I. Prologue

With the rise of the religious debate in International
Relations the EuroArab Forum team thought the time
has come to host a knowledgeable speaker, with first-
hand insight on religious identity and interfaith dialogue
to share his views with our members and us.

We were indeed privileged to have with us Dr. Emilio
Platti, to let us in on his insider experience as a
Dominican Priest, with a wealthy knowledge on Islam-
Christian exchange, and one of the participants in the
2008 council for inter-religious dialogue that was held
under the joint initiative of Pope Benedict XVI and
Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad bin Talal of Jordan.

1. Introduction

The speaker underlined the importance of
understanding how Christians have viewed and still
view Islam within a social context. Therefore, before
discussing the Christian image of Muslims and Islam in
Europe as well as globally, he began by reading
abstracts from President Anwar Sadat's address to the
Israeli Knesset (November 20, 1977). In so doing he
sets the stage for his audience, by pointing directly at
the critical juncture in history where the context
changed paving the way for an Islamist identity to be
born.



lll. Keynote speech

According to our speaker, President Sadat was a
religious man. While speaking in the Knesset "You
Arab and Israeli, sorrowing mother, you, widowed wife,
you, the son who lost a brother or a father, all the
victims of wars, fill the air and space with recitals of
peace, fill bosoms and hearts with the aspirations of
peace. Make a reality that blossoms and lives. Make
hope a code of conduct and endeavour. The will of
peoples is part of the will of God”, he seemed to be
engaging in a religious experience, that bolsters the
image of Islam as a merciful and compassionate
religion. However, little did he know that another
identity was brewing in Egypt, which is of an Islamist
nature as opposed to Sadat’'s Egyptian nationalist
identity.

In order to understand the new image of Islam, the
speaker laments that we need to understand the
historical context of that image. Islam in the medieval
time was presented as a violent faith. For instance, in
the 14th century the Byzantine emperor Manuel I
Paleologus derided Islam saying, and | quote form a
German translation, “Show me just what Mohammed
brought that was new, and there you will find things
only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread
by the sword the faith he preached”.

However, over time, with the help of many Western-
Christian scholars and theologians, who travelled and
lived in the Middle East and experienced the Islamic
hospitality, this picture has changed. For example,
Louis Massignon (1883-1962), a French scholar of
Islam and its history although a Catholic himself, tried
to understand Islam from within and thus had a great
influence on the way Islam was seen in the West;
among other things, he paved the way for a greater
openness inside the Catholic Church towards Islam. He
wrote on the sacred hospitality of Islam, which accepts
the other without trying to change him, an element
found in the teaching of Christ. Thus, the 1960s, as
opposed to the preceding centuries, seems to be an
era of openness towards Islam and a restoration of its
image as peaceful, hospitable, merciful religion.

It was in that context that Sadat’'s speech in 1977 was
understood. When he talked about the suffering of
Arab and Israeli mothers, he was exhibiting what most
saw as an Islamic compassion. Interesting enough the
first attribute of God in Islam is compassion al-rahmaan
fascinating especially if we understand that this is a
feminine attribute. Therefore, at that time optimism was
on the rise for inter-religious commonality and
understanding. Multiculturalism was a growing concept,
stemming out of this new understanding. Priests in
Egypt and in Lebanon were opening up to the idea of
Islam as the third monolithic religion with virtues and
values, with communality to Christianity and Judaism.

But if this was the picture of Islam in the 60’s-70’s what
happened to swing back the pendulum to an image of
Islam as a violent faith? One can say a myriad of
factors interacted to revert to a medieval way of looking
at Islam. One the one hand, the Islamic revolution in
Iran and its stark image in the Western collective
memory, in addition to the disillusionment with
nationalistic identities did not help. Arab nationalism
and the idea of one Arab homeland from the Gulf to the
Atlantic did not materialize. Concentrating on their
interests, Arab states, like most Western ones looked
inward and focused more on local nationalism instead
of a united Arab nationalism. Add to that, dictators
ruling their countries and the public in the Muslim world
was disheartened by the fate of Arab nationalism. This
same nationalism seemed to give less power to the
Middle East facing Western hegemony, and not the
other way around. With the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the end of communism, an ideological
vacuum was created that left much room for other
forms of competing ideologies to rise. Ending with the
tragic events of 9/11 and the Bushism that followed.
The new, yet fragile, positive picture of Islam did not
survive.

