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In 2007 a letter formulated by a prominent group of Muslim scholars, 
clerics and intellectuals inspired the Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue. 
The title of the letter was “A Common Word Between Us and You.” The 
letter, addressed to churches and Christian leaders around the world, 
declared a common ground between Christianity and Islam with the 
aim of deepening the mutual understanding and cooperation between 
adherents of the two religions.

Through the World Council of Churches, which was among the 
recipients, the letter reached the National Council of Churches in 
Denmark that decided to respond and initiate meetings with Muslim 
leaders in Denmark in 2008. This led to the establishment of the Contact 
Group for Muslim and Christian Leaders consisting of eight elected 
representatives from the National Council of Churches as well as the 
Muslim Council of Denmark. 

The Contact Group initially focused on issues of common relevance 
to Christians and Muslims in Denmark, such as the role of faith in a 
secularised society, which resulted in numerous meetings and an op-ed 
in the national newspaper Berlingske. After a constructive exchange of 
ideas at a national level, the Contact Group ventured to establish similar 
international meetings.  

EDITORIAL
INTRODUCTION



10

FROM A COMMON WORD TO COMMITTED PARTNERSHIP

Due to ecumenical relations between Denmark and Lebanon, the 
Contact Group decided to focus on the Middle East. Representatives of 
the Contact Group travelled to Lebanon in 2011 to meet with Christian 
and Muslim leaders in order to assess mutual areas of interest and 
debate a possible partnership. From these meetings arose the idea of 
implementing a series of international conferences for religious leaders, 
academics and activists engaged in interfaith dialogue, arranged by the 
Danish Contact Group for Muslims and Christians as well as the Arab 
Group for Muslim-Christian Dialogue.

CONFERENCES 

The Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue project arranged a total of four 
conferences, each with the participation of approximately 50 Christian 
and Muslim religious leaders, academic scholars, opinion makers and 
activists from Denmark, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Norway, Saudi 
Arabia, Syria, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates and the United States 
of America.

The first Beirut Conference took place in May 2012 and was entitled 
“With a Common Voice - Towards a Better Understanding.” As this was 
the first meeting between people of different faiths and nationalities 
the coordinators made an effort to promote a better understanding 
between Christians and Muslims by concentrating on common values 
across religious and cultural differences. The themes were debated at 
lectures, plenary sessions and group discussions and focused on what the 
participants could say together with a common voice on issues of faith, 
ethics, religious freedom, coexistence, and dialogue across cultures. 

The following Copenhagen Conference entitled “Beyond Words - A 
Committed Partnership between Muslims and Christians” took place in 
September 2012. Here, participants debated the relation between people 
of different faiths, the prerequisite of appreciating one another, and the 
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necessity of advocating the interests and rights of each other. They also 
shared experiences with partnerships between Muslims and Christians, 
which paved the way for religious inclusion, common values and goals, 
and debated how to identify and implement best practices.

When the meetings resumed, two years later, the Arab world had 
undergone a period of turmoil, conflict and war that also had serious 
ramifications for a Danish context. This resulted in the relocation of the 
third conference from Egypt to Turkey. Besides providing a more stable 
environment, Istanbul is both a physical and symbolic link between 
Europe and the Middle East. 

The Istanbul Conference took place in November 2014 and was given 
the title “Growing Together. Benefitting from practical cooperation. 
Facing social and political challenges together.” In light of the critical 
developments in the Middle East, especially, the conference concentrated 
on three major themes: 1) Types of conflict causing forced separation of 
religious and ethnic groups. 2) Effects of emigration and immigration on 
religious and social society. 3) Scepticism towards “the other” and the 
tendencies to make false generalizations in light of increasing nationalism 
and radicalism.

The fourth and final Copenhagen Conference took place in May 2016, 
titled “Interfaith Dialogue Confronting Extremism.” Working with 
presentations in small groups, several causes and solutions to extremism 
were identified. These included a developmental aspect, which regards 
extremism as multidimensional and accumulative of multi-factorial 
variables. Another aspect was religion as cause and/or solution to 
extremism. Finally, the role of civil society in preventing and confronting 
extremism was debated. In conclusion, the conference strengthened 
the determination of the participants to continue working for improved 
interreligious understanding and coexistence. 
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTIONS

During the years, the conference participants have addressed different 
topics. Some of their presentations and articles are reproduced in this 
book. The book is accompanied by a documentary film about the Danish-
Arab Interfaith Dialogue project, and all materials gathered during the 
process are available on the project’s website www.danisharabdialogue.
org. The materials in the book, film and website are not identical, but 
complement each other in order to present a fuller picture of the 
experience and the kind of knowledge produced. 

At the conferences themselves and during the course of the project in 
general, great effort was made to ensure balance in national, religious 
and gender representations, with some success. As leaders of religions 
tend to be male, at least in the context of Muslim-Christian dialogue, 
the scope of participants has steadily widened in order to include more 
female academics, opinion makers, community leaders and politicians. 
The mentioned film and website reflect this, the publication to a lesser 
degree. The articles included are a selection of those actually delivered 
during the project and submitted for the call for publication. The 
editorial criteria applied have given priority to papers that were up to 
mutually agreed upon standards, to papers that reflected, analysed or 
critically discussed rather than merely presented circumstances and 
state of affairs, and to papers that covered topics relevant to wider public 
interest.

The authors of the papers approach interfaith dialogue from different 
viewpoints. The main reason for this is the many topics addressed by 
the conferences, which evolved during the years. However, different 
personal, spiritual, professional and national backgrounds and interests 
of the participants are also factors. 

The first contribution is an article by co-editor of the book and co-
manager of the Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue project, Mrs. Stine 
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Høxbroe, who reflects on the process and on the knowledge produced 
in partnership with representatives of different religious, cultural and 
national backgrounds revealing numerous methods and arguments for 
using dialogue to diffuse and counter conflict.

Dean of  Copenhagen Cathedral, Anders Gadegaard, considers political 
and theological necessities of interreligious dialogue. Reflecting on the 
past five years of dialogue, he takes us through the steps from initial 
conversations to collaboration and commitment, before concluding on 
the importance of solidarity and mutual advocacy between Christians 
and Muslims. Such committed collaboration could result in, he argues, 
bringing about a Danish brand of Islam that is embedded in Danish 
culture just as the Lutheran Christian tradition is - to the benefit of all, 
both society, Christianity and Islam.  

Dr. Asmat Mojaddedi from the Muslim Council of Denmark follows with 
his view on the common and explicitly Islamic obligation to struggle for a 
better and more peaceful world. The conflicts, wars and polarisations in 
the world have a global impact and the rise of extremists, terrorists and 
unholy jihadists calls for an answer, as well as action, from Christians and 
Muslims to support each other, protect the rights of each other, prevent 
oppression and end religious persecution.

The optimistic approach and focus on the future of Judge Abbas al-
Halabi is remarkable and points to the task before us, but he does not 
absolve anyone in the Christian and Muslim dialogue of the common 
failures that led to the desperate situation in the Middle East and to the 
rise of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. He soberly, but critically, points 
to the jihadi foreign fighters, who will return to Europe soon, and the 
need for focused efforts of integration, dialogue and reform both in the 
Middle East and in Europe.

As a scholar of Islam in Europe, Professor Jørgen S. Nielsen looks at the 
recent series of terrorist attacks in Europe and calls the radicalization 
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of European Muslims into question. However, in his analysis, Prof. 
Nielsen points to the mutual negative reinforcement of a failure of 
governments in the Middle East and the short-term opportunism of 
European governments not to invest in solutions of the crisis, but rather 
to reap immediate political benefits. This furthers a rise in right-wing 
nationalism, and derails efforts for long-term solutions that cater to 
equality, justice and freedom. In this, and despite its occasional naiveté, 
Prof. Nielsen reminds us of the critical lessons from interreligious 
dialogue and of the power of an ongoing partnership of commitment. 

Accentuating trust and dialogue as the foundations of Muslim-Christian 
cooperation, Dr. Mohammad Al-Sammak from Lebanon points to 
the problems and negative impact of religious illiteracy that leaves the 
traditions vulnerable to the hijacking of extremists. The religious texts 
are by definition only accessible through human interpretation, which 
means that the interpretation of the texts must be done continuously. 
The interpretation of Islam today should be updated to face the socio-
political and scientific challenges facing all Muslims and all of humanity.

Dr. Birgitte Scheppelern Johansen from the University of Copenhagen has 
written an insightful contribution on prejudice, scepticism and extremism 
in current European, and specifically Danish, contexts. A number of 
challenges are identified, such as the debates about the ‘other’, the 
ongoing political polarisation, and the impact of international conflicts.  
Dr. Scheppelern Johansen then unfolds the implications for civil society. 
As extremism thrives on the idea of a radical rupture between the group 
and the surrounding society, civil society organizations have an important 
role to play in providing alternative activities and social contexts that can 
meet and feed peoples’ sense of worth and belonging. 

Georges Massouh takes his point of origin in assessing the implications 
of revolution in the light of events in recent years in the Middle East. He 
calls it a dark comedy, when people speak of revolution, a revolution 
without change of social, cultural, political and religious rules. Today’s 
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sectarian regimes have failed to convince citizens of their legitimacy or 
competency, and those looking for a real civil state are suspicious of the 
current developments in the Arab world. Furthermore, the promise of 
moderate Islam in the region remains unfulfilled, and, as a gatekeeper 
in the regions, it has hindered the establishment of countries founded 
on full citizenship based on a constitution that does not discriminate 
between citizens based on religion or sect.

Dr. Murshed Maashuk Al Khaznawi asks the difficult questions of 
how religion is related to terrorism and extremism, and why violence, 
seemingly always, is perpetrated by earnestly religious people. He points 
to fanaticism as the root of extremism, where each tradition claims to be 
the sole key to redemption to the exclusion of all others. As he confronts 
this phenomenon, he points to three rules in looking to the causes and 
contributing factors, in cultivating religious culture, and in reaffirming 
the importance of scholarly interpretation and textual study. 

The conference statements are gathered in the appendix of the book.

We hope that this collection of texts and reflected contributions may 
serve as voices in the conversation and dialogue that has grown out of  
the letter ”A Common Word between Us and You”.

We would like to thank all the authors, conference participants, partners 
and everyone who has shown interest in the Danish-Arab Interfaith 
Dialogue project. We could not have completed it without you. We also 
thank  The Danish Arab Partnership Program under the Danish Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Danmission for supporting the publication. 

Mads Christoffersen
Stine Høxbroe 
Niels Valdemar Vinding

Editors 
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When recounting how the Danish Contact Group for Muslim and 
Christian Leaders was established and how the work of the group, in time, 
led to initiating interfaith dialogue and cooperation across international 
borders with the Arab Group for Muslim-Christian Dialogue, it seems 
as if this was merely a casual aspect of everyday life. In reality, it was the 
first time official representatives of Christianity and Islam in Denmark 
managed to establish a common platform with regular physical meetings. 
This, in turn, contributed to building an environment of mutual trust and 
friendship where all individuals were accepted - with their respective 
religious beliefs - which promoted honest and open discussions about 
societal matters of common concern. 

Comparing this experience with daily national and international news 
broadcasts, it seems almost like a utopia. In a time when the world is 
inundated with daily reports of political, financial, social, cultural, ethnic 
and religious conflict, war and devastation resulting from human actions, 
and in a time when many of the world’s conflicts in the public sphere is 

REFLECTIONS ON 
DANISH-ARAB
INTERFAITH DIALOGUE
By Stine Høxbroe
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directly or indirectly blamed on people adhering to different religions, it 
may be surprising that representatives of those same religions reach out to 
each other with the aim of improving the critical current situation. With 
the widespread perception that the world’s religions primarily protect 
their own interests, the idea that they attempt to gather and cooperate in 
mutual respect and understanding - despite sometimes harbouring very 
different opinions - may appear either false and hypocritical, or naïve 
and inadequate, to those who have yet to go through a similar process. 

This is not to say that people engaged in interfaith dialogue are 
particularly pious or gifted with remarkable skills. It is also not a given 
that they produce extraordinary results. The point is that respectful 
encounters between people who are not strangers to, or overly unnerved 
by, cultural and religious difference, and who build their understanding 
and analysis on solid knowledge of historic and current world affairs, 
have the potential to identify problems and suggest paths to peaceful 
solutions. 

An obvious and important factor behind this kind of knowledge search 
and concern for worldly affairs is the fact that it is not only undertaken 
by academic scholars, but also by people of faith. This warrants for 
common grounds in terms of shared ethical and moral values, which 
to a wide extent are shared by people all over the world, among other 
reasons, because they often derive precisely from religions praising such 
values. Consequently, one of the messages of interfaith dialogue is that 
we generally have a lot in common. We have more in common than 
what divides us. Assembling willingness to emphasise commonalities 
rather than divergences, however, does not necessarily come naturally to 
everyone, but, with practice, it may become second nature, which might 
be better for us all. 
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PRECARIOUS INTROSPECTION

Dialogue across faiths and geographies is a process in itself. Hence, 
approaching each other with our respective national, cultural and 
religious traditions was the first test as to whether we would be successful 
in our endeavour and eye opening from early on.

Numerous initiatives emerged following the Danish cartoon crisis, for 
instance the international response A Common Word, where practicing 
believers decided to meet in order to better understand each other and 
break down barriers. 

Although the Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue was based on the belief 
and hope that people of faith were capable of bringing about positive 
changes in themselves and in the world, the initial process was also 
marked by various precaution and reluctance. To some people, meeting 
representatives of faiths they, often through their upbringing, had 
learned to know as the religious other, seemed to cause a certain degree 
of nervousness and scrutiny of consciousness, as each person had to 
determine for him- and herself whether this was in fact a good idea. 

It was therefore important to reach into each religion to discover and 
share the theological bases that permitted and encouraged this kind of 
activity. 

Christians sited the double love commandment from the Bible, which 
states that one should love God with one’s heart, soul and mind, and love 
one’s neighbour as oneself. Muslims quoted the Quran, which explains 
that the same message has been sent from God to all humanity through 
the ages whereby Jews, Christians and Muslims essentially follow the 
same religious core. 

Rather than using such quotes to shed light on the differences, they were 
used to show, explain and convince members of one’s own and other 
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religions that this kind of interfaith dialogue was not only possible, but 
perhaps part of what it means to be human. We are all meant to do good, 
for ourselves, for others, and for the earth we inhabit.  

This exercise of introspection and public sharing built a path along the 
road to dialogue. It made it possible for Muslims and Christians to sit 
down and talk about the issues they had in common, not only spiritually, 
morally and ethically, but also regarding their view on, and approach to, 
society. Many realised that people of faith often seem to have more in 
common with each other than with people of no faith, although they may 
be from the same country or culture. Or, to put it differently, perhaps they 
seemed to have more in common simply because they dared to reach 
out to each other without, or possibly in spite of, prejudices, rather than 
confining themselves to the company of people culturally and nationally 
equal to themselves, where this kind of exercise is less necessary or 
urgent.  

INTERNATIONAL OUTREACH
 
After a period of meetings and reflections, a new idea emerged in the 
Danish Contact Group for Muslim and Christian Leaders. The dialogue 
should not be limited to a tiny part of the northern hemisphere. The 
experience gained raised interest and made it seem plausible, that a 
similar dialogue could be initiated with Muslims and Christians in other 
parts of the world. Due to longstanding ecumenical relations between 
Denmark and Lebanon, the Contact Group then decided to focus its 
efforts on the Middle East. 

When the Danish delegation first travelled to meet with representatives 
of different faiths in the Middle East, it was introduced to a network of 
religious leaders and academics that had been engaged in interfaith 
dialogue for decades. Not only had these people, for the most part, lived 
peacefully together for centuries, but more recently, when problems 
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arose between different religious groups, they had actively worked to 
move towards each other and to better understand each other. Just as the 
Danish delegation had developed a common understanding of what it 
means to be religious in a Danish context, the Lebanese representatives 
and their Arab colleagues had developed a similar understanding of 
what interfaith dialogue and conviviality meant in their context. 

