Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests
Thank you to Eric Priest for inviting me to give this lecture. It’s nice to be back after many years – when I
first started out at Glasgow in 1996, St Andrews was the first university where I became an external
examiner – I have fond memories of my annual trips.
I was invited to speak on Christian-Muslim relations and I suppose to be honest let me say that this is not
some systematic discipline or a defined area of study. People who are interested in the encounter between
Christianity and Islam, study it from a variety of political, theological, ethical even literary methods.
There are many ways to look at the history of Christian-Muslim engagement throughout the centuries. Both
these religions have complex histories of schisms, conflicts and coexistence. These shaped theological and
philosophical perspectives, which continue to influence mutual perceptions and understandings. The
schisms in Christianity became manifest mainly through the Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic and
Protestant traditions and in Islam, principally through the Sunnī and Shī`a sectarian divide although many
other groups followed. These divisions remain and continue to find new ways of emerging as theological
and political conflicts. Outside institutional structures, various kinds of mystical dimensions retained their
distinct approach to the search for God. In Islam, Sufism developed within orthodoxy yet created particular
ways of reflecting on God with the ultimate goal of how does one get near God rather than only obedience
to God.1
In the last 20 years or so, people think of any interreligious engagement within the context of dialogue and,
whether in universities, churches or socially in their communities, dialogue has grown enormously. The
willingness to listen to others, to learn about another faith is increasingly viewed as a moral good even if it
is difficult to quantify what this kind of activity achieves within communities. One reason for the rise in
intellectual curiosity is the fundamental change in our attitude to conceptualising and defining the meaning
of truth. Our understanding of truth and grasp of reality has been undergoing a radical shift over the
decades. More and more of us appreciate the philosophical and sociological problems in talking of truth in
absolutist terms. I should confess I always feel reluctant to speak of truth, even though I have had Christian
colleagues who then question why I believe in anything if I am not willing to claim it as the ultimate truth.
But our language is limited when we speak of truth and transcendence, and for me absolutist views of truth
are not conducive to mutual learning and the spirit of self reflection which are necessary ingredients to the
moral life and to a life of learning. This is not some soft liberalism or a call to relativise everything but
actually a call to humility. Furthermore, Abrahamic and monotheistic are also terms use to collapse
Judaism, Christianity and Islam together which has its own intellectual challenges. Even a cursory look at
some of the theological exchanges between Muslims and Christians from the 8th century till today show
that the definition of monotheism or one God was and continues to be a fundamental issue of difference
between Christianity and Islam
The idea of religious community, representation and leadership also makes it important to reflect on who
represents whom in dialogue settings. Religions have varying views on the nature and purpose of religious
authority and the visual representation of religious authority in institutional and public life. This has
naturally raised concerns over gender namely the relative lack of women’s voices, and how women are so
often the consumers of religion whereas men are the producers of religion. To quote Joseph Conrad, `God
is for men and religion is for women.’
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My own interest has not been dialogical, but rather more of an intellectual curiosity which grew out of
Building Bridges seminars. People mean different things by words such as prophecy, God, salvation.
Today there are a myriad ways of thinking about religious concepts and the history of ideas. I will touch on
three - theological, political and literary.
Islam came after Christianity and spread in Arab Christian lands. So, in many ways Islam’s response to
Christianity came after its own reception by the eastern Christian world, which received this new religion
with curiosity as well as hostility:
The rapid rise of Islam in the seventh and eight centuries placed Christian thinkers in an unaccustomed
position. From its earliest days Christianity had defined itself against classical paganism on the one hand
and Judaism on the other, but the religion of Muḥammad demanded a different response, for it proclaimed
itself the very culmination of Christianity.2
Politics and theology were intertwined in the Christian assessment of Islam. Eirenic as well as hostile
attitudes to Islam among the Christians of the East wrestled with the positive aspect of Islam, which was
the affirmation of one God, and its negative doctrine which denied the divinity and meaning of Christ in
Christian life and devotion. Many of the Christian writers of the East placed Islam in the broad context of a
monotheistic belief but critiqued the religion for its misunderstanding or denial of Christ’s salvific status.