Slowly we recognised a reversion to older views on
Islam as a violent and intolerant religion. And not long
after, in an address at the University of Regensburg in
2006, Pope Benedict XVI was heard reiterating the
14th C Manuel Il Paleologus images. Muslim reaction
has been vehement and the Pope apologized for
angering the Muslims worldwide and stressed that he
was merely quoting the remark and did not share its
point of view. Suddenly the Muslim world finds itself at
a deadlock, where the majority of the public in the West
can not even recognize the subtle, yet crucial,
difference between Fatah (a resistance movement with
a nationalistic identity) and Hamas (an Islamist militant
movement that represents a competing Islamist
identity).

Be that as it may, contexts are conditioned by history
and experiences, and these are in continuous flux.
Thus, this new context that Islam finds itself in provides
a new opportunity to introduce a novel shape of Islam
and to restore its good image. In an effort to revamp
and rectify the current unattractive Islamic picture in the
West, a delegation of the 138 Muslim wrote an open
letter titled “A Common Word between Us and You”
that was addressed to the Pope and to other Christian
leaders in the fall of 2007. A year later, in fall 2008,
Pope Benedict and Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad bin
Talal of Jordan seized this opportunity to go further in
initiating a historic meeting in Rome of inter-religious
dialogue that encompassed a high-level delegation
from the Muslim and the Christian community
(composed of 24 participants plus 5 advisors from each
religion); however, neither the Pope nor the Prince
presided over this meeting.



Emilio Platti, our speaker and an advocate for change
of the negative image of Islam,was one of the
members of the Christian delegation. He was kind
enough to share his experience and impressions from
this meeting with us. The speaker stressed that the
Church is keen on changing that image too and on
opening dialogue with the Muslim world. But he posits
that two aspects could undermine this effort. First, he
realizes that images are very strong and it takes time to
(de-)construct them. Though 9/11 was a moment in
history, the picture it burned in the collective memory of
the Western world is not easy to change. In fact, almost
all the surveys conducted lately on the Western public
opinion of Islam and Muslims exhibited a gloomy
picture. Second, not all Christian theologians and
scholars agree that there is this commonality between
Islam and the other two monotheistic religions
(Christianity and Judaism). Some for instance insist
that Islam is a completely different faith and cannot be
grouped under the same umbrella, which widens the
gap even further between religious traditions.

Notwithstanding these obstacles, however, the
Catholic-Muslim Forum that took place with the focus
on the theme of the seminar “Love of God, Love of
Neighbour” highlighted more common ground than
differences between the two faiths. Though the
ontology of love and the views on the status Jesus
differ between Christianity and Islam; the idea of love
and compassion in the two was very closely related.
Not surprisingly that the Islamic-Christian views on it
reflected on Sadat's view when he accentuated
compassion for the self and the enemy.

Though the meeting was considered a success as all
present expressed satisfaction with the results of the
seminar and their expectation for further productive
dialogue. Our speaker expressed some of his
disappointment with certain aspects. For instance, he
noticed the absence of Saudi-Arabian Muslims.
Moreover, Dr. Platti fears that we still live in a negative
context despite these efforts. For examples, Arafat is
still being mislabelled as an Islamist, while Turkey is
not moving ahead on its EU membership because it is
perceived as an Islamic country posing menace to a
Christian society. The speaker wistfully argues that we
live in a different global atmosphere than that of the
60’'s, which was marked by multiculturalism and
interfaith understanding. Despite these sporadic efforts,
he fears that it will take a while before we see Islam
through a positive lens again. Nevertheless, he
stresses that we should not let pessimism stop us form
engaging in more religious and cultural dialogues,
which are the keys to finding common understanding
and respect.

IV. Discussion and Q&A

During the discussion period the following questions

were asked:

Q1. Why was there a switch from Nationalist to Islamist
identity? (What changed the atmosphere in the 70s?)

A. Things go much further back to the beginning of the

ooth century when Muslims became conscious of
Western superiority. From then and till the 70s there
were always two competing ideologies: The nationalist
and the Islamic identities. With growing disillusionment
with nationalism, as it did not bring to its beholders any
progress or prosperity, the scale started in the late 70’s
to tip in favour of the Islamic identity. Seeing these two
movements the West began, after fearing Arab
nationalism in the 50s and 60s, to fear the rise of
Islamism, especially as old images of Islam started to
come back. So, the blow to Arabic nationalism plus the
fact that the good image of Islam was a short-lived and
fragile, it did not take much for the negative picture to
resurface.

Q2. Is this Forum in Rome not a mere rhetoric but no
actions? Or can we say that it actually has reached the
public?