When the Danish delegation proposed to host a series of joint interfaith 
dialogue conferences, it was positively received, especially as the initiative 
was funded by the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as the relationship 
between Denmark and the Middle East had suffered for years following 
the cartoon crisis. 

The topics that interested the representatives from the two regions, 
Scandinavia and the Middle East, were different in nature, scale and 
severity, and were sometimes seen from opposite, though not opposing, 
perspectives. Listening to the experiences and concerns of the colleagues 
in the Middle East put domestic issues in perspective for the Danish 
participants. The fears and concerns regularly expressed in Danish 
media and, by extension, by parts of the population, which were primarily 
triggered by migrants with unfamiliar looks and behaviours entering the 
country, were put into perspective by more serious problems, such as 
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A SENSE OF PEACE

The Middle East has a special role or place in relation to interfaith 
dialogue, as this is where the Abrahamic religions first appeared. Hence, 
the region may be seen by some as a source of inspiration and a place 
to long for. It is, however, also a region plagued by social, economic and 
political problems. In the Middle Eastern conflicts and wars, religion or 
religious affiliation is often blamed for exacerbating the conflict, whereas 
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many people of faith dispute that violent conflict has anything to do with 
religious beliefs, at least in their original, core form. Rather, they would 
argue that religion in general offers solutions to such circumstances.

The contradiction between religious self-perception and the physical 
facts of a world torn by conflict, regardless of the which role religion 
plays, made it interesting, but also complicated, to ask a large group of 
religiously oriented academics and scholars of different denominations 
to meet and debate the situation. The challenge was to point out problems 
and suggest solutions, without being tempted to push the responsibility 
for the whole misère on others. A question arose regarding which topics 
the participants would agree to debate, with which results, and which 
topics would be too sensitive. As it turned out, none of the participants 
had any reservations regarding the multiple topics debated, which in any 
case form part of the current reality and ought to be openly scrutinized. 

During the course of the years, the project encompassed several aspects of 
religious and political conflict, from the Middle East to Northern Europe. 
Among the topics were reasons for national and international migration 
in times of conflict, how this affects the original local community, how 
migrants are received in the environments and countries they arrive to, 
and the kind of reactions this generates. Addressing such a variety of 
issues was beneficial for generating a feel of common understanding. Still, 
the topics seemed to be more tangible when related to each individual’s 
respective experience.

What united many of the participants was perhaps a feeling of urgency, 
a necessity of continuously trying to analyse and find solutions to end 
current conflicts and wars.

Among the conclusions were, that violent conflicts are primarily 
instigated by political actors for social, economic and political reasons. 
One topic that gained much attention was prejudice and hate speech, 
which is one of the drivers of animosity and one of the phenomena 
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thriving on conflict. Another topic was the need for social awareness and 
compassion with ’the other’, of which there are both strong arguments 
and tools available for in religion. A third topic was conscious attempts 
to improve the relation between people belonging to different groups, 
which included putting interfaith dialogue into action and inspiring 
people to learn to live calmly together.

One thing we have felt certain about is that the initiatives, which 
the conference participants engaged in before, during and after the 
conferences, have explored an exponential array of constructive methods 
to engage in trustful dialogue. It is our hope that this tendency may 
continue and the world return to its more peaceful senses.  
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THE ESSENTIAL 
INTERRELIGIOUS
DIALOGUE
By Dean Anders Gadegaard

THE POLITICAL NECESSITY 

In a globalised world, where conflicts are often legitimised religiously, 
it has become imperative to engage in religious dialogue and to work 
together across religious communities - both for the sake of the religious 
communities and for the benefit of society at large. The great religious 
traditions have within them an overlooked potential for conflict 
resolution that - when applied together - can contribute to the general 
ethical wellbeing. They have a number of common traits that could be 
activated to bolster the social cohesion in a given society. However, the 
differences between them should not be neglected, but rather regarded 
as positive contributions to the multicultural society.

During the past 40 years in Denmark, the image of religion has changed 
radically, primarily due to three circumstances. Firstly, it is 40 years ago 
(1975) that the schools in Denmark ended the catecumenical training as 
part of its teaching of Christianity. After this, the teaching of Christianity 
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as a subject was given less priority, and the churches had to implement 
much of that teaching in children’s services, mini-confirmation, 
confirmation initiatives etcetera. This did little, however, to replace the 
impact of the subject as taught in schools. For this reason, Danes today 
generally know surprisingly little about Christianity and the Church.

Secondly, a new wave of religiosity, strongly inspired by Buddhism, hit the 
western world. Amongst the spiritually seeking, many would be inspired 
by the thought of a connection between deeds in the present and the next 
life (e.g. the teachings on karma and reincarnation) and would stray far 
from traditional Christianity. 

Thirdly, since the early 1970s the arrival of tens-of-thousands of Muslims, 
firstly as labour migrants, later as refugees with subsequent family 
reunification, means that today, we have approximately 300.000 Muslims 
in Denmark, what amounts to about five per cent of the population. 
So, even though the Danish society would still be characterised as very 
homogenous and stabile compared to other European countries, we have 
discussed and debated the impact and significance of Islam, especially, 
to such an extent that it for decades has constituted one of the defining 
issues at any given election, and still does. 

No other religious or ethnic group in our society since the Jews in the 
1930s has been met with such scepticism - if not hatred - as the Muslims. 
Almost on a daily basis it is expressed in (parts of ) media with comments 
like, ’Muslims want to destroy democracy,’ or ’Muslims want to wage war 
on other religions,’ or even ’The Muslim invasion is the single greatest 
danger to our country and to the whole of Western Europe’.

American professor of philosophy and ethics, Martha Nussbaum, writes 
in her book, The New Religious Intolerance from Harvard University 
Press, 2012, about a moral decay in all of Europe. She sees a move from 
the original European Christian ethical values to a disrespectful and 
prejudiced attitude towards entire segments of the population, Muslims, 
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without any other justification than the fact that they are Muslims. 
Everywhere in the European countries, this has the consequence of 
making second-rate citizens of them. Prof. Nussbaum maintains that 
a comparison between the status of the Jews in 1930s’ Germany, where 
the country was dominated by the Nazi Party, and the status of Muslims 
in Western Europe today is apt. Prof. Nussbaum is in a unique position 
to make such a comparison, as she belongs to the Jewish community 
through marriage, and she experienced how her father refused to attend 
her wedding, simply because she was marrying a Jew. 

According to prof. Nussbaum, it is not just due diligence, but the last 
chance to speak out against this growing trend that reigns, despite many 
reminders about respect and integration. And more than that, desiring 
to live as a critically engaged Christian means being obliged to act. It is 
not just a moral obligation, but also a theological obligation. Or, to put it 
bluntly, it is a divine calling in the exact same way as it was a Christian 
obligation to fight anti-Semitism and help the Jews in the 1930s and 1940s 
from the persecution of the Nazis. Today, in Europe, it has become a 
Christian obligation to fight islamophobia. 

THE RELIGIOUS NECESSITY 

Do Muslims and Christians have anything in common? Do we believe 
in the same God? Or is one religion truth and the other falsity? Such 
questions have been asked for centuries, ever since the Prophet 
Muhammad presented his teachings in the 7th century. Back then, many 
saw the growing Islamic religion as a Christian sect, because the Quran 
presents a number of the stories and teachings from the New and the 
Old Testaments. Only they are interpreted through the revelation of 
Muhammad. Both religions have Judaism as its source. The concept 
of God in both the New Testament and in the Quran points to God as 
narrated through the Old Testament. 
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These common origins make it natural for Jews, Christians and Muslims 
to address their common heritage. God is the maker of the universe 
and the origins of everything. This is why all three religions meet in the 
confession to God as the almighty, the creator of heaven and earth. But 
the common heritage extends further than that. The revelations of the 
will of God from the Old Testaments, such as the Ten Commandments 
and the many examples from the literary prophets, are shared resources. 
Furthermore, Christianity and Islam share many of the narratives 
and stories from the New Testament. Jesus in the Quran is a beloved 
prophet and even regarded as the greatest prophet before the arrival of 
Muhammad, just as Mary remains an admired and important figure in 
the Quran. 

Indeed, Islam and Christianity have much in common, which makes it 
easy and obvious to have a conversation about the importance of religion. 
In his book, The Muslim Jesus, Harvard University Press, 2003, Lebanese 
professor Tarif Khalidi speaks of a love affair between Islam and the Jesus 
figure, which deserves to be promoted in these dark days of prejudice 
and ignorance. The Quran says that ’there is no God but God,’ which 
echoes the Old Testament’s ’I am who I am.’ Even further, in the Quran, 
God is called the merciful and the forgiving, which is exactly how Jesus 
speaks of God in his preachings. Claiming that Muslims and Christians 
do not believe in the same God is the equivalent of the misconception 
that the faith of one or the other in God as the origins of everything 
is false. The similarities go as far as to the teaching of charity and the 
love of one’s neighbour. According to numerous Hadith reports, the 
Prophet Mohammad says, ’none of you have faith until you love for your 
neighbour what you love for yourself ’. A statement that corresponds to 
the teachings of Jesus on the faith that is recognised by its fruits; if you do 
not love your neighbour, you demonstrate that you do not believe. 

For me as a Christian, my starting point in finding the truth in another 
religion will always be to seek for what is in correspondence with the 
life and teachings of Jesus. I believe that God showed to humans his true 
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being in Jesus. Therefore, my criterion of truth centres here. However, the 
truly divine may obviously appear wherever and whenever in all sorts 
of other contexts but the Christian. Naturally, God reveals himself when 
and where He likes: to Jews as well as to Gentiles, to Muslims as well as 
to Christians. 

Therefore, any proper theological reflection on the revelation of 
God should be responsive to other tradition’s statements on what 
God the Creator has announced for them to hear and see. This is 
not a harmonisation of religions. Indeed, many who are sceptical 
of interreligious dialogue claim that it leads to syncretism. Such 
hybridisation, however, is in no way desired. Sound dialogue of religion 
means identifying the common ideas in order to discuss the important 
differences. ‘Faith in harmony’ would be an appropriate expression, 
rather than the harmonisation of faith. Arguably, the differences become 
clearer because of the recognition of the limits of the similarities. Thus, 
we are able to identify in the other’s faith what distinguishes us, but 
doing so in a faithful and credible way. Precisely because of the solid base 
of similarities that will never be disturbed or reduced by the differences.

FROM CONVERSATION TO COLLABORATION

The interreligious dialogue does not end with conversation. It must 
necessarily lead to proper collaboration. The different religions have a 
double common challenge in fighting both the misuse, and even abuse, 
of religion that originates from ascribing compulsion and violence to 
religion and the increasing marginalisation of tolerant religious practice 
enforced by the wider society. 

For the first of these two challenges, it is essential to halt and stem any 
kind of radicalisation of religion, which usually originates in the literal 
readings of ancient religious texts. Violence and terror in the name of 
religion becomes disbelief, regardless if it manifests itself as a radical 
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Jewish settler who opens fire in a mosque, a radical Christian terrorist 
who massacres children on Utøya, or an Al Qaeda fundamentalist who 
runs over an innocent crowd in a stolen truck. It remains a common 
religious obligation and task to condemn such violence and make clear to 
all, that lies and murder are unequivocal disbelief. Former English chief 
Rabbi, Jonathan Sacks, in his book Not in God’s Name, Schocken Press, 
2015, states that all Jews, Christians and Muslims in the free world must 
stand together and defend traditions and values by saying no to violence 
in the name of God. The clearer we can make this statement, the more 
isolated the adherents of militant religion will be. It will be clear to the 
rest of the world that such terrorists do nothing but abuse religion as a 
legitimation of their purely political ideology of violence.

As for the second of these two challenges, the problem remains to 
convince the surrounding society that religious communities have much 
to offer to the current political discourse. Furthermore, there remains 
the issue of countering the tendency to relegate religion from the public 
space. This is evident when recent legislation in Denmark, colloquially 
titled The Imam Law, forbids all religious leaders from publically 
preaching and teaching on issues that others may very well express 
themselves upon. Another example is the so-called ’masking ban’, which 
is intended to forbid Muslim women from covering their face with burka 
or niqab, but affects all kinds of dress and costumes, including dressing 
up as Santa Claus! Apparently, the only thing such legislation achieves 
is to play into the hands of extremist groups. The more these things are 
forbidden, the easier it is for so-called religious radicals to promote an 
opposition. In other words, the result is the opposite of what is intended. 
Women who want to wear the niqab, may remain at home in further 
isolation from society. This increasing tendency of out-shaming all kinds 
of public religious practice is something the religious communities must 
counter together. 

Adding to that is the need for international interreligious collaboration. 
We have seen repeatedly that religious communities can significantly 
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contribute to conflict resolution and peace- and reconciliation processes. 
The most obvious examples are South Africa after apartheid and the 
Balkans after the war in the 90s. When it becomes possible to do so in 
Syria, it will be imperative for Christians and Muslims to collaborate on 
promoting the democratic process and create together a future for all in 
the country. Until then, meeting Syrian representatives, working with 
them, and learning from their analyses and assessments must take focus. 
Most importantly at present, we must support the vital humanitarian 
efforts that religious communities are championing in the region with 
their efficient access through networks of churches and mosques.
  

FROM COLLABORATION TO SOLIDARITY 

This joint project of religious dialogue, which ran from 2012 to 2016 
with Christians and Muslims from both Denmark and the Middle East, 
has proved that it is possible to travel all the way from conversation 
to collaboration to solidarity. In both religions, majority religious 
communities have an obligation to ensure the wellbeing of minorities, or 
they will fail their God. This is particularly true if special privileges are 
enjoyed. Furthermore, there exists a special call to help ensure that other 
religious communities share in equal privileges. If you enjoy the right to - 
and possibly even have public support for - building a Mosque in a Muslim 
majority country, then you have a duty to make sure that Christians have 
similar access. The United Arab Emirates have, for example, opened 
up for an increase in building churches, and the Church of Denmark is 
currently planning to establish a church in Dubai for the first time ever 
in a country governed by a law regarded as an interpretation of Sharia. 
Similarly, we Christians from the Church of Denmark are obligated to 
help Muslims in Denmark to secure the rights and access to building 
mosques. So far we have only local mosques in Denmark that are run 
without any kind of public support, which again demonstrates the lack of 
public acceptance of Muslim religious communities. While the Church 
of Denmark with a membership of 75 per cent of the population receives 
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considerable support from the state, it is almost impossible for Muslim 
religious groups to get any support for their organised religious life, 
except for the individual right to deduct a certain amount of financial 
support to religious organisations on the tax bill, which of course must 
be regarded as an indirect kind of public support.

I remain convinced that the Danish society would benefit form a common 
Danish brand of Islam, which would have headquarters in a purpose 
built mosque run by Danish speaking imams professing a message that 
would support the foundational Danish democratic traditions - a Danish 
Islam.  To get there, we need a Danish academic education for imams. 
Out of recent Christian and Muslim collaboration, including our project 
of interreligious dialogue, grew the beginning of such an education at the 
Faculty of Theology in Copenhagen. 

It is obvious that many Danish Muslims feel the need for imams preaching 
in Danish, because the Friday prayer is often led by foreign imams, who 
have little appreciation for, or even understanding of, the Danish way of 
life. Therefore, their interpretation of Islam is not very useful in a Danish 
context. An Islam that is embedded in Danish culture - just as Lutheran 
Christianity is - would benefit all in Denmark. Not to mention, being a 
much more efficient tool for integration than any legislation. 

