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Bringfng our legacy to light. 

Love of Neighbor in 
Christian Scripture 
As a Basis for Christian-
Muslim Dialogue and 
Cooperation I"You don't have to be an
---------------1.exprrrt to engage in interfaith 

dialogue. Seasoned exprrrts
CHARLES A. KIMBALL have valuable contributions 

to make. The future hope,
Exodus 20:16- Matthew 22:3440 - however; rests more with 

Romans 12:7-18 intrrrfaith undrrrstanding that 
takes root with a. wide varietyInterfaith understanding and coop-
of Christians and Muslimseration today represent an urgent 
who both seek to be faithfulagenda for thoughtful people of faith. 
and genuinely open to theirIn addition to important theological 
neighbors... " issues, there are numerous, urgent 

practical issues that relate to our 
shared life in community-locally, nationally and globally. Now, more 
than ever, we must face the challenges and the problems facing our 
communities of faith direcdy and forthrighdy. It is particularly helpful 
when we can engage critical issues together in an interfaith context 
such as this Baptist-Muslim Dialogue here in Boston. 

Christians and Muslims are currendy engaging one another direcdy 
and constructively. Amidst the multiple problems and looming chal-
lenges, we can discern many signs of hope. To be sure, there are more 
ways to frame the challenges posed than our time allows--challenges 
internally and across religious lines--challenges for adherents within 
the world's two largest communities of faith. 

CHARLES A. KIMBAll... is Presidential Professor and Director of Religious Studies at 
the University of Oklahoma in Norman, OK. He has served as chair of the 
Department of Religion at Wake Forest University, Director of the Middle East Office 
of the National Council of Churches, New York, and has authored many articles and 
books on religion and society including Striving Together: A Way F(lfWard in Christian-
Muslim Relations. Correspond: Religious Studies Program, 455 West lindsey, Suite 
804, Norman, OK 73019. 

This paper has three foci. The áfirst portion identifies selected, key 
issues framing Christian-Muslim relations today. We will next identify and 
illustrate ways some prominent evangelical and Baptist leaders are prop-
agating fear of and hate toward Muslims rather than embrace the 
demanding call to love one's neighbor--even one's perceived enemy. 
While we need to accentuate the positive, we must not ignore the power-
ful influence of the dangerously misguided approaches to Islam and 
Christian-Muslim relations that shape the views of many people. Fmally, 
we will examine three ways followers ofJesus can build upon founda-
tional biblical principles to pursue clear and constructive approaches to 
Muslim neighbors in areas of (1) education, (2) dialogical encounter and 
(3) cooperation in community. 

A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM REIATIONS 

Islam has presented Christians with unique challenges and problems 
since the time of Muhammad in the seventh century. Islam emerged 
from Arabia as a powerful religious, military, and political force. The 
dramatic success that fueled the spread of Islam posed distiIlctive chal-
lenges: what were Christians to make of a religion that spoke. of the 
One, true God, the God of Abraham, Moses, and David, of the virgin 
birth of Jesus ... but also rejected the divinity ofJesus, the crucifixion 
and resurrections, and the doctrine of the Trinity? 

Islam is distinctive, in part, as the only religious system to ever really 
threaten the existence of Christianity. Once the Christian community grew 
beyond its humble Jewish origins, no other religious system or tradition 
besides Islam posed a mortal challenge. Sadly, the long centuries 'ofmis-
understanding and conflict have contributed to a history of mistrust and 
mutual antipathy. Hostility towards Islam runs deep in Western literature-
from Dante to Martin Luther. Though there were some notable excep-
tions-such as S1. Francis of Assisi-most Western Christian literature is 
overwhelmingly negative toward Islam. In Dante's Inferno, Muhammad and 
Ali are located deep in the pits ofhell,just a few rungs above Judas. Luther 
focused on Islam in three different books. He called the Qur'an a vile and 
shameful book. Luther acknowledged he'd never actually seen a copy of 
the Qur'an. Even so, he still knew it was vile and shamefull 

The Arab Oil embargo of 1974 was a harbinger' of things to come. Those 
with oil-including many Muslim nations in the Middle East-discovered 
how much power they could wield in the petroleum-dependent world. 
The emerging regional and global importance of increasingly powerful 
Muslim countries in the midst of the ongoing Israeli/Palestinian coOflict 
and turmoil in Lebanon and other parts of the volatile Middle East was 

76 



a key factor in my decision to focus on Islam and Jewish-Christian-
Muslim relations in my doctoral work at Harvard. 

