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Introduction

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The interreligious issue is without a doubt a capital question for present day societies. The traditional borders which limited the areas in which the different cultures developed have disappeared. Today men and women of different cultures, traditions, religions have to live side by side. This phenomenon continues to grow due to the search for better living conditions and a necessary sharing of information for the development of peoples. 

In a similar scenario in continual evolution, there emerge interesting questions, economic, social, political and above all religious. With regard to the latter the present day mentality is to see the religious dimension of the human person as something to be restricted to the private sphere with no incidence on the public dimension. In fact to speak of religious matters means referring mainly to the modality in which man relates to a higher Being in order to discern a particular way of viewing reality: one's idea of life, of interpersonal relationships, respect for creation, the use of natural resources, man's work etc. From this point of view any attempt to reduce the religious experience to the purely private aspect, which is always fundamental, could fail to take into account the structural data which characterises the human being. 

Those who try to neutralise the social aspect of religion, sooner of later, end up preventing even its private aspect, taking the place of God: in the past there have been many terrible examples. In fact the different cultures, including primitive ones, have always considered the natural religiosity of man as the modality for marking the stages of life in society: it suffices to think of initiation rites in many ancient cultures which served as a viaticum for becoming a full member of society; or the different rites of expiation which involved both religious and secular authorities.  However it is mainly in the western culture that a fracture occurred between these two areas, reaching its peak in   with the Enlightenment, precursor phenomenon of the French Revolution. Legitimately claiming the value of reason, beginning with great progress in science and technology, man dared to eliminate God in order to be the one, only and ultimate judge of himself. In the so-called developed world, the religious question in general and interreligious dialogue especially, is to a great extent polluted by this vision. 

Nevertheless the Catholic Church, with the healthy realism which has marked her journey through history, has not shied away from the challenge which comes from this state of affairs. Striving to offer new means and ways to foster dialogue and harmony among all men and women, believers and non believers, Christians and non Christians, the Catholic Church is in front line to promote discussion. Indeed it is thanks to the Catholic Church that dialogue, discussion and collaboration exist today among men and women of different religions. Examples of this are various Vatican II documents:  Nostra Aetate, Gaudium et Spes, Dignitatis Humanae. As well as a series of meetings between recent popes and leaders of some of the great non Christian religions.   

However the Church's efforts to promote dialogue has engendered, particularly in the last 40 years, a series of misunderstandings within the people of God with regard to the opportuneness of evangelisation, almost as if we had entered an era in which Christ's mandate to go and baptise all nations in the name of the Most Holy Trinity, were no longer valid or indeed even harmful since it could upset peaceful co-existence among members of different religions. The apparent antinomy between identity and dialogue saw the scales tip towards the latter. These organisations, although involved in praiseworthy work to help the poor and mediate situations of conflict in the world, engendered considerable misunderstanding with regard to the specificity of the Christian faith compared with the other world religions. 

Promotion of certain initiatives, although with positive aspects connected with the image, too often produced confusion  with regard to the differences between religions. Inexact contextualisation of these events engendered strange misunderstandings among the people of God and not only. Certain Catholic intellectuals and even certain clerics, began to doubt  the exclusive nature of the salvation brought by Jesus Christ. The step from a mistaken position to the consideration that, anyone who still struggled to announce salvation and conversion was old fashioned, was short. After all if one of the key departments of the Catholic Church such as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith felt it necessary to clarify the unicity of the salvific mediation of Christ with a solemn act, the publication of the Dominus Iesus (August 6, 2000), (there must have been some reason; just as more recently the same department issued a doctrinal note on some aspects of evangelisation. ( Ibidem, Doctrinal Note on some aspects of evangelisation, Rome, 2007)

Now we must ask ourselves, if interreligious dialogue and discussion as it is, fails to produce results, what is the alternative? Rigid clinging to one's positions of which the consequence would be conflict? Diverse identities destined never to meet? Let us try to answer these questions with what John Paul II said at the Angelus during which he presented the above mentioned declaration: “Our belief in Christ as the only Son through whom we see the fact of the Father (cfr Jn 14,8), is not arrogance which despises all other religions, but instead joyful gratitude that Christ has shown himself to us with no merit on our part”.

The path indicated by this statement sets us in the right viewpoint: the Christian faith is an undeserved and unmerited gift, a precious treasure which we cannot keep to ourselves but which we are bound by duty to share with others.