The source of all the controversy around Jesus in Islam is to be found in the Qur'an itself. One of the
modern Muslim thinkers who has written on Christianity, Hasan Askari states that `Islam is the only religion
outside Christianity where Jesus is again really present. In other religions, Jesus is not part of their sacred
scriptures.’ Askari is right to the extent that Jesus is present in the Qur'an in a way that he is absent from
any other religious faith. But Jesus is not central to Islam's understanding of God in the same way as he is in
the Christian faith. This non-centrality but acceptance of Jesus as a prophet with the epithet, ruh Allah or
`spirit of God' has often created a rather peculiar theological tension between the two faiths. Nevertheless,
Muslim reflections on the life and ministry of Jesus is not monolithic and has led to a variety of ways in
which Jesus has been understood in the various Islamic intellectual and literary disciplines. A brief glimpse
of certain Qur’anic verses shows us this complexity:
Those who believe and those who are Jewish and Christians and who believe in Allah and the last day and
work righteousness, shall have their reward with the Lord, and on them will be neither fear nor will they
grieve (Q2:62).
Christ Jesus, the son of Mary was no more than messenger of Allah and his word which he bestowed on
Mary and a spirit proceeding from him. Say not three it will be better for you Allah is one God (Q4:171).
That they said (in their boast), "We killed Christ Jesus The son of Mary, The Messenger of Allah"- but they
killed him not, nor crucified him, but so it was made to appear to them, and those who differ therein are full
of doubts, with no (certain) knowledge, but only conjecture to follow, for of a surety They killed him notNay, Allah raised him up unto Himself; and Allah is Exalted in Power and Wise- (Q 4:157-158).
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Even a cursory examination of these Qur’anic verses reveals that the Qur’anic Jesus is viewed in a
fundamentally different light from the Jesus of Christian faith. Jesus’s divinity is central to any Christian
Christology and any religion or new ideology which did not recognise this had to be essentially false even if
attempts were made to understand it. The Qur’anic story of Jesus is about Jesus the prophet, not Jesus the
Messiah. This emphasis on prophecy also points to two different discourses between Muslims and
Christians. Islam does not have Christology central to its doctrine of God, but it does have a Christology of
sorts because the Qur'an speaks of Jesus in multiple ways. Christian doctrine, Christians (nasara) and
Muslim attitudes to them as communities of believers is alluded to over a hundred times in the Qur’ān.
Jesus or `Īsā as he is called in the Qur’an is mentioned in 15 suras of the Qur’an and in 93 verses as either
`sign’ `mercy’ or `example.’ Jesus is a revered prophet in the whole historical chain of prophets and the
argument according to Muslim theology is that he never claimed to be anything else but a servant of God;
thus he was similar to all the other prophets. Yet in the Qur'an Jesus is also the Prophet, Word and
Messenger of God. Even though there is no one particular Jesus narrative which brings together the
Christic, miraculous and prophetic nature of Jesus under his most dramatic epithet, `spirit of God’ (ruh
Allah).
While prophecy as a conceptual paradigm of God’s purpose remained central to Islam, it had gradually
assumed a lesser relevance in Christianity. Here, in the person of Jesus God himself was present and thus
the status of prophecy was eclipsed by the doctrine of the Incarnation. The divine/human nature of Christ
unfolded as a unique event which went far beyond prophetic mission and guidance for Christians. Jesus like
other prophets was no longer pointing to a message, he was the message. For Muslims however, this
Christic complexity was for the most part refuted in the emphasis on God's oneness and the essence of his
transcendental otherness. The central theological separation between Islam and Christianity remains the
person and essence of Jesus and for this reason alone, many Muslims and Christians remain convinced that
dialogue between the two religions, however understood, is fundamentally flawed because Islam confirms
Christianity and yet rejects the very essence of the Christian faith, the divinity of Christ and thus the
descent of God.
