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Abstract: This paper explores the ways Muslims and Catholics can cooperate 
to help the youth and advance better interreligious understanding among 
themselves.  Cooperation needs to be informed by the nature of the issues 
involved and how best they can be addressed. The youth feel marginalised and 
in the decision-making bodies, the employment sector and government.  Youth 
culture and lifestyle, youth issues among minority religious communities are 
also faced with challenges.The second part on interreligious dialogue looks 
into the ways how Catholics and Muslims have engaged with one another in 
the past, their main achievements, and the challenges they have faced in 
better understanding one another. Interreligious dialogue has also developed 
in various ways and become diversified over the years, not just focusing on 
doctrinal matters but also on practical cooperation. The aftermath of 9/11 
brought our two communities face to face with new challenges over the spread 
of outlandish and extremist interpretations of our religions and the more 
pressing threats to security and peace we now face on both sides. The paper 
concludes with a set of practical recommendations.
 

Preliminary Remarks

The selected topics of the present Forum focus on ‘working together’ to 
serve the youth, to serve society and to advance inter-religious dialogue – all 
emphasising practical cooperation and service. These are also inter-related in that 
helping the youth involves helping society and would most likely also benefit 
interreligious understanding if Catholics and Muslims help their youth through 
joint cooperation. In both our great religions, each individual is called upon to 
work and service in response to that which gives purpose.1  The good things that 
are done in such service can be the basis for collaboration in seeking better lives 
for all persons everywhere. 
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A sparkle of the divine light and spirit of our Creator inheres in everyone and 
all of us, which constitutes, in turn, the genesis of our association with dignity, 
an association that cannot be expunged nor terminated.2  The dignity of others 
around us – both near and far – calls us to moral relationships of solidarity and 
justice with them. To work for the benefit of others opens the path to experience 
of our own dignity and to our ability to honour the dignity of others. Work is 
relational and deeply moral, and working together adds to the moral substance 
of its outcome. Work also challenges us to go beyond the comfortable and the 
accustomed. Work is, furthermore, a quest for meaning and the achievement of 
human dignity in the eyes of our Creator.4 Work without faith can be mean and 
selfish and fall short of our stewardship responsibilities within creation. Work 
with faith, however, brings us to our proper stewardship and is not disconnected 
from our salvation hopes and possibilities.5 

Working together underpins the Qur’anic concept of taÑÉwun, and the verse in 
which it occurs6 specifies two areas of cooperation among people: cooperation 
in good works (al-birr) and in pursuit of piety (al-taqwÉ), both of which have 
practical import. Cooperation and working together is thus an integral part of both 
our great religions. I confine this presentation to the first two of the three selected 
themes, and draw attention toward the end to helping the religious minorities 
together. I conclude with a set of actionable recommendations.

I. Working Together to Serve the Youth
The young are arguably the segment of population most open to embracing 
alternative visions of life worth living as they grow into their own responsibilities 
as citizens, parents and leaders. Yet the more accelerated pace of mobility and 
change in the era of globalisation, the information revolution, university campus 
life and modes of education have brought the youth face to face with many 
unprecedented challenges. 

Youth is also an age of instability and flux due to changes in relationships, 
societal expectations, and the development of new emotional and psychological 
characteristics. The result is often a feeling of anxiety to cope with the hectic 
pace of life, survive and succeed. These pressures are not unique to Arab or 
Muslim countries; they are felt throughout the world. Many young Muslims feel, 
however, that they have little control over their lives or a stake in their nation’s 
future. Such pessimism leads to disengagement. To quote Malaysia’s Prime 
Minister, Najib Razak “We risk losing a generation of young Muslims to apathy 
and extremism. I believe Islamic countries must better understand what young 
people aspire to.”7 
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The youth also respond to challenges, and those who successfully do so, 
become harbingers of progress. Many of the momentous changes in the Muslim 
world during the decades of Islamic revivalism since the 1960s were youth 
movements for the most part reflecting their frustrations and aspirations – so that 
“Islamic revivalism has in such cases effectively become a youth movement.”8  
Youth involvement in the early stages of the Arab Spring in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region was similarly described in 2011 as “the sight of 
corrupt old Arab tyrants being toppled at the behest of a new generation of youth 
idealists, inspired by democracy, united by Facebook and excited by the notion of 
opening up to a wider world.”9  I now raise the question: what are the challenges 
our youth are grappling with?

