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When we read the New Testament we find that one of the key issues for the early Church was the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in the drama of salvation. The Apostle Paul addresses this issue in his letter to the Romans, where he effectively says in Romans 11 that, even though the Jews have not accepted Christ, nevertheless they shall be saved because of God’s promises to Abraham. Their rejection of Christ has not negated their status as people of the covenant. 

As we all know, the story of Jewish-Christian relations has been deeply problematic, especially during that period of history known as Christendom, where there was a fusion of religious authority, political power & military might. Anti-Semitism manifested itself in a variety of ways during this period, with policies of expulsion, forced conversion, discrimination, and genocide all being given expression. These policies and their underlying attitudes persisted even as Christendom fragmented, as evidenced in the most sinister of all events, the Holocaust. 

Nowadays, the relationship is not as fraught. We live in a post-Christendom, pluralist environment in which Judaism and Christianity sit more comfortably alongside each other. Ever since the horrors of the Holocaust became apparent, there has been a determination to stamp out anti-Semitism, and Christianity has generally supported the formation of the state of Israel (for both political & biblical reasons). 

In this context, and in the light of recent events, the issue for our day is not so much the relationship between Christianity and Judaism as it is the relationship between Christianity and Islam. Many people describe that relationship in terms of a collision between two religions, and indeed between two worlds (Islamic & Western). Back in the mid-1990s the late Lesslie Newbigin predicted that the decisive issue of the 21st century would be the relationship between Christianity and Islam. More recently, Benjamin Barber’s book, Jihad vs. McWorld, describes an intensifying conflict between tribalism and globalisation, with much of the force of that conflict being felt in the clash between Islam and the Christian West.

If we turn to the Bible we don’t get a lot of guidance on Christian-Muslim relations, mainly because Islam only emerged as a religion about 500 years after the time of Christ, and is therefore not referred to in the Bible. But the book of Genesis does make some interesting affirmations in relation to Ishmael and his descendents. In Genesis 16 & 21 we find a story of intriguing possibility and conflict. An angel of the Lord comforts Abraham and Sarah’s slave girl, Hagar, in her affliction, promising to greatly multiply her offspring. This promise is reiterated in Gen 21:13, where the Lord says to Abraham “As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring.” Descendents of Ishmael, then, are, like the children of Isaac, children of Abraham and therefore children of the divine promise. 

If the descendents of Ishmael are indeed children of the divine promise, an interesting question arises: Given this shared lineage and promise, might Islam be regarded in much the same light as Judaism? Might Paul’s sentiments regarding the Jews in his letter to the Romans be extended to cover Moslems – i.e., they too, as recipients of a divine promise given both to Hagar & Abraham, are included in the drama of salvation?

In thinking about this question, let us first note some of the similarities between Judaism and Islam. The first thing to note is that, together with Christianity, they are both monotheistic religions – i.e., they believe in one God, not a multiplicity of gods. They are also people of the book – for the Jews it is the Torah, for the Moslems it is the Koran, and for we Christians it is the Bible. Jews and Moslems also recognise Jesus. Their main difference from Christianity in this regard is simply to be found in the form of that recognition – for Jews and Moslems Jesus is a prophet, whereas for Christians he is more than that – he is also the Son of God.

The key difference between Judaism and Islam is that whereas Judaism is largely defined ethnically (birth, not belief), Islam, like Christianity, is a missionary religion – anyone can become a Moslem by way of conversion. One of the effects of this of course is that it leads to a form of competition between Islam & Christianity: Which is the biggest religion? This competition is especially evident in sub-Saharan Africa where the religious landscape is filled with tension and change.

In noting this we should also note that the spread of Islam is not just about the spread of a religion, in the way we Westerners understand religion in terms of a compartmentalised (and largely private) area of life. From its inception Islam advocated a complete system of faith and practice that covers all aspects of life, including law and government. Islamic customs and laws are known as Shari’a law. One of the key tensions that we see in our world at present is the tension between the secular democracies of the West and those Islamic states or theocracies that are seeking to apply Shari’a law – c.f. the 1979 revolution in Iran; and the 1993 imposition of Islamic law in the Sudan. Whenever Shari’a law is adopted, it creates an immediate tension with non-Islamic minorities, and often leads to violence and discrimination – e.g., the Sudan, where it is estimated that since 2003 over 2 million villagers driven from their homes in ethnic-cleansing attacks, described by human rights groups as genocide in slow motion.

The spread of Islam in sub-Saharan Africa is intensely political, with a good deal of the expansion funded from the petro-dallars of Islamic states in the Middle East. An African colleague of mine, who returns there periodically, commented recently on the proliferation of mosques –  Christianity can’t compete, he says. It’s a classic case of the “my-god-is-bigger-than-your-god” syndrome.