As a part of the doctoral program, I spent the 1977-78 academic year 
studying in Cairo at the American University. My spouse and I also trav-
eled extensively in Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Israel and the occupied terri-
tories during that time of upheaval and transition. We were in Cairo in 
October of 1977, when Egyptian President Anwar Sadat stunned the 
world by announcing suddenly that he was going to Jerusalem to begin 
a peace process with Israel. The Camp David Peace Process followed, 
but there were many problems that the Israeli-Egyptian peace process 
could not address. 

Through an unusual series of events, I was drawn directly into the 
Iranian hostage situation in the early weeks of the standoffin late 1979. 
I was one of seven Americans--six clergy and one former Peace Corps 
worker in Iran-invited to Iran to meet directly with the Ayatollah 
Khomeini, the top political and religious leaders and the student mili-
tants holding the then fifty-three American hostages. On two subse-
quent trips, I returned to Iran at the invitation of Iranians to facilitate 
communications and take mail to the hostages. Clearly, the, landscape 
in the Middle East was changing dramatically. 

The shock waves engendered by the Iranian revolution in 1979 cer-
tainly surfaced longstanding fears of a resurgent, militant Islamic 
movement that was ready to take on the Western "Christian" world. 
Numerous developments in various parts of the predominantly Muslim 
world in the past three decades-including the rise of violent extrem-
ism in the name of Islam-have clearly fed the popular image of Islam 
as somehow inherently violent and menacing. 

In the years following the horrific attacks of Sept. 11,2001, a chorus 
of U.S. Christian leaders have jumped on this bandwagon and played 
to the stereotypical fears that abound. Their simplistic, often ignorant 
and, in my view, very dangerous pronouncements illustrate what peo-
ple of faith and goodwill ought not to do at this critical time in human 
history. We will re.turn to this matter below. 

Interfaith dialogue and engagement is the appropriate response to 
Jesus' declaration about the Greatest Commandment. When asked about 
the greatest commandment, the Gospel of Matthew reports Jesus' reply: 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul. and with all your mind. This is the greatest and first com-
mandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the 
prophets. (Matthew 22:37-40) 

In Jesus' day, the first two-thirds of the Hebrew Bible werefixed;;.....;dle 
Law (the Pentateuch) and the Prophets (the Prophetic books, Kings; 
Samuel, Chronicles, etc.). The final portion, the Writings, (Ruth, Esther, 
the Song ofSongs, etc.) would not be finalized for another half cenniry. 
The point here is powerful and profound: Jesus is saying that you can dis-
cern the heart of sacred scripture in these two commandments. All who 
claim to be followers ofJesus must take these words very seriously. 

It is important to underscore a key point here about the "interpretation" 
ofsacred texts in all religious traditions, namely: all sacred scriptures have 
to be interpreted. A wide range of views and claims are readily apparent 
amoflg adherents in all religions. No matter how one perceives a sacred 
text as inspired or God-given, one still has to interpret what the words 
mean. This is why you have long traditions related to various schools of 
interpretation and application in all religions with sacred scriptures. 

One chapter in When Religion Becomes Evil (HarperOne, rev. ed., 
2008) focuses on "absolute truth claims." In that chapter, I explore in 
some detail how seemingly sincere and deeply committed people of 
faith can and often do abuse sacred texts. Selective reading coupled 
with claims of literal interpretation make it possible to confirm almost 
anything based on the Bible, for instance. Church history illustrates the 
point all too vividly and tragically. 

We need much more honesty and clarity about the wayS we read and 
interpret sacred texts, particularly when they are used as the justifica-
tion for the behavior towards others. I maintain that no one takes the 
Bible literally at every point. It is impossible to do. How do you take the 
Song ofSongs literally? It is an erotic love poem. God is notmentioned 
in this book of the Hebrew Bible. Ask the most fundamentalist 
Christian or r,igidly Orthodox Jew how to interpret this text and you 
will get responses about how this is a metaphor of God's love for Israel 
or God's love for the Church. Finel This is a reasonable interpretation. 
But, it is not a literal interpretation. One can illustrate how no one 
takes the Bible literally at all points in hundreds of obvious and dear 
ex;unples. In the same chapter of Exodus, chapter 33, weare told that 
"Moses used to speak to God face-to-face, as a friend," and the "no one 
can see the face of God and live." Both statements can't be literally 
true. Surely, the clue for interpretation is found in the phrase, "as a 
friend." Moses' face-to-face encounters with God indicate a level of inti-
macy that was unique and distinctive. 