Although most of the challenges facing today’s youth are not restricted to any 
one ethnic or religious group, the nature of the issues faced may, more specifically, 
differ in different countries and communities. Youth in minority and immigrant 
communities have their own sets of problems, whereas young people in these 
groups as well as the larger societies surrounding them experience common 
challenges with regard to employment and marginalisation. The youth almost 
everywhere feel they are marginalised and under-represented in the economy 
and government. Politically and economically disenfranchised, young people 
find an outlet in protest. Two major challenges that currently face the youth are 
demographic and technological.

The Muslim world is experiencing a “youth bulge.” In 2010, people under 
30 comprised about 60 percent of the population in Muslim-majority countries. 
A younger population means a bigger labour force. A youth bulge introduces 
latent energy into a nation’s economy and society. Left untapped, it can become 
a destabilising force. 

In 2010, youth unemployment in the Middle East was 25 percent and in North 
Africa 24 percent. In Malaysia, while the country enjoyed full employment, 
one quarter of the graduates, or 52,000, mostly from public universities – were 
unemployed. The writing is on the wall. Graduates remain unemployed because 
they lack the skills to make them relevant in the workplace. They lack language 
skills and industry-related competencies.10 

When young people lack opportunity, they grow restless. From 1970 to 2000, 
eight out of 10 countries experiencing new civil conflict had populations in which 
60 percent were under 30. Furthermore, 23 percent of the world population are 
Muslim, but the 57 member countries of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC) conduct just over 8 percent of global trade. Structural reforms are thus 
needed to create employment opportunities, dynamic private sectors, political 
and constitutional reforms to enhance accountability and opportunity reallocation 
in the system.

CATHOLICS AND MUSLIMS IN DIALOGUE
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The age of information technology has its own generation, the digital natives – 
those who have only ever known a connected world. Empowered by technology, 
young people can articulate their frustrations to a global audience. This has 
profound implications over the emergence of a new international political 
consciousness. 

These two forces – demography and technology – shape young people’s 
aspirations: they crave for freedom of opportunity. They reach out and often 
take the course of the debate outside traditional boundaries over such issues as 
accountability, role of media, poverty and corruption, racism, and environmental 
issues. Traditional career choices, lawyer or doctor, for instance, are changing 
– youth are taking new roles as film makers, artists, entrepreneurs and business 
managers. Access to education is also improving, yet young people often find 
that their qualifications do not match the opportunities available. 

The information revolution is here to stay. This should not, however, mean 
unregulated behaviour. The youth should be equipped with the skills to think 
critically about sources, and have better grounding in values. They should 
understand that free information does not mean it is accurate; they should also 
appreciate and encourage the best traditions of discourse. To quote Najib Razak 
again: “we should see our youth not as a liability, but as an asset. They are an 
untapped resource that can lay the foundations for great success. Economic and 
political reform can give young people what they aspire to: a future defined by 
opportunity, not despondency.”11 

Youth Culture and Lifestyle: ‘Youth culture’ is typically associated with dress 
fashion, forms of entertainment, music, sports and sport heroes, and the attempt 
to live in the present moment – which can lead to a certain generational gap and 
rebellion against traditional society. Modern lifestyle is also characterised by an 
earnest search for meaning. It is the loss of meaning of life for many of the youth 
that leads them either down the road of immediate sensual gratification, drug 
abuse and violence, or alternatively the quest for new philosophies, cultures and 
even religions.12 Survey reports among American children of immigrants indicate 
that parents often did not understand the American social context and its youth 
culture, which made it difficult for parents to be supportive as their children 
negotiate their way through adolescence. 

Survey reports in the U.S. carried among Muslim youth also indicate that 
they did not feel supported by their parents, peers, educational institutions, or 
the larger society. The Islamic centres and mosques were similarly felt to have 
little knowledge of the challenges facing the youth and were, therefore, unable 
to provide contextualised religious education. Muslim youth felt torn between 
their parents’ culture and mainstream American culture, prompting them into 
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maintaining a dual identity, one in the family and immediate community, and a 
separate “American” identity among peers and the school environment – so as to 
increase their acceptance and sense of belonging.13  While some youth mentioned 
negative portrayal of Islam in the media, almost 70% reported experiencing 
negative incidents due to their religious beliefs. Negativity and disconnect with 
the larger society often led them to radicalisation and engagement in risky and 
destructive behaviour.14  Traditional sexual ethics were also questioned especially 
in big cities. Only the fear in recent decades of dreaded diseases such as AIDS 
had to some extent put a limit to sexual promiscuity.