Religions:  one question, many answers

In the Second Vatican Council

Pope John XXIII in the Bull of Indiction of the Second Vatican Council,  Humanae Salutis, spoke with sorrow of world in crisis “which exalts itself with its conquests in the scientific and technological field but which brings also the consequences of a temporal order which some have wished to re-organise without God. This is why modern society is earmarked by great material progress to which there is not a corresponding advancement in the moral field ” and a “completely new and disconcerting fact: the existence of a militant atheism which is active on a world level" 

In his discourse to open the Council, the pontiff said “the great problem, facing the world is always the same : to be for or to be against God. It is easy to see this situation if we carefully consider the world today, so concerned with politics and disputes of an economic nature, that it has no longer time to listen to any spiritual solicitation” (John XXIII discourse to open Vatican II 11 October 1962)

When he reopened the Council, Paul VI started from the same concern as his predecessor. He said it was necessary to reawaken in man a sense of religion and worship of God and he called on Christians to appreciate the good and the truth present also in other religions. He urged them to be responsible and a debtor towards all humanity in the awareness expressed in the Pacem in Terris  of “how far the world is still from truth, justice, freedom and love, that is from peace”. (Paul VI, discourse to open 4th session of Vatican II)

It emerges from what we have said that the Church is concerned for humanity and its destiny. Her pronouncements all aim for the integral salvation of the person and of society. She identifies the central difficulty of man with the search for meaning which constitutes his most authentic image. 

The Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes on the Church in the modern World affirms: “Nevertheless, in the face of the modern development of the world, the number constantly swells of the people who raise the most basic questions of recognise them with a new sharpness: what is man? What is this sense of sorrow, of evil, of death, which continues to exist despite so much progress?” (Gaudium et Spes 10)
In the history of humanity there is documentation of the constant presence of such questions which are the most profound image, the religions sense to which is opposed as the rule, the exception of a temporal order anxious to deny the existence of God. Or, while not explicitly denying God's existence, at times man claims the right to pass judgement on his own deeds and therefore put himself in God's place.

 Gaudium et Spes continues - "For while God is expressly denied by some, others believe that man can assert absolutely nothing about Him (…)Many, unduly transgressing the limits of the positive sciences, contend that everything can be explained by this kind of scientific reasoning alone, or by contrast, they altogether disallow that there is any absolute truth”.(GS 19)

The most recurrent and threatening form of atheism is the one which denies not God's existence but His ability to change history. The gravity of this idea is that it often become idolatry, because by nature man cannot do without devotion towards an Absolute.

Starting again from the dignity of the human person 

The Church, nevertheless is aware that problems are solved not by their elusion but by facing them and their challenges. Gaudium et Spes affirms “ beneath all changes there are many realities which do not change and which have their ultimate foundation in Christ, Who is the same yesterday and today, yes and forever” and in this light of this awareness she “ wishes to speak to all men in order to shed light on the mystery of man and to cooperate in finding the solution to the outstanding problems of our time.”(10)

Since the problems to solve are many there is ample space for cooperation among the different peoples, cultures and religions. The method indicated by the Council is to valorise the effort which believers and non can make to render life less difficult: “According to the almost unanimous opinion of believers and unbelievers alike, all things on earth should be related to man as their centre and crown.”. (12) But Gaudium et Spes is aware that this statement can be ambiguous. Unless we know what man we are talking about it is difficult not to fall into the trap of ideology which in ultimate analysis establishes what type of man is more functional for his project. Gaudium et Spes explains “ Though made of body and soul, man is one. Through his bodily composition he gathers to himself the elements of the material world; thus they reach their crown through him, and through him raise their voice in free praise of the Creator”. (14)

The centre of discussion about religions must be the constitutive aspect of the person, whose fundamental characteristic is reason. A reason which is open, able to grasp that what surrounds us cannot be the fruit of our own creativity; instead it is the reflection of a creative Being who shapes and renews.  To eliminate or marginalise the man's transcendent dimension means to reduce the human person to an anonymous mechanism of nature. 

Religious Freedom

To foster a cultural atmosphere which gives importance of the spiritual dimension of man, is to lay the premises for authentic dialogue among believers of different religions.  

Religious freedom is certainly connected with this aspect. A religious community unwilling or unable to measure itself with this primary human right is destined to disappear sooner or later. The so called “principle of Gamaliel” (Acts 5,34 – 39).  ) applied by the Jewish Sanhedrin to the early Church is still valid after thousand years.

The principle of religious freedom besides being a test to assess an experience of faith serves also to verify the capacity of a state to organise its juridical order: the degree of consideration which it is willing to: give to the religions experience of its people; recognise the different communities present in its territory; foster free expression.