There are some Christians who push literal interpretation to the limit. 
Study the worship services ofPentecostal serpent handling Christians in 
some parts of West Virginia, Tennessee, Georgia and the Carolinas. 
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These people read Jesus' words in Mark 16 about taking up serpents 
and drinking deadly things far more literally than any television 
preacher who claims to take everything in the Bible literally. 

Parallel challenges of interpretation exist with the Qur'an. While 
Muslims strongly affirm that the Qur'an is the literal Word of God and 
faithfully seek to understand and follow this guidance literally, the pic-
ture is far more complex. In the Qur'an 3:7 we learn that some pas-
sages are clear and some have to be interpreted. There is a long history 
of interpretation and exegesis of the sacred text. As with Christian 
schools of interpretation, Muslim interpreters have varied in their 
understandings of both the outward and inward meanings in the 
revealed text over the centuries. 

In addition, Christians, Muslims and other people of faith must 
always wrestle with what appear to be very different even contradictory 
passages within their sacred texts. Jesus' "Sermon on the Mount" in 
Matthew 5 includes this well-known beatitude: "Blessed are the peace-
makers for they shall be called the children of God." Five chapters later 
in Matthew, these distinctly different words from Jesus are reported: 

Do not think I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not 
come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man 
against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daugh-
ter-in-Iaw against her mother-in-law; and one's foes will be mem-
bers of one's own household. (Matthew 10:34-36) 

Obviously, some interpretation is needed. The latter passage-and 
an even stronger parallel in Luke 14:26--seem to be talking not about 
physical warfare, but the way commitment to the Kingdom of God will 
divide even the closest of relationships. 

Muslims have these same types of challenges, too, as different ayahs 
(''verses'') appear to be at odds with other ayahs. For example, there are 
numerous passages in the Qur'an that affirm the "People of the Book," 
most notably Jews and Christians. An example of such an affirmation, 
one suggesting the promise of paradise awaits believers, is found in two 
surahs ("chapters"): 

Behold! Those who have faith, and those who are Jews, Christians 
and Sabaeans-those who trust in God and the Last Day, and do 
what is righteous, they shall have their reward; no fear shall come 
upon them, neither shall they grieve. (Qur'an 2:62 and 5:69) 

Alongside this kind of positive affirmation one finds several of the so-
called "sword" verses. A frequently cited example is found in surah 2. 

While most people only quote the first part, the full context is important. 
And fight in the cause of Allah with those who fight with you, and 
do not exceed the limits, surely Allah does not love those who 
exceed the limits. And kill them wherever you find them, and drive 
them out from where they drove you out and persecution is severer 
than slaughter, and do not fight with them at the Sacred Mosque (in 
Mecca) until they fight with you in it, but if they do fight you, then 
slay them; such is the reward of the unbelievers. But if they desist, 
then surely Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. And fight with them until 
there is no persecution, and religion should be only for Allah, but 
if they desist, then there should be no hostility except against the 
oppressors. (Qur'an, 2:190-192) 

This verse and a few related passages are cited by Osama bin Laden as 
a license to fight and kill oppressive enemies. According to bin Laden, 
all those who perished in New York and Washington on September 11, 
2001, were oppressors or infidels. In other words, a small segment of 
Muslim extremists find a license to kill all who disagree with their inter-
pretation of Islam. For the large majority, however, the historical COn-
text in which particular revelations were given is extremely important. 
They would point to this passage in the context of a time with the 
small Muslim community was being oppressed severely by powerful 
people who were polytheists. Despite being persecuted and having 
their property looted, Muslims in Mecca didn't fight back until God 
gave permission: 

Permission (to fight) is given to those upon whom war is made 
because they are oppressed, and most surely Allah is well able to 
assist them." (Qur'an, 22:39) 

Much more can and should be said about the interpretation of 
sacred texts in very limited ways. The point here is that it is all too easy 
for people to read and cite sacred scriptures selectively in an effort to 
promote orjustify almost any type ofbehavior in the name of God. The 
abuse of sacred texts is not only easy to do, it is also all too common, 
particularly within the monotheistic communities offaith. 