A. It is not always easy to bring people to talk together,
some even feel more reluctant to have a far-reaching
dialogue with Muslims. But we have to try, and as we
wont know if we fail or succeed without trying to bridge
our cultures.

Q3.Is dialogue not just elitist?

A. We cannot always judge our interaction on the
political level. We also need scholarly debates. At the
scholarly level we need strong intellectual foundations
to explain what we do. There are those in France who
even deny the existence of Muhammad in order to
delegitimise Islam. By denying him they shack the
foundations of Islam. And | think we need to use all
available intellectual faculties of history, hermeneutics,
etc. to counter these pseudo-intellectual trends. The
media is also important in carrying our messages and
connecting people, as long as it is there to extend good
expression of dialogue.

Q4. Can we say that some political figures are using
Islam to advance their political agenda in a negative
way?

A. | like to refrain from the notion that “they use Islam
for something else” because it is not what they are
doing intentionally. Instead they think at the moment
“this is my fundamental identity and | will take the
blame for it”. For these leaders, Islam (in the way they
believe in it) is a dominant way of life and an important
element of their society, so everything is influenced by



it. So, while for the West democracy is based on free
citizenship identity, religion (Islam) is a vision of human
life for some. Islam in that sense is merely being a
human being (with maybe multiple identity for some).
So, in short, they do not “use religion” but it is because
of society becoming totalitarian that their understanding
of religion is becoming more dangerous.

Q5. How to explain the ideological clashes of today and
the fact that people are converting to Islam?

A. With changes in the Christian communities not
coming fast enough some people felt blocked and as if
things were complicated. This makes the choice for
something which seems simple more easy.

Q6. How can Christian reconcile talks about dialogue
with  Muslims when Muslims do not have one
representative? Are Christians then speaking equally to
Muslims?

A. | understand that Christians think that because we
have the Church as a unifying institution and the Pope
as a unified figure that we speak with a coherent voice;
while Muslims, who have many interpretations of
Shari'a and no authority, must be divided. However,
our experience in Rome meeting with Muslims proved
the opposite. There were less disagreement on the
final text among Muslims than there were among
Christians. So, maybe we have to look not only at
clichés but also at experiences to base our judgment
on.

Q7. Where were the Jews in this encounter initiatives?

A. Judaism did not come up as a topic in the encounter
in Rome. It is a group that is talked with separately.

Q8. Is there a “real European Muslim identity”?

A. The speaker reminded us that we even have
difficulty recognizing a “real European identity”, let
alone ask about a “real Muslim European” one. More
importantly is to ask whether these European Muslims
constitute a part of the Western society. Some authors
like Ingrid Mattson (the president of the Islamic society
of North America) reminds us that yes these Muslims
represent real Islamic community in Western societies.
The only difference thought is that in the Arab world
you feel the Muslim society around you everywhere
that a Muslim is not that distinct, while in the West
Muslims stand out as different as they try to hold on to

their traditions and cultures.

Q9. Is your dialogue affecting the grass-root level and
the public?

A. That depends on the level of discipline we are trying
to influence. Each one (or field) has a level and a
reality that they try to influence. For instance, political
science is different from theology and it tries to reach
out to different people and target different groups. We
theologians have been aiming at affecting a theologian
level, and to that end | would say we have been
working hard and starting an effective dialogue. Other
disciplines should do their jobs too to reach their target
audience. Of course at some point there will be an
inter-disciplinary approach but our project of inter-faith
dialogue is still at its infancy.

V. Reflection by the EuroArab Forum

Some interesting observation that Dr. Platti mentioned
was the fact that English is becoming the second
language of Muslim academics. One starts to wonder
about the implication of such a phenomena on interfaith
understanding. Would a common or universal language
bring Muslims and Christians closer together?

Also, what about the role of technology? Pope Benedict
recently launched his own channel on You Tube in an
effort to use new technology to reach a younger
audience. How does technology and youth involvement
for both faiths affect the level of inter-cultural
understanding, especially in places where these
technologies are widely available and heavily sought?

If we are living in a world of competing ideologies and
identities, as Dr. Platti mentioned, are Muslims going to
be oscillating between the two identities mentioned so
far (Islamic vs. nationalistic), or are there other
identities that could come to the scene? Is the Muslim
reality going to tilt more towards radicalism and
literalism or should we expect a reverse in the other
direction?

Report by the EAF core team
(written by Rouba Al-Fattal)
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