“The Imam and the Bishop”
[The notes that follow were part of the opening remarks made by the Bishop of Edinburgh, in dialogue with Shaykh Ibrahim Mogra, during Edinburgh Interfaith Week in 2007] 
We are here to consider a significant event - the publication of a letter from Muslim Leaders to Christian Leaders throughout the world. The letter calls for a deepening of dialogue between Christians and Muslims for the good of the world. The response from Christians has been positive. I believe it will be regarded as a significant event in the life our planet. 
The letter recognizes that Christians and Muslims comprise over 55% of the world population, and is an invitation to closer mutual understanding based on the two commandments of love – love of God and love of one’s neighbour.
The letter concludes by citing Jesus in Mark’s gospel where he said “He who is not against us is on our side”, and it goes on to say “We therefore invite Christians to consider Muslims not against and thus with them in accordance with Jesus Christ’s words.”
**********

For many years, for many of us, Islam was the religion of far-off places. It was a religion one might study in the abstract. It was a religion for which one was grateful. It was a religion noted for the preservation of ancient texts that enabled serious medieval philosophy. It was a religion associated with beautiful architecture, beautiful artefacts, delicate tiling, and calligraphy. It was a religion of oriental mystery, of minarets and carpets, of pilgrimages to Mecca, all of which intertwined in the Western imagination with romantic tales from Arabian folklore such as the “Thousand and One Nights”. It was a religion of whom workers in the former British Empire spoke, and of which one read sketchily in novels and in history. It was a religion of tolerance and gracious hospitality to the stranger. It had dominance in institutions at a geographical distance from British life such as the Ottoman Empire or the Mugal Empire. And through the Ottoman system, the religion of Islam was strongly associated with a tolerance of the other religions that operated within its borders. 
**********

Even as I drafted that last paragraph I knew that I was describing a very remote perspective. Times have changed. Islam is no longer a religion of far-off places. Islam is a vibrant religion in our own land, and like Christianity it is seen by us all as an important and growing world religion. It is the religion of many who have found homes in Britain, often not without difficulty in integration into our at times hostile society. 
**********

And yet for many, even outside the world of hostile graffiti writers, there has in recent years appeared something puzzling or frightening within the perception which many have of Islam. Words like ‘extremism’ ‘fundamentalism’ or ‘fanaticism’ have entered our discussion.  There has been rioting over Danish Cartoons, demonstrations about a Teddy Bear in Khartoum, fierce criticism of a lecture by the Pope, and terrorists calling on the name of the Prophet as they go to a suicidal death.

And of course such a vocabulary of suspicion is found in Christianity too. Christians too demonstrate over items that may cause offence– ‘Jerry Springer the Opera’ produced its demonstrations. Unguarded political talk has referred to the task of combating terrorism as a ‘crusade’. A Miss World contest was planned for Muslim area of northern Nigeria. Such items, together with a significant history of insensitivities, may rightly be in our mind this year as we recall the Indian Mutiny of 1857.
We move in a world where grievances and simple misunderstandings can intertwine; where anger and frustration can get out of hand; where we can unexpectedly find we may have caused offence; and within this the interaction between Islam and Christianity appears as a key to much of it.
And it is into just this world, that this initiative has come. 
**********
It is no mean achievement to get such world-wide agreement. Perhaps Anglicans should be inviting some Muslim consultants to come to the next Lambeth Conference! The named writers of the letter come from across the whole world. The named recipients of the letter are Christian leaders largely based in Europe and the Middle East.
**********

Christianity and Islam are both world religions. The Letter locates them as number 1 and number 2 in size, making up one third and one fifth of humanity respectively. But how they sit in that same world is different. In particular how each religion sits in Europe is different. 
Within Europe the influence of Christianity is perceived to be declining. Some have seen it in world terms as being currently at a ‘rock bottom’. Hence the jibe of Odon Vallet “If you are the type of person who buys stocks and bonds, I’d buy Christianity. The price is very low….it has to go up.” But what do we say about the Christianity to which this letter has been sent? With what ears do Christians hear the invitation to dialogue?  Let me make three points briefly.
**********

(1) 
Since the time of the enlightenment, in which this City played a very significant part, a climate of scepticism has characterized European attitudes to active religion. Secularization in the 20th century has meant that the church has often felt itself to be on the ropes against its secular critics. In the 21st century such secular criticism has become even more militant. This has resulted in either a firm counter-cultural stance of a quasi-fundamentalist kind, or else in a liberal accommodation to aspects of culture. European Christians know that division in their life, as they have also known a decline in church attendance. 
(2)
But while this may have been true of Europe, Christianity has been thriving and growing in Africa, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. And, Islam, having always been strong in North Africa, is also growing significantly there. And meetings between the cultures inspired by the two religions have not always been peaceful. 

The recent issue of The Economist has described the road from Kano to Jos in northern Nigeria as a new battle front of the world.