THE DEAD END ROAD: CHRISTIAN LEADERS WHO PROPAGATE  
FEAR AND HATE IN PLACE OF THE BffiLICAL MANDATE  

TO LOVE ONE'S NEIGFiBOR  

Jesus' teaching about the two greatest commandments represents 
bedrock truth and an unambiguous mandate to those who would 
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follow him: "Love God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind... You shall love your neighbor as yourself ... " 

In I John (4:8 and 4:20) this explicit link between love of God and 
neighbor is articulated: "Whoever does not love (the neighbor) does 
not know God, for God is love;" and, "those who do not love a brother 
or a sister whom they have seen cannot love God whom they have not 
seen." The teachings of Jesus and the words of I John clearly link 
together this central truth about God with the two-fold human man-
date to love God and to love our neighbor. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus, of course, goes much further in 
calling for behavior that the large majority of Christians still find too 
demanding, namely: not only love your neighbor but stand with and 
love those you perceive to be your enemies. 

But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who perse-
cute you, so that you may be children ofyour Father in heaven; for 
he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain 
on the righteous and on the unrighteous. For ifyou love those who 
love you, what reward do you have? Do not the tax collectors do the 
same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more 
are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 
(Matthew 5:44-47) 

The corollary of this is the Golden Rule, of course: To treat other 
people as one would like to be treated. This attitude Of love of neigh-
bor and respectful reciprocity is at the heart of constructive inter-reli-
gious dialogue. And, this foundational teaching is found in all the 
major religions. 

Unfortunately, the Golden Rule is not the basis for one highly visible 
approach to Islam and Muslims. Far too many Christian leaders garner 
attention with approaches to Islam that are fueled by hostility, igno-
rance, and fear-not by the love of their neighbor. 

My mother always taught me not to speak ill of the dead, so I won't 
mention the naI'!le ofJerry Falwell in this context. I had the thrill of 
being opposite the Rev. Falwell in different settings over the years-in 
the media, during testimony before Congress, and so on. Since Falwell 
is no longer with us, I will mention some other names you'll recognize: 
Pat Robertson and Franklin Graham. Robertson's generic statements 
about the false teachings of Islam and goals of Muslims are well-known 
or easy to locate. Franklin Graham, the son of the legendary evangelist, 
has emerged in recent years as a significant voice among evangelical 
Christians. He offered the prayer at theJanuary 20,2001 inauguration 

of George W. Bush, for instance. Graham has repeatedly labeled Islam 
a "wicked and evil religion." 

Two voices are among the new wave of1V preachers who are particu-
larly flamboyant and bellicose in their simplistic denunciation of Islam. 
I speak here ofJohn Hagee of Texas and Rod Parsley of Ohio. Both of 
these preachers wield enormous influence through their mega-church 
IV programs and their books. While I have followed them both closely 
for some years, they gained a lot of national attention in 2008 when they 
were courted and approached by the McCain for President Campaign. 
Concerned about lackluster support from the Christian right, a key 
''base'' for the Republican Party, McCain wanted their respective public 
endorsements. It became. clear very quickly, however, that the McCain 
campaign had not vetted this matter well. Soon, as members of the 
media caught wind of and highlighted some of their hateful teachings 
about Islam-and, in Hagee's case, the Roman Catholic Church-both 
IV preachers were unceremoniously thrown under the proverbial bus 
and their much sought-after endorsements discarded. 

Some people may object to my naming specific leaders rather than 
talk in generalities. I make no apology. On the contrary, the stakes here 
are very high. And, when self-appointed Christian leaders take to the 

. airwaves and write books propagating such ignorant hate speech and 
theology, they should be called out. Isn't this precisely what many 
Christians continue to say about peace-loving Muslims? Why aren't· 
more people speaking out explicitly against the rhetoric and violent 
extremists operating in the name of Islam? While this charge directed 
at Muslims is somewhat unfair and problematic in several ways, the 
question is fair and the popular perception remains. 

When you listen to Hagee and Parsley or read their as 
Hagee's Jerusalem Countdown and Parsley's Silent No More-you readily 
get the picture being painted. Hagee's vehemence is matched only by bis 
ignorance. I recall almost wrecking my car while listening to him being 
interviewed on the NPR program "Fresh Air" when he denounced those 
"Islams." Why is such attention paid to hateful speech from a 
Christian pastor who doesn't even know the difference between the 
name of the religion and the name of those who practice the world's 
second largest religion? 