I maintain that such mutual advocacy between Christians and Muslims, 
who care for one another and work for one another - expresses the 
true calling of faith. As a Christian, I must remember how in his time 
Jesus lived amongst people of different faiths. He often promoted them 
even to the exclusion of the faithful. The Canaanite woman, the Roman 
Commander, or the Good Samaritan were all seen to be outside the circle 
of the chosen people. Nonetheless, these were the ones he chose to care 
for and to set as examples to others. It must be an integral part of every 
Christian’s life to live according to the same principle. To care for those 
being excluded no matter the reason - including religious ones. 
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DIALOGUE IN STRUGGLE 
FOR A PEACEFUL WORLD
By Dr. Asmat Mojaddedi

From an Islamic point of view, it is an obligation to struggle for a better 
and peaceful world. It is not a statement of political correctness, but a 
religious obligation to treat all creatures of Almighty God, Allah, with 
respect and dignity. Treating human beings with dignity must be the 
first priority because Allah has esteemed the children of Adam, as it is 
mentioned in the Holy Quran Surah (Chapter) 17, Ayah (Verse) 70: “… and 
We have honoured the children of Adam”. Several verses in the Quran 
also emphasise the special relation with the people of the book (meaning 
Christians and Jews), among the children of Adam.

In Surah 29, Ayah 46 Almighty Allah says:
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“And dispute ye not with the People of the Book (Jews and Christians) but 
in the best possible way, except for those of them who commit aggression 
against you: And say to them: ’We believe in that which has been revealed 
to us and in what has been revealed to you; Our Lord and your Lord is 
One; and it is to Him we all submit.’”

Muslims believe that our same and common creator revealed the Quran 
knowing that there are theological differences between us. The same 
Lord is telling Muslims to inform their Christian brethren that what has 
been revealed to Muslims and Christians originally come from the same 
source: your God and ours is One. 

And in Surah 60, Ayah 8 it says:

“Allah does not forbid you, with regard to those who do not fight you 
because of religion and do not expel you from your homes (committing 
oppression and aggression against you), from being kind and righteous 
toward them and acting justly toward them. Indeed God loves those who 
act justly.”

The original translation in this Ayah into the words kindness, 
righteousness and justice, is imprecise and inadequate. The Quran says 
“tabarroo hom” which originates from the word “berr”. Berr is defined by 
philologists and linguists of Arabic language as the highest degree of 
moral conduct. The identical term is used in other places in the Quran 
and by Prophet Mohammad, may the blessing of Allah and peace by 
upon him, to designate one’s relationship to one’s parents. Our conduct 
with our parents does not only involve kindness and justice but also 
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been revealed to Muslims and Christians originally come from the same 
source: your God and ours is One. 

And in Surah 60, Ayah 8 it says:

“Allah does not forbid you, with regard to those who do not fight you 
because of religion and do not expel you from your homes (committing 
oppression and aggression against you), from being kind and righteous 
toward them and acting justly toward them. Indeed God loves those who 
act justly.”

The original translation in this Ayah into the words kindness, 
righteousness and justice, is imprecise and inadequate. The Quran says 
“tabarroo hom” which originates from the word “berr”. Berr is defined by 
philologists and linguists of Arabic language as the highest degree of 
moral conduct. The identical term is used in other places in the Quran 
and by Prophet Mohammad, may the blessing of Allah and peace by 
upon him, to designate one’s relationship to one’s parents. Our conduct 
with our parents does not only involve kindness and justice but also 
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respect, love and honour. In other words, our conduct with our Christian 
brethren should involve kindness, justice, love and respect.

As people of faith we share an important common desire to serve our 
Creator / God / Lord, regardless of how we perceive and understand the 
concept. Therefore, we have a common starting point, namely the faith.

What we may not quite agree on are the tools we use to translate faith 
into practice, and that is our respective religions. However, as members 
of the Abrahamic tradition, even here, we have a lot in common. Muslims 
and Christians worship the same one and true God, we both believe in 
revelation, in Holy Scripture, in moral teachings, and a lot more. 

A MORE PEACEFUL WORLD

As people of faith and members of the global family, and, not least, as 
followers of two of the greatest Abrahamic traditions, we have a great 
responsibility to work together for a better society and a more peaceful 
world.

Islam means peace, submission and purity. Based on the linguistic origin, 
the religious definition of Islam is to achieve peace through willing 
submission to Allah in trust and love, and trying to translate that belief, 
not in words, but in action to obedience of God.

The concept of peace is inherent in many theological terms in Islam. One 
of the 99 attributes of Allah is As-salam, which means the source of peace, 
“absolute peace”. The hope of every believer is to enter Paradise, which 
is called Dar-us-Salam, ”the abode of peace”. The Quran beautifully 
describes how people entering Paradise will be greeted by the angels 
at the gate, telling them “Assalamu Aleikum”, “peace be with you.” And 
how people in Paradise will greet each other with the same greeting. And 
finally, the only greeting used anywhere on our planet in all languages 
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wherever Muslims greet each other, is “Assalamu Aleikum.” May peace 
be with you.

ONE GENERIC RELIGION

The Quran insists that all messengers preached the same generic religion: 
the message of monotheism. According to Islamic belief, it started with 
our common father Adam, peace by upon him, and ended with the 
prophet Muhammad, may the blessing of Allah and peace be upon him.

The essence of this message is the literal meaning of Islam as mentioned 
above, to achieve peace trough willing submission to Almighty God. 
That is what all prophets and messengers have preached and taught. It is 
because of this fact that the Quran calls Abraham, Noah, Moses and Jesus 
“Muslims” - “people who submitted themselves to God to achieve peace”.

So the core teachings and essence in the two monotheistic religions 
are very close and more or less the same. The Holy Quran also depicts 
various prophets in history, not as competing with one another, but in 
fact as one brotherhood of prophets and various links of the same chain 
of revelation extending from the first to the final prophet.

Once Ayesha, may Allah be pleased with her, the wife of Prophet 
Mohammad, was asked about the prophet’s character. She said 
Muhammad was the walking Quran. If all Muslims become a walking 
Quran and model themselves on the noble character of Prophet 
Mohammad, and if all Christians become a walking Bible and each one 
of us practice the true message of Almighty God, our approach to each 
other will for sure become one of love and understanding. 
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DIALOGUE BETWEEN PEOPLE OF FAITH

During our interfaith dialogue conferences in Beirut, Istanbul and 
Copenhagen, we have moved through different phases. We initially 
debated what Christians and Muslims could say together with a common 
voice on issues of faith, ethics, religious freedom, coexistence, and 
dialogue across cultures. Focusing on common values promoted a better 
understanding. It also confirmed that dialogue is essential to strengthen 
cooperation and gain mutual respect between religions, and it created 
space for sharing experiences of local, national and international co-
existence in peace, harmony and love. We agreed upon confessing faith 
in God, the one Creator, and that the different conceptions of God / Allah 
should not be a source of distrust. We agreed that the deep love of God 
compels us to love every human being and to respect his or her opinions 
and rights.

Muslim and Christian values are interrelated with the principles of 
human rights such as the dignity of human beings, freedom of expression, 
freedom of religion, equality, the right of life, rights of women and justice 
for all. Muslims and Christians share ethical values such as compassion, 
care for the weak and respect for each other. Therefore during the 
conferences we also committed ourselves to promote a culture of equality, 
better understanding, appreciation and genuinely equal citizenship in 
society.

From these shared values we have moved on to explore ways in which 
we can commit ourselves to advocate for the rights of each other in 
our respective societies - with the religious majority bearing a greater 
responsibility for providing and protecting the rights of religious 
minorities.
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RELIGION AND CONFLICT

In these times we are witnesses to intentional insults and attacks on 
Christians, Muslims and other innocent people, leading to instability 
and insecurity in society. As people of faith we are not opposed to the 
rights of freedom of anyone, but we oppose the abuse and misuse of 
our freedom rights when aimed at offending and harming individuals 
or whole groups of people - whether these are religiously, politically, 
ethnically or otherwise defined - thereby unsettling peaceful relations 
in society. We must keep in mind that our rights of freedom go hand in 
hand with our responsibility to manage those freedoms properly. This 
principle is not limited to legislation, but includes ethics and morality 
that characterise a functioning society.

Let me quote what Prophet Muhammad said:

“A Muslim is one from whose tongue and hands other Muslims are safe. A 
Mu’min (a true believer) is one in whom all mankind has a sanctuary for life 
and property.”

We should all strive to act as true believers, as people who protect the life 
of property of all.

We are in a situation where demands for political and military control 
give rise to conflict and polarised positions in several parts of the world 
simultaneously. Conflicts and wars are spreading in the Middle East 
and many are fleeing the area in search for safety. Most of these people 
become internally displaced or seek refuge in neighbouring countries 
that try to help and cope with the extra pressure put on their societies.

Others are accepted as refugees in areas outside the region, such as 
Denmark, where the influx of refugees leads to debates about where 
these people are coming from, how many the country can shelter, and for 
how long. Here it is not only a question of resources, but also of how to 
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make room for people with a different religion and culture and avoid new 
potential conflicts arising from that. 

Religion is an important cohesive force in many societies, but even though 
people partly define themselves as adherents of different religions, and 
even though members of different religions are seen fighting each other 
in times of conflict and war, most people of faith insist that religions are 
not the sources of violence. Religions should rather be seen as solutions to 
the problems, when they are interpreted within the context and practiced 
correctly. Civil society, in the form of religious network organisations as 
those present at the interfaith dialogue conferences, has a primary role in 
realising and acting upon this.

This is a time with fundamental crises and challenges. What we 
experience with ISIS, the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, is a 
manifestation of terror and extremism, which has absolutely no basis 
in the great religion of Islam. These horrible acts of barbaric terror are 
extremely awful and worrying for the entire humanity. 

It is a clear example of internal subversion from the true teachings of 
Islam by those who mistake their own anger for righteousness and a zeal 
for the defence of God’s religion. These people are acting out their anger, 
while one of the basic principles expressed by the prophet of Islam was 
“La Taghdab”. Do not be angry. Controlling one’s anger is one of the most 
essential and finest characteristics of a Muslim. 

There are extremists in every community and there have been extremists 
in different periods of time. Just to mention a few in recent history: the 
genocide of Jews in the 1930s and 40s in Europe, the massacre of Bosnian 
Muslims in the 1990s, and the killing of young Norwegians by mass 
murderer Anders Breivik in 2011.

We find present examples of religious extremism in Al-Qaida, right-wing 
American Evangelists, and Jewish fanatics. However, although one may 
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find extremists in all sorts of societies all over the world, we still regard 
them as exceptions, as people who misuse their freedom and power 
to cross legal, ethical and moral bounds with the aim of disrupting 
otherwise peacefully functioning societies for their own gain.

UNHOLY WAR

War cannot be waged in the name of God; this is what we should agree 
upon. There is no concept of Holy War in Islam. The term ‘jihad’, which 
is habitually mentioned as a synonym to holy war but actually means 
to strive, is totally different and has multiple dimensions. Holy War is 
translated in Arabic as Harbo Muqadassa. You cannot find the expression 
Harbo Muqadassa or Holy War in the entire Quran. In any case, what can 
be holy about war, which brings destruction, displacement, disease and 
destitution? It is a contradictory statement, like an angelic Satan. 

War is only permitted in Islam when religious persecution occurs. When 
people are oppressed or forced to leave their religion.

As stated in Surah 22, Ayah 39:

Permission [to fight] has been granted to those who were oppressed, 
because they were wronged. And indeed, Allah is competent to give them 
victory.
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[They are] those who have been driven out of their homes without right 
(unjustly) - only because they say, ”Our Lord is Allah”. 

Immediately after the permission to fight in self-defence to stop 
oppression, Allah explains the wisdom behind that permission. He 
says that the permission is because “had it not been that some people 
defend other people,” in other words that strong people defend weak 
people, “then temples, monasteries, churches, synagogues, and mosques 
in which the name of God is much mentioned would be demolished 
and destroyed. And Allah will surely support those who support Him. 
Indeed, Allah is Powerful and Exalted in Might.”

People of faith thus have an obligation to support each other, protect the 
rights of each other, prevent suppression, and end religious persecution.

With the turbulence that marks the worldly affairs of our time, emanating 
from misapplication of law, human rights, common ethics and religious 
foundations, it is crucial for people of faith to reach out to each other and 
enter into dialogue and strive to make true peace in the world together. 
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GROWING TOGETHER
Opening speech of Judge Abbas Al-Halabi 
Istanbul, 11 October 2014

THE TASK BEFORE US

As brother and sisters, as Christians and Muslims, we have a daunting 
task before us. In 2012 we listed a number of points in the Copenhagen 
Pledge and committed ourselves to establish the practical steps, which 
will enable us to reach our goals. In addition to expressing solidarity 
with religious groups suffering from oppression and marginalisation, we 
seek to carry out religious exchange programs and provide opportunities 
for the youth to meet and acquaint themselves with each other through 
sports programs, camps and cultural activities. We need to develop and 
facilitate practices that defend the rights of religious groups, promote 
a culture of freedom of expression, and contribute to building a better 
future based on respect, citizenship and human rights. 

Our success is linked to the seriousness of commitment in accomplishing 
such programs and provide the necessary financial support. We, The 
Arab Group, are key partners in both the declaration and the pledge. 
We would like to extend our commitment by moving forward with the 
current cooperation with the National Council of Churches in Denmark 
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and the Muslim Council of Denmark in order to achieve the goals, which 
have brought us together now and continue to do so.

Dangers have escalated in the Arab world, which is suffering from the 
bloodiest events. These events have led to a complete change of the 
political map and in effect to the annihilation of geographical borders 
between Syria and Iraq. Terrorist groups are trying to control the entire 
Arab region with its people and resources to establish the alleged 
Caliphate of the Islamic State. They are forcing their rule by the sword, 
striking all, both Muslims and Christians, majority and minority, Arab 
and Kurd, Sunni and Shiite, Alawite and Druze.

HORRORS AND HOPE

The oppression of Christians by this group of terrorists continues, the 
conflict between Sunnis and Shiites has been successfully established, 
minority groups such as Yazidis and Shabak have suffered from 
displacement while their women have been held captive, and the war in 
Syria continues to feed on these divisions. This on-going war is spilling 
over on Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, which continue to receive waves of 
Syrian refugees. The demographical change contains grave risks for these 
countries. The fragile infrastructure in these countries is forced to bear 
the burden of refugees, and it does not stop short of illegal competition to 
take over businesses and services, thereby depriving locals from making 
a living. The international community has abandoned its responsibility 
from providing adequate assistance to either refugees or host countries. 
In consequence poverty is intensified, security events are getting out of 
hand in places like Lebanon, not to forget the strife in Iraq, bombardments 
that are killing innocents by the dozens, and what is happening in Yemen 
and Libya. The horror speaks its own language. 

Despite all that, a glimpse of hope shines from Tunisia, which sparked the 
change in the Middle East, although bloodily so. Today, Tunisia sets an 
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example of how to make change through free and democratic elections. 
The state’s continuation through constitutional institutes and the 
adoption of principles of citizenship means participation in governance 
and equality amongst individuals, especially between men and women. 

OUR COMMON FAILURES

As in the East, so in the West. Danish authorities have declared that more 
than a hundred Danish Muslims came to fight in Syria, for it is the land 
of jihad for terrorist groups. The same applies to different European 
countries, and even for countries as far away as Australia. Allow me, 
as a loving friend, to stress that the involvement of such groups is an 
indication of the failure of integration policies, which raises the need to 
call for a re-examination of the aforementioned policies. We, as The Arab 
Group and as the educated elite, believe that involvement of the Islamic 
elite that is living in the west, enjoying freedom and modernity, might 
play a role in reforming the Middle East and the Islamic world. We might 
use the experience of the Muslims, who lived in the west, who learnt and 
benefited from western societies, and their values to introduce a new way 
of thinking. We seek to open them up by introducing them to novelty 
instead of oneness of thinking and comprehensiveness in act. Their 
migration to our part of the world has been disappointing, aggravating the 
war, ruining what was left of co-existence in our different societies, which 
has managed to withstand challenges throughout history, achieving joint 
gains, managing diversity, recognising others and respecting differences.

