives to God. In Kenya, the Holy Father said:

The Catholic Church realizes that the element of worship given to
the one, living, subsistent, merciful, and almightly Creator of
heaven and earth is common to Islam and herself, and that it is a
great link uniting all Christians and Muslims.*

Muslim worship of our God and theirs is to be revered and admired.
Whether we are speaking about the daily prayer in which Muslims at five
critical times of the day recommit and surrender themselves to accepting
and carrying out God’s will, the month-long fast with its elements of
commemoration, personal and communal renewal, brotherhood and
forgiveness, or the poor tax paid by all faithful Muslims for the care of
the disadvantaged in their midst, these acts of worship cannot leave
Christians unaffected, for we believe that it is the God whom we love and
who loves all mankind, who is honored and obeyed in their actions.

Shared Values Demand Collaboration

Common concerns and common values create spiritual bonds
between Muslims and Christians.” Both are concerned to dedicate their
lives to the service of God, worshiping him also through their daily actions
and striving to make his will done on earth. The Pope affirms:

When I think of this (Islamic) spiritual heritage and the value it has
for man and for society, its capacity of offering, particularly to the
young, guidance for life, filling the gap left by materialism, and
giving a reliable foundation to social and juridical organization, I
wonder if it is not urgent for Christians and Muslims to recognize
and develop the spiritual bonds that unite us, in order to preserve
and promote together for the benefit of all ““peace, liberty, social
justice and moral values.’’?

Muslims and Christians are called to an “‘authentic service to
humanity.’’ Together they should:

Promote more honesty and discipline in private and public life,
greater courage and wisdom in politics, the elimination of political
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antagonism, and the removal of discrimation because of a person’s
race, color, ethnic origin, religion, or sex.”’”

In this regard, the Pope expressed his admiration for the human-
itarian efforts of the government and people of Pakistan to care for the
great number of refugees in that country and pledged the co-operation of
Christians in these efforts to make God’s will done on earth.*

It is at the level of cultural and human issues where forms of
collaboration are most apt and most needed. The Pope says that in the
course of his travels he has ‘‘come to appreciate the rich cultural
heritage’**' of Islam, and that the culture of Islam is something that
“‘merits attention and respect’’* from Christians. For his part, he pledges
to do everything possible to develop the bonds between Christians and
Muslims, building a relationship of reciprocal esteem that results in a
common witness to the world which is confronted by the dangers of
materialism.*

Dialogue

All this requires dialogue, which the Pope constantly recommends in
each of his teachings about Islam. But what does he mean by dialogue?
The concept of dialogue has fallen into disrepute among many
Christians, Muslims and others, because they identify it with sterile
discussions on points of theology or social gatherings among religious
leaders. A serious investigation of the points of convergence and
divergence between the two religions has its own value in attempting to
formulate precisely the beliefs of each vis-a-vis the other, just as simple
social contacts have their place in counteracting negative prejudices
which people form about ‘‘the unknown other’’ and in opening the door
to deeper levels of sharing. But in these statements the Holy Father is
saying that dialogue must go deeper than this. He is speaking about a
daily effort of the whole Christian and Muslim communities to bear
witness, ‘in peace and mutual respect, to that which is finest in their
respective religious commitments. This dialogue is the ideal, the goal,
which must be slowly and painfully built up. A level of trust does not
appear overnight.

Such a dialogue is in the first place a question of friendship. One
must know how to give dialogue time for progress and discern-
ment. That is why it is surrounded by discretion out of a concern to
be considerate with regard to the slowness of tlh:e evolution of
mentalities. The seriousness of commitment in this dialogue is
measured by that of the witness lived and borne to the values in
which one believes.*



Elsewhere he refers to ‘‘Muslims and Christians living together as
neighbors, with mutual respect constantly present in social life, with
common action to promote the acceptance and defence of man’s
fundamental rights.”*

In this connection, we can remember the similarity of approach to
‘the question of dialogue between the teaching of the Holy Father and
that which was stated by the Asian bishops at the FABC institute held in
Kuala Lumpur in 1979.