I spotted and purchased Rod Parsley's book at Sam's Club shortly 
after it was first published. The book has the humorously ironic title, 
Silent No More. Anyone who has seen one or more of Parsley's weekly 
television broadcasts cannot imagine a time when the bellicose 
preacher was ever soft-spoken, much less silent. The book features a 
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chapter 'On Islam, including a sub-sectiQn entitled "Islam 101." Parsley 
prepares his "students" with these wQrds: 

Let me teach yQU the basics 'Of Islam. At the 'Outset, I must state 
three important truths: 

1. The GQd 'Of Christianity and the gQd 'Of Islam are twQ separate 
beings. . 

2. Muhammad received revelatiQns frQm demQns and nQt frQm 
the true GQd. 

3. Islam is an anti-Christ religiQn that intends thrQugh viQlence, 
tQ cQnquer the WQrld.  

These truths may sQund extreme tQ YQU, but they are true.  

In additiQn tQ the QbviQUS fact that the manuscript didn't have a 
decent editQr, the material that fQllQWS is about the wQrst, mQst incQ-
herent and ill-infQrmed hQdgepQdge I've ever seen between twQ bQQk 
CQvers during 'Over thirty years 'Of reading abQut Islam. 

There have been many incendiary prQclamatiQns in recent years. In 
june 'Of 2002, 'One 'Of the mQst prQvQcative prQnQuncements tQ garner 
widespread attentiQn in the media came in june 'Of 2002. The Rev. Dr. 
jerry Vines, fQrmer president 'Of the SQuthern Baptist CQnventiQn and 
pastQr 'Of a 25,000 member mega-church in jacksQnville, FlQrida, set 'Off 
the firestQrm when he declared that Muhammad was a "demQn-PQs-
sessed pedophile" and the "gQal 'Of Islam was WQrld cQnquest" at a pre-
CQnventiQn pastQrs' cQnference in St. Louis. These charges were 
prQffered at the very time RQman CathQlic leaders were meeting in 
Dallas tQ deal with multiple issues CQnnected tQ sexual abuse cases 
invQlving predatQry priests. The Rev. Vines was taking a swipe at bQth 
Muslims and CathQlics in 'One bQmbastic paragraph. 

As the natiQnal media descended and variQUS Muslim and Christian 
leaders began tQ resPQnd tQ Vines' 'Offensive assertiQn, he retreated tQ 
his pastQr's study so he CQuld tend tQ his flQck injacksQnville. The first 
prQminent figure tQ step up and speak in supPQrt 'Of Vines was Jerry 
Falwell. As it happened, jerry Vines was a member 'Of the gQverning 
bQard at Liberty University, jerry Falwell's university in Lynchburg, VA. 

As a Baptist with a lQng invQlvement in Christian-Muslim relatiQns, I 
must repQrt, unfQrtunately, that many-thQugh, by nQ means all-of 
the shrillest vQices have been Baptists. Our Muslim friends whQ facili-
tated this dialQgue event here in BQstQn were intentiQnal in fQcusing 
'On Baptist-Muslim dialQgue. Baptists nQt 'Only cQmprise the largest seg-
ment QfPrQtestant Christians in the United States, Baptists are 'Often at 
the center 'Of the stQrm as has been nQted. AbQut a decade agQ, we were 

hQsting Bill MQyers, 'One 'Of America's leading jQurnalists, at Wake 
FQrest Over breakfast 'One mQrning, he reminded Bill LeQnard, WFU 
Divinity SchQQl Dean, and me that Baptists are a strange and curiQUS 
group. He nQted hQWJerry Falwell was a Baptist and Bill ClintQn was a 
Baptist; Pat RQbertsQn was a Baptist and jimmy Carter was a Baptist; 
jesse jacksQn was a Baptist and jesse Helms was a Bapti$!. Baptists, he 
said, are a lQt like jalepenQ peppers: 'One 'Or tWQ make for a tasty dish ... 
but when yQU get several 'Of them tQgether in 'One place, it is bound tQ 
bring tears to yQur eyes! 

We have several dQzen Baptists here in 'One place fQr these days 
tQgether. If tears dQ flQw, may it be frQm the jQy 'Of recQnciliatiQn 'Or 
frQm empathetic supPQrt 'Of the painful prQblems experienced by 'Oth-
ers 'Or frQm the liberating disc 'Overy 'Of 'Our CQmmQn humanity as chil-
dren 'Of the 'One God whQ created us all. 