Religious freedom according to the Vatican II's Dignitates Humanae, is founded on the dignity of the human person and must therefore be juridically recognised and guaranteed “ Wherefore every man has the duty, and therefore the right, to seek the truth in matters religious in order that he may with prudence form for himself right and true judgements of conscience, under use of all suitable means.”. (Declaration on Religious Freedom Dignitatis humanae 3) We each are set in a community context. This is revealed by the nature of things: we are born in a community, educated in a community, we live good part of our life with other people. “ The freedom or immunity from coercion in matters religious which is the endowment of persons as individuals is also to be recognised as their right when they act in community”. And again: “Religious communities also have the right not to be hindered in their public teaching and witness to their faith, whether by the spoken or by the written word.”( Ibidem,  4)

The method used by a religious experience is indicative of its authenticity: open the world to God and bring the world to God;  respectful of freedom in proposing and accepting. Vatican II holds that man must “man's response to God in faith must be free: no one therefore is to be forced to embrace the Christian faith against his own will”.( Ibidem 10)

Jesus Christ himself, while underlining the gravity of the question of being for him or against him, carried out his mission announcing and proposing the way to salvation without exercising any form of coercion.  The Council declaration affirms, nevertheless the Church: “ has kept safe and handed on the doctrine received from the Master and from the apostles. In the life of the People of God, as it has made its pilgrim way through the vicissitudes of human history, there has at times appeared a way of acting that was hardly in accord with the spirit of the Gospel or even opposed to it. Nevertheless, the doctrine of the Church that no one is to be coerced into faith has always stood firm.”. (Ibidem 12)  

The Dignitatitis humanae declaration sees religious freedom as the key to the question of the development of a civilisation. Far from being simply a banner to unfurl to increase her hegemony,  the Church,  referring to this principle, claims this freedom for all even the smallest minority groups. A society, a nation, a state will be respectful of differences and minorities to the extent in which they give consideration to this constitutive right. Not by chance totalitarian regimes, in the past and those which still exist, to make their ideology take root, try to suffocate in man the religious necessity preventing him from publicly professing his beliefs. 

Interdependence among peoples   

Another Council document of interest for grasping the Church's approach with non Christian religions is the Declaration Nostra Aetate on “The Church's relations with non Christian religions”. 

It reveals the face of a Church attentive to the present day movement of unification and interdependence of the human race. Like other council documents this text was prophetic with regard to what is today widespread. 

The prophetic trait of Nostra Aetate is to be found in its emphasis on two fundamental aspirations of men and women of every epoch: to seek God in order to enter into relationship with Him; to find answers to the fundamental questions of life. What is the purpose of a religion if not to respond to deepest questions of the human heart? We read of “enigmas of the human condition today, as in the past the heart of man is deeply disturbed”; the document clearly describes these enigmas: “ What is man? What is the meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what sin? Whence suffering and what purpose does it serve? Which is the road to true happiness? What are death, judgement and retribution after death? What, finally, is that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses our existence: whence do we come, and where are we going? ”( Nostra Aetate 1)

The points listed above could serve as criteria for a comparison of religions. We might “question” the different religions on each of the points in order to assess the reasonableness of the answers given by each. This comparison, clearly, would have to consider the historical, geographical and cultural context in which the respective beliefs were born and developed. Because although it is true that a religious experience can be exported anywhere and come into contact with cultures different from the native culture, there remains the unquestionable fact that certain aspects of a religion or philosophy of life are applicable only in the cultural context in which that religion or philosophy of life was born. 

In this regard we cannot forget that the Christian religion itself, especially in the early stages of its history, faced this sort of difficulty above all with regard to Judaism and its rites. 

According to the Council declaration the religious sense, the factor common to all peoples, obviously needs, as every aspect of human life, to be educated, sustained, developed and continually broadened. An attitude which leads the Church to be open to all that is true in other religions. 

Nostra Aetate dedicates two paragraphs to the great monotheistic religions: Judaism and Islam. 

a) With the Jews

Notable in this document at paragraph 4, the  emphasis on the special bond which exists between Christians and Jews, united by a long common spiritual tradition “the Church of Christ acknowledges that, according to God's saving design, the beginnings of her faith and her election are found already among the Patriarchs, Moses and the prophets. She professes that all who believe in Christ-Abraham's sons according to faith -are included in the same Patriarch's call...” (ibidem 4) Jesus, his mother, the apostles, many of the first disciples who announced the Gospel of Christ were Jews.

Again: “Nevertheless, God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does not repent of the gifts He makes or of the calls He issues-such is the witness of the Apostle. In company with the Prophets and the same Apostle, the Church awaits that day, known to God alone, on which all peoples will address the Lord in a single voice and "serve him shoulder to shoulder" >>”. 

