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Beyond Polite Dialogue?

Dear EEA Members,

You may have heard about a “Common Word”, a letter to the world’s Christians signed, in September 2007, by 138 Muslim leaders from all over the world
, although clearly not representing all Muslims.  Its stated aim was to be an act of friendship, pointing out that loving God and loving your neighbour were at the heart of our faiths.  It urged good will, harmony and real relationship, not just “polite ecumenical dialogue”.  It talked briefly of the importance of religious freedom.  See www.acommonword.com for the full text.

You may also have heard about “Loving God and Neighbour Together”, a Christian response to the Muslim letter from the Yale Centre for Faith & Theology, directed by Miroslav Volf and signed by many Christian leaders (many of them evangelicals), including Geoff Tunnicliffe, Godfrey Yogarajah, Bertil Ekstrom, John Stott, George Verwer and Colin Chapman.   See http://www.yale.edu/faith/abou-commonword.htm  for the full text.  This response thanked the Muslims for their initiative, apologised for when Christians have sinned against Muslims but also highlighted the importance of religious freedom and looked forward to meetings where the two communities can build better relationships.

These Christian leaders are very much evangelicals.  They are not syncretistic.  They have not forgotten the persecution of Christians in many Muslim countries. They still want to see Muslims accept Jesus as Saviour.  When they signed the letter, they were not naïve: they did not think that all the political problems would end.  But they chose to believe the best about the Muslim people who signed “A Common Word”: interpreting it as a brave and generous step.  The Christian leaders felt it deserved a brave and generous response which might lay the foundations for conversations in which more difficult things could be meaningfully discussed.  
The Yale Response has attracted criticism from some Christians.  Some think it is wrong to apologise for past sins, even though Muslims who have read the Yale text have cried with astonishment and gratitude that Christians would apologise for sinning against Muslims.   
Some have said that the text implies that a Muslim and Christian understanding of love of God and neighbour is the same: seeing these texts as a theological dialogue. But the Christian signatories saw it as a political dialogue, with different priorities.  Other critics have asked why people could not see that Muslims were calling Christians to convert. In fact, it would be odd if readers did not realise this: Muslims want to encourage conversions since both Christianity and Islam are missionary faiths.  
The World Evangelical Alliance has also written a direct response (http://www.worldevangelicals.org/We_Too_Want_to_Live_in_Love,_Peace,_Freedom_and_Justice.pdf): gently but clearly inviting Muslims to accept God’s forgiveness through the Gospel of Jesus and explaining the Christian understanding of love centred on Jesus and his death.   WEA “regrets” the actions of Christians where they have not matched the teaching and examples of Jesus.  It asks Muslims not to confuse Christianity with the West.  It asks Muslim leaders to help establish peace and justice for Christians living in Muslim societies, saying “The true test of religious freedom is not how we treat those who agree with us, but how we treat those with whom we differ.”  

Of course, letters on the internet and in newspapers will not bring about serious progress in helping Muslims understand the Gospel, healing political wounds or sorting out religious liberty tensions.  That mostly happens through face to face conversation.  However, it is hard to imagine how refusing to respond to “A Common Word” would achieve anything more.  
Islamist extremists are persuading impressionable young Muslims to hate, to take up violence and to die.  The Muslim leaders and scholars that signed “A Common Word” are more moderate.  Surely, they are best placed within Islam to attempt to counteract the dangerous influence of extremism through education and exemplifying a peaceful alternative.  What would refusing to dialogue with and encourage these moderate Muslims achieve?  
Christians constantly relate to others, whether Muslims, believers of other faiths or people of no faith.  There is a time for sharing the Gospel, there is a time for dialogue, there is a time for confronting injustice and oppression, there is a time for working together.  At all times, we are called to show love.  

Whatever we feel about the value of official inter-faith dialogue, some Muslims have been genuinely amazed by the Christian texts, understanding for the first time that Christians do not hate them. Individual Christians are using the various documents to open up informal conversations on faith with individual Muslims.  
The EEA hopes that all evangelicals will pray for and welcome the opportunities that arise to befriend and talk to Muslims around us.

The EEA further hopes that evangelicals will think the best of one another as some choose to be more involved in ongoing political dialogue, while others feel uncomfortable about doing so.
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� European Muslims came from Belgium, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Croatia, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, Slovenia, Switzerland, Turkey, Ukraine and the United Kingdom.