Therefore, our meeting is timely to discuss these problems, which are 
disturbing the very continuation of our existence and the existence of our 
values, promising the annihilation of the diversity of our people. They 
will take us back to the dark ages. 

We are convening now, in circumstances that are similar to that of two 
years ago when we first started our dialogue. Now, as then, our region 
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has suffered from civil war. Then it was between the regime and the 
opposition. Then, terrorist groups had not taken over parts of Iraq and 
Syria. The war was not between two different military factions, as it is 
nowadays in Yemen. Egypt was not yet stable and it continued to build 
on its institutions. The hundred thousands of Syrian refugees were not 
in Lebanon. Nor were parts of Lebanon infested with terrorist groups, 
killing both Lebanese civilians and army, abducting members of the 
army, although Tripoli was on fire amidst two safe regions. Nor was the 
number of Syrian refugees as it is today in Jordan, Turkey or elsewhere. 

In this atmosphere, which is getting bloodier due to the extreme 
regional polarisation, military operations are not exclusively financed 
by supporting foreign countries. Terrorist groups have adopted new 
ways by taking over the natural resources of invaded countries, which 
allowed some organisations to guarantee cash flow to cover up for their 
military action, in addition to recruiting youth and even underage 
children and have them participate in military related activities. Taking 
into consideration that destruction and war have resulted in a forced 
stop for schools, universities, factories and businesses, a large segment 
of people is out of business, which was their sole income providing them 
with the most basic means for living. This segment found financial safety 
by enrolling with the military factions, as their financial capabilities were 
limitless. This allowed them to make a living, even if they do not believe 
in the terrorist groups’ beliefs and ideologies. We must not underestimate 
these factions’ ability to brainwash youth, whether by preaching or 
money. Many of those who call themselves jihadists came from Europe 
and, while some of them believe in the cause they are fighting for, the vast 
majority came for the money. 

There are many accounts of what is happening on the ground, but I 
would like to point out a few simple observations. 

In Iraq, despite the huge amounts of money gained from natural resources, 
they have failed to build a country that would cater to the different 
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sectarian and nationalist components, and the money has been spent in 
ways different from what was planned. In Syria, because of the years of 
war, as long as the military action is ongoing, the destiny of the Syrian 
people remains unknown. In Yemen, two important factors are disputing 
and the government is left crippled. In Lebanon, the government and 
the constitutional institutions are so weak that they failed to elect a 
new president for the republic. They also failed to hold parliamentary 
elections, which resulted in extending the current parliament’s term for 
the second time. This ensured a new complete four-year term, in addition 
to failing in solving citizens’ daily problems, and the bigger failure in the 
absence of a national policy regarding the overflow of Syrian refugees. 

In this context, the Iraqi Christians have been displaced and abused, as 
have the Yazidis and Shabak. Also, Sunnis and Shiites have been killed, 
abducted and tortured. The internal map has changed and the Kurds 
have de facto established their own country. The same has happened to 
Syrian Christians. Also Alawites, Sunnis and Kurds are victims, as they 
were the fuel for the main confrontations. Yet now, there is a new sect 
that is being abused. In Jabal el-Arab, the Druze too are being murdered, 
abducted and threatened of being deprived of their existence on their 
historical land.  

In Lebanon, the conflict between Sunnis and Shiites seems to dominate 
all other internal conflicts, whether traditional or emerging, resulting 
in great danger such as a civil war, which has not erupted yet albeit the 
presence of all components. This strife has resulted in the disruption of 
the constitutional institutions, for there is no head of state, the parliament 
has no legitimacy, even the government is not harmonious, the judicial 
system is not effective, and the army is facing terrorist groups on the 
borders and inside the country. 

I need say no more. 
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AFTER JIHAD

Stopping the jihad wars and restoring stability to the region will in turn 
secure more stability in Europe. The return of surviving foreign fighters 
to some of the European countries will open the door to re-examine the 
policy of integration and promote constructive dialogue with religious 
and cultural groups, which makes up the immigrant communities in 
Europe. I believe the presence of some of the Muslim youth coming from 
European countries requires action from the Islamic councils in Europe. 
A screening should be done of the preachers and imams to know their 
ideology, which they will preach to ambiguous Muslim youth, trying to 
direct them to their future. Especially some European countries exercise 
the policy of exclusion, sending back such youth to closed societies in 
which they fail at studies or fail to find a job. In turn, it might make them 
prone to accepting extremists’ ideologies and even embracing the call to 
go to heaven. Stopping this should be the mission, not only for Muslim 
organisations and Islamic Councils in European countries; it also requires 
governments to adopt a new policy for integration. 

This does not mean that we, internally in the Middle East, can spare 
ourselves from shedding light on, what might be called, the national 
industry and internal export of terrorism, promoted by extreme speech, 
whether by politicians or clergymen. Politicians hide behind their 
sects, using the sect for their own electoral benefits, whilst never being 
beneficial to anyone other than their own sect. 

Even graver, although contained inside mosques, sermons have viciously 
affected believers and made them practice evil in the name of religion. 
This is the real problem. It would be beneficial to study the impact of 
sermons on the believers and their souls. These make them leave their 
faith to terrorism. The impact of such speeches on the Arab Spring is 
significant. As the revolution was derailed from its original democratic 
secular civil revolution to a backward religious one, it turned from a 
spring to a fall. 
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I blame us for our formal lackadaisical approach, in addition to the 
reluctance of most governments or clergymen in Arab and Islamic 
countries to act. They refrain from officially issuing a statement 
condemning killing or harming partners in the name of religion, or 
implementing penalties and precautionary measures against this rapidly 
growing phenomenon. 

Although I am indeed practising self-criticism, I do not want us to fight 
the religious terrorism phenomenon by exercising repression. We must 
fight poverty by creating diverse job opportunities and developing 
the various regions financially, socially and culturally. We must fight 
poverty by disseminating free and compulsory education, teaching social 
studies, equipping the young generation to properly deal with the other, 
promoting a culture of dialogue and consequently decentralisation, in 
addition to supporting civil society and its activities. 

REFORMING OUR PRIORITIES

We, dear friends, believe that the current state of affairs requires a 
reformation of priorities for our joint work in regards to the changing 
circumstances and the unfolding of events, which are heading 
towards more complexities, blood, destruction, and, most importantly, 
disintegration of the national blend in many countries. The flooding of 
Muslim youth to the land of jihad and the possibilities of having more 
religious groups participating in the war, the danger of fragmentation of 
existing countries, and the emergence of new states based on sectarian or 
ethnic basis, will only serve in dividing the region into sectarian states.

Therefore, brothers and sisters, we have a great deal of work, which we 
can contribute to. With our humble capabilities, we are ready to work 
with you in Denmark and in Europe, and you with us, in our quest to 
rebuild our communities and reinstate the values of justice, dialogue and 
respect.
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IS THIS A NEW
‘WAR ON TERROR’? 
Presentation by Dr. Jørgen S. Nielsen
Copenhagen, 27 May 2016

FROM BAD TO WORSE

On the evening of Friday 13 November 2015, Paris was struck by a series of 
terrorist attacks. The national sports stadium, a rock concert, and several 
restaurants and cafes were the targets. Well over two hundred people 
were killed or injured. For the French public and political establishment 
this was the disastrous culmination of a year of attacks. There was most 
obviously the attack on the magazine Charlie Hebdo and a Jewish 
supermarket in January 2015, but there was also a later attempt to attack a 
high-speed train from Brussels to Paris foiled only by the quick reactions 
of passengers. Earlier there had also been a deadly attack on a Jewish 
school in the south. 

This comes on top of other terrorist actions attributed to the Islamic State 
in Iraq and Syria. In October, deadly attacks hit Ankara and brought 
down a Russian airliner over the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt. In February 
2015, a lone gunman sympathising with the Islamic State in Iraq and 
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Syria attacked a speaking event and a Jewish synagogue in Copenhagen 
killing two people before being killed himself.

Much commentary has suggested that the Paris attack is a game 
changer. President Hollande called it a ‘declaration of war’, a reminder 
of President George W. Bush’s declaration of war against Al-Qaida after 
the 11 September 2001 attacks on New York and Washington. Our various 
security services have been warning for some years that something like 
this was likely to happen and, we suppose, have been taking measures to 
counter the possibility of European jihadists from Syria returning home 
and bringing their experience with them. It may be new, but hardly 
surprising.

THE QUESTION WHY?

However, the question why this happens remains. Various analysts and 
commentators have different, favourite explanations. It is unfortunate 
that both politicians and the media gravitate towards single-cause 
explanations. Complex situations like the history and context of the 
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria do not easily submit to a single-cause 
explanation but, of course, once complex explanations are put on the 
table, finding an appropriate response becomes difficult - and the more 
complex the causes, the more difficult it is to find a way forward.

In the early responses the focus of media and politicians has been on 
the role of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria - both in the Arab, and 
more widely, the Muslim world - and its threat to western security, which 
interestingly now includes Russia. Further attention has been given to the 
theme of radicalisation in Europe, the threat of ‘home-grown’ terrorism, a 
theme which can be traced back to 11 September 2001, but which actually 
started to concern security services already in the early 1990s. 
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WHAT IS EUROPEAN ISLAM? 

Who are these European Muslims that are being radicalised? In what 
used to be called Eastern Europe, the existence of Muslim communities 
is centuries old in Russia, Poland, Belarus and Lithuania, and in the 
Balkans, especially Albania, Bosnia, Kosovo, Bulgaria, and Macedonia. 
Western Europe is a different matter. Here, the Muslim presence is new, 
growing out of major migrations during the 1950s and 1960s, particularly 
from Turkey, North Africa, and South Asia. These people were 
overwhelmingly unskilled or low-skilled with high rates of illiteracy, 
especially among women. They came for work in industries, many of 
which have since disappeared. Their children are now adult, and while 
a growing number are leading successful lives, many are struggling to 
find a place in societies where racism and fear of foreigners keep them 
isolated. During the 1980s and since, immigration has continued but 
consists now increasingly of refugees from conflicts in many different 
parts of the Muslim world, including regions like Palestine, Iraq and 
Afghanistan, where it is a common view that western powers have played 
a major role in the breakdown of society.

This last point coincides with the common situation that certain districts 
of the major cities have become characterised by high concentrations of 
immigrants and their descendants, in districts often termed ghettoes. 
This concentration originates from a natural wish to live near people 
of your own kind, with places of worship, shared cultural activities, and 
shops carrying familiar foods and other goods - many large European 
cities have their ‘Chinatowns’ for the same reason. However, in some 
countries it also stems from a deliberate policy to locate newcomers in 
public housing in large estates on the outskirts of cities. With very high 
youth unemployment in many of these housing estates, crime is also 
high, and the response of the authorities has often been to increase 
the presence of police and security services rather than to increase 
employment opportunities and social support. France is one of the 
countries where this repressive approach has been common. In such 
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circumstances, it can be easy for someone planning a terrorist attack to 
disappear in a community that is alienated from government authorities, 
sometimes so much that the police and security services are seen as an 
occupying power.

WALKING BLIND, BUT KNOWINGLY

Is it possible to escape from this negative situation? Over the decades 
since 1945 interreligious dialogue, especially between Christians and 
Muslims, has grown. By the 1990s, it was becoming an expected activity 
among the mainstream churches and Muslim movements, and an 
increasing number of activities and meetings have been taking place 
at local, national, and international levels. After 11 September 2001, 
such activities intensified and began to involve governments trying to 
cooperate across the Mediterranean in various forms of joint European-
Arab programmes. But if their purpose had been to pre-empt the kind of 
situation we find ourselves in now, then either they have failed or their 
purpose has been misunderstood.

More to the point is how states and their policies have contributed 
to us finding ourselves at what seems like the edge of a cliff. It is no 
coincidence that the origins of Islamic extremism are to be found in, what 
are essentially, failed states: Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Libya, Syria. In 
this context, the reasons for their failure - foreign invasion, collapse of 
dictatorships, drought - are less important than the fact of failure, which 
creates a political and social power vacuum in combination with an 
economic collapse. Basically, what we have here is failure of governance. 
The holders of political power have been more interested in their own 
benefit than that of the peoples they govern. And if they are challenged, 
the response is that the rulers know best what is good for the people. The 
rulers do not listen and are not accountable. At some point the system 
breaks down under unforeseen or uncontrollable pressures, and we are 
faced with a failure of government, with the results we see around us.
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I suggest that Europe has walked into this crisis blind, but knowingly. 
It has given short-term considerations - winning the next election, 
overcoming an economic crisis - priority over the long-term, immediate 
benefits before principles (equality, freedom, justice). For years, the 
growing pressures of immigration, especially that of refugees, have been 
managed with the minimum of investment in education and support 
services. The response has been one of continuous and ever-tightening 
restriction. A public discourse has been allowed to develop where the 
voices against immigrants, refugees and minorities have not only become 
acceptable, they have become the norm. This has moved the political 
spectrum in many countries to the nationalist, xenophobic, and racist 
right. Right-wing nationalist (the Americans would call them nativist) 
parties are moving into government in several countries. They have 
arrived in Norway, Poland, and Hungary, and they are close in Denmark, 
the Netherlands, Belgium and France - just some examples. Now the 
unpredicted arrival of hundreds of thousands of refugees from Syria has 
sparked a crisis where the voices of the right-wing see their perspectives 
being confirmed.

For generations, the dominant perspective in the ‘Arab street’ was that 
western imperialism (including that of Russia) - the supremacy of 
Christendom - had determined their fates, depriving them of the right 
to control their own destinies. In the west, since the 1970s, the Muslim 
world has come to be seen as a source of trouble: the endless political 
and military conflicts and revolutions, dictatorships that seem almost 
deliberately to waste opportunities, and political movements that place 
dreams above realities. Since the Iranian revolution in 1979 religion, 
Islam especially, has ever more frequently become the identifier, the 
simple and seemingly visible concept that offers the easiest explanation. 
The way to reverse out of this impasse of mutual blindness is to combat 
the simplistic explanations and caricatures. But who will do it? There are 
academics, journalists, government civil servants, and (even) politicians 
who know that we have embarked on a potentially disastrous course. 
Many of them steadfastly seek to place their analyses and views into the 
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public domain, but it is an uphill struggle. They are fighting against the 
tide to create that self-contradiction, the radical moderate.

CRITICAL LESSONS FROM INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

There was a time when interreligious dialogue was felt to be able to solve 
the problems of the world. Perhaps, such a statement is a bit exaggerated, 
but the optimism was there, and in many cases the naiveté. However, if 
we first look back and then look ahead, we have learned a number of 
things from the crises of these recent decades.

First, there are limitations to interreligious dialogue that have to do 
with institutions and power. Experience shows constant struggle with 
power and self-interest - political, social, economic and so on - that are 
expressed through the institutions of state, party, family, ethnicity, region 
and religious institutions. We often forget that the moment religion takes 
an institutional form, it also becomes subject to dynamics of power and 
self-interest. Sometimes it is worth trying to get closer to these powers. 
The interreligious, often meaning Christian-Muslim, dialogue in the 
1990s became a popular dimension of politics across the Mediterranean, 
written into some of the EU cross-Med projects, into the internal and 
foreign policies of many European states (this conference is part of such a 
process). However, one constantly has to be on guard against it becoming 
primarily an instrument of state interests. We can all think of examples 
of this happening. We need to be modest and realistic.

Second, occasionally informal connections with low profile can have 
more effect in practice than the public and formal. A number of colleagues 
here can witness to this. In some ways the very existence of The Arab 
Group is a result of such informal connections leading to a positive 
result, just as the annual meeting of Muslim and Christian leaders here 
in Denmark - possible precisely because it is informal. I would love to 
mention others, but by definition, publicity could undermine the impact 



66

FROM A COMMON WORD TO COMMITTED PARTNERSHIP

public domain, but it is an uphill struggle. They are fighting against the 
tide to create that self-contradiction, the radical moderate.