The Council on the basis of a “great common spiritual heritage”, urges Christians and Jews to promote reciprocal knowledge through biblical and theological studies not forgetting the contrasts which have occurred between the Jews and the followers of Jesus of Nazareth since Christianity began.

b) With Muslims

The paragraph dedicated to Muslims opens with a statement of esteem with regard to the followers of Mohammed as adorers of the one true, living God, all merciful and almighty, creator of heaven and earth. As the Koran says “the one living God, all merciful and almighty, creator of heaven and earth, who has spoken to mankind … who possess the keys to the mystery of which he alone has perfect knowledge” 

Aspects which, although understood differently, are points for discussion. The declaration underlines the esteem which Muslims have of Jesus; however the Koran, in order to emphasise the absolute transcendence of God, makes Jesus say “You know what is in me, but I do not know what is in you. You have perfect knowledge of all invisible secrets ”; the Koran and Islam give Jesus an exceptional place in the list of the prophets, he is the exemplary servant who refuses all the attributes which Christian give him: he is neither God, nor Lord, nor the Son of God, nor the third of the Three, nor was it the Jews who crucified and killed him. The Koran regards Mary as a women especially blessed, a virgin par excellence, a woman of great faith and devotion, she receives the announcement of a child, who is born of her without human intervention; in addition to this the Koran professes faith in the Patriarch Abraham common to all three of the great religions. A Muslim also believes that certain persons are sent by God, in his loving mercy, to human beings in a history which repeats itself in cycles; the Muslim makes a distinction between great and minor prophets. Among the former he includes Abraham, “the friend of God”, the founder of religion in spirit and truth, Moses, “God's interlocutor ”, the legislator for the sons of Israel. 

The Council, however, while not overlooking the dissent and enmity which has arisen through the centuries between Christians and Muslims, “encourages both sides to forget the past and exercise sincere mutual understanding” to promote “social justice, moral values, peace and freedom” (Ibidem  3).

The prophetic nature of the above lines is there for everyone to see. One field in which Christians and Muslims can collaborate is certainly that of promoting development, overcoming social injustices which exist in Muslim countries and in every country. Therefore if on the one hand certain aspects differentiate the manner in which Christians and Muslim understand God, any activity which safeguards the dignity every human person, man and woman, is valid: although on this point there are major differences, it is a suitable solution for tackling the truly epochal difficulties facing humanity today. 

In the Magisterium of John Paul II

John Paul II took the many solicitations which emerged from the council assembly and began to implement them with great courage.

Among the most significant gestures we might include his meeting with the Muslim community in Casablanca in Morocco, his visit to the Synagogue of Rome to meet the capital's Jewish community, the day of Prayer for Peace in Assisi with representatives of the main religions of the world and a second such day in Assisi.

19 August 1985, meeting with the Muslim community in Casablanca.

A highly spiritual meeting as the Pope himself affirmed: “Also, it is as a believer that I come to you today. It is quite simply that I would like to give here today the witness of that which I believe, of that which I wish for the well-being of the people, my brothers, and of the people, my brothers, and of that which, from experience, I consider to be useful for all. To believe in God .” ( Meeting with young Muslims in Casablanca, 19 August 1985 ) A believer however does not forget that in the past there may have been misunderstandings, difficulties, at times aggression, but this can never be done in the name of God in whom we believe. obedience to God and this love for man should lead us to respect man's rights, these rights which are the expression of God's will and the demands of human nature such as it was created by God (…)Therefore, respect and dialogue require reciprocity in all spheres, especially in that which concerns basic freedoms, more particularly religious freedom”.  (Ibidem)

13 April1986,  visit to the Synagogue of Rome and meeting with the then chief Rabbi of the local Jewish community Elio Toaff. 

The Pope inserted this gesture as part of the progress made by his predecessors, saying “some of you have visited the Vatican several times, on the occasion of numerous audiences I have had with representatives of Judaism in Italy and in the rest of the world, and even before, in the time of my predecessors, Paul VI, John XXIII and Pius XII” (meeting with the Jewish community of Rome 13 April 1986). And again “this meeting concludes, after the pontificate of John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council, a long period on which we must reflect in order to glean from it opportune lessons”. (Ibidem)

27 October 1986, Assisi, meeting with leaders of the main world religions 

The finality which led John Paul II to invite leaders of the great world religions to Assisi in October 1986, was to allow each in his or her own way, to pray for the gift of peace. On that occasion the Pope said that despite “many marked differences”,  it is  necessary to find “a common basis on which to work together to find a solution to the dramatic challenge of our epoch: authentic peace or catastrophic war? “.( Interreligious Meeting in Assisi 27 October 1986)

On that occasion the participants were not asked to give up their respective traditions, their way of praying. They all opened their hearts to God in their own way to put before him their deepest longings.