 Teaching is most needed in a human community overcome by material 
concerns and secular suspicions of religion. Whereas true religion enhances our 
capacity for having dignity of self and respecting the dignity of others, advocacy 
of sectarian biases turn us away from our highest and best nature. Cultivating 
both the sense of service and acts of service within ourselves and among all 
peoples will bring together the human family in mutual respect, cooperation, 
peace and justice throughout the world.

Muslim Youth and the Role of Religion: It is the responsibility of scholars 
(ÑulamÉ’) to provide the needed responses to challenges facing the youth, to 
make those responses easy for the people to understand, and address issues 
in the context of real life situations. They should, furthermore, present Islam 
in a contemporary language and draw attention to the most universal and all-
encompassing teachings of Islam away from narrow and disputed theological 
positions. Some progress has been made along these lines in recent decade but 
the effort needs to be carried further.

Muslims should also increase their knowledge of Christianity. During the 
last two centuries, Western scholars have studied Islam extensively, some 
without predetermined biases, even sympathetic, but many have also done so 
with preconceived notions of Islam. Yet there have not been many studies of 
Christianity from the Islamic point of view in a contemporary language the way 
our ancestors did a thousand years ago. Today’s Muslim youth should be able 
to distinguish between western modernity and what remains of the authentic 
religious traditions of the West, which have a great deal more in common with 
Islam as members of the Abrahamic family of religions.15 

The Qur’an values morally upright conduct, honesty, humility and compassion 
in everyone, including the youth. Everyone is accountable for what they do 
and none is to carry the burden of another. Yet religion and ethical norms have 
been challenged by secularist modernity and scientism. Pursuing social and 
moral causes based on purely human constructs may be liable to change with 
the rapidity of social change. The youth should oppose bigotry and corruption 
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in their own society and wherever they live, but the criteria for such judgment 
should, as Seyyed Hossein Nasr observed, be grounded in religious beliefs and 
ethics.16 

Economic activity and finance must also relate to social objectives. Our share 
of material wealth comes with responsibilities to those around us; we have 
benefited from those who have gone before and need to provide for those who 
will come after.17  The dangers of rampant ‘financialisation’ and ‘monetisation’ 
of the economy are visited upon us when financial transactions are reduced to 
mere exchange of papers that move further and further away from economic 
realities and welfare needs of the people. Such transactions are known to benefit 
mainly the banks and financial operators themselves, much to the detriment of a 
stable and sound moral economy that relates to societal needs. In this domain, the 
revival of Islamic economics and finance in the latter half of 20th century merit 
attention. Islamic banking, finance, and insurance proceed, in principle, over the 
real economy and advise against financialisation of the kind that wreaked havoc 
to the global financial system. Disparity levels between rich and poor have grown 
wider, and the number of people caught in poverty trap has increased, despite 
unprecedented overall growth in the larger economies.18 

It is not common knowledge, even among Muslims, that youth feature 
prominently in the Islamic scripture. The Qur’anic depiction of Prophet Abraham, 
for instance, is of a young man rebelling against his people’s decadent ways, 
and the tyranny also of a king (Nimrod), who claimed divinity.19 The narrative 
of Pharaoh similarly features a group of youth who defied Pharaoh and joined 
Moses: “And none believed in Moses except some youngsters of his people...”20  
The wise Luqman counsels his young son to widen his horizons in facing the 
vicissitudes of youth with a blend of rationality and emotion.21 Prophet Noah’s 
problematic relations with his wife and son underscore the values of individual 
character, filial and family loyalties.22 The story of young Prophet Joseph, as is 
well known, accentuates self-discipline and control of passion.23 The Qur’anic 
narrative concerning the youth of al-Kahf underlines the potency of faith and 
prayer, perseverance and peaceful resistance against political tyranny.24 

Prophet Muhammad’s mission was supported, in no small measure, by the 
youth, most of whom had not reached the age of twenty; the Prophet had a good 
rapport with them and entrusted many among them with leadership positions. 
Speaking of the social make-up of his followers, the Prophet said in a hadith 
that “he was supported by the young, and opposed by the old,”25 attested by the 
fact also that many of the Prophet’s closest friends and supporters were younger 
people.26 

The Islamic scripture thus recognises the youth as a particular segment of 
society with their own set of challenges. This can be seen from the naming 
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of some chapters (surah) and the main characters that feature in them. Youth 
issues are also identified and addressed in their own context, be it personal 
character, religion, family, politics or society. Textual guidelines provided in 
each narrative also consist mainly of teaching by example in connection with 
real life situations.