BmLICAL BASES FOR CONSTRUCTIVE CHRfS1'1:.AN-MVSLIM  
RELATIONS TODAY  

As we have seen, 'One apprQach tQ the challenges PQsed by Islam 
tQday is framed by ignQrance and hQstility ... and fueled by fear. CQntrast 
this with the wise and thQughtful guidance articulated and mQdeled by 
the late PQpejQhn Paul II. In the spirit 'OfVatican II,jQhn Paul pursued 
interfaith dialQgue a,nd understanding thrQughQut his quatter-century 
as the WQrld's mQst visible Christian leader. He was the first Pope in his-
tQry tQ visit a mosque; the first tQ visit a synagogue. We'll learn mQre 
and mQre abQut this remarkable leader in the years tQ CQme. Let me 
simply qUQte his wQrds frQm 1985. Over thirty years agQ,jQhn Paul n 
addressed mQre than 80,000 Muslims at a fQQtball 'Or SQccer stadium in 
Casablanca with wQrds tha. sQund like they CQuld have been uttered 
this very day: 

We believe in the same God, the 'One God, the Living GQd whQ cre-
ated the wQrld...In a WQrld which desires unity and peace, but expe-
riences a thQusand tensiQns and conflicts, shQuld nQt believers 
CQme tQgether? DialQgue between Christians and Muslims is tQday 
mQre urgent than ever. It flows frQm fidelity tQ God. TQO 'Often in 
the past, we have QPPQsed each 'Other in PQlemics and wars. I 
believe that tQday GQd invites us tQ change 'Old practices. We must 
respect each 'Other and we must stimulate each 'Other in gQQd wQrks 
'On the path tQ righteQusness. 

These WQrds include aspects 'Of the thtee ways I believe we whQ seek 
tQ fQllQW Christ can and should engage the prQblems and challenges 
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posed by Islam today. These are: education; dialogical encounter; and 
cooperation in community. I will offer a brief word on these matters as 
they relate to biblical mandates. Other presenters will focus more 
specifically on these concerns. 

My friend, Krister Stendahl, the former Dean at Harvard Divinity 
School and Bishop of Stockholm, who died last year, preached a won-
derful sermon some 30 years ago on the necessity of interfaith educa-
tion. He based it on Exodus 20:16--0ne of the 10 Commandments: 
"You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor." How, he asked, 
is it possible not to bear false witness ifwe are terribly ignorant about 
our neighbor? If we speak from fear and ignorance, we will always be 
guilty of bearing false witness. Stehdahl argued convincingly that the 
antidote is education. 

Islam 101 is important. Unlike the syllabus put forward by Rod Parsley 
and many others, basic education about Islam must be fair-minded, an 
approach that most Muslims can affirm as representing their religious 
tradition accurately. Here is a simple way of thinking about the 
approach to education about another religion. Imagine a class or con-
gregation of Muslims in Bangladesh preparing to study the basics of 
Christianity. The teacher is a Muslim. What would most Christians you 
know hope that teacher would do in presenting materials on 
Christianity? The question immediately raises several issues. First, the 
daunting nature of the task and the need for thoughtful selectivity is 
apparent. How much would one include on the biblical figures, the 
early history of the church, ecumenical councils, the monastic move-
ment, the' papacy and the various Orthodox churches, Crusades, 
Inquisitions, doctrinal disputes, Protestant reform movements, issues of 
church and state, differences in ritual practices, etc.? Without resolving 
such questions, most everyone would agree that Christians would hope 
that the Muslim teacher in Bangladesh would present information on 
Christianity that they would generally recognize as fair and representa-
tive. If the focus was centered on Crusades, holy war, missionary abuses 
of native atrocities perpetrated on Bosnian Muslims in the 
1990s by Serbian Christians,jimjones' Peoples' Temple, David Koresh 
and the Branch Davidians, etc., the Muslim students would surely come 
away with a highly distorted understanding of Christianity as it is under-
stood and practiced by most Christians. A fair-minded approach to edu-
cation is necessary for everyone. 

In the years following September 11, 2001, there have been widespread 
and sustained efforts in the area of education. Studies have tracked a sub-
stantial increase in college courses, study groups or congregational study 

programs in widely diverse kinds of churches, instructive television and 
educational video programs, and so forth, all across North America. But, 
much more remains to be done. Far too many Christians continue to 
operate with a "detailed ignorance" ofIslam: They have a lot ofideas and 
images floating around in their heads, but little coherent understanding. 
Rod Parsley's chapter, "Islam 101," is eXhibit A, a written version of the 
detailed ignorance that plagues many Americans. 