24 January 2002, Assisi, second interreligious meeting 

On 18 November 2001, John Paul II announced his intention to invite members of the world religions to return to Assisi to pray that contradictions might be overcome and authentic peace be promoted among all peoples. He gave the date of 24 January 2002. Announcing the initiative the Pontiff clearly said it was a meeting to remove any theological basis for the use of religion to justify violence, war or terrorism. It should be remembered that this second Day of Prayer for Peace in Assisi came after the tragic September 11 2001 attack on the Twin Towers in new York and the consequent war in Afghanistan.

Here is a key passage of the Pope's discourse “ Once again, gathered here together, we declare that whoever uses religion to foment violence contradicts religion’s deepest and truest inspiration.

It is essential, therefore, that religious people and communities should in the clearest and most radical way repudiate violence, all violence, starting with the violence that seeks to clothe itself in religion, appealing even to the most holy name of God in order to offend man. To offend against man is, most certainly, to offend against God. There is no religious goal which can possibly justify the use of violence by man against man ”. (24 January 2002, Assisi, second interreligious meeting)

The organisation of those days, purified from that ideological attempt to spread an Irenist idea of the Christian faith, revealed themselves to be historical for the public testimony of authoritative men and women of faith di fede: only authentic openness to God enables people to be open to others. This method in all the different religions in called prayer.

On this subject John Paul II said: “To pray is not to escape from history and the problems which it presents. On the contrary, it is to choose to face reality not on our own, but with the strength that comes from on high, the strength of truth and love which have their ultimate source in God

. Faced with the treachery of evil, religious people can count on God, who absolutely wills what is good. They can pray to him to have the courage to face even the greatest difficulties with a sense of personal responsibility, never yielding to fatalism or impulsive reactions.”.(24 January 2002, Assisi, second interreligious meeting)
 How effective were the days of Assisi? Once the event was over what remained of the pact made in Assisi? These were and still are the most recurrent questions following those events. These are real questions which the participants too must have posed themselves. But we know that when we decide to follow the logic of God one of the analogies we use is that of the seed. It is up to us men and women to sow and to God to decide when and how the seed grows and bears fruit. 

The Regensburg milestone

Benedict XVI's lecture at the University of Regensburg

The tragic events of 11 September 2001 plunged into crisis interreligious dialogue which, betraying the complexity of the question as affirmed by Vatican II and the pontiffs of recent decades, John Paul II especially, ended up devaluing the specific which the Christian faith had brought down through the centuries. The model of pacifist multiculturalism found in the New York attacks an obstacle not foreseen by the supporters of dialogue without identity. Certainly terrorist attacks did not start with 11 September. But they did find in that macabre and spectacular image of death, the icon of destructive nihilism. In those towers which literally disintegrated there were almost three thousand people. Were they all Christians? Was it an Islamic attack aimed at the den of Christians thirsting for power and money to possess the world? Nothing of the sort: there were men and women of all origins, races, religious who went there, leaving husband, wife, children or parents to find through work their own realisation and promote the realisation of others. 

What we witnessed was a sort of holocaust not aimed at some race, as it has tragically happened in the past, but at men and women as such. What is the most suitable answer to such horror. A preventive war to hunt to the last, persons willing to blow themselves up? To teach the young generations to identify members of other religions as a lurking danger? To continue on the line of multiculturalism which puts all religions on the same level pending the arrival of a super world religion, a mix of all the best aspects of the others? We might be fascinated by these ideas, if they had not been denied by the facts especially in the recent decade. We think that the fundamental point for interreligious dialogue should be sought in distinction between faith and culture and how a given faith is able to relate to any culture. It would appear to us that the question was treated with extreme clarity in a book by the then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger.( Joseph Ratzinger, Fede, Verità, Tolleranza, Cantagalli, Siena, 2003). In this book in the chapter Faith, Religion and Culture, starting from the universalistic capacity of Christianity the author carefully distinguishes the significance of the terms in question and doing so highlights the fact that the superposition of these aspects can lead to a wrong understanding what is connected with the system of faith of a certain religion from which constitutes the cultural covering of the latter. At a certain point he asks: “what can connect cultures in a way that they are not, so to say, sewn together, but in a way that their encounter give rise to intimate fecundation and purification?”. (Joseph Ratzinger, op. cit. p. 68)