II. Working Together to Enhance Inter-Religious Dialogue

Catholics and Muslims together comprise over half of the world population. In 
their long-standing relations, they had varied experiences. At times they have 
misunderstood, opposed and even exhausted each other in polemics, yet their 
extensive commonalities have also held the promise of cooperation in good 
works between them alive. From the viewpoint of scripture, as Nasr wrote, Islam 
shares with Christianity and Judaism devotion to the one God, to the goodness 
of creation, the immortality of the soul, the accent on the inner life and the very 
basic principle that revelation is given in scripture. We are all people of the book 
in this sense, and though our books are different we share common narratives, 
sacred history, and basic values such as the sanctity life, reverence for the laws of 
God, humane treatment of others, honesty, justice, kindness to neighbours and so 
forth. And this gives us, despite all differences, common grounds for discussion 
of the issues that both divide and unite us.27 

Our common challenges include the economic crisis, environmental concerns, 
weakening of the family unit, violence and threats to world peace. But the biggest 
challenge remains, as Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, President of the Vatican’s 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue aptly said is ignorance. “We don’t 
really know each other. At the same time, dialogue is a necessity.” Tauran noted 
that Pope Francis, when he was still Cardinal of Buenos Aires, appreciated the 
value of training Catholics in dialogue with Muslims. “We have to invest in 
education,” he said, “there should be courses in seminaries about world religions, 
especially Islam. Dialogue takes place between people who have the same skills 
to discuss what they have in common.”28 

These statements stand true for both sides. The Qur’an ordains the faithful to 
engage in interreligious dialogue with the people of scripture in the best of forms 
and in wisdom (al-NaÍl, 16: 125). The expressions employed in this verse and also 
in (al-‘AnkabËt, 29: 46), prompted Yusof al-Qaradawi to write that interreligious 
dialogue must aspire to excellence. “Only the best and most persuasive options 
that appeal to intellect and reason, conveyed most tactfully in acts and in words 
would qualify.” There must be intellectual decency and respect for the views and 
beliefs of the different other. Abdullah Yusuf Ali also wrote that dialogue must 
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neither be dogmatic nor self-regarding, but sincere and considerate, motivated by 
the love of God and love of fellow humans.29 Wisdom in a dialogue also implies 
rationality and role-relatedness. Each dialogue party should take into account the 
other party’s culture and values and show understanding of its overall position. 
Dialogue should, furthermore, be informed by relevant technical knowledge of 
the issues.30  

Qaradawi recounts his own experiences of the 1970s when he participated in a 
Muslim World League delegation to the Vatican on “Human Rights in Christianity 
and Islam,” together with his colleagues Muhammad Ma’ruf al-Dawalibi and 
Muhammad al-Mubarak. The proceedings of that dialogue were subsequently 
published in a book by the same title. Qaradawi added, “I recall Professor al-
Mubarak saying that these encounters and dialogues are positive and beneficial 
for Islam and Muslims.”31  Qaradawi further recounts his participation in separate 
dialogues in Paris and in Cologne in the mid-1990s together with a number of 
Azhar University scholars including Muhammad al-Ghazali and Mahmud Hamdi 
Zaqzuq - that they were engaged in penetrating questions and an swers, that led 
to “understanding, information and closeness – tafÉhum, taÑÉruf, wa taqÉrub – 
that I thought were beneficial for both sides.”32 In this connection, Qaradawi also 
quotes the hadith that “wisdom is the lost property of the believer; he is entitled 
to it wherever he finds it.”33  