It seems to me that the antagonism towards the West (and Christianity) that we see in the Islamic world is compounded by other factors, such as:

· Cultural values: As the Western world has extended its influence around the globe it has brought political, economic and personal freedom to many. But alongside these benefits have come more dubious elements such as sexual licence, drugs and blasphemy, which countries like Iran regard as signs of decadence and spiritual depravity. The Christian West is often perceived not as a benign option by Moslems but rather as an imperialist force, overpowering and corrupting the values of every culture it encounters. 

· The West’s, and particularly the United States’, political and moral support for the modern state of Israel over against the Palestinian cause.

The effect of these influences is deep resentment and a feeling of alienation – which is often compounded by poverty. When these elements are joined to a belief system that portrays life as battle between God & infidel and honours martyrdom, you have a recipe for terrorism.

While acts of terrorism dominate the headlines, we need to remind ourselves that moderate Islam is still the norm, and Islam has shown that it can accept secular government, as in countries in Asia (e.g. Pakistan, Malaysia). 

However, as recent bombings in Bangladesh have demonstrated, there appears to be something of a struggle going on in secular Islamic countries, as pressure is brought to bear by radicals who want to see the introduction of Shari’a law. 

While every religion has its extremists, in my view, there are three factors that make Islam more prone to extremism or radicalisation than Christianity at the present time:

1. Its founder (Mohammed) regarded violence as a legitimate tool for the propagation of belief, whereas Jesus rejected the path of violence and willingly accepted the way of the Cross. Needless to say, the failure of the Church to follow his example is lamentable. Our own history precludes us taking the moral high ground here.

2. The primary attribute of God in Islam is sovereignty, whereas in Christianity it’s love. Submission to Allah is the supreme virtue from which the word Muslim is derived, whereas for the Christian it is to love God and neighbour. Moreover, such is the Muslem belief in the sovereignty of God, it is inconceivable that God would become a human being, suffer and die on a cross, whereas for the Christian the Cross reveals the extent of God’s suffering love. When the sovereignty is held to be the primary divine attribute and obedience to Allah the supreme human virtue, rather than the love of one’s neighbour, then the believer is more susceptible to being persuaded to see oneself as being part of a holy war (jihad) and to perform extreme acts of violence, even to the point of martyrdom. 

3. The Koran is regarded as the undistorted and final word of Allah to humankind (indeed, the revelation is deemed to be identical with the original words transmitted in Arabic), whereas the Bible is regarded by all but Christians fundamentalists as the Word of God in a qualified sense – i.e., it is the Word of God insofar as it bears witness to the Word of God revealed in Jesus Christ, but it is not the Word of God in and of itself. Such is the Moslem belief in the sanctity of the Koran that reactions against those who are deemed to mock it or unduly criticise it are often extreme, as evidenced in the reaction some years ago to the publication of Salmon Rushdie’s Satanic Verses. More recently in our own country, it was interesting to observe the awkwardness with which our sole Muslim MP, Ashraf Choudhary, sought to relate the teaching of the Koran on the stoning of homosexuals and adulterers to NZ society. One could sense that he was between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, he dared not say that the Koran was wrong in its teaching; yet neither could he say that the teaching was acceptable for this day and age.

For me, 2 key questions emerge from all this:

1. What should the Church’s attitude be towards Islam, and what is the nature of its mission?

· We must avoid a polarising approach that portrays the relationship as a battle between Good and Evil, God and Satan, Saved and the Unsaved, Christianity and Islam. Mission is not about making Christianity the biggest religion in the world, but about making Jesus Christ known – through proclamation and service. When the focus is on Christ, rather than supremacy of Christianity, we are able to recognise that both descendents of Hagar and descendents of Sarah are recipients of God’s promise, and the Spirit is at work in both religions. This allows us to affirm the positive – e.g., disciplines of faith (prayer, fasting, study, alms-giving).These and the strongly counter-cultural identity that Islam possesses (e.g. in dress codes) challenge us to think about how well we exemplify the Apostle Paul’s exhortation to be in the world but not of it.

· We must build on common ground wherever possible, but, when needed, speak the truth, as we understand that truth to have been revealed in Jesus Christ, without fear of intimidation. If one tendency is to demonise Islam, another tendency is to refrain from engaging with it altogether for fear of being labelled intolerant, bigoted or xenophobic. We are obliged to speak out for justice and to advocate peace, always seeking of course to do so in a spirit of respectful dialogue.

· We must be wary of those models of missionary activity that might be perceived as imperialist and confrontational, especially given the perceived links between Christianity and the corrupting influences of the Western world. Often Christian missionaries to Islamic countries have been unaware of the potential backlash that their mere presence has generated. And we should not be surprised when Christian missionaries are expelled from Moslem countries.
2. How should we live together?