This makes us realise that in dialogue man's attempt, although commendable, to put different cultures religions and races together one beside the other, perhaps even 'fenced' in, with no opportunity for reciprocal communication is of no value. For many it came as a bitter surprise to discover the identity of those responsible for terrorist attacks a few years ago in the city of London. They were not from Afghan or Iranian training camps instead they were people born, raised and 'educated' in Britain. People who had been to the same schools as those killed. For too many decades it was ingenuously thought that it sufficed to welcome people of other cultures and religions into our cities, without even trying to enter into relationship with them. Instead the means which can really foster profitable encounter between different cultures “can only be the common truth about man, in which at stake is always the truth about God and reality as a whole. The more a culture is similar to human nature, the more it is elevated, the more it will aspire to the truth from which to a certain point it has been cut off, and be able to assimilate this truth and identify itself with it”.( Ibidem pp. 68-69)

Nevertheless it seems to us that a real milestone in interreligious dialogue can be found in the lecture which Pope Benedict XVI gave at the University of Regensburg. In fact on that occasion the Pontiff connected the question of faith with reason. He introduced his lecture referring to conversation, which probably occurred in 1391, in Ankara, between the Byzantine Emperor Manuel II Paleologus and a learned Persian, on Christianity and Islam and the truth of these two religions. A varied conversation on the structure of the faith contained in the Bible and in the Koran, dwelling mainly on the image of God and man in the Old and New Testaments and in the Koran. At a certain point in the conversation, recently edited and cited by the Pope during his lecture at that university in Germany, the emperor touches the subject of the jihād, holy war. Benedict XVI, after distancing himself from Paleologus' thought on Mohammed, retains a fundamental point of that thought with regard to the relationship between God and violence, affirming: “ The emperor, after having expressed himself so forcefully, goes on to explain in detail the reasons why spreading the faith through violence is something unreasonable. Violence is incompatible with the nature of God and the nature of the soul. "God", he says, "is not pleased by blood - and not acting reasonably (σὺν λόγω) is contrary to God's nature. Faith is born of the soul, not the body. Whoever would lead someone to faith needs the ability to speak well and to reason properly, without violence and threats... To convince a reasonable soul, one does not need a strong arm, or weapons of any kind, or any other means of threatening a person with death…>>”.  (Benedict XVI, meeting with representatives of science, Faith, reason and university. Memories and reflections. Aula Magna University of Regensburg, 12 September 2006.)

The focal point of his lecture was precisely the above mentioned statement by Paleologus that not acting reasonably is contrary to God's nature. Far from being an attack, as many in the Islamic world unfortunately misunderstood, this statement was the point of departure of an articulated discourse which led the Pontiff to give a brief but effective historic philosophical outline of the attempt, on the part of the western world to de-Hellenise the Christian faith restricting the role of reason in its relationship with the latter, and as a consequence weakening even the value of reason. The Pope's reflections taking as a pretext the conversation between those two men, representatives respectively of  Christianity and Islam of the 14th century, arrived at the marginalisation of theology and philosophy as a method of knowledge.  Benedict XVI, referring to the grave responsibility of western thought for having served reason so badly in its attempt to reach an approach to the faith without “filter” which ended up banishing the latter to the ambit of the subjective, wished not for a return to before this happened, instead he called for “ a broadening our concept of reason and its application. While we rejoice in the new possibilities open to humanity, we also see the dangers arising from these possibilities and we must ask ourselves how we can overcome them. We will succeed in doing so only if reason and faith come together in a new way, if we overcome the self-imposed limitation of reason to the empirically falsifiable, and if we once more disclose its vast horizons. In this sense theology rightly belongs in the university and within the wide-ranging dialogue of sciences, not merely as a historical discipline and one of the human sciences, but precisely as theology, as inquiry into the rationality of faith. Only thus do we become capable of that genuine dialogue of cultures and religions so urgently needed today. (Benedict XVI, meeting with representatives of science, Faith, reason and university. Memories and reflections. Aula Magna University of Regensburg, 12 September 2006.)

Men and women of today faces challenges which are many and complex: from the lives of millions in danger of starvation to inter-ethnic and global wars, from lack of respect for life to spreading hedonism which characterises the lifestyle of much of the world's population. This is why man today has turned again to “listening to the great experiences and insights of the religious traditions of humanity, and those of the Christian faith in particular, is a source of knowledge, and to ignore it would be an unacceptable restriction of our listening and responding.” (Benedict XVI, meeting with representatives of science, Faith, reason and university. Memories and reflections. Aula Magna University of Regensburg, 12 September 2006.) We can no longer linger over the limits which marked past attempts to apply the Gospel to the circumstances of life of which the negative protagonists included, sad to say, even men of the Church. In this regard the Pope cites words Socrates spoke to Phaedo: “ <<"It would be easily understandable if someone became so annoyed at all these false notions that for the rest of his life he despised and mocked all talk about being - but in this way he would be deprived of the truth of existence and would suffer a great loss".>>.  The West has long been endangered by this aversion to the questions which underlie its rationality, and can only suffer great harm thereby.” (Idem) Following the arrangement of the Pontiff we understand that the difficulty of undertaking a suitable path in interreligious dialogue lies not so much in the lack of openness to what is different which is always urgent and desirable, but to have made dialogue the end instead of the means. For too long it was thought that only by emptying of significance every identity bearing experience we would be able to dialogue with everyone. In actual fact only reason able to open itself to reality in all its breadth can truly discover the greatness of authentic religious experiences which are able to say that “not acting reasonably is contrary to the God's nature”.

