Inter-faith dialogue


POPE Benedict’s call for improving the dialogue between Muslims, Christians and Jews could not be more timely. Coming in the wake of his controversial speech at a German university, the Pope’s advice should help inject a tone of sobriety in a world that has been in tumult since 9/11. Even though the attack on the World Trade Centre was carried out by a small group of terrorists, it is Muslims as a whole who have taken a lot of flak and Islam itself has been demonised. Talking to a delegation of the Jewish Anti-Defamation League at the Vatican on Thursday, the pontiff spoke against any misuse of religion for spreading hatred and violence and, instead, pleaded for building on the “many common convictions” which the people of the three faiths share.

The People of the Books constituting a community is a concept exclusive to Muslims; the Jews and Christians have no such concept, because Islam regards itself as a continuation of the idea of one, eternal and indivisible God preached by Patriarch Abraham and other prophets who followed him. The Christian belief in Trinity and the Jewish denial of Prophets Jesus and Mohammad (may peace be on them) are regarded by Islam as deviations from the true path. Nevertheless, the Quran still assigns a special place to Christians and Jews as is evident from many verses, including this one: And argue not with the People of the Scripture unless it be in (a way) that is better, save with such of them as do wrong; and say: We believe in that which has been revealed to us and revealed to you; our God and your God is One and we are committed to observe peace before Him (Al-Ankabut: 46). This is the reason why scholarly Muslim literature and religious dialogue are devoid of hate material that could hurt Christian or Jewish religious sentiments.

Apart from religious differences, the long history of political conflict between Islam and Christianity has tended to colour the western concept of Islam and Muslims. In the wake of 9/11 especially, politicians and sections of the media have tended to portray Islam as a religion that preaches perpetual war on the followers of other faiths. In this well-orchestrated campaign, reference is often made to those verses of the Quran which were revealed in actual battle conditions when the nascent Islamic state was fighting for its survival. Reading them out of context would obviously lead to a gross misunderstanding of the teachings of Islam.

While terrorist groups in the Muslim world have done enormous harm to religious harmony and coexistence, politicians, sections of the media and even responsible people in the western world have not helped matters by utterances that hurt Muslim religious sentiments. Another point that seems to bypass the intelligentsia in the West is the frustration in the Muslim world over unsolved disputes like Palestine and Kashmir where Muslims are victims of state terrorism. Yet it is Muslims who are accused of being terrorists when they fight for their freedom. As the leader of the Catholic community, the Pope should take a lead in encouraging a dialogue among the intellectuals of the three faiths and perhaps follow the commendable example set by his predecessor, Pope John Paul II, who relentlessly worked for inter-faith harmony, understanding and coexistence.