CRITICAL LESSONS FROM INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

There was a time when interreligious dialogue was felt to be able to solve 
the problems of the world. Perhaps, such a statement is a bit exaggerated, 
but the optimism was there, and in many cases the naiveté. However, if 
we first look back and then look ahead, we have learned a number of 
things from the crises of these recent decades.

First, there are limitations to interreligious dialogue that have to do 
with institutions and power. Experience shows constant struggle with 
power and self-interest - political, social, economic and so on - that are 
expressed through the institutions of state, party, family, ethnicity, region 
and religious institutions. We often forget that the moment religion takes 
an institutional form, it also becomes subject to dynamics of power and 
self-interest. Sometimes it is worth trying to get closer to these powers. 
The interreligious, often meaning Christian-Muslim, dialogue in the 
1990s became a popular dimension of politics across the Mediterranean, 
written into some of the EU cross-Med projects, into the internal and 
foreign policies of many European states (this conference is part of such a 
process). However, one constantly has to be on guard against it becoming 
primarily an instrument of state interests. We can all think of examples 
of this happening. We need to be modest and realistic.

Second, occasionally informal connections with low profile can have 
more effect in practice than the public and formal. A number of colleagues 
here can witness to this. In some ways the very existence of The Arab 
Group is a result of such informal connections leading to a positive 
result, just as the annual meeting of Muslim and Christian leaders here 
in Denmark - possible precisely because it is informal. I would love to 
mention others, but by definition, publicity could undermine the impact 

IS THIS A NEW ’WAR ON TERROR’?

67

of such connections. We just have to accept that a degree of modesty may 
be essential to the project.

Third, the partnership exists and is not only a network of friends who 
like to meet and issue nice-sounding statements. It enables exchanges 
of experience. Sometimes we can learn very practically through such 
a network. It is fascinating how the quiet dialogue, which took place 
behind the scenes in Northern Ireland during the troubles, not only 
contributed to the settlement in the late 90s, but also inspired others in 
similar situations. However, occasionally the transfer of experience does 
not necessarily work. It is not a mechanical process, as it needs flexibility, 
imagination, and thinking outside the box. 

Fourth and finally, we cannot escape the theology and religious teachings 
however much some people might like to. In Denmark, as well as the 
rest of Europe, we have become used to the assertion that Islam and 
Christianity are opposed, in various kinds of essential theological ways. 
We see the same in the Arab world. Nevertheless, there are also weighty 
Muslim and Christian voices that see things in other ways. We cannot 
hope to change the perspectives of many of the former. Rather the core 
of the cooperation, networking, and dialogue needs to be between the 
latter. Our history, the pressures of the present, indeed our daily usage 
of language makes the focus on Christianity and Islam dominant. There 
are lines of distinction there, of course. Equally distinct are the lines 
between those who want to cooperate (Muslim and Christian) and those 
who do not, and those lines find their justification in internal theological 
perceptions.

The partnership of commitment exists and has grown in strength over 
the years through periods of conflict which no one anticipated a couple of 
generations ago. However, it is also a partnership, which needs constant 
cultivation if it is not to fall victim to the, often stronger, temptations of 
social, political and religious competition.
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THE FOUNDATIONS 
OF MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN 
COOPERATION  
Presentation by Dr. Mohammad Al-Sammak, 
Copenhagen, 26 September 2012

TRUST AND DIALOGUE

Let me begin from where I am supposed to finish, because it is the most 
important thing to say. Any cooperation between two partners, especially 
between Christians and Muslims, will be useless and fruitless if it is not 
based on mutual trust. There is no mutual trust without mutual respect. 
There is no mutual respect without one partner knowing the other. You 
cannot respect what you do not now. Hence, the gateway to knowledge is 
dialogue.

There are many definitions of dialogue. To me, dialogue is the art of 
searching for the truth in the point of view of the other. By this, I mean 
that I do not have the truth. It means that I am searching for it. That I 
might find it in the point of view of the other. The other should be 
different, or else he or she will not be other. That is why I respect him 
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or her, because I might find the truth or part of it in his or her point of 
view. This is how trust can be built based on this respect, which opens the 
avenues of and for cooperation.

Understanding the other is much easier said than done. No understanding 
without respect and openness to the differences between the other and 
me. Between Christians and Muslims, this can mean respecting even the 
narcissism of differences, as Freud described it. God created us different, 
and we are going to remain different until the end of times, by the will 
of God. It is not our job to judge what the other believes or disbelieves. 
It is God’s job on the Day of Judgment. Our duty is to respect both his or 
her choice as well as the dignity of a human being regardless of belief, 
ethnicity, colour, language or culture.

These are the foundations on which Muslim-Christian cooperation can 
be promoted.

A PLACE TO BEGIN THE JOURNEY

No one of us, Christians and Muslims, is perfect. As the Danish 
philosopher Kirkegaard says: “No matter how high the fences of the 
monastery are, sin can find its way to it”. By monastery, I am referring to 
all religious institutions of every denomination. After all, can we imagine 
religion without sin? Through centuries of misunderstanding and 
mistrust, we committed mistakes and sins. Many mistakes and sins. The 
biggest is denying that we did what we did, because this denial implies 
that we are going to commit the same mistakes and the same sins again. 
That is the beauty of confession in Christianity.

Using a vivid image, we are created in the core of our relations something 
like the “Aromance Hydrofila” - the human flesh-eating bacteria. It is time 
now to reverse the process. We need a process of self-healing that starts 
with respecting human dignity and human rights through educational, 
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social, cultural, economic and political cooperation. I know that these are 
high expectations, and that it requires a long way to go, but I know too 
that we, Christians and Muslims, need it and deserve it. It is not necessary 
to look for ideal cooperation. Sometimes, and especially in our case, it is 
even necessary not to look for ideal cooperation. The Geneva conventions 
came about when one branch of the peace movement stopped trying to 
abolish war, and worked with governments to humanise the way that 
wars were fought. A thousand mile journey starts with a first step, as the 
Chinese say. So let us do it right now, or a least, let us dream of doing it. 

UNHEALTHY APPETITES 

Just as there are unhealthy foods, so there are unhealthy texts and 
interpretations. In 2011, the Danish government increased taxes on 
unhealthy foods. The government thought that higher prices for 
unhealthy foods would reduce consumption and improve public health. 
In the Middle East - and as a matter of fact all over the Islamic world 
- governments have not yet realised the dangers of unhealthy religious 
interpretation on public safety.
 
Let me give an example out of my personal experience. I have already 
thirty such unhealthy books, many of these books are about Islam and 
Islamic relations with the others, especially with Christianity. These 
are cheap publications that misinterpret Islam and misguide readers 
- Muslims as well as non-Muslims. They are widely spread, and the 
unhealthy and the misleading material promoted in these publications 
is taken for granted as the true Islam.

The problem rests in the nutritional value of the books, to remain in 
our analogy. In principle, any material that addresses the minds, not 
the emotions, is difficult to grasp and is not enjoyable to read. As such, 
it is more attractive to say that the other is the devil or hell, than to say 
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that the more I give space to the other in myself, the better I understand 
myself and respect the other.

Few, if any, instruments shape national culture more powerfully than the 
materials used in schools. Textbooks are not only among the first books 
most people encounter; in many places they are, along with religious 
texts, almost the only books they encounter. In 2010, a study by Egypt’s 
government found that, apart from school textbooks, 88% of Egyptian 
households read no books. Hence, the Egyptian joke goes, ‘We read by 
our ears’. This is not an Egyptian phenomenon, but rather an Arabic one. 
With TV channels streaming, most Middle Easterners listen to, and learn 
from, a group of ignorants who issue fatwas in the name of Islam. This 
is a one-way communication. The self-appointed scholar fabricates the 
materials and issues religious codes of conduct that should be taken for 
granted and should be accepted and respected without any hesitation, 
because it is based, as he incorrectly claims, on God’s teachings and on 
his interpretation of the holy doctrine. 

Too long passed before prestigious scholars and religious institutions 
realised the dangers of this odd situation. When they decided to move 
against it, the harm was done, and the result is what we see and suffer, 
not from unhealthy food, but from unhealthy interpretation of religion.
With this disoriented culture, it should be of no surprise, then, to have 
destructive movements like ISIS (the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria) that 
tries to transfer the Middle East back to the Dark Ages. The degree to 
which a government keeps control of the textbooks used in classrooms is 
a good, if imprecise, guide to its commitment to ideological control.

RELIGIOUS ILLITERACIES

Surveys show that barely a third of Egyptian adults have ever heard 
of Charles Darwin and just 8% think there is any evidence to back his 
famous theory. Teachers, who might be expected to know better, seem 
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famous theory. Teachers, who might be expected to know better, seem 
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equally sceptical. In a survey of nine Egyptian state schools, where 
Darwin’s ideas do form part of the curriculum for 15-year-olds, not one 
of more than 30 science teachers interviewed believed them to be true. At 
a private university in the United Arab Emirates, only 15% of the faculty 
thought there was good evidence to support evolution.

The strength of religious belief among Arabs partly explains their 
reluctance to accept the facts of evolution. Until recent reforms, state 
primary schools in Saudi Arabia devoted 31% of classroom time to 
religion, compared with just 20% for mathematics and science. A quarter 
of the kingdom’s university students devote the main part of their degree 
course to Islamic studies, more than engineering, medicine and science 
put together. In addition, despite changes to Saudi curriculums, religious 
study remains obligatory every year from primary school through to 
university. The good news is that Saudi Arabia adopted a new system 
of education, and turned its back at least partially to the old one. This 
change started last year. Although it is a brave change, it needs sometime 
to flourish and to bear fruit.

The major change in the past 60 odd years is that you do not actually 
have to join a mass movement any more. You can follow it online and 
participate remotely. The correct response is still the same, however. 
First, try to heal the social disintegration that is the seedbed of these 
movements. Second, offer positive inspiring causes to replace the 
suicidal ones. Third, mass movements are conquered when their 
charisma is destroyed, when they are defeated militarily and humiliated. 
Then they can no longer offer hope, inspiration or a plausible way out 
for the disaffected. 

Countering terrorism starts with countering illiteracy and misinter-
pretation of religion. Illiteracy is the origin of fanaticism, and fanaticism 
is the origin of terror. The region where religions were revealed, it seems, 
is now the region of religious illiterates.
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We in the Middle East cannot learn if we do not realise that we need 
to learn. We cannot realise the need to learn if we do not feel that we 
are wrong somewhere. We cannot have the feeling of being wrong if 
we are not courageous enough to practice self-criticism. After that, we 
need to be exceptionally courageous to admit that we have to learn from 
one another’s experiences, especially if that other is an outsider to our 
spiritual and doctrinal system.

HUMAN INTERPRETATIONS OF THE HOLY TEXT

Now before suggesting how we can learn, let me underline the following 
important point: Contrary to what extremists like ISIS are doing in the 
Middle East, and to the Middle East, Christians are described in the Holy 
Quran as believers in God, and are nearest to Muslims. Their clergy is 
praised in the Quran for being humble, although in principle there is 
no clergy in Islam itself, as Prophet Muhammad clearly declared. This is 
why there is no religious state run by the clergy in Islam or, at least, why 
there should not be one.
 
Where previously radicals challenging inequality and oppression did 
so in the name of universal rights, many now stress multiculturalism, 
celebrating a world divided into distinct cultures, each with its own ideas, 
beliefs and values. Such “identity politics” turns on its head the dictum of 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King jr. that one should judge people “not by the 
colour of their skin but by the content of their character”. Once identity 
becomes the primary feature of political life, then people - like us - are 
judged as much by the group to which they belong as by their character 
or principles. “Identity politics” has made it easier to hold all Muslims 
responsible for the actions of ISIS, and to go after Muslims simply for 
being Muslims. As the distinction between criticising ideas and fingering 
a group has eroded, there has been a slippage from anti ISIS activism into 
outright anti-Islamism.



76

FROM A COMMON WORD TO COMMITTED PARTNERSHIP

We in the Middle East cannot learn if we do not realise that we need 
to learn. We cannot realise the need to learn if we do not feel that we 
are wrong somewhere. We cannot have the feeling of being wrong if 
we are not courageous enough to practice self-criticism. After that, we 
need to be exceptionally courageous to admit that we have to learn from 
one another’s experiences, especially if that other is an outsider to our 
spiritual and doctrinal system.

HUMAN INTERPRETATIONS OF THE HOLY TEXT

Now before suggesting how we can learn, let me underline the following 
important point: Contrary to what extremists like ISIS are doing in the 
Middle East, and to the Middle East, Christians are described in the Holy 
Quran as believers in God, and are nearest to Muslims. Their clergy is 
praised in the Quran for being humble, although in principle there is 
no clergy in Islam itself, as Prophet Muhammad clearly declared. This is 
why there is no religious state run by the clergy in Islam or, at least, why 
there should not be one.
 
Where previously radicals challenging inequality and oppression did 
so in the name of universal rights, many now stress multiculturalism, 
celebrating a world divided into distinct cultures, each with its own ideas, 
beliefs and values. Such “identity politics” turns on its head the dictum of 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King jr. that one should judge people “not by the 
colour of their skin but by the content of their character”. Once identity 
becomes the primary feature of political life, then people - like us - are 
judged as much by the group to which they belong as by their character 
or principles. “Identity politics” has made it easier to hold all Muslims 
responsible for the actions of ISIS, and to go after Muslims simply for 
being Muslims. As the distinction between criticising ideas and fingering 
a group has eroded, there has been a slippage from anti ISIS activism into 
outright anti-Islamism.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN COOPERATION

77

The war against the kind of extremism and terrorism that are committed in 
the name of Islam is an Islamic war because it is an Islamic responsibility 
in the first place. Many scholars stand up courageously against the 
imposition of odd erroneous ideas and misinterpretations of Islamic 
doctrine. They know that it is a long and costly war that cannot be won 
by military means alone. However, at the same time, some Christians are 
waiting for the second coming of Jesus Christ. Some Muslims are waiting 
for the re-emergence of Al-Mehdi. Others are dreaming of a “caliphate” 
to be like a “city on the hill”. 

I am more humble - I am looking for a Muslim Angelo Roncalli, the late 
Pope John 23, who was the architect of the Second Vatican Council, or for 
a Muslim Martin Luther, who was the architect of the revolt against the 
closed-minded church of the Middle Ages.

Does this mean that the interpretation of Islam in the 21st century is the 
same as the interpretation of the Middle Ages? The answer is ‘Yes’ and 
‘No’. 

Yes, because groups like ISIS are following the same interpretation 
prepared by scholars of the Middle Ages. The interpretation, any 
interpretation, is not sacred, the Holy Text is. The interpretation is not 
permanent, the Holy Text is. The interpretation is not absolute, the Holy 
Text is. The interpretation is human, open to be right or wrong, which is 
why it is relative and changeable. ISIS, like all other extremists, believes 
the opposite. It considers the interpretation as sacred as the text itself. 
The problem starts here, and from here the counter attack should start, 
as a preventive measure.

The answer is also ‘No’. The interpretation of Islam today is, and should 
be, updated to face the socio-political and scientific challenges facing all 
Muslims and all humanity. The better course for all of us - Arabs, Christians 
and Muslims, and Europeans, secularists and religious - is to step back 
and take a long view and begin building for that. The current situation in 
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the Middle East, which counts not only the ISIS phenomenon, but also 
the Christian immigration, has reminded us how much backwardness 
there is and there is going to be in this region. The success of ISIS grew out 
of that backwardness, but it is not the right response to it. The job for the 
rest of us - indeed for all of us - is to figure out the right response. To me, 
the right response is in the sincere realisation all over the Islamic world 
that the misuse, and the misinterpretation of Islam has gone dangerously 
too far. ISIS may have sown the seeds of its own demise. This realisation 
poses not merely a challenge to Muslim scholars, but also a last-ditch 
chance to save the corrupted soul of Islam.
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PREJUDICE, EXTREMISM 
AND THE POWER OF 
CIVIL SOCIETY  
Presentation by Dr. Birgitte Schepelern Johansen
Istanbul, 11 November 2014

First of all, thank you to the organisers for inviting me to participate in this 
important conference to say a few words about the theme of extremism, 
prejudice, scepticism towards the other, and false generalisations. I think 
it raises some very important questions; however, they are very broad and 
difficult to answer. 