Post-Regensburg

Following the Regensburg lecture at least two types of reaction emerged. On the one hand a noisy reaction from furious crowds in some Muslim countries. One or two phrases carefully extrapolated by some western editorialist and circulated on the media mobilised thousands of people who had had neither a desire nor the time to read what the Pope actually said. The Holy See explained what the Pope intended and Benedict XVI himself lost no opportunity to reaffirm what he really thinks. The Pope's real intentions were clear when he went to Turkey and made a historic visit to Sultanahmet Mosque, also known as the Blue Mosque, in November 2006, a few months after the lecture Regensburg. Another reaction, no less dangerous was an attempt in ecclesial circles to pass off, with an attitude of half embarrassment and half indignation, the superficiality with which the Pontiff had given such a discourse at a time marked by violence and intolerance.

However the lecture had real consequences. Many meetings to promote peace and dialogue never produced as much as a lecture in those measured tones and with those rigorous contents. We will simply mention the consequences:

A month after the lecture in Regensburg, an 'open letter' arrived on the desk of Benedict XVI signed by 38 leading Muslim personages of different countries and orientations, which discusses point by point the judgements on Islam which the Pope expressed in that lecture. The authors of the letter accept and appreciate unreservedly the explanation given by Benedict XVI following the wave of protests which rose up from the Muslim world a few days after the lecture, especially the Pope's address to the ambassadors of  Muslim countries on 25 September, and the firm reference by secretary of state Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, in a note dated 16 September, to the Council document Nostra Aetate. They also firmly condemn the assassination in Somalia in Muslim Mogadishu of the Italian missionary Sister Leonella Sgorbati. The authors of the letter express appreciation for Benedict XVI's desire for dialogue. Above all they take his theories seriously. The letter from the 38 leaders approaches what the Pope hoped to obtain with his audacious lecture in Regensburg: encouraging even within the Muslim world public reflection which disassociates religion from violence and connects it instead with reason. 

Therefore, the Pope is of the opinion, it is precisely the "reasonableness" of the faith which is the natural soil of encounter between Christian and other religions and cultures. 

· A year after this letter, 138 leading Muslim personages wrote a letter to the Pope.  Unlike the first, the second letter was addressed not only to Pope Benedict XVI but also to the ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, Bartholomew I, the Patriarch of Moscow Alexis II and leaders of 18 other eastern Churches; Anglican Archbishop Rowan Williams of Canterbury; heads of world federations of Lutherans, Reformed Churches, Methodists and Baptists; the secretary general of the World Council of Churches, Samuel Kobia, and 'leaders of Christian churches' in general.  With regard to the contents, the first letter supported a clear position in favour of ' unlimited' freedom of belief.  It claimed rationality of Islam whole holding firm to the transcendence of God.  It reaffirmed the limits posed by Islamic doctrine to recourse to war and the use of violence condemning "utopian dreams in which the end justifies the means".  It ended expressing the hope that Islam and Christianity will establish relations founded on love of God and love of neighbour, the "two greatest commandments" mentioned by Jesus in the Gospel of Mark 12, 29-31.  The second letter starts where the first one finished, developing the subject. The commandments to love God and neighbour– present in the Koran and in the Bible are the "common word" which offers the "soundest possible theological basis" for the encounter between Islam and Christianity.

6 November 2007. The Pope receives in the Vatican King Abdallah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud of

Saudi Arabia. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has no diplomatic relations with the Holy See. Therefore the King's visit, the first of its kind, was an historic event. Arabia represents today the most well known authority in the Sunni Muslim world, both for historical  reasons (Islam was born and developed in this region), and for “socio-economic” reasons: the country supplies financial assistance to almost every Muslim country. The Holy See statement on the meeting was brief and intense: «The meetings took place in a cordial atmosphere and provided an opportunity to consider questions close to the heart of both sides. In particular, the commitment to inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue aimed at peaceful and fruitful coexistence between individuals and peoples was reiterated, as was the importance of collaboration between Christians, Muslims and Jews for the promotion of peace, justice and spiritual and moral values, especially in support of the family.».