It was against this background that early Christian writers tried to understand Islam but also critique it for
its ignorance of the truth of Christianity. Islamic monotheism was welcome but most Christians writing
about Islam saw this as a powerful threat to Christian lands. One of the first people to engage with Islam
and its doctrinal heresies was John of Damascus, a Christian monk and priest of the 8th century an done of
the last fathers of the Eastern Orthodox church. He is known for his notable defence of icons as John's own
context was one where internal doctrinal divisions between various Christian groups, meant that he was
writing for other Christians as well as against the new religion of Islam. However understood or
misunderstood Islam was, most Christians who learnt of Islam recognised that the oneness of God formed
the very basis of Muslim monotheism. But if unity in the Trinity was the most confusing aspect of Christian
doctrine for Muslims, the Qur’anic message of divine unity was derided because Muhammad’s claims about
prophecy and scripture were deemed to be false. John too scoffed at the Muslim belief in the divine origins
of the Qur’an accusing Muhammad of falsely claiming that a `scripture had been brought down to him from
heaven' whereas in fact the Qur’an’s pronouncements are worthy of laughter.3 But if John empathised with
Muslim monotheism, he was also well aware that Muslims saw Christian monotheism in a very different
light. He was not prepared to accept the Muslim accusation that Christians were themselves actually
`Associators’ (mushrikin) because they saw Christ as the `Son of God.' In a fierce theological attack he
writes:
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The Muslims accuse the Christians of being `Associators' for ascribing a partner to God, by calling Christ `son
of God,” and “God.' The Christians in turn accuse the Muslims of being `Mutilators', by having disassociated
God from His word and Spirit.4
For John if Christ is a Word and a Spirit coming from God, he must be in God and thus he must be God.
When Muslims deny this they separate and place outside of God what is part of God, thus mutilating God. If
one takes Word and Spirit away from God, God becomes an inanimate object like a stone or a piece of
wood. For John, the Muslim God was therefore lifeless. I quote John of Damascus as one of the earliest
examples of a Christian polemic although it seems to me that despite some variations the doctrinal
discussions between Christians and Muslims has stayed on the same course throughout the centuries.
During the 16th century, Martin Luther who saw both the challenge and the lure of the Turks and Islam for
his fellow Christians wrote a critique of Muslim doctrine. In Luther's view Islam was fundamentally a divine
punishment for Christians for their sins. Luther admired the piety of Muslims and praised much in Islamic
culture, yet his critique of Muslim doctrine was based on the bedrock of his theology - the incarnation of
God in Christ. Luther wrote that it was Christological doctrines which distinguished Christianity `from all
other faiths on earth.’ Muslims did not recognise or accept this and thus Muhammad, claimed Luther `is a
destroyer of our Lord Christ and his kingdom.’ 5 Without recognising the divinity and redemptive work of
Christ, `all Christian doctrine and life are gone.’ Muslim refutation of Jesus's sonship was ridiculed because
Luther Islam of being a religion preoccupied with the flesh. Thus he retorted:
Christians know full well how God can have a son and it is not necessary that Muḥammad teach us how God
must first become a man and have a woman to produce son or a bull must have a cow to produce a calf. Oh
how overpowered in the flesh of women Muḥammad is. In all his thoughts, words and deeds, he cannot
speak nor do anything apart from this lust. It must always be flesh, flesh, flesh.6
This emphasis on flesh was also there in medieval times when Thomas Aquinas who argued that
Muhammad led people to the faith with the promise of carnal pleasures including the muslim paradise.
Even when we come to the early part of the 20th century, the American missionary, Samuel Zwemer
(1867-1952), felt that the need to evangelize amongst Muslims was paramount. He viewed `the dead
weight of formality called tradition' as `Islam’s intolerable burden.'7 It was this tradition which had
gradually led to the demise of Islam’s glory and political power and yet a gap had been created as a result
of this demise – Christians had a duty to evanglise. Zwemer saw that Christ's life had no devotional
presence in the piety of Muslims. For Muslims, Muhammad was the prophet par excellence, the one
chosen by God. Zwemer understood the global phenomenon that was and is Islam but repeated his
sadness over the absence of Jesus in the life of the Muslim: Christ had been eclipsed and zwemer wrote:
Whatever place He may occupy in the Koran- and the portrait there given is a sad caricature; whatever
favourable critics may say about Christ’s honourable place among the Moslem prophets, it is nevertheless
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true that the large bulk of Mohammedans know extremely little and think still less, about Jesus Christ. He
has no place in their hearts nor in their lives. 8
Muslims for their part from the beginning accused Christians of distorting the original message of Jesus. On
the charge of distortion or corruption (tahrif), of scriptural passages, little attempt was made to
understand the Christian explanations of monotheism which emphasised the plurality of natures in God,
not three separate entities in the Godhead. Nor did Muslims pay much attention to what Christ meant in
Christian devotion. An example of this lies in the works of the 10th century theologian and jurist alBaqillani. In this section al-Baqillani asks about the Trinity where the Son and the Holy Spirit are
particularities of the Father. His point is that if all three hypostases are equal then why could the Father not
be a particularity of the Son and Holy Spirit?