Why do people come to harbour anxiety, scepticism and even hostility 
towards each other? What are the consequences for social peace as well 
as for the lives of those who are the target of such anxiety and hostility? 
And what to do about it? I wish I had the answers to these questions, 
but I do not. Instead I would like to raise a couple of questions, which I 
think could be useful to clarify, before we engage in discussions about 
how to solve problems of tomorrow, namely; What more precisely is 
this extremism that we want to fight? Is it one thing, or do we need to 
distinguish between different forms or kinds of problems? After my 
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tentative answer to these questions, I will give some examples of the 
current challenges in Denmark and point towards at least three areas 
where processes of polarisation currently take place.

WHAT IS EXTREMISM? 

It is important to recognise that extremism is a phenomenon with many 
different layers or aspects (e.g. ideological, emotional and organisational 
aspects). Furthermore, peoples’ engagement in extremist groups and 
activities are typically processual and temporal. In other words: people 
are not ‘extremists’ by nature but they may, at a certain point in their lives 
and through different trajectories, become part of extremist milieus or 
become attracted to extremist ideologies.

Therefore, when we discuss the problems of extremism, we are often 
dealing with many different things at the same time. For one thing, 
extremism typically has an ideological component – an official story about 
the world, about people in the world, about certain conflicts and about 
the role of the organisation in these conflicts. Often extremist ideologies 
are built around strong, internally coherent narratives about threat and 
victimhood (‘they are out to destroy us, take over our country, or desecrate 
what is most important to us’) and of social polarisation (‘it is us against 
them’). In addition, we often find an appraisal of violence as the means to 
solve the problems. Such narratives can become attractive among other 
things because they – at least for a period – provide seemingly bulletproof 
arguments and a clear sense of purpose and direction. Therefore, there 
is of course an on-going important intellectual and theological task in 
countering the arguments and logics of extremist ideology.

However, this is not the only task (and maybe even not the primary task). 
Because extremist ideologies never thrive in a vacuum. They are always 
disseminated amongst people who socialise and who confirm each 
other in being special or chosen, whether this happens face-to-face or 
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online. This social aspect is often more important – and prior – to the 
commitment to the ideology. To put it simply: people (and often we are 
talking about young people) do not necessarily join extremist groups and 
engage in violence because they believe in a certain ideology or a certain 
version of a religion. They adapt to the ideology as part of a process of 
connecting with significant others and becoming part of a community, 
or they seek the thrill and relief of certain kinds of violent or dangerous 
activities. In this perspective, extremism is the outcome of and an answer 
to complex social, personal, and emotional processes in which the 
ideology is neither irrelevant nor primary, but somewhere in between.  

THE POWER OF PREJUDICE

Scepticism towards ‘the other’, polarisation, false generalisations, 
growing nationalism, and extremism all seems to express aspects of what 
we are looking at. Prejudice can be understood as an attitude that we 
hold against other people because of our perception of their belonging 
to a certain group or category of people. This means that the attitude is 
based on an application of the category - and often a narrow, stereotyped 
perception of the category - onto the individual person. All Jews are 
Zionists. All Muslims are terrorists. All Danes are immoral. Thereby, we 
reduce the other person to being a mere instance of or representative for 
the category, and we also avoid actually meeting the others as human 
beings in their own right, because we already think we know what and 
who they are. However, most scholars emphasise that the crucial feature 
of prejudice is not merely the false generalisations or misconceptions. If 
it was mainly a question of people making false generalisations about 
others, then it could rather easily be remedied simply by correcting 
people’s mistakes, providing more knowledge. 

But as we probably all have experienced, this seldom works. The 
generalisations involved in prejudice are usually rather stubborn, 
they exactly deny and defy this kind of rationalisation. It is important 
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to recognise that prejudice is not only about misconceptions or faulty 
generalisations. Prejudice is primarily an attitude, an emotionally 
structured perception of the other as inferior, as filthy, as dangerous, 
or even as evil. Prejudice is at the outset negative, but it also often has a 
positive flip-side: by affirming the inferiority or corruption of some other 
group of people, I simultaneously affirm the merits of my own identity. 
There are gains of harbouring such attitudes, and this is why they are 
stubborn and resistant to change: because they become part of peoples’ 
sense of self, of meaning and purpose. This is the challenge, because 
changing the prejudice - if it is deeply held - requires that people are 
willing to change their notion of self and being in the world. So actually 
challenging prejudice perceptions implies dealing with not just the 
factual knowledge we have about other people, but with the emotional 
needs that the prejudice satisfies. It means listening to the injustices and 
grievances that people have experienced or have been taught about, even 
though we find its expressions immoral or misguided.

Often prejudice is organised around a perceived threat of intrusion and 
loss. Someone is entering the space that ought to legitimately be mine. Or 
someone is gaining something that ought to legitimately be mine. This 
also means that in contexts with strong public narratives that construct 
a particular territory and a particular people as ‘a home’, such narratives 
might readily provide legitimacy to anxieties about intrusion and theft. 
This is exactly what nationalism in its strong forms does: it provides 
an understanding of community as first and last constituted by a given 
territory, metaphorically depicted as ‘a home’, to which a particular kind 
of people has primary rights. So even though we can probably imagine 
nationalism without prejudice, it provides a good breeding-ground for 
images of the stranger, who intrudes, or the uninvited guest who refuses 
to leave and even requires the same rights that I have. This perception 
of the other as someone, who is already a violator or intruder, who takes 
something from me, can provide an anchor-point for feelings of insecurity 
or anxieties about the future. It provides explanations for feelings of 
inadequacies, and it can legitimate acts of aggression - because ‘they’, the 
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intruders, did something first! And this is also why the ‘defence’ argument 
in conflict and war needs to be handled with care.

Of course, not all social hostility is about prejudice. However, we will 
often find traits of this attitude in many forms of collective conflicts, 
social polarisation and radicalisation, in war as well as in more 
mainstream nationalism. In that perspective, it might make sense to talk 
about the problem and challenge we are gathered here to work against as 
constituting one, single thing.

However, even if we agree upon prejudice as the thread that runs through 
nationalism, extremism, scepticism, othering, and stereotyping - and 
maybe also the kind of enmity which spurs wars - there might be significant 
differences as well, which could make it necessary for us to discuss or 
deal with its different expressions separately. If we consider a Danish 
context, then we might on some occasions be talking about prejudices, 
which might be deeply held but which nevertheless are residing rather 
silently in the hearts and minds of law-abiding people, without them 
ever doing anything more than expressing their aversions when they 
vote or when they discuss with their next door neighbours. On other 
occasions we are dealing with outbursts and expressions of prejudice in 
illegal acts such as discrimination and hate crimes - and here there might 
again be huge differences between the shopkeeper who refuse to hire a 
girl who wears the hijab and the young man who beats up an immigrant 
at night in front of a club. On some - and in a Danish context very few 
- occasions we are dealing with people who organise themselves into 
so-called extremist groupings. These are usually either radical left-wing 
(who hate the right-wings), radical right-wings (who hate the immigrants 
and the Muslims), and Islamists (who hate the non-Muslims and the 
‘false’ Muslims). And finally sometimes - and in Denmark much more 
frequently - we are dealing with everyday prejudices, where people live 
comfortably with (and largely unaware of ) negative, stereotyped images 
about other people. In this last case people would probably take distance 
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to any of the other types of prejudice that I have mentioned - actually 
most would probably deny contributing to any kind of polarisation at all. 

These different forms of polarisation might share the common trait of 
having a prejudiced component, but they are quite different in their 
causes as well as their consequences. For example radicalisation and 
extremism are as political strategies largely anti-establishment, they 
usually seek to radically alter the existing society, sometimes through 
more or less anti-democratic means. Also it is in many aspects associated 
with youth rebellion, general dissatisfaction with life opportunities and 
search for identity. In terms of consequences, such groups represent a 
democratic failure and testify to marginalisation of some young people. 
And currently this is also where the recruitment of young Muslims 
going to Syria and Iraq takes place. It is quite different with the kind of 
polarisation that takes place in our everyday stereotyping, where the 
drive is usually much more about preserving and protecting the current 
social, national or religious order, and where people are not necessarily 
neither young nor generally marginalised or ‘lost’ regarding who they are 
or where they belong. And consequences here are different, because this 
is where aversions become normalised. It is where the small, continuous 
devaluations of the other becomes solidified into mere common-sense 
knowledge about how ‘these other people are’, contributing to general 
distance or unconcern regarding the others’ well-being.

Even though we might see the structural similarities in the way of 
perceiving the other through negative stereotypes, I cannot help but 
think that the moment we want to actually do something, these different 
forms of polarisation might require rather different solutions.

THE DANISH CHALLENGES

Turning to the current Danish challenges, we first recognise that even 
though the Danish constitution has a rather solid framework of civil 
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rights, which largely guarantees the freedom and security of most 
citizens, there is no doubt that the Danish society faces its fair share of 
polarisation and prejudice. Without being able to provide any full picture 
of the situation, I would like to point towards at least three areas where 
processes of polarisation currently take place. 

Firstly, the continuous debates about Islam as a challenge to Danish/
European culture and identity. This particular polarisation between 
being Muslim and being Danish, or being Muslim and being modern-
liberal-democratic in the right way has been quite persistent over the 
last couple of decades, and it is one that Denmark shares with several 
other European countries as well. The political debates on ‘the Muslim 
problem’ have faded some during the last couple of years, not least due 
to a shift in attention towards the economic crises and hence a new 
polarisation towards Eastern European labour coming to Denmark. 
However, the problematizing of women wearing hijab or face-veil, the 
building of mosques or public displays of religiosity continues to pop up, 
and I suspect it will be a reservoir for polarisation for quite a while, not 
least as long as the militant conflicts in the Middle East affect Danish 
society in different ways.  

Secondly, the fact of war taking place outside the borders of the Danish 
state, but which nevertheless reaches into and restructures relationships 
between religious minorities in Denmark as well as between the ‘general 
Danish population’ and certain religious and ethnic minorities. The 
first case pertains to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which continuously 
contributes to hostile attitudes among some Danish Muslims towards 
Jews. Thus, we have had cases where people are harassed and threatened 
on the street when wearing the kippa, we have seen cases where school 
leaders at the residential area of Nørrebro in Copenhagen, which has a 
rather high percentage of residents with Palestinian background, have 
advised Jewish parents to find other schools for their children. Even 
though such cases may be relatively few and far between, they may 
feed anxieties and suspicion along communal lines. Also some research 
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suggests that various degrees of Holocaust denial is not uncommon among 
some segments of Danish Muslims, which obviously does not improve 
the relationship with their Jewish co-citizens. And not surprisingly, these 
conflicts are again picked up by some Danish politicians as an occasion 
to further generalise about and problematize the ability of Muslims to 
be tolerant and part of an ethnically and religiously diverse and open 
society.

Thirdly, the final arena for polarisation and prejudice in a Danish context 
that I will mention is not as clearly related to issues of prejudice and 
aversion as the two former - rather it is a more subtle and more implicit 
form of polarisation. Nevertheless it is one that has enormous human 
consequences. This is the polarisation framed as economic necessity, 
which distinguishes between the truly valuable human lives (which 
are those with the right kind of passport) and then those who are so 
unfortunate to live outside the secure zones of the more economically 
prosperous societies. In a Danish context, the culturally and nationally 
anchored anti-migration rhetoric of the 2000’s has largely been replaced 
by a combination of humanitarian and economic out-weighing. This 
means that reasons given for restrictions on refugee migration are now of 
a different kind - namely that we cannot afford to help. Still restrictions 
and concerns about numbers continue. So does the ethical questions 
regarding freedom of movement, human dignity, the right to be with 
one’s family, and the right to be safe, as did the explicitly nationalist 
framed restriction policies of the 2000. These are questions we need 
continuously to raise, not least since the Danish government - as Anders 
Gadegaard rightly pointed out - has chosen to take part in some of the 
military conflicts that create the refugee flows.

CIVIL SOCIETY

So, the question remains, what can civil society do? Now, my main point 
here is that we might want to consider what it is that we are fighting. Is 
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by a combination of humanitarian and economic out-weighing. This 
means that reasons given for restrictions on refugee migration are now of 
a different kind - namely that we cannot afford to help. Still restrictions 
and concerns about numbers continue. So does the ethical questions 
regarding freedom of movement, human dignity, the right to be with 
one’s family, and the right to be safe, as did the explicitly nationalist 
framed restriction policies of the 2000. These are questions we need 
continuously to raise, not least since the Danish government - as Anders 
Gadegaard rightly pointed out - has chosen to take part in some of the 
military conflicts that create the refugee flows.

CIVIL SOCIETY

So, the question remains, what can civil society do? Now, my main point 
here is that we might want to consider what it is that we are fighting. Is 
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it war? Is it social enmity more generally? Is it any violent disagreement? 
Is it prejudice? And if it is prejudice, we need to reckon the emotional 
structure and the stubbornness of what we are fighting, as well as the 
many different ways it might be expressed. While sociologists might be 
well suited to provide concepts, distinctions and explanations, providing 
solutions are not among our core competences. 

Still, when we consider the possible role of civil society organisations in 
confronting extremism, it is good to be as clear as possible about what it 
is we intend to confront. Sometimes extremism is taken to mean the use 
of anti-democratic, typically violent, means to further a certain political 
agenda. At other times it is used to designate the adherence to intolerant or 
absolutist ideologies. And again at other times it is used to label whatever 
ideas, organisations or practices that are considered too far away from 
the norm or the mainstream. In the latter case ‘fighting extremism’ can 
be a dangerous cover-up for silencing protests or rebellions against the 
established political system. Having this caution in mind, we can still 
probe the role of civil society regarding the first two points: the use of 
violence and the adherence to a particular kind of ideology in order to 
support this violence. Before concluding, allow me to elaborate a bit. 

In many ways, the existence of a vibrant civil society is in itself a testimony 
of an open and well-functioning state. Because it thrives on the freedom of 
its citizens to gather around the values, beliefs, and activities that they find 
important. Furthermore, active civil society organisations may serve as 
counter voices to, as well as inspiration for, state governance. As such, the 
very existence of an open and engaged civil society is an important anti-
dote to extremism, because it provides platforms for voicing injustices, 
for participating in meaningful activities and for taking ownership of the 
society one lives in.

Having said that, sometimes antidotes are not enough, and when 
extremism nevertheless develops, civil society organisations have - I 
believe - an important role to play in several ways. Primarily because 
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the main characteristic of civil society organisations is that they do not 
represent the state. They represent the voice of fellow citizens, and they 
are based on voluntariness. A recurring feature of extremist ideologies as 
well as extremist organisations is a strong opposition to the established 
political system, which is either part of the evil to be fought or which 
is weak or has betrayed its true purpose. In other words: the state and 
its representatives (which in many cases would also include schools and 
other educational authorities) are typically not endowed with much 
legitimacy, and therefore they probably have a limited ability to counter 
radicalisation, once the process reaches a certain point.

Here civil society organisations may have an important role to play in 
providing alternative activities and social context that can meet and feed 
peoples’ sense of worth and belonging. Extremism thrives on the idea of 
a radical rupture between the group and the surrounding society, and 
this calls for grass-root activities and initiatives that aim to bridge this 
rupture at the local level, such as out-reach activities, youth clubs, local 
sport clubs, voluntary tuition and the like. Also maintaining a connection 
with a local religious community or congregation that speaks a moderate 
voice seems to have an ability to lower the risk of radicalisation. 