A superficial vision, might have seen the Regensburg lecture as the tombstone of Christian/Muslim dialogue, in our opinion it revealed itself to be a turning point in this very dialogue. 

Conclusion

We could conclude by saying that to render dialogue effective making it a tool rather than an end, it is necessary to put aside the conviction that only by not bearing witnesses to identity can there be peace and reciprocal respect. This is not the method which Jesus taught us: He reached out to all, spoke to all, never failing to explain why He had come into the world: to bear witness to the Father. The Church following the Master has continued with the same method: announcing to men and women of every epoch the news of the Incarnation of the Word, His passion, death and resurrection. As an example we present the experience of dialogue adopted by a most exceptional figure in the history of the Church: St Francis of Assisi. The period in which he lived was not one of the most peaceful times: wars between towns, crusades. In a similar context we mention one of the most significant episodes in the life of St Francis: his meeting with the Sultan of Egypt. The episode is reported in the Leggenda Maggiore di San Bonaventura da Bagnoregio. Thirteen years after his conversion, Francis set out for the East. On his pilgrimage he wished to meet the Sultan, although at the time Christians and Saracens were in bitter conflict. Relations had turned sour after the Sultan issued an edict promising a reward of a golden bison of to anyone who produced the head of a Christian.

In front of Sultan Melek-el Kaamel, during a cease fire from the end of August and the end of September 1219, Francis was questioned about the purpose of his visit. The saint, “with intrepid heart replied that he had been sent not by man but by Almighty God, to show the Sultan and his people the path to salvation and to announce the Gospel of Truth. He preached to the Sultan about God, one in Three and the Saviour of all peoples, Jesus Christ”.( Leggenda Maggiore, San Bonaventura da Bagnoregio)

The episode just described, reveals a special method of dialogue. A method which followers of St Francis have continued to use through the centuries and still use today. It is enough to think of the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land which is a continual labour of dialogue amidst two majorities, Jewish and Muslim, which make life difficult for the Christian minority in the land of Jesus. As in the past Franciscan works of assistance and education are offered not only to the local Christian community but also to Muslims. The same method is seen in the activity of Mother Teresa of Calcutta who made her work of charity a continual interreligious effort; she never subordinated her charity work to conversion of Hindus to Christianity, but at the same time openly declared that her work was for Christ. Or the pastoral work of the Italian missionary Fr Andrea Santoro, murdered in Turkey not long ago.

We are no longer used to this form of dialogue because today there is a recurrent idea that dialogue is authentic and useful when those involved abandon the specificity of their identity to avoid, supposedly, offending the interlocutor. In fact the strange conviction that affirmation of identity causes conflict has infiltrated even in the Catholic world.  

At this point we must clarify what is meant by identity. If the idea of identity is to use one's religion or one's point of view as a flag to wave for one's own interests, this may easily become ideology: in this case the aim is to possess the Truth rather than be its servant. But if identity means bearing loving witness of one's experience of faith lived in the attempt to demonstrate it with works of charity then there is no danger of intolerance. The documents we have seen intended to underline that the aim of witnessing to our faith is to make life less difficult for all men and women.  From the good of the individual, to the larger good of the whole society. How can we fail to remember what Jesus said: “I come not to judge the world but to save it ”.

Without being disciples of someone it is difficult to dialogue, whatever our religion. In our opinion the Church continues to have the courage to use words such as person, family, education, truth, love simply because she is aware that she is the historical continuity of Emmanuel, God with us, who leaves no stone unturned in order to help man be what he is called to be. Christ's death on the cross, is the image of love unlimited offered even to his executioners.

The subject of dialogue has become too confused because it has been separated from that of the Truth, generating in the common mentality the mistaken idea of a contraposition between the two poles in question. To remove the idea of Truth from a religion means removing the raw material for building something. The danger of fundamentalism is precisely that it has eliminated the possibility that Truth can exist and can be communicated to man. However signs of hope are not lacking: recent pontificates, including the present one, have been marked by a desire to build bridges with present day culture in order to break down barriers built instrumentally between believers and non believers, and between believers of different religions diverse. A future of peace, dialogue, and harmony among all peoples lies not in the effort, attempted through down through the centuries and especially in the last one, to annul religion, but instead in the effort to live the Truth in one's personal religious experience. Christians know that since God became man, since the Word became flesh, nothing and no one is a stranger, each and all in some mysterious manner are connected with Jesus Christ, the authentic face of God. 

________________________________________________________________________________
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