Say to them: If the hypostases are one substance, and the Father’s substance is the substance of the Son,
and the substance of the Spirit is the substance of both of them, then why are the Son and Spirit, in that
they are Son and Spirit, particularities of the Father, rather than each of them being Father and the Father a
particularity to them?9
Furthermore, for al-Baqillani, Jesus performed miracles similar to the manner that Moses also performed
phenomenal miracles. Christians however claim that Moses prayed to God for signs whereas Jesus’s
miracles lay in his divinity. Al-Baqillani argues that the Christians deny that Jesus too prayed to God for
signs and if Jesus is divine in performing miracles the same should be claimed for Moses. On the issue of
substances, he put forward the challenge that if the Word united with the body of Christ, why did it not
unite with the body of Moses or any of the other prophets? These kinds of questions by Muslims reflect a
rationalist style of argument taking the Christian defence seriously. Rejection of each other’s viewpoint also
meant that each other view point was taken seriously as a challenge and in some cases a threat
In the 20th century, Karl Barth wrote that God’s uniqueness is based on his simplicity and although Christ is
the unique way that God has chosen to reveal himself, he writes, “The fact that Jesus Christ is very God and
very man means that in this oneness of His with the creature God does not cease for a moment or in any
regard to be the one, true God.” He explains that divine immanence has its origin and unity in Christ and
that any search for freedom of divine immanence apart from Christ, leads us to` enslavement to a false
god.’ Thus the distinction between revelation and religion. Religion is understood as the human attempt to
reach God but this is simply impossible inasmuch as only God can make God known. Revelation is God's
outreach to humanity which takes place uniquely in Jesus Christ, the Incarnation of the eternal Word. Not
only are human beings unable to know God, they cannot do anything to help themselves.
From the Islamic perspective, Jesus’s special humanity is recognised in the Qur’ān but never translated into
any kind of divinity or self-revelation of God. Humankind is not helpless, neither is it fallen or forgotten and
chooses human prophecy over self- revelation. For all Christian insistence on God’s oneness, Islamic
thought sees that the first paradox of the Trinitarian concept is the affirmation that God is at the same time
absolutely one and absolutely three. On his part, Barth is a supreme example of a theologian whose very
dismissal of Islam is actually a dismissal of Islamic monotheism.
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Whichever period of history we explore, Christ's divinity and Muhammad's prophecy have continued to
challenge both religions. For most Christians Islam had no credibility as a true religion because Muhammad
had no credibility as a true prophet; the Qur'an was not divine word simply because Muhammad claimed it
to be. Christians were not interested in emphasising Jesus’s finality as a prophet, because that was not
how they saw Christ. Rather it is through Christ that humanity witnessed the fullness of God. In Islam, there
is no divine accolade bigger than the election of prophecy but in Christianity, prophecy is not enough. The
Hellenistic development of Christology, the councils of Nicaea and Chalcedon pointed to a different truth, a
truth which stated that Jesus was the Christ, the Word and the revelation of God. Muslims also reject that
Jesus died on the cross and was resurrected thus denying the paschal mystery. Despite his ascension and
his return at the end times, neither the story of the crucifixion nor his return indicates a divine nature,
redemption or salvation for humankind; even in his second coming he remains God’s messenger only.