In addition to the biblical imperative for education and not bearing 
false witness against one's neighbor, the stakes are very high on the 
ical level. Many were shocked during the 2008 presidential campaign 
when Senator McCain repeatedly confused Iranian Shi'ites with al-Qaida 
in Iraq. Al-Qaida is a sunni-based network of ideological extremists. Such 
confusion by a powerful leader, one who presented international affhlrs 
and foreign policy as strengths, was eerily reminiscent of the stunning New 
York Times Op-Ed piece by jeffStein (October 17, 2006) entitled, "Can You 
Tell a Sunni from a Shi'ite?" In the article, Stein revealed the results ofsev-
eral months of long interviews with Washington counterterrorism offi-
cials, including key members of Congress. He found that a large majority 
of U.S. decision-makers were virtually clueless about the most basic infor-
mation regarding Islam, different groups, their religious agendas, etc. The 
very people deciding on policy in the midst of the quagmire of Iraq were 
flummoxed by simple questions about Sunnis and Shi'ites. 
." While much good work in the area of education has been done in the 
churches, much remains to be done. The force of this truth hit home 
in the spring of 2007 when a presentation I made at the annual meet.. 
ing of the Texas Christian Life Commission in Austin provoked a storm 
of controversy. For over two months I kept getting calls and being 
interviewed in response to news stories and letters to the editor or 
Baptist publications debated my "highly controversial" assertion that 
"Jews, Christians and Muslims all look to Abraham as their spiritual 
patriarch, the monotheist who modeled worship of the One God. 
When journalists called to interview me, I would point out that I said 
at least ten controversial things in my presentation in Austin. Noting 
thatJews, Christians, and Muslims all claimed spiritual connection to 
Abraham, however, was not one of the controversial remarks. This is not 
open for debate. It is simply true. That is why these three are called 
"Abrahamic religions." 

Education is essential. Education is required for many reasons, not 
least in response to the commandment not to bear false witness against 
one's neighbor. We must all commit ourselves anew to read, watch infor-
mative programs, talk to people, organize study grOUP!! in churches, and 
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so forth. Followers ofJesus must seek a level of knowledge and under-
standing of Islam that can help break this pattern of detailed ignorance. 

Next, we must work intentionally at interfaith dialogue. Two decades 
ago, David Lockhead argued persuasively that the call to love one's 
neighbor is intimately linked now with interfaith dialogue. He makes 
the point succinctly in his book, The Dialogical Imperative: 

To speak of the dialogical imperative is an abstract and 'secular' 
way to speak of the commandment to neighborly love. To love 
one's neighbor as oneself is to be in dialogical relationship with 
one's neighbor. More specifically, the New Testament puts the com-
mand in striking form: we are to love our neighbors as God has 
loved us. (The Dialogical Imperative: A Christian Reflection on Interfaith 
EncO'Unter, Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1988, p. 80.) 

What is dialogue? By definition, dialogue is a conversation, a process 
of communication through speech. It is a reciprocal relationship in 
which two or more parties endeavor both to express accurately what. 
they mean and to listen to and respect what the other person says. 
Dialogue is more than an exchange of views. In a fundamental sense. 
dialogue is a perspective. an orientation and a s'tance that is open to 
others. Oialogue is a way of relating. 

Dialogue can take many forms--from organized dialogue meetings 
in a church or mosque to informal conversations with Ahmad. the man 
filling your prescription at CVS. Intentional dialogue is a form of edu-
cation, of course, but it can move at a deeper level when you engage 
one another as human beings. 

A great deal has been done internationally, nationally. and locally in 
the past 50 years. The early decades of the dialogue programs of the 
Vatican and World Council of Churches was the focus of my doctoral 
dissertation many years ago. In the past two decades, John Paul II 
extended these efforts substan tially. as did leaders in many denomina-
tional groups' and ecumenical organizations. We have learned a great 
deal from the many types of dialogue programs and initiatives during 
the past half-century. Now, in the early years of the twenty-first century. 
interfaith dialogue is increasingly common and the resources available 
in print and on line provide both a foundation and structure for dia-
logue at the local, regional, and national levels. 

The increased visibility for Christian-Muslim dialogue is clear. I was in 
Greenville, South Carolina inJuly of 2008 and noted two articles on this 
very theme the same day in the local paper. Pope Benedict XVI met a few 
days before with Muslim leaders and called publically for more dialogical 

. encounter. Meanwhile, in what may have been a sign of a sea change, the 
newspaper also featured a story describing how the King of Saudi Arabia 
had hosted an interfaith meeting in Spain in mid:July. The Saudi leader 
was now calling for more dialogue and cooperation across religious lines. 