Christians living among Muslims should recognize the importance
of dialogue with their Muslim brethren. For most Christians, this
means what can be called a dialogue of life. This is the most
essential aspect of dialogue, and it is accomplished by Christians
and Muslims living together in peace. Each gives witness to the
other concerning the values he has found in his faith, and through
the daily practice brotherhood, helpfulness, open-heartedness
and hospitality, each shows himself to be a God-fearing neighbor.
The true Christian and Muslim offer to a busy world values arising
from God’s message when they revere the elderly, conscientiously
rear the young, care for the sick and the poor in their midst, and
work together for social justice, welfare and human rights. We
encourage Christians to be ever more deeply involved in this
dialogue of life.*

The possibility of freely-chosen conversion should not be eliminated
from such encounters, as the Holy Father reminds us,” while at the same
time Christians and Muslims are exhorted to ““fully live’’ and ‘‘hold
fast’’ to their convictions.®

In all of this, the sound guideline is love.

In dialogue, speech does not become constructive and fruitful
without love. Speech and love are the true vehicle of com-
munication. The only truly perfect speech is that spoken in love.”

Statements of Christians about Islam, and those of Muslims about
Christianity, which are not formed, guided, and directed by love for the
other do not attain the depths of truth to which the one God has called
us.

Mutual Dependence of Christians and Muslims

Christians and Muslims, according to John Paul II, cannot consider
themselves exclusive and totally self-sufficient communities. They have a
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need for each other, on a human and societal level, and the world i'Ese}f
needs to see reconciliation and salam between these two monotheistic
communities. To the Muslims of the Philippines the Pope said:

I wish you to be convinced of the fact that your Christian brothers
and sisters need you and they need your love. And the whole world,
with its longing for greater peace, brotherhood and harmony, needs
to see fraternal coexistence between Christians and Muslims.*

Divinely Guided Humanism

The Pope’s sympathetic attitude and his eagerness to establish and
develop close relations with Muslims derives from his awareness of a true
humanism taught by both religions, one based on the dignity of mankind
as the beloved creature of God and who reflects God’s glory. For both
Muslims and Christians, humankind is not an automaton, the product of
an economic or psychological determinism, nor is he a plaything of the
gods cast adrift in an absurd universe. Rather, he is the masterpiece of
God’s creative activity with innate dignity and purpose.

For the Muslim, the universe is destined to be subject to man as the
representative of God. The Bible affirms that God ordered man to
subdue the earth, but also to ““till it and keep it!”’ (Gen 1:27). As
God’s creature, man has rights which cannot be violated, but he is
equally bound by the law of good and evil which is based on the

" order established by God. Thanks to this law, man will never
submit to any idol. The Christian keeps to the solemn command-
ment, ‘“You shall have no other gods before me’’ (Ex 30:3). On his
side, the Muslim will always say ‘“God is greatest.””*!

Challenges Facing Christians and Muslims

In this brief survey of the recent teaching of the Church on how
Christians should regard the followers of Islam, local and national
problems and tensions cannot be treated. Situations are too diverse to
formulate concrete solutions. In Asia the relations between Christians
and Muslims vary greatly, from those of deep mutual enrichment and
numerous examples of collaboration to those of competition, suspicion,
distrust and open enmity. In some countries, Muslims are a small
minority struggling to maintain their religious and cultural identity in the
midst of a predominantly Christian population. Elsewhere, perhaps
more often, Christians find themselves as tiny communities in nations
where social and political life is dominated by Islamic ideals, In other
places, both Christians and Muslims are minorities struggling to pursue
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their convictions and ideals amidst still other religious traditions. Every-
where, there are the new challenges brought by modern international
culture, which in both its capitalist and socialist forms raises issues and
problems that neither the Christian nor the Islamic religion can ignore.
Both must confront the pressing issues of war — particularly the specter
of nuclear holocaust — poverty, social and personal morality, and the
liberation of peoples from structures of oppression.