Wahabah al-Zuhaili observed that Muslims should maintain their relations 
with followers of other religions on the basis of dignity, equality and justice, 
and aim at “strengthening the foundations of security and peace. There should 
be no hostility... Islam also stands for moderation (wasaÏiyyah), which offers a 
firm basis for developing our relations with other communities and nations.”34  
The two important factors which encouraged interreligious dialogues between 
the Vatican and the Muslim faculty at Al-Azhar University since the late 1990s, 
according to Scott Alexander, Director of Catholic-Muslim Relations at the 
Catholic Theological Union in Chicago were 1) Vatican Council II’s initiative to 
approve Nostra Aetate,35  and 2) personal endorsement of Pope John Paul II, who 
reached out to Muslims on many occasions - including his visit in May 2002 to 
the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus.36 
In a 1985 address to the Muslim youth in Casablanca, Pope John Paul II said:

Christians and Muslims! We have many things in common, as believers 
and as human beings. We live in the same world, marked by many signs 
of hope, but also by multiple signs of anguish. For us, Abraham is a 
model of faith in God, of submission to His will and of confidence in His 
goodness. We believe in the same God, the one God, the living God, the 
God who created the world and bring His creatures to their perfection.
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This resonates well with the Qur’anic verse addressing people of the scripture: 
“We believe in what has been sent down to us and sent down to you. Our God and 
your God is one, and to Him do we surrender.”37 

It is a testimony to the strength of these two communities that at a challenging 
juncture of their relations, following Pope Benedict XVI’s 2006 Regensburg 
Lecture, A Common Word Between Us and You was initiated. A number of 
leading Muslim personalities approached the Pope and sought dialogue with him, 
to which he responded positively. Later the Pope himself went on record to say 
that “Inter-religious dialogue and intercultural dialogue between Muslims and 
Christians cannot be reduced to an optional extra. It is in fact a vital necessity on 
which in large measure our future depends.”38 Christian leaders welcomed the 
Common Word initiative with enthusiasm. The messages the two sides exchanged 
between them basically came to this: we need to work together because we share 
an interest both religiously and also with regard to the security of our populations. 
Muslims, Jews and Christians hold in common between them the love of God, 
and love of neighbour.

The question as to ‘who is the neighbour’ may need to be readdressed in the 
context of today’s highly globalised world, which only serves to accentuate the 
meaning and purpose of neighbourliness. We have many interests in common, 
and the one uppermost is that as neighbours we should be able to live in peace 
and security alongside one another.

The Qur’anic conception of neighbour is inclusive of “neighbours who are 
near, neighbours who are distant, the companion by your side, and the wayfarer 
[you meet]”.39 The first two need no explanation. As for companion by your 
side, this may be one’s friend and associate, or one who may be sitting next to 
at a congregation, meeting or event, just as the wayfarer one meets may be a 
travel companion or even a casual acquaintance on one’s travels. The renowned 
Qur’an commentator al- QurÏubÊ (d. 1273 CE) wrote that neighbours in this verse 
include Muslims, Jews, Christians and polytheists. Abdullah Yusuf Ali further 
commented that of the four types of neighbours referred to in this verse, “the last 
is much wider” than the preceding three.40 

Without wishing to enter details, hadith reports provide categorical evidence 
on how the Prophet Muhammad, pbuh, repeatedly advised his Companions to be 
kind to their neighbours, observe their sensitivities and respect their rights. The 
Prophet had himself done so on numerous occasions, and also elaborated, more 
specifically, the rights of neighbours over one another. The neighbour’s rights 
include as in the following hadith:

If he seeks your help, help him; if he asks you for a loan, loan him; 
if he becomes poor, support him; if he falls ill, visit him; if he dies, 
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participate in his funeral; if a calamity befalls him, comfort him; do not 
build higher than his house nor block fresh air and light on him; and do 
not annoy him.41 

Following the Regensburg Lecture, the then Archbishop of Buenos Aires, 
and now Pope Francis advised “careful construction of a relationship with 
Islam that Pope John Paul II built over the last twenty years.” Muslim religious 
scholars and institutions welcomed Pope Francis’s election, as he had indeed 
lived up to his reputation of humility, compassion, and support for genuine 
dialogue. After his election at a large gathering with ambassadors from foreign 
countries, Pope Francis called for more inter-religious dialogue “particularly 
with Islam.”42 