Much of the doctrinal polemics and apologetics in Christian–Muslim debates, has continued to focus on
how God is understood as revelation and also through revelation. Both religions recognise that there can
be no adequate account of human experience without reference to God but they see God’s interaction with
humanity in different ways. In Islam, human relations with God are conceptualised in the framework of
servant to master. It is, in fact, one of the first questions asked by God `And when your Lord extracted from
the children of Adam, from their spinal cord, their entire progeny and made them witness upon
themselves, saying, `Am I not your Lord and they replied, no doubt you are we bear witness,’ Nomanul Haq
writes about the power of this narrative and its deep entrenchment in the Muslim consciousness that
`humanity in the very principle of its being has testified to the majesty of God. In other words, human
nature is essentially theomorphic. To recognise God is to be in a natural state.'10 Man’s nature inclines him
towards God and thus the servant–master (`abd-rabb) relationship between man and God is a natural
state, not a servile state… the significance of this relationship is that human beings can not be understood
on their own; only in the context of their relations with God. Yet there is still this mutuality, even
dependency between God and humanity perhaps most poignantly expressed in a well-known hadith of
untraceable origin, `I was a hidden treasure and I yearned to be known. So I created creatures in order to
be known by them.' This is a saying found mostly in the writings of the Sufi Ibn 'Arabi. But why does God
yearn to be known? Using this hadith to analyse the themes of sadness and identity found in the works of
the Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk, Ian Almond writes, ` If Allah is a symptom of the unhappiness of the
believer, then belief is also a product of the unhappiness of Allah; if God is an expression of our loneliness,
then equally we are an expression of God's.'11
It is in Sufi poetry where we find different approaches to speaking of Jesus. In the poetry of the 13th century
Turkish Persian mystic and poet/theologian, Jalal al-din Rumi, we find a variety of themes which dominated
mystical poetry in its expressions about Jesus. Rumi is considered the greatest of the Persian poets and is
certainly one of the most popular. His poetry gives different images for Jesus and Christianity. While he is
less saviour and Son of God and more the Muslim prophet, Rumi sees Jesus as the smiling prophet and
much more than a miracle worker. As a prophet, Jesus represents the perfection of humanity,' a concept in
which the attributes of God are manifest. Rumi saw that logic and intellect were limited in their ability to
inspire humanity to any great endeavour. There are categories of understanding other than words:
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Our speech and action is the exterior journey: the interior journey is above the sky. The physical sense saw
only dryness because it was born of earth: the Jesus of the spirit set foot on the sea.12
Political
Both Islam and Christianity have been informed by a sort of religious plurality from the beginning but the
issue of religious pluralism, simply being aware and challenged by how to embrace or exclude other
religious communities, is present in a new way today. It has led many scholars who see themselves
articulating a theology of religions to assert that however much we talk of truth within our own religion, we
cannot talk of a singular truth. Islam and Christianity, as the two largest faiths in the world, have a
particular stake in this debate which has a political as well as theological urgency. I say political because
many now recognise that over the last 15 years or so especially after the attacks of September 11th 2001,
there has been a shift in the way Islam is now often seen as a political not just a religious threat to the
West. It took the tragedy of 9/11 and the subsequent phenomenon of jihadist rhetoric and terrorism to
create a new global political tension. It seems to me that 9/11 is not just another date. For some in the
west, it has become a symbol of a fundamental tension, a symbol of all that is good in the West against all
that is bad in the Muslim world. This is partly because we tend to replace Christian-Muslim with Islam and
the West as if the two mean the same thing. Thus Islam becomes a religion, culture and civilisation opposed
to liberal values which are seen as western. I don't believe in this polarized debate about Islam and the
West as if these two are separate entities. Many, especially in jihadist rhetoric, deliberately collapse
Christian with Western and thus any issues thy have with European or Western governments and their
foreign policies become Christian not western. Just as many Christians are struggling with the gradual
fading of religiosity in public life in much of western Europe, the Muslim world is struggling with the
growing narrowness of its own attitudes to others often deliberately collapsing the Christian faith and
western powers into an emotive and intolerant narrative. Religion and politics conjure up powerful
emotions and Samuel Huntington's potent but too often mis-used used phrase, `clash of civilisations'
emerged as the catchphrase by the media and politics in distinguishing the Islamic world from the rest of
the world. Despite all the wars and conflicts which resulted in the aftermath of these tragic events, 9/11
stands out as an iconic image of a very modern conflict and a metaphor of all that we had failed to foresee
about the lethal mix of religion and politics. What this event had done was to convince many onlookers that
religious expression could quite easily be equated with religious fanaticism and Muslim fanaticism was
essentially an anti western force. The sound of medieval Qur’anic verses combined with the roar of a
crashing modern jet plane didn’t just bring death and destruction but brought it in the name of a God and
scripture held sacred by millions.
The rise of Isis, the terrorist attacks in Europe and in the US, means that in the post 9/ll world has also seen
a rise in anti-Islamic polemical literature insisting that Islam is essentially a violent religion and that
Christians should rise to the defence of Christianity against the increasing Islamisation of western lands.
Much of the research in this areas of the last decade or so has shown that in America at least some groups
of Christian evangelicals are keen to stress that there is little ground between Christianity and Islam and
that Islam is not only a violent religion but also a wicked religion. The Christian God is not the same as the
Muslim God so how can there be possibility of any mutual recognition or appreciation? In September 2010,
an American Pentecostal pastor in Florida named Terry Jones made global headlines when he planned to
burn hundred of copies of the Qur'an on the anniversary of the twin tower attack in New York in
September 2001. He drew widespread condemnation, including from President Barack Obama, the Vatican
and Gen. David Petraeus, then the top U.S. commander in Afghanistan. Jones ultimately cancelled the
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event, though he did burn one copy of the Qur'an in Spring 2010, sparking deadly riots in Afghanistan.