We live, as we know, in an age of polarization, and people do not
want to hear about dialogue. After a brief period of enthusiasm in the
late 60s and the early 70s, difficulties which appeared insurmountable
arose, while tangible results seemed both ephemeral and superficial.
People discovered that old resentments, enmities, and suspicions died
hard. Moreover, religious sentiments tend to follow the mood of the
times. As a Methodist minister from Ghana put it, ““These are mean
times; a hard spirit is afoot in the world.”” The north-south dialogue is
silent, east-west detente is in shambles. Militarization is everywhere on
the increase, and the principles of national security are taking precedence
over those of human dignity and human rights. Ethnic, linguistic, racial
and religious distinctions have brought one nation after another to civil
unrest and violence, as peoples become more and more convinced that
they cannot live with their neighbors in peace. I have heard Christians
say, “How can we dialogue with Muslims when they are not sincere
about it?"’, and have heard Muslims ask the same about Christians. I
have heard both deny the possibility of dialogue with Hindus and heard
Hindus claim the same about Buddhists. Christian-Muslim relations in
the Middle East, and the relations of both with Jews in Israel, are at a
new low and do not offer grounds for optimism. One religious and ethnic
and national group after another is opting to press its own interests and
let others worry about themselves.

The problem is that there are always grounds for the criticism of
others. Both Christians and Muslims often betray their religious values
and ideals. Christians aware of their own sinful history, both personal
and communal, will not be surprised to see that there are Muslims who
hate, who are intolerant, who are chauvinistic, who are hypocritical, and
who act without regard for their neighbors of other faiths. This is not
something characteristic of Islam or unique to them, but rather reflects
the universal human condition.

Nevertheless, neither community can await an idealized partner for
dialogue to begin. As Catholics, we cannot postpone our taking up the
challenges of Church teaching until the times change, for history shows us
that the times will not change until we change them. We must creatively
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yet realistically find the doors which can be opened now, while waiting
patiently and in hope for results to appear.

Pope John Paul II is moving against the spirit of the times by
continuing to stress the urgency of respect, brotherhood, dialogue and
co-operation. His appeals to Christians and Muslims are all the more
prophetic because an increasingly polarized world is preaching the folly
of the Islamic and Christian values to which he points. His calls to
mutual esteem will be consigned to the realm of platitudes or public
relations unless, despite misgivings and much evidence to the contrary,
Christians and Muslims pursue their efforts to build a level of trust and
regard the others basically as persons of goodwill devoted to carrying out
God’s will, but who, nevertheless, still display weakness, arrogance and
selfishness.

However, the secret which God has hidden from the great and
powerful he has revealed to the small and the weak. Throughout Asia, in
every country, some Christians and some Muslims, as well as people of
other faiths, have begun to cross the divisions which separate us, have
begun honest and deep communication, and have begun to work
together for the good of all. It is incumbent on us to search out and
support such efforts and hold them up as examples to others. Our roles
of leadership must be at the service of our communities to broaden
perspectives and explore new possibilities for peace, coexistence, and
mutual help and enrichment. In all this, it is essential that Christians and
Muslims maintain and deepen their spiritual union with God through
prayer and worship. A Lebanese Muslim told me recently, ‘I am
convinced that the only thing which will save this world is Muslims,
Christians and others who keep praying.”’

Christian Attitude Towards Muslims

The magisterium does not give specific answers to questions of a
local nature. Its purpose, rather, is to guide our thinking, to form our
attitudes as we reflect on our responses to the needs of our time and
place. The daily crises and tensions we face are not resolved by the
teaching of the Church; rather, through the statements of the councils
and the Popes Catholics can learn how to shape our views and our
actions so that we are ‘‘thinking with the Church.’” Qur reflections and
discussions here must revolve around the question: ““Do our attitudes
and those of our people towards Muslims reflect the thinking contained
in these recent teachings?’’ ““Do Catholics at the parish level know their
own tradition concerning how they should regard and live among
Muslims?”’ ““Have our local church bodies set up effective, functioning
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