THE four-hour journey through the bush from Kano to Jos in northern Nigeria features many of the staples of African life: checkpoints with greedy soldiers, huge potholes, scrawny children in football shirts drying rice on the road. But it is also a journey along a front-line.

Nigeria, evenly split between Christians and Muslims, is a country where people identify themselves by their religion first and as Nigerians second (see chart 1). Around 20,000 have been killed in God's name since 1990, ……... The road between the two towns is dotted with competing churches and mosques. 

This is one of many religious battlefields in this part of Africa. …… The journey from Kano to Jos may seem a trip back in time. In fact, religious front-lines criss-cross the globe.
**********

(3)
There is tension in Africa, but there are also anxieties in the UK. There are two sorts, deriving from either a short term or a long term perspective.

Short term there is the simple fear of terrorist attack in some people’s minds. Might something happen this year, or next year, or at the Olympics, or when? Such fear in people’s minds can be associated with some Islamic factions, and can give rise to fears and suspicion.

Long term there is in people’s perception the unsettling view that Islam seems to be doing very well, while Christianity in Europe appears to be floundering. Philip Jenkins discusses this in his recent book “God’s Continent.”
Christianity, having in earlier centuries been very strong in the Middle Eastern countries such as Syria, Egypt, Iraq etc, is certainly now much weaker there. Will mainstream Europe eventually see a comparable Islamic presence or domination?   Could southern Spain again become an Islamic country? France has moved from an Islamic population of 50K in 1900 to 3.8M in 2000. Britain has moved from a negligible population in 1900 to 635K in 1970 to 1.05M in 2000.  Are we being prepared for the coming of a much larger Islamic cultural presence in the country than we have at present?
**********
And it is into this context, a context characterised by interest, ignorance, irrational fear and perplexity, the Open Letter has been sent, and it has been very well-received. 

**********

 I quote from some of the reactions that have appeared on the internet:
The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, 
The letter’s understanding of the unity of God provides an opportunity for Christians and Muslims to explore together their distinctive understandings and the ways in which these mould and shape our lives. The call to respect, peace and goodwill should now be taken up by Christians and Muslims at all levels and in all countries and I shall endeavour in this country and internationally, to do my part in working for the righteousness which this letter proclaims as our common goal." 

Prof. Karen Armstrong

The assertion of the principle of love, which is so central to both the Muslim and the Christian traditions, should be paradigmatic of the religious response to the fearful realities of our time. We must reclaim our traditions from the extremists. ……… The coming together of Muslims and Christians, who have such an unhappy history of hostility, is a beacon of hope and an example to the whole of humanity. 

The Bishop of London 

Students of religions might look with some humility at the success of the world’s scientists who have established a global conversation on matters vital to human flourishing such as climate change. The spirit in which a life is lived is also an essential contribution to human flourishing. In promoting a global conversation on the love of God and neighbour religious scholars will be rising to the challenge of the 21st century.

……….. and it is very important that we do not go ahead in a way that marginalises the Jewish community.

Iain Torrance [former Moderator of the General Assembly]
It is a beginning. I believe it is a testimony to a generosity of spirit which Christians should acknowledge and receive with humility and much gratitude. 

With the help of God, we can together build bridges, allay fears and permit an area for calm discussion and hope founded upon our love of God and for our neighbour. 

Scholars at Yale. 
Given the deep fissures in the relations between Christians and Muslims today, the task before us is daunting. And the stakes are great. The future of the world depends on our ability as Christians and Muslims to live together in peace. If we fail to make every effort to make peace and come together in harmony you 
Harold W. Attridge, Dean and Lillian Claus Professor of New Testament, Yale Divinity School
Miroslav Volf, Founder and Director of the Yale Center for Faith and Culture, Henry B. Wright Professor of Theology, Yale University

Joseph Cumming, Director of the Reconciliation Program, Yale Center for Faith and Culture

Emilie M. Townes, Andrew Mellon Professor of African American Religion and Theology and president-elect of the American Academy of Religion
Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran,[ 30.10.07] exercised a word of caution

He raised concerns when he told a French Catholic newspaper he was not sure "theological dialogue" was possible with Muslims.
But how do we here receive it here? Let us briefly turn to what it says. 
**********
The first part of the letter stresses that we each worship only one God. 
‘There is no other God but God.’
In relation to God the letter stresses three truths about human nature. 
We have a mind or intelligence by which we understand the truth; 
We have the will for choice and action; 
We have feeling animating our love of God. [6]

The document talks of love of God in Islam being total devotion. “It demands a love in which the innermost spiritual heart and the whole of the soul – with its intelligence, will and feeling – participate through devotion.” [7]
For the Christian this vital component will be looked at in relation both to the idea of our submission to the will of God, but also in the light of such ideas as that of participating in the life of the Godhead, and sharing in the eternal intercession and love within a triune God.