Jones's anger stemmed from his belief that Islam is a religion of the devil which does not teach that Jesus is
the son of God and is full of hateful ideologies.
Religion and politics are everywhere - At another conference in Germany in January 2014, which looked at
religion and public space, a Palestinian Christian pastor spoke about the situation in Jerusalem and
Bethlehem. He bemoaned the fact that while western Europe may be going through its own crisis of
secularism, his own lands had `too much religion in public.' Muslim head scarves were becoming more
common, Christian crosses were becoming larger and liturgies across the religions were becoming louder
and lengthier. Religious visibility did not mean a deeper faith, quite the opposite. The politicisation of
religion as a marker of identity and otherness is creating new and more dangerous kinds of expressions
where the public space is an increasingly contested space.
Years on, there’s been a shift in the way we in western Europe talk of the Islamic presence. Our language
has turned from militancy to values. Among many things this has been brought about by the increasing
visibility of the headscarf and now the niqab and all the contested aspects of feminism, religion and moral
agency which this particular kind of clothing raises. Do Muslim societies share the values of pluralist liberal
democracies?
In the face of a growing Islamist threat, the return to familiar historical tropes of pitting Christianity against
Islam continues to essentialise Islam as the archaic and often unwelcome other of Christian, anglo saxon
Europe. Its beliefs and practices are too visible and awkward, and it doesn’t quite fit in with the demands
and attractions of modern western life. As Anne Norton has recently written in her book On the Muslim
Question that while once there was the Jewish question today `the figure of the Muslim has become the
axis where the questions of political philosophy and political theology, politics and ethics meet. Islam is
marked as the preeminent danger to politics- to Christians Jews and secular humanists; to women sex and
sexuality, to the values and institutions of the Enlightenment. Conversely for many Christians who hope for
a return of Christendom only a Christian Europe can accommodate and welcome Islam.
The most recent political challenge in Europe has been as a result of the flow of refugees and migrants
from these areas of conflict . It has reignited the civilizational debate about culture, religion and Europe’s
Christian heritage. The speeches which resonate in many parts of Europe, invoke a nostalgia for what
Europe once was. But they are seen by many as at best hearkening to an ideal rather than a reality of the
past, thus divisive, even destructive to the peaceful continuity of the European project. For some the most
urgent reason why action on immigration is required lies precisely in the rise of nationalist, populist, antiimmigrant, anti-EU parties. Many politicians and activists have a deep desire to curb the effects of political
rhetoric and populist movements which see the influx of refugees and uncontrolled borders as quite simply
a threat to European civilisation. In her closing speech of the two-day Front National Party conference this
year the leader of the right-wing nationalist political party since 2011, Marine Le Pen, stated her
commitment to defending both France’s material and immaterial patrimony. In addition to this she also
proclaimed that that ‘we are at a crossroad…this election is a choice of civilisation’ in the face of ‘massive
migration’13. The structural dominance of sovereign states and nationalist priorities have resulted in
various kinds of backlash against migrant flows often at the expense of humane or visionary solutions.
Words such as traveller, migrant, refugee and displaced persons are often used interchangeably but they
mean different things legally and politically. They have become intrinsic to the contested moral discourse
around human dignity versus monetary resources challenging convictions about identity social cohesion
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and belonging. This has also led to disputed concepts of good religion/bad religion, good migrant/bad
migrant where religion, namely Islam is seen to have contributed to the contemporary political and social
unsettling of Europe and the west.14 Because the dominant political discourse equates Islam/Islamism with
terrorism, migrants get caught in this rhetoric and the vocabulary of fear and threat often surrounds their
presence.the challenging question is how can Europe continue to look like Europe? Race and religion
feature heavily in this debate.