Many Christians already engage in inter-religious dialogue with 
Muslims. Many don't. It is far easier than ever if one simply looks for 
and remains open to the opportunities. In addition to helping put a 
human face on the "other" (precisely the opposite of what leaders like 
Hagee and Parsley are doing), interfaith dialogue opens up many the-
ological questionS-6ome ofwhich can be unsettling, even threatening. 
Theological questions engaging particularity and pluralism are not 
easy, but they are vitally. important. One of the great values of dialogue 
is the conversation it facilitates with people within one's own religious 
community and a kind of ''inner dialogue" within oneself. 

The landscape here is changing. The kinds of barriers rigidly exclu-
sivist people want to erect and maintain are coming down in some 
quarters. The growing openness to other religions was confirmed by 
the findings of an extensive 2007 Pew Forum study on Religion and 
Life. A few highlights are instructive: 70% of the 35,000 people sur-
veyed believe that many religions can lead to salvation; 68 % believe 
that there is more than one way to interpret the teachings of their reli-
gion; and the majority of Catholics, mainline Protestants, and Muslims 
in America believe that their religion should adjust to new circum-
stances or adopt modern beliefs and practices. 

You don't have to be an expert to engage in interfaith dialogue. 
Seasoned experts have valuable contributions to make. The future hope, 
however, rests more with interfaith understanding that takes root with a 
wide variety of Christians and Muslims who both seek to be faithful and 
genuinely open to their neighbors--in Boston, in Palestine, and in Iran. 

Finally, the Apostle Paul offers a very helpful word of guidance. 
Writing during very tumultuous times, Paul addresses the Christians 
gathered in Rome. In Romans, chapter 12, Paul tells them-and 
through them, us-the following: "Insofar as it depends on you, live 
peaceably with everyone." Sadly, many followers ofJesus have ignored 
Paul's admonition through the centuries, particularly when they were 
in the m<9ority. In the interdependent word in the twenty-first century, 
these words are a key component of a practical and theological imper-
ative for dialogue and cooperation. 

One of the best ways to live peaceably is to work together on common 
concerns. In many communities around the country, Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims have come together to build Habitat for fIumanity houses, 
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to work on problems of public education, on crime and constructive 
programs in the detention system and so forth. Living out the best of 
your faith with others in concrete programs in the community is a very 
specific and constructive way to engage one's neighbors-especially 
people of different religious communities. And, success often pro-
motes more success. In the process of getting to know one another 
through dialogue programs, people in churches and mosques often 
decide to work together on a Habitat house. People readily discover 
that they can have ongoing conversation about areas ofcommon agree-
ment and theological disagreement without precluding work together 
on common concerns in tl}eir community. We all do this already in the 
spheres of economics, ecology, medicine, and so forth. MQre inten-
tional cooperation on how we live out our faith for the betterment of 
our communities is an obvious next step. 

In many churches across North America people have pursued con-
structive cooperation in society. But much more needs to be done-indi-
vidually and as communities of faith. Baptists-the largest group of 
Protestant Christians in America-:-should be at the forefront of these 
efforts. In addition to what one learns and the good work that gets done, 
these types of cooperative efforts should be brought to the attention of 
the media. These stories need to be told. The media is full of dramatic, 
sensational stories featuring violence and conflict. Stories about cooper-
ation and collaboration across religious lines also need to be told. These 
are signs of hope and models to emulate. The message that we are all in 
this together, that we can be people offaith with deep conviction and not 
be condemning those who don't share a particular religious worldview. 

There is no magic wand or simple formula to address and resolve the 
multiple problems and challenges posed by some Islamist groups and 
the extremism advocated by some Muslims and some Christians today. 
But, the way forward for Christians is not blocked. Through education, 
dialogue, and intentional efforts to cooperate in community we can 
find paths to a more hopeful and healthy future in the communities 
and world that we share. 

The Qur'an offers helpful guidance to Muslims in this area of inter-
religious understanding and cooperation. It is a powerful word that 
Christians can embrace as well. In the 5th chapter of the Qur'an we read: 

If God had so willed, God would have created you one community. 
But, God has not done so in order to test you. Therfore, compete 
with one another in good works. To God you will all return and 
God will tell you the truth about that which you are .disputing. 
(Qur'an 5:48) 

In a fragile world animated by religious hostility, misunderstanding, 
and violence in the name of God, I pray that Baptists and all who seek 
to follow Jesus will resolve-with a renewed sense of live 
out the biblical admonition not to bear false witness against our neigh-
bors, the foundational mandate to love God and our neighbors as our-
selves, to treat others as we would like to be treated, and, insofar as it is 
possible with us, to live with everyone. 

,. 
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