Here there is much that we share, and much that we can consider together in the light of our two traditions.
The second part of the letter concerns Love of Neighbour – ‘love your neighbour as yourself’. 
Again, this is a vital meeting and point for dialogue and discussion. And within the Christian response in any further dialogue would be Jesus’ slight ‘spin’ on this commandment, giving to the disciples, at the last supper, the ‘new commandment’ in the form ‘Love one another as I have loved you’.
Again there is much that we can look at together, and much that we can learn from each other in the light of our two traditions.
The third part is an invitation to come to a common word.
The letter does not wish to minimise formal differences, but invites Christian to see Muslims as worshippers of the one God who are with them rather than against them. [15] in accordance with Mark’s gospel where he said “He who is not against us is on our side”,
That is the challenge and invitation to us, and the great question is how we are to respond.
**********
In the face of this invitation I want to make three brief comments of response
(1)
My first is about love and trust
I recall Bishop Kenneth Cragg at a meeting discussing conflict. He considered the question “Why has God made us so different?”  He answered “so we can learn to love one another”. He meant that we are called to love with an unselfish loving. We are not just to love clones of ourselves.   That would be simply to love ourselves in other people – a very selfish form of loving.    


If our calling is to move out of ourselves and love unselfishly, then this calling can only be fulfilled in a diverse world. We need to meet, welcome, understand and appreciate the diverse cultures within God’s world. We need to be drawn out of ourselves - to others, and so to God.

Diversity, which we could quite easily be seen as the soil in which conflict and bitterness might grow; needs to be seen by us as the soil in which our capacity for unselfish loving can only grow.
In this light I was interested to note Yusuf Ali’s comment on S. xlii 10. Koran [page1307 Ali] 2.10 note 4538
The Koran reads: “Whatever it be wherein ye differ, the decision thereof is with God.” 
Ali comments “In the highest issues of life men may see things differently. If their differences arise merely from selfish motives, or narrowness of vision, they are sinning against their own souls. If their differences arise from sincere but mistaken notions, their proper course is not to form divisions and sects, or to increase contention and hatred among men, but to leave all things to God, trusting in Him and turning to Him in all difficulties. The final decision in all things is with him.”

Ali’s comment appears to suggest that the differences and diversity we find in the world is something that can give rise to the spiritual discipline of trust. We need to trust God. 
There is much for dialogue and meeting around the notions of difference and diversity. Seeing that from diversity love and trust may grow.
(2)
My second point is about understanding and theology,

I have often remarked that if we are to develop our understanding in any topic particularly in theology, philosophy of politics, what we need is the ability to find a conversation with someone with whom we share the interest in the topic, but with whom we differ in approach and perspective. If we discuss with someone who does not share our interest, no discussion is possible. If we seek to discuss with someone with whom we share all our views and attitudes no passion our depth of exploration will be created in the discussion.

Dialogue with Islam will enable us as Christian to discuss with those with whom we share in the Abrahamic tradition, but who have over centuries diverged in approach. 

I don’t share the view that we cannot dialogue together on theological matters. I believe that here is perhaps one of the most fruitful areas for true dialogue.
From diversity deeper understanding may grow.
(3)
My third point is about Europe
I believe that we are poised for a very significant three way conversation concerning the religion of Europe. 
Christianity needs to recapture for itself a confident belief in God. Regardless of anything to do with dialogue with Islam, this must be on its own agenda.  It may well be assisted in doing this in conversation with Islam, regaining ground it has possibly lost in recent years.
Islam may also need more to be seen by us as a religion that has a long tradition of rational and philosophical thought underpinning it both from the Greek and Arabic sources and traditions, as well as being the religion of passion that we more often see on the newsreels. 
Christianity and Islam share in the Abrahamic tradition, but both have also looked back to Classical antiquity, and both have used ancient texts in helping in their theological reflections. Judaism would also share in such conversation.
As Islam becomes more present to us in Europe today, the study of the Islamic tradition of philosophical and political through must be taught more in our schools and universities, teaching it alongside that of our more familiar Western European tradition.  As we all become familiar with both traditions, that historical dialogue between them will be a real part of a shared set of cultural roots. 

**********

Francis Fukuyama in his book ‘The end of History’ in 1989 saw the ideological development of the West as coming to and end. 
"What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government." (quoted from "The End of History?", 1989)
The years since 1989 have shown us that we are not at the end of history. Ideological evolution has not stopped. The letter we have received suggests that we may be at the beginning of a new chapter in history. 


I believe that the ideology of the immediate future world will first be shaped by the interaction of Christianity and Islam [and later of these together with China]. That must be a peaceful interaction. It will be facilitated both by a mutual appreciation of our distinctive roots in the sacred texts of our respective religions. But also in the philosophical traditions we also in fact share.
We must have a dialogue that looks at the Christian Scriptures, that looks at the Koran, and looks at our common intellectual pedigree, and looks at the context with which these beliefs give life to distinctive but different societies in our world.
Out of this there may be achieved a deep meeting of minds and spirits, not just among Christians and Muslims, but among many others who find in the attitude of trust and respect thus generated, something that enables a meeting of many minds, in cultures beyond the two we specifically consider today.
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