Furthermore, civil society organisations can contribute to cast doubt 
upon the logics of extremist ideologies. Engaging in direct dialogue 
about the claims that are raised will probably never provide any collective 
changes in extremist organisation or congregations, and, at the surface, 
such conversation with extremists will typically be experienced as utterly 
futile. Still, being confronted with the problems and paradoxes of what 
ought to be a bulletproof defence of a cause can be an important step for 
individuals in leaving an extremist group.

Finally, civil society has a crucial role to play in preventing that the logics 
of extremism spill over from the narrow circles around an organisation to 
the wider society. Thus, having different religious communities standing 
side by side as a living contestation of extremist claims about enmity 
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is continuously important, especially in times where a growing part of 
mainstream public discourse joins in on the language of polarisation.
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REVOLUTION AND THE CRISIS 
OF RELIGION AND STATE 
IN THE ’ARAB SPRING’  
Presentation by Father Doctor Georges Massouh
Istanbul, 11 November 2014

REVOLUTION WITHOUT CHANGE

A revolution must have a set of elements in order to qualify as a revolution. 
A revolution is when you reap the benefits of advancement, prosperity and 
respecting human rights and their dignity. You cannot call a revolution a 
revolution when you replace a regime that does not respect freedoms, 
with an even more oppressive regime that kills freedom. If revolution is 
not accompanied by freedom it will kill all dreams of a better tomorrow 
for the people. It is dark comedy to call the revolution a revolution if we 
do not change the social, cultural, political and religious rules.

Revolution in European countries was coupled with a scientific, cultural 
and civilization renaissance. It was also coupled with good principles that 
dominated the political, law and social relations between the different 
members of the same society. On top of it, it promoted the concept of 
citizenship, which is a neutral field in which all members of society find 
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themselves equal in rights and responsibilities, regardless of colour, 
language, religion or sect. This is when the concept of democracy came 
to serve as a practical mechanism to practice citizenship in its best form. 
Hence, there is no real democracy without the respect of citizenship.

Therefore, we find it bizarre that the term revolution has been used to 
describe movements that have not done much change in our Arabic 
societies. We cannot call it a revolution if it is not lead by the principle 
of respecting human rights and the right to citizenship. What we are 
witnessing today is the dominance of extreme religious groups. That, 
however, will not make us lose hope, as a day will come where science, 
knowledge, and equal rights will rule, in order for us to deserve the 
revolution.

SECTARIAN REGIMES

Today, Arab regimes, whether based on religion or sectarianism, have 
failed miserably in convincing the majority of the citizens of their 
legitimacy or competency to lead them. When the ruler belongs to a 
religious minority, sectarian partisanship provokes allies and opponents 
alike. When the ruler belongs to the majority, the minority will start 
calling for freedom and equality, sometimes based on sectarianism.

Inciting religious and sectarian partisanship to stay in power, or by a 
coup, has only intensified internal problems and added more agitation to 
the existing strife. The sectarian conflict has added to the fear of religious 
minority groups or sectarian minority groups, as they do not have many 
options in the face of upcoming whirlwinds.

Religious minorities in the Arab world and a large proportion of Muslims 
are not particularly eager to have an extreme religious regime, nor do they 
want to be ruled by a sectarian emir by the name God, using backwards 
methods that do not belong to the modern era. The Islamic nation 



98

FROM A COMMON WORD TO COMMITTED PARTNERSHIP

themselves equal in rights and responsibilities, regardless of colour, 
language, religion or sect. This is when the concept of democracy came 
to serve as a practical mechanism to practice citizenship in its best form. 
Hence, there is no real democracy without the respect of citizenship.

Therefore, we find it bizarre that the term revolution has been used to 
describe movements that have not done much change in our Arabic 
societies. We cannot call it a revolution if it is not lead by the principle 
of respecting human rights and the right to citizenship. What we are 
witnessing today is the dominance of extreme religious groups. That, 
however, will not make us lose hope, as a day will come where science, 
knowledge, and equal rights will rule, in order for us to deserve the 
revolution.

SECTARIAN REGIMES

Today, Arab regimes, whether based on religion or sectarianism, have 
failed miserably in convincing the majority of the citizens of their 
legitimacy or competency to lead them. When the ruler belongs to a 
religious minority, sectarian partisanship provokes allies and opponents 
alike. When the ruler belongs to the majority, the minority will start 
calling for freedom and equality, sometimes based on sectarianism.

Inciting religious and sectarian partisanship to stay in power, or by a 
coup, has only intensified internal problems and added more agitation to 
the existing strife. The sectarian conflict has added to the fear of religious 
minority groups or sectarian minority groups, as they do not have many 
options in the face of upcoming whirlwinds.

Religious minorities in the Arab world and a large proportion of Muslims 
are not particularly eager to have an extreme religious regime, nor do they 
want to be ruled by a sectarian emir by the name God, using backwards 
methods that do not belong to the modern era. The Islamic nation 

REVOLUTION AND THE CRISIS OF RELIGION AND STATE IN THE ’ARAB SPRING’

99

previously lived under the jurisdiction of a caliphate. Yet, in our modern 
world, many countries have been established on its ruins. The need for 
a new law became a matter of urgency, and the most important matter to 
be regulated was the relation between Muslims and non-Muslims in the 
modern state. It was not acceptable for relations to remain as they were 
centuries ago. 

The only viable solution, as perceived by religious minorities and many 
Muslims, lies in the establishment of a country founded on the basis 
of full citizenship, based on a constitution that does not discriminate 
between citizens based on religion or sect. They do not want a religious 
system that will rule by allegedly divine preachers, which will turn them 
into second-class citizens. A system that is based on freedom and equality 
is the only guarantee for them and for the future of their children.

The troublesome relation between the various groups, majorities and 
minorities is growing by the day. We only hope to see a modern state 
that respects all its citizens on the basis of true citizenship, but we must 
endure painful labour, with one question that remains: how long will it 
last?

TOWARDS A CIVIL STATE? 

Many who are looking forward to having a real civil state are suspicious in 
regards to current developments in the Arab world, which are witnessing 
the seeds of future changes in the ruling regimes. The future remains 
unclear, it is characterised by mystery and blur. These sceptical people, 
whether Muslims or non-Muslims, do not rely on current repressive 
countries. On the contrary, they hope they will diminish, in word and 
deed, for the benefit of the citizenship-based country, the human rights 
country.
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When those who believe in the necessity of a civil state participate in 
movements against an oppressive state, it is by no means an indication 
that they accept a religious state that is no less cruel than the current one. 
This, because they believe they will be the ones to pay the price, whether 
it is going to be slavery or suffering from oppression and not enjoying 
their rights and freedoms. Iran would serve as a perfect example. After 
the Iranian revolution, all left and civil parties and movements that 
participated in the making of the revolution were excluded, and the 
Islamic Government was announced. The state that takes its legitimacy 
from God, as they claim, and no one else.

The main problem with the people who call for a religious state is not 
respecting political, social and religious diversity, in addition to not 
respecting the special components of the groups that constitute the 
national blend of the country. A religious country is not biased at all, 
because, according to its constitution, it puts citizens into different classes 
where those who do not follow the same religion or sect will be only 
nationals. A religious state means a theocratic state (Divine governance 
or rule in the name of God), or nomocracy (rule of law) instead of 
autocracy (a state in which supreme power is concentrated in the hands 
of one person) or the state of dictatorship.

Those who call for a civil state do not accept any of these states. There 
will be no respect for the dignity of a human being without having a civil 
state that is fair, and that does not have a religious authority imposing 
itself and its beliefs on others. If a civil state respects all its different sects 
and all its citizens’ religious beliefs, then why does a religion or a sect try 
to force itself and its ideologies on other religions and sects? 

The crisis does not lie with the civil state or its ideologies, which advocate 
for respecting diversity, but the crisis lies with some of the Islamic 
ideologies, which have no regards to civilians, whether Muslims or non-
Muslims, who do not wish to live under an Islamic rule. 
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It is time for a civil dialogue between all components. We will not say 
Islamic-Christian dialogue or interfaith dialogue, because we hope we 
will have a state where rights are equal and human dignity is preserved, 
and we hope we can bury all oppressive states whether they use religion 
as a cover or civility.

FANATICISM

Day after day, it is becoming more certain, that sectarian fanaticism is 
the strongest of all sorts of fanaticisms. This sectarian fanaticism is even 
making over religious fanaticism, which can unite all those belonging 
to the same religion regardless of the different sects. They eliminate 
all common factors that unite the followers of one religion in favour of 
disagreement and deadly strife.

If religious fanaticism motivates some to discriminate against the citizens 
of one country, then sectarian fanaticism does not only disturb the 
citizens of a homeland but it disturbs the people belonging to the same 
religion, which means, that if sectarian fanaticism is misused it can cause 
a double conflict.

What we are living today, is the result of upholding the sectarian bond 
over all other religious or national bonds. After almost a century of the 
fall of the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of national countries, 
the sectarian phantom is still present and it is way stronger than being 
a nationalist, despite all rhetoric speech about national bonds and 
homeland.

The Muslims who are in a position of authority, Sunnis or Shiites, 
politicians or clergymen, or the vast majority, are involved in projects way 
beyond them, and beyond their homeland. When they transfer wars and 
foreign conflicts to their own homeland by mobilising their followers and 
instigate them against fellow citizens who happen to belong to a different 
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sect, this is an evidence that Muslims only believe that countries are a 
historical mistake and must be eradicated, in order to unify under an 
Islamic Nation. Not based on religion alone but based on sects, where 
those who do not follow the same sect are outlawed.

The division between citizens of the same homeland, same city or same 
street, to two different sects fighting one another, defending or helping 
in a war outside their homeland, just because the fighters belong to the 
same religion or sect, means religion and sects are going to be destroyed, 
let alone the destruction of humans and homelands.

FAILURE OF MODERATE ISLAM

We, today, are paying an expensive price as moderate Islam has failed 
to provide new jurisprudence that would face today’s challenges, which 
we have been living for a century now, after the fall of the Caliphate and 
the eruption of new national countries. Yes, many of the Muslim scholars 
since the late 19th century have tried to provide jurisprudence to different 
matters, but the reality of the Islamic societies has changed - especially 
facing new challenges imposed by modernity and globalisation - and 
Islamic scholars have failed to keep up with the development.

Therefore, religious institutions thought it is enough to praise the 
traditional, moderate Islam, and made it the ceiling instead of making 
it a foundation to build on a modern, contemporary Islamic thought 
that can cater to the modern life, which could have freed these societies 
from constraints that is not allowing them to follow up with modern 
civilisation.

Moderate religious institutes were not active enough, for they have not 
provided answers to today’s challenges. They should have played their 
role by helping the state to free itself from fanatics and help it legislate 
laws that do not discriminate between one citizen and another, one sect 
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and another. Instead, regimes and religious institutions conspired with 
one another. The regime subjected religious institutions to it, and in 
return religious institutions agreed not to reform their constitutions, and 
at the same time religious institutions gave up on jurisprudence, which is 
its main duty, if not the sole.

Some blame minorities for upholding their ethnic or religious identity 
over others. But many of these critics come from a sectarian position, 
and because they are numerous they believe it is okay for them to dictate 
what minorities can and cannot do.

The fact is, Islamic ideologies failed to solve minority problems, for it 
divides the society into two, Muslims on one side and non-Muslims on 
the other. The Islamic ideology in itself is responsible for the minority 
phenomenon, because the ideologists could not find ways that would 
allow the minorities to blend into the Islamic society.

A VIABLE SOLUTION

It seems that there can never be respect for human dignity with a civil 
state that rules with justice and where there is no religious authority 
imposing its ideologies over people. The crisis lies within part of the 
Islamic ideology that has not yet taken into consideration the civil 
methods. Many Muslims and non-Muslims refuse a religious state.

The relationship crisis between religious groups, majorities and 
minorities is intensifying by the day. Yet, minorities are allowed to look 
forward to having modern, developed governments, especially when it 
comes to respecting human rights. As for an oppressive state, whether 
religious or not, it is an evil that must be eradicated, sooner or later.
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EXTREMISM, RELIGIONS 
AND DISENGAGEMENT
Presentation by Dr. Murshed Maashuk Al Khaznawi
Copenhagen, 28 May 2016

A very big question was asked in the invitation letter to this conference, a 
question that everyone is asking nowadays: why is religion used as a tool 
to stir up extremism? How is religion related to terrorism and extremism? 
Why is violence always perpetrated by earnestly religious people? ISIS, 
Qaeda, the Popular mobilisation Forces in Iraq, Hezbollah in Lebanon 
are all fervent in their Muslim faith witness, religious wars in Europe, 
the Crusades, the genocide of native Americans were all perpetrated by 
extremist groups. Whether Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindus, etcetera 
... is this extremism shown by religious groups rooted in the religions they 
follow? Is extremism or violence inherent to religions? How can religion 
be used to counter this same extremism?

The answer to these questions requires much more than few minutes and 
could be the subject of long and detailed studies, however, I will try to 
go through them quickly, hoping that my words will be accepted even 
by those among you who would disagree with me, since we are gathered 
here in an academic framework to tackle an issue facing us all.
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Dear friends, regarding the above stated questions, and based on a 
comprehensive study of these issues, I think that it would be hard, even 
inconceivable, to distinguish between beliefs and extremism, no matter 
what type of belief we are talking about, whether religious, intellectual, 
political, social, economic, and so on. In fact, extremism is at the heart of 
belief, as it is generated by the concept of monopoly, which ultimately 
leads to intellectual and progressively to behavioural extremism.

Therefore, it would be wrong to consider extremism as solely religious, 
otherwise to which religion could we attribute Hitler’s and Stalin’s 
actions? In fact, any belief or ideology, when it turns into a group or 
system, carries the seeds of extremism that would grow bigger and bigger 
whenever this ideology or belief is based on exclusion and annihilation 
and hence is easily transformed into a racist sanguinary movement.

As we cannot relate extremism to religions, we cannot relate it to one 
single religion either. The issue here is religious extremism in general, 
extremism not being limited to any religion even if at some periods of 
history it is seemingly associated to one religion more than the others.

Subsequently, fanaticism is at the root of extremism which in turn is 
inherent to any belief, including religious beliefs since each religion 
claims to be the sole key to redemption; extremism as simply defined is 
a culmination, the ultimate level that could ever be reached and hence it 
goes together with a believer’s faith that has attained its peak. Believers, 
as a consequence, carry as well the seeds of extremism and when they 
show an ”extremist” behaviour, it is usually based on their faith and wish 
to conciliate reality with the will of God. They are proud to translate their 
faith into reality, and what for us is vice, for them is laudable virtue, and 
our allegations of extremism are, for them, atheistic attempts to sap God’s 
presence in people’s lives.

This fact is true for all three Abrahamic religions, as Jews, Christians and 
Muslims have beliefs, which for them are undeniable truths. Some of 
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these beliefs are negative, such as denial of redemption for other faith 
communities, while other beliefs are positive such as the recognition and 
respect of other religions.

This is the belief in absolute truth, leaving no room for any other truth or 
meaning, where nothing is hidden or to be discovered, but everything is 
known and clear, and where knowledge is only a defence strategy, a tool 
to elaborate convincing explanations of irrevocable consequences.

Such belief generates an overwhelming conviction that the truth 
happened to be exclusively found - for reasons we ignore - in our families, 
tribes or communities, while anything outside this circle would be void.

Some might disagree with the above and might try to reject it with dozens 
of sacred texts, but here we should note that these texts are no criteria as 
religious texts can be interpreted, re-interpreted and counter-interpreted. 
In fact, almost all religious movements throughout history, whether 
extremist or moderate, have used religious texts for their own benefits, 
and that is the reason why Imam Ali avoided arguing the Holy Quran 
with the Khawarej since it was ”easily interpretable” as he used to say. If 
religious texts really contained the last word and were capable of ending 
an argument, extremism would not have had that impact on history and 
religion would not be used as a main tool for extremism.

It is true that extremism could be rooted in our beliefs, including our 
religious beliefs, religion, however, is not the sole element of extremism, 
and one proof is that the biggest majority of religious people does not kill 
since religions also call for treating others well.

