Salt Shakers – 4 November 2008


Islam and Interfaith Dialogue

Two incidents this week highlight the problems inherent in interfaith dialogue. A major problem is that when groups meet together on the basis of being ‘religious groups’ it becomes increasingly difficult to proclaim the truth of Christianity and the fact that Jesus is the only way to God.
Interfaith dialogue in Rome 
In Rome, Magdi Allam, a convert from Islam, has openly criticised Islam in an Open Letter to the Pope. He converted from Islam to Catholicism and was baptised by the Pope at Easter 2008.
Magdi said that that Islam is not an intrinsically good religion and that Islamic terrorism is not the result of a minority gone astray. He made the comments in an Open Letter to the Pope, and asked the Pope to tell his aide, Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, president of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, who is currently facilitating interfaith dialogue about these factors. 

The Vatican is holding the first meeting of the ‘Catholic-Muslim Forum’ on Nov 4-6. The letter was written to warn those participating in the meetings not to compromise their beliefs.

(Article about Magdi Allam’s comments attached.)

The meeting with the Muslims, the Catholic-Muslim Forum, came about as a result of Muslim reactions to the previous Pope’s speech at Regnesburg in 2006. Numerous Muslim scholars released a statement called ‘A Common Word between us and you’ – which talked of ‘love for God’ and love for neighbour’ but was in effect a call to join Islam. Unfortunately some evangelicals openly supported the letter in a large advertisement in the New York Times.
Dr Patrick Sookhdeo, of the Barnabas Fund, and Dr Mark Durie presented detailed arguments against supporting ‘A Common Word’. The Catholic Church did not openly support the document - but they did agree to hold talks with Muslim leaders. The first such meeting is being held this week.
‘The Imam and the Pastor’ - Interfaith dialogue concerns in Australia
The second event relating to interfaith dialogue that also concerns us is happening in Australia right now.  
Dialogue in some circumstances might be acceptable – such as talking to Muslim leaders and asking them to change the apostasy laws so that converts to Christianity aren’t killed. 
However interfaith dialogue, and the establishment and promotion of ‘Interfaith Networks’ where religious leaders meet just because they are religious groups, totally undermines the clear message of the gospel. Sitting around having a cup of tea together makes it almost impossible to declare that ‘Jesus is the ONLY way to God!’ and that He is the TRUTH!
The current Australian tour of ‘The Imam and the Pastor’ is promoting ‘interfaith dialogue’. These two men are from Nigeria. It may well be that the two men have worked together to try and stop fighting between their communities in northern Nigeria – which is a Muslim dominated area.

However Nigeria is very different to Australia. The Australian tour - organised by Initiatives of Change (formerly Moral Re-Armament) is being supported by many Muslim groups, such as the Islamic Council of Victoria, and the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils, as a means of promoting Islam. 
A documentary about the two men has been produced by the Initiatives of Change – the first 10 minutes is posted on their website page that details the Australian tour.

Many of the meetings are being held at Universities. However, on Sunday (2/11/2008) the Whitehorse Interfaith Network sponsored one of these meetings – it was held at a large evangelical church in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne!

A meeting in Canberra next Monday evening is jointly sponsored by The Australian Centre for Christianity and Culture, The Australian Federation of Islamic Councils and Initiatives of Change.
An article in The Age, interviewing both of the men in Melbourne, appeared this week. In the article the writer says “For Pastor Wuye the journey to trust was longer — about three years by his reckoning. Now he has a message for fellow Pentecostals and other Christian fundamentalists who think their religious path is the only truth.”
The journalist quotes pastor Wuye as saying "There is more than one way to truth, and remember what Jesus said about loving their neighbours." 
We are concerned that some of the meetings are being held in Christian churches and that the ‘Iman and the Pastor’ are speaking at a seminar associated with the National Prayer Breakfast to be held in Canberra next Monday 10 November.

This causes us grave concern. To hold a major Christian gathering, and have a Muslim imam as a key participant at the seminar following the Prayer Breakfast, will undoubtedly influence statements made about unique truth of Christianity at the National Prayer Breakfast and associated events.
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