When it comes to Moslems living in Western countries, Lesslie Newbigin identified two prevailing models, both of which have their problems: Assimilation and pluralism.

· Example of assimilation: France, where religious symbols and customs are banned from schools. This of course raises a serious question: Are our symbols & customs incidental or intrinsic to who we are? Can we really leave them behind at the school gate or the office door? At what point do the assimilationist demands of a secular nation state become somewhat totalitarian in nature?
· Example of pluralism: U.K., and N.Z. Here we pride ourselves on celebrating diversity, and catering for different cultural and religious practices as much as possible. The problem here is one of deciding where the limits are and who decides – e.g., should state schools provide prayer rooms for Moslem students, as happened recently at Burnside High School in Christchurch? Moreover, to what extent should we tolerate practices that are oppressive to, say, women (e,g., female circumcision) and sectarian? The pluralist approach is more susceptible to minority groups having a disproportionate say in the formation of public policy. Interestingly, in an article in the NZ Herald recently British columnist, Johann Hari, reflected upon the effects of multiculturalism in the U.K., especially in urban areas. He wrote:

It is increasingly clear that, forged with the best of intentions, multiculturalism has become a counter-productive way of welcoming people to our country. It promotes not a melting pot where we all mix together but a segregated society of sealed-off cultures, each sticking to its own. In the summer of 2001, northern English towns ignited into some of the worst rioting in British history. Clashes between Asian and white youths went on for ages. In the aftermath, the Home Office commissioned the distinguished academic Ted Cantle to investigate what happened. He discovered ‘shockingly divided communities’ where ethnic groups lived ‘parallel’ and ‘polarised’ lives, never mixing, never meeting each other, living in ‘almost complete segregation’ based on race.

During this past week I attended a church schools conference in Auckland. One of the items of conversation that cropped up was the number of faith-based schools that are opening up at the present time. On the surface, we might say that this is a good thing. Just as church schools have their own distinctive ethos, and are well established in this country, surely Islamic schools should be accorded the same rights and freedoms. Quite so. But what if some of these new faith-based schools are promoting and perpetuating policies and practices that are deeply discriminatory towards, say, women and homosexuals, and offensive to mainstream New Zealanders? How far does cultural and religious identity and tolerance go, and who decides?

These are the kinds of questions we must grapple with today. The language of multiculturalism and pluralism generally works well in stable times, but in today’s volatile global environment many questions are being raised, and it is incumbent upon us to respond to them as best we can. Indeed, in troubled times such as ours the oft-cited goal of ‘celebrating diversity’ begins to sound somewhat shallow. It seems to me that at the same time as we celebrate diversity we need to explore the underlying differences between the various cultures and religions that make up our society and make some decisions about what kind of society we aspire to be and what kind of practices are therefore acceptable.
Where to from here? It seems to me that a good place to start is in prayer. The following prayer is bracketed by two verses from Thomas Oliver’s hymn “The God of Abraham praise”, which is based on the Jewish Yigdal. The words of the hymn and a congregational response in the middle of the prayer are in bold type and italics:
The God of Abraham praise 

who reigns enthroned above, 

ancient of everlasting days, 

and God of love: 

Jehovah, great I AM 

by earth and heaven confessed!

We bow and bless the sacred name 

for ever blest.

Even as we praise you, O God, 

we are reminded that we who follow Christ 

are not the only ones to offer praise 

to you, the God of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar.

Our chorus of praise is part of a larger chorus 

that includes the descendents of Isaac, born of Sarah, 

and the descendents of Ishmael, born of Hagar

– Jews and Muslims.

But in the light of history, O Lord, 

we must confess that this chorus of praise is much fragmented and full of discord.

The cries of the persecuted and the oppressed

echo through the centuries;

the silence of those who have been killed because of their ethnic origin or religion haunts us;

the history of violence and prejudice 

leaves a shameful legacy 

and exacts a terrible toll.

That such acts have been, and continue to be 

committed in your name, O God, 

is an indictment upon both religion 

and our common humanity.

In prayer we confess our complicity;

in prayer we seek your mercy;

in prayer we yearn for shalom, salaam, peace.

(A brief time of silence will follow, during which a peace candle will be lit)

May this flame represent our hope, 

flickering yet persistent, 

for greater understanding, reconciliation and peace 

in our world.

In hope we continue to sing:

The God who reigns on high 

the great archangels sing; 

and holy, holy, holy, holy, cry, 

almighty King.

Hail Abraham’s God and mine!

I join the heavenly lays; 

all might and majesty are thine, 

and endless praise!