There are many texts demonstrating how tolerant and merciful our 
religions and beliefs are, but I am trying to tackle this issue from another 
angle, shedding light on these dormant seeds of extremism, which, 
to sprout, require the cultural, political and social factors that will 
create a favourable environment for extremist behaviours, particularly 



110

FROM A COMMON WORD TO COMMITTED PARTNERSHIP

environments of fear for identity, existence, destiny, fear for the land 
along with feelings of marginalisation, exclusion, oppression and 
injustice, which soon translate into negative, tensed and unbalanced 
reactions. Besides, religion provides a spiritual and ethical power, which, 
under favourable conditions, could be used as a means for expression 
and protest against any deplorable reality, knowing the value of religion 
and hence its capacity to promote even what should not be promoted.

French sociologist Olivier Roy here says that, ”what we are witnessing is 
not Islam’s extremism but rather extremism islamisation, as those who are 
using Islam to justify their extremism, in other historical circumstances, 
would have joined extreme left or extreme right parties or even terrorist 
organizations”.

Confirming the above, it is worth mentioning that the Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria was the product of what was left from the old Iraqi regime, 
a nationalist regime claiming to be secular, as well as of the current Syrian 
regime, which was also born from that same Iraqi system, the Baath. It 
would be enough to read their most famous literature to understand that 
this party is in no way affiliated with any religion, as their famous poet 
Shafik Al Kamali (from the Syrian town of Abu Kamal) used to say: ”I 
believe in Baath as my one and only God .... and in Arabism as my only 
religion”, adding about Saddam Hussain: ”without you there would be 
no rain, without you there would be no trees, without you, Saddam, there 
would be no human beings”.

Nowadays, as terrorism and extremism find fertile ground to grow and 
spread, this ideology is drawing on some cultural, political and social 
circumstances to exploit religion, knowing its importance in people’s 
lives; in other words, it hijacked Islam and turned it into an ideological 
cover for some groups who believe in violence as a means for change.

Therefore, it is high time for us today to stop outbidding one another 
with values of brotherhood and tolerance, and join efforts to counter 
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the misuse of religion and preserve it from such attempts in the future, 
especially that extremism and terrorism were not only the product of 
economic and political circumstances, but of an additional and very 
dangerous element, which is the exploitation and misinterpretation of 
religious texts.

This phenomenon was not limited to confrontation grounds and 
battlefields; in fact, it found new fields and grounds, in particular in 
social media like Facebook, Twitter and participatory games. In addition, 
the phenomenon of terrorism and extremism is not limited anymore to 
a specific geographic location or to certain groups, but nowadays has 
provinces, walis and caliphs. This phenomenon requires therefore, if it 
is not already too late, concerted efforts from scholars, leaders, experts, 
politicians, journalists and businessmen in order to limit it. As a Muslim 
seeking knowledge and having a link with this phenomenon, I would 
like to seize this opportunity to present a set of rules that, in my opinion, 
can help at least shed light on some of the aspects related to the way of 
dealing with this disease.

First Rule: Wisdom and logic require that we look at all the causes behind 
this phenomenon, which necessitates that we agree on all its latent and 
underlying aspects. Unfortunately, the official and unofficial Arab-
Muslim rhetoric include differences in this regard, which is benefitting 
extremism. In fact, the official discourse of some Arab and Islamic 
governments focus on religious fanaticism, considering it as the only 
strong pillar of terrorism. There is as well the secular discourse; when 
I classify these discourses, I do not intend to judge them but just try to 
classify them. I personally respect the position of the Holy Quran that 
forbids classification of people, but for the sake of the study, we say: 
according to the secular discourse, the crisis resulting in terrorism and 
extremism is originally a crisis related to the religious text. The Islamic 
discourse considers that tyranny, injustice and the lack of application of 
the Islamic Sharia are the reasons behind extremism. 
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It is true that each trend has detected a part of the crisis; but if we want 
to be honest with ourselves and with our future generations, we should 
be courageous and wise enough to look at all these causes and agree 
that they all contribute, to varying degrees, in generating the terrorism 
phenomenon. This is rule number one. If we fail to agree on that one, we 
will have persisting divergences that will be exploited by the advocates of 
extremism and terrorism.

Second Rule: If we are to deal with the phenomenon of terrorism and 
extremism we cannot but review the methodology of religious culture. Our 
religious culture, unfortunately like all religions and ideas as I previously 
mentioned, carry ideas that might be unconsciously fostering extremism 
and terrorism; like the idea of The Saved Sect, loyalty and disavowal 
(Al-wala’ wa-l-bara’), the Islamic alternative idea, the inevitability of the 
Islamic solution, and the inevitability of the application of the Sharia. 

These ideas might seem smooth, but they are at the same time saw-
toothed. The obsession of an individual or a community with an idea 
of The Saved Sect puts ultimately an end to dialogue, differences and 
jurisprudence, because fanatics think that their logic is prevailing and 
that they have the right answers for all the questions. 

This is the culture that is currently prevailing in schools and institutes 
regarding The Saved Sect. Everyone is trying to determine who this 
Saved Sect is, but no one is asking God if all the nation, humanity and 
people would be among this Saved Sect. 

Third Rule: While reviewing our religious culture, we should insist on 
separating between divine texts and between the interpretation and 
words of scholars. This culture became so widespread among people to 
the extent that some of these scholars’ explanations, interpretations and 
comments became as divine as the Holy Text. Some consider that these 
interpretations are a religion that should be respected, thus the following 
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saying: “All goodness is in following those who went before - the salaf - 
and all evil is in following the innovations of those who came later.”

Among the most serious repercussions of this thought were the sectarian 
and confessional fanaticism, the spread of the culture of atonement, 
considering that the other is an infidel, immoral and not following the 
right path, spreading the idea that there is only one road to salvation, 
restricting religion to a certain confession, group or emir, and imposing a 
way of thinking. Some forgot that God is merciful with all His creatures 
and that He is the Beneficent, the Forgiver.

It is high time for scholars, preachers and opinion leaders to find effective 
solutions in order to save the youth of this nation from religious fanaticism 
by unveiling its false preaching and by presenting the proper religious 
perception regarding some sayings and actions that are no longer hidden. 
It is time to address this dangerous phenomenon and bury it before it is 
too late.

May Allah’s peace, blessings and mercy be upon you.
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APPENDIX: 
THEMES AND STATEMENTS 
FROM THE FOUR CONFERENCES
BEIRUT CONFERENCE 2012

The first BEIRUT CONFERENCE took place in May 2012 and was 
entitled “With a Common Voice – Towards a Better Understanding”. It 
was joined by 50 Christian and Muslim representatives from Denmark, 
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Jordan.
 
As this was the first meeting between people of different faiths and 
nationalities the arrangers made an effort to promote better understanding 
between Christians and Muslims through concentrating on common 
values across religious and cultural differences. The themes were debated 
at lectures, plenary sessions and group discussions focusing on what the 
participants could say together with a common voice on issues of faith, 
ethics, religious freedom, coexistence, and dialogue across cultures. 

The conference facilitated a safe environment for sharing experiences 
with peaceful local, national and international co-existence, and 
confirmed that dialogue is crucial to strengthening cooperation and 
gaining mutual respect between religions. At the end of the conference, 
the participants adopted a common statement on issues of faith in God, 
ethics, religious freedom, and the role of religions across continents with 
a promise of commitment to promote a culture of dialogue and equity. 
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The participants agreed on the following message: 

1. Christians and Muslims confess faith in God the one Creator.  
This faith constitutes a common space for further dialogue. 

2. We agree that the different conceptions of God/Allah should not be a 
source of distrust. 

3. We agree that the deep love of God compels us to love every human 
being and to respect his or her opinions and rights irrespective of his 
or her faith or political conviction. 

4. Both Muslim and Christian values are interrelated with the principles 
of human rights such as the dignity of human beings, freedom of 
expression, freedom of religion, equality, the right of life, rights of  
women and justice for all. 

5. Muslims and Christians share ethical values such as compassion, care 
for the weak and respect for each other. 

6. We regard the basic values of Islam and Christianity as an enrichment 
of our societies. 

7. Religious communities and individuals should be an integral and 
active part of society. Religious differences should enrich civil, 
political and cultural rights for all.

8. We commit ourselves to promote a culture of equity, better 
understanding, appreciation and genuinely equal citizenship in  
society through e.g. raising awareness, the use of media and education 
curricula. 

COPENHAGEN CONFERENCE 2012

The following COPENHAGEN CONFERENCE entitled “Beyond Words 
- A Committed Partnership between Muslims and Christians” took place 
in September 2012 and was attended by a group of 50 Christian and 
Muslim representatives from Denmark, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, United 
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Jordan. 
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The aim of the conference was to move from the common statement 
and beyond words towards a committed partnership. The participants 
debated the relation between people of different faiths, the prerequisite 
of appreciating one another, and the necessity of advocating the interests 
and rights of each other. They also shared experiences with partnerships 
between Muslims and Christians that paved the way for religious 
inclusion, common values and goals, and debated how to identify and 
implement best practices.

In the final statement the participants committed themselves to the 
following: 

1. To reaffirm the statement of the conference in Beirut 1-3 May 2012. 
2. To share scriptural wisdom across religions through joint study 

projects and activities. 
3. To give the youth opportunities to interact through sporting events, 

camps, cultural activities etc. with the purpose of strengthening and 
growing mutual respect and understanding. 

4. To demonstrate solidarity when faith communities are oppressed and 
marginalized. 

5. To address problems facing both Christians and Muslims such as 
mutual ignorance, hostile imagery, hate crimes, “Islamophobia” as 
well as “Westophobia”, fear of the other and attacks on holy sites and 
figures and to encourage a discourse of mutual respect with sincerity. 

6. To support each other’s efforts to develop our religious facilities such 
as building mosques and churches. 

7. To promote a culture of using the freedom of expression which is a 
sacred principle of the human rights - in a responsible way and to 
reject using freedom of expression with the sole purpose of insulting 
creeds and symbols of faith. 

8. To advocate for equal rights and opportunities for faith communities. 
9. To contribute in shaping the future of our societies based on mutual 

respect, citizenship and human rights, particularly at this specific 
time of political change in the Arab world. 
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10. To work with the media to give more space to a fair and balanced 
coverage of religious matters and to promote religious inclusivity.

11. To follow up on the progress of this committed partnership.

ISTANBUL CONFERENCE 2014

The ISTANBUL CONFERENCE was given the title “Growing Together. 
Benefitting from practical cooperation. Facing social and political 
challenges together.” It took place in November 2014 with the participation 
of 50 Christian and Muslim representatives from Denmark and Norway, 
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, UAE, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Egypt.

In light of the critical developments in especially the Middle East, the 
conference concentrated on three major themes: 

1) Types of conflict causing forced separation of religious and ethnic 
groups. 

2) Effects of emigration and immigration on religious and social society.  
3) Scepticism towards “the other” and tendencies to false generalizations 

in light of increasing nationalism and radicalism.

Participants in the conference listened to keynote speakers from Arab 
and Danish contexts addressing the three themes. Next, participants 
were divided into groups to reflect on the causes and to discuss possible 
initiatives to support and strengthen cross-religious cooperation as a way 
to alleviate the prevailing fragmentation. 

The following were among the affirmations of the conference:

1. There is no alternative to dialogue and working together to achieve 
peace and justice. Dialogue is crucial to strengthen cooperation, to 
have better understanding of the religious other, and to enhance 
mutual respect. 
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2. In the absence of state of law and the lack of common standards where 
conflicts are prevailing, there is a need to work on active citizenship 
that provides equality, freedom, respect of religious diversity and 
national unity.

3. The conference calls on national governments to assume their full 
responsibility in protecting citizens and other people within the 
jurisdiction of the state regardless of their religious, ethnic or cultural 
belonging.

Some of the recommendations from the conference:

1. Respectful conversation is pivotal as a mean to encounter scepticism 
towards “the other”. Religious communities are able to offer both a 
space for identity and for respectful dialogue. Our cooperation needs 
to enhance this kind of dialogue locally and between our Danish and 
Arab communities.

2. The conference condemns all forms of terrorism including the 
ones camouflaged by religion. We call on religious authorities to 
continue addressing and strongly condemning the issue of terrorism 
and extremism whoever perpetrates it, and to publicly speak of the 
enrichment of society by the active presence of faith communities 
different to their own.

3. Further consideration should be given to the possible establishment 
of a joint crisis group among the participants that may express 
common concerns as a global voice vis a vis the developments in the 
international political and religious agenda.

The fourth conference was influenced by continued conflicts around the 
world and carried the title “Interfaith Dialogue Confronting Extremism”. 
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COPENHAGEN CONFERENCE 2016

The final COPENHAGEN CONFERENCE took place in May 2016 with 
50 participants from Denmark, Norway, USA, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, UAE, 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt.

Working with presentations in small groups, several causes and solutions 
to extremism were identified. 

These included a developmental aspect that regards extremism as 
multidimensional and accumulative of multi-factorial variables. 
Therefore, it requires a variety of social, economic, political and religious 
responses. Focus should be on identifying root causes of extremism and 
addressing them. Emphasizing identity is key when fostering diversity as 
an asset in a society. It is important to promote peaceful religious and 
cultural coexistence.  There is a need for developing alternative and 
positive narratives to counter extremism. It is necessary to be conscious 
of the effects of foreign policies and international affairs.

Another aspect was religion as cause and/or solution to extremism, 
which led to a number of recommendations. Interfaith dialogue needs to 
be relevant to the masses. This can be achieved by developing common 
values across religions. Deep understanding of religion reinforces 
tolerance. Attention to religious text interpretation and comprehension 
prevents misinterpretation of religion. It is necessary to confront extremist 
groups. Religious leaders have a great responsibility in prevention. 

Finally the role of civil society in preventing and confronting extremism 
was debated, which lead to the several suggestions. It was seen as 
important to support civil society initiatives and activities and encourage 
self-expression, openness, and freedom when attempting to prevent 
extremism. Religious leaders and communities were advised to engage 
with civil society to enhance mutual recognition. Authentic voices 
negotiating between society and government should be empowered.  
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The Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue project took place 2012-16 and included four 
international conferences aiming at promoting common understanding and 
partnerships across faith traditions and geographical belongings. During the 
years, the conference participants have addressed different topics. Some of the 
articles are reproduced in this book. The book is accompanied by a documentary 
film and all materials gathered during the process are available on the project’s 
website www.danisharabdialogue.org. The materials in the book, film and website 
are not identical, but complement each other in order to present a fuller picture of 
the experience and the kind of knowledge produced. 

 
”The Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue project has not only involved a great number 
of Christian and Muslim leaders, academic scholars, opinion makers and activists 
from Denmark and the Arab world at four inspiring conferences of great 
importance. The project has also inspired participants and their networks to 
establish and strengthen interfaith and inter-regional fellowship. It is our sincere 
belief that projects like this do make a difference in times of conflict and mistrust 
when attempting to overcome extremism and build relations for the common 
benefit of all. With this book, Danish-Arab Interfaith Dialogue inspires the reader to 
reflect and react in their contexts both as religious leaders, scholars and activists 
involved in interfaith dialogue, understanding and partnerships.”

Dr. Riad Jarjour, General Secretary, Arab Group for Muslim Christian Dialogue

”This book takes stock of the ongoing efforts in European-Middle Eastern interfaith 
dialogue – both as a practical experience and as an academic reflection. Once a 
preserve for the few and dedicated, this field has emerged as a venue of 
discussion of numerous pertinent questions in Middle Eastern and, increasingly, in 
European societies. The prominence of religious issues in the public debate has 
made it necessary for people of different religions to connect and face the 
challenge of a re-emergence of sectarian rhetoric and sentiments. Bringing faith 
into the discussion has proven fruitful, and sometimes also necessary. The 
discipline of interfaith reflections will only grow in importance.”

Dr. Jakob Skovgaard Petersen, Professor of Islamic Studies, University of Copenhagen    
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