In Civilisation and its Discontents, Freud argued that the strongest defense against human aggressiveness is
the religious commandment to love ones' neighbour as oneself. It is justified by the fact that `nothing else
runs so much counter to basic human nature.'15 The harder it is to follow this commandment the more
meritorious it is to do so. The difficulty lies in the fact that this call is the most contrary to the kind of
reason which civilisation promotes: aggressiveness and the selfish pursuit of happiness. Bauman however
contends:
Accepting the precept of loving one's neighbour is the birth act of humanity. Self love is necessary for
survival but `loving ones' neighbour as one loves oneself makes human survival unlike the survival of any
living creatures.' 16
Literary views
Cultural theorists today on human struggle - Today there seem to be few meta narratives about how to lead
the good life, and what has seemingly preoccupied many thinkers today is whether life holds any meaning
in the first place. A certain malaise of contemporary culture which as Charles Taylor writes `people
experience as a loss or decline even as our civilisation develops.’ Taylor’s view is that our modern freedoms
have been won by our breaking loose from older moral horizons, the cosmic order, `the great chain of
being’ in which as he says humans figured in their proper place along with `angels, heavenly bodies and our
fellow earthly creatures.’ This order has been discredited. Thus, the disenchantment of the world where
things have lost some of their magic. Taylor recognises that there is both grandeur and misere in modernity
to quote Pascal but the real struggle is between higher and lower ways of seeking authenticity against the
resistance of the flatter and shallower forms. (The ethics of authenticity, 94).
For me one of the most interesting approaches to Christian-Muslim studies is that away from the
theological, doctrinal and political, there is the literary, artistic, the space given to aesthetics. Dialogue
between religions cannot merely be dialogue between doctrines. The embodied practice of faith demands
‘aesthetic hospitality’. How have poets and artists approached each others faith. In islamic poetry, jesus is
viewed as metaphor for love. We can construct an aesthetic such as Goethe (d.1832) did about the 14th
century poet hafez. Or an example here is that of looking at muslim and christian theologians or western
philosophers and writers who have talked of each other’s faith or a common struggle, I want to give an
example of such a construct - ghazali and rilke who talked of human struggle
Ghazali foremost muslim theologian - `Ayyuha al –Walad’ or Letter to a Disciple is considered to be one of
Ghazali’s last works. - according to the preamble he is addressing a disciple who has asked for, expressed in
a few pages what he needs for the rest of his life. Its contended by some that the disciple didn’t exist and
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that Ghazali was in fact writing to himself – a mirror image of a young man whom Tobias Mayer says was a
preacher `steeped in learning, prone to vanity and possibly on course for spiritual disaster.’
Running throughout the letter is a central theme - that the true purpose of life is worship of God. And yet
alongside this truth is the human truth, the human struggle which is how one stays true and faithful to this
worship. Ghazali is always aware how our vain desires, our longings ` all the forbidden things are dear to
our hearts.’ But here his criticism is not of the ordinary fellow or worshipper but also those who have
knowledge and think that knowledge alone without deeds will be enough for salvation. For Ghazali as a
Muslim knowledge was that which led to obedience of the law, of God. But knowledge alone could not save
you from yourself , knowledge had to be accompanied by action he writes, ` the knowledge which does not
remove you from sins today and does not convert you to obedience, will not remove you tomorrow from
hellfire.’ Our whole life is a provision for the next life. Ghazali stresses, `The mercy of God is near to those
who do good,’ and asks then what happens when faith itself is tested. That is the biggest struggle we face
because how do we know that our faith will not weaken in the face of all the obstacles we will face? For
Ghazali the important thing was to kill the ego, otherwise the heart will not be illumined by gnosis. For
Ghazali, human struggle is ultimately about how one devotes one’s life to God – this means banishing ones
desires for the earthly life and recognising that we are alone in this world and all we carry in life as in death
are our good deeds:
Rainer Maria Rilke (1875- 1926) was born in Prague and is considered one of the most important poets and
writers combining philosophical, literary and poetical genres. He was only 26 when at the time of his
famous and most widely quoted work, Letters to a Young Poet, the young poet Franz Xaver Kappus first
wrote to him in 1902. They were written over six years but Rilke never met Kappus This young poet Kappus
pursued his military studies and served for 15 years as an officer in the Austro-Hungarian Army. However,
Kappus did not achieve lasting fame This young poet who died in 1966 has been largely forgotten by
history. He says in 1929 about Rilke, ` and where a great and unique person rests, the rest of us should be
silent.’
Rilke’s ten letters contain various themes whether in his advice to the young poet or his own sentiments on
life. At the beginning his advice is to encourage the poet to think about why he is writing:
Examine the reason that bids you to write; check whether it reaches its roots into the deepest region of
your heart, admit to yourself whether you would die if it should be denied you to write;
It is as if only when you know you can’t live without writing then that’s when you write or when you write
the very best that is within you. In fact if your everyday life lacks material its because `you are not poet
enough to summon up its riches, for there is no lack for him who creates (8)).
There are several themes which emerge from his letters to a young poet but solitude as a gift seems the
most poetic. WH Auden’s description of Rilke was that he was the Santa Claus of loneliness. Rilke had
suffered from loneliness as a child and concluded in his letters that ` we are lonely.’ However, rather than
suffer from loneliness he takes isolation to be a given, something to be embraced and this is what he urges
Kappus to do as well. Solitariness is about going into oneself embracing the struggle, the suffering that life
presents but then turning that into some kind of artistic creation. `Love your solitude and bear the pain it
causes you with melody wrought with lament.’ (28) for Rilke, ‘Every artist is born abroad, as it were; and his
home is nowhere but within himself.’17
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Living humbly and with patience is part of being an artist – it doesn’t happen in the way we understand
time – true artistic creativity may take years to manifest itself and in that time while we wait we should
know that art is a way of living. It is here that we come across, Rilke’s famous lines in which he advises
Kappus,`Be patient towards all that is unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves
liked locked rooms, like books written in a foreign language. What matters is to live everything. Live the
questions now, for gradually without noticing it, live your way into the answer, one distant day into the
future.’ (23-24) He advises that everything serious is difficult and everything is serious. In all this
seriousness, love is the most serious thing we do because when we are in love, as he describes so
beautifully, we are capable of being slightly more alive than how we normally are.
Rilke’s grasp of the transient nature of everything is critical to his capacity to praise what he sees and that in
the face of impermanence and death, how important it is to love the things of this world. Joanna Macy and
Anita Barrows have written that the most distinctive aspect of Rilke’s poetry is his fearless confrontation
with the fact of suffering. For Rilke suffering wasn’t to be condemned or avoided but rather it led to the
quality of beholding – of taking into oneself what one beheld. His own struggle in life was the persistent
search for beauty in life despite his reflections on what he called `man’s unspeakable suffering,’ he could
write ` all of misery is always present and all of suffering;; it is a fixed constant just as there is a fixed
constant of happiness; only the distributions vary.’ Yet for Rilke, life was still full of opportunities and
happiness and struggle complimented each other. The realization that we could grow numb with regard to
the most wonderful things simply because they assume a banality with daily life, filled him with dread.:
Whatever is heavy and difficult, as long as it is only borne properly, also marks the precise weight of life. It
teaches us the measure by which we may know the strength and which we may then also apply when we
feel blessed with happiness.
Alongside Rilke’s encouragement of accepting solitude as our individual human condition, Rilke reveals a
certain complexity in his religious faith and views on God. God is a great conviction in him but as he writes,
`the whole of creation says this word without deliberation.’ In the Book of Hours, he writes: God speaks to
each of us then walks with us silently out of the night. These are the word we dimly hear: You, sent out
beyond your recall, go to the limits of your longing. Embody me.’
His gospel is the gospel of God immanent. God is in things from the humblest to the greatest, in the mind of
a poet, in the fibres of a leaf, in the grains of desert sands. In the poem Autumn, he concludes that the
falling and fallen world will never be abandoned by God because God cannot let go:
And nightly down into loneliness the reeling earth falls farther from every star. We are all falling, all, none
can escape, yet there abides one whose hands, gentle uplifting, this cosmic falling never shall fall through.
For both Rilke and Ghazali, their advice to their disciples is to go into oneself, for Rilke to cultivate solitude
because that is necessary for a writer and for Ghazali this knowledge comes about prayer and reflection but
also through our awareness of death. For Ghazali was a theologian and Rilke was a poet but both were
concerned in finding hope amidst death and suffering. Rilke had observed the vanishing of all kinds of
master narratives of redemption. Rilke believed in love, even when and maybe because he understood how
love can be the deception we need and want in life, to make life liveable. Rilke remains a mystic in an age of
disillusionment but does so without relying on the` crutch’ of religion. Ghazali saw faith in God as the only
way to make sense of life, life could not be understood without faith and God could not be understood
without prayer. In some ways they were both speaking of hope in solitude, for prayer also requires
solitude, a turning inwards but whereas for Rilke our salvation lay in living life, for Ghazali salvation was in
search and love of God.
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