Leonard Swidler, a Temple University Professor, wrote that dialogue is about 
experience, listening and explaining, not just scoring points in an argument. He 
advised that a dialogue participant may define himself but not the other, as one 
seeing from outside cannot fully define another. To invite others to reveal their 
opinion, one must reveal one’s own opinion first even if the truth be unpleasant. 
Participants should also come to the dialogue with no hard and fast assumptions as 
to where the points of disagreement may be.43  Dialogue needs to be a continuing 
effort of engagement and response to issues. The alternative would be, as Dr 
Adil Ozdemir and Dr Terence Nichols of University of St. Thomas’s Centre for 
Muslim-Christian Dialogue jointly wrote “Misunderstanding and suspicion;” 
dialogue is therefore “a vital necessity.”44 

Dialogue occurs in many practical ways too. David Burrell recounts Muslim-
Christian personal encounters at university campuses, as roommates, in 
conversations, and in mixed neighbourhoods. In religiously mixed societies in the 
Middle East, neighbours share in each others’ feast day celebrations, exchanging 
food and concern for family members in need. In such circumstances, those 
involved often come to realise how much more they need to know about their 
own faith in encountering what they have of another’s. What is telling about each 
of these scenarios is that persons are drawn to persons in a milieu which calls 
for sharing, only to discover that their sharing reaches into hitherto unsuspected 
faith dimensions. So sharing human concerns allows the manifest differences to 
be fruitful rather than off-putting.45  

The rising interest in peace studies has put a spotlight on religion as the 
missing link. Religion was often not included in such studies, but this has now 
changed. In his Religion: The Missing Dimension in Statecraft, Douglas Johnston 
noted the near silence about religion in many contemporary fields – peace and 
development studies among them. The religious dimension is significant whether 
a community enjoys a fragile peace or is enmeshed in outright violence. There is 
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little probing analysis of how religious factors are involved in peace building.46  

In her The Mighty and the Almighty, Madeline Albright stressed that the religious 
factor must be taken into account. Human security, a widely-used but also a 
fuzzy term, marks a shift about security. Historically, the literature on security 
was dominated by armament and war, which is now changing toward a broader 
concept of the development of human potential. 

Religions for Peace, the global interfaith organisation, took the concept of 
security still further by using the notion of “shared security” to underline the 
message that no one is safe unless everyone else is.47 Interconnectedness is 
the hallmark of globalisation, which has also meant globalisation of crises. 
Interconnectedness has, moreover, accentuated common responsibility, which 
underlines the work of international interfaith forums, such as the Common 
Word, Charter for Compassion, the Earth Charter, Building Bridges Seminar, and 
Groupe de Recherche Islamo-Chretien. Smaller national level Muslim-Christian 
forums also operate in Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey and elsewhere over issues mainly 
of pluralism and interfaith cooperation.

From the Islamic perspective, dialogue is meant to identify and strengthen 
commonalities between the dialogue partners, who are also advised to recognise 
but manage and reduce their differences. All effort toward these objectives 
should be informed by ethical norms and goodwill.48 Interreligious dialogue 
should aim at securing the common good, enjoining what is right and rejecting 
what is wrong and harmful.49 These objectives could subsume a wide variety of 
subjects: global security, international peace, socio-economic justice, ensuring 
adequate supplies of food and energy, as well as waging a joint campaign against 
human trafficking, drug abuse, production of weapons of mass destruction, and 
terrorism.50  

A different approach to interreligious dialogue which has become the focus 
of much attention as of late is the dialogue of praxis. It is essentially about 
working to bring different religious communities together to address practical 
problems that may have little to do with religious beliefs. The result can be better 
understanding and even new friendships and alliances. Dialogue of praxis may 
thus focus on environmental issues, media coverage, water issues, policy and 
practice of orphanages and the like.51  

To take a somewhat unlikely example, an interfaith group in Ghana came 
together concerned about garbage and sanitation. They called their effort a 
‘crusade against filth’ underlining the idea that cleanliness is a common theme in 
every religion. The impulse to act also came from an upcoming sporting event. So 
the religious leaders worked together on a clean-up campaign, public education 
and media outreach. They succeeded initially but then ran up against problems 
as they lacked a clear organisation and had no comparative advantage in running 
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garbage trucks. However, returning to Accra a year later, the religious leaders 
were focused on a complex election saga that threatened to produce tension. But 
because they had known each other on the garbage challenge, they were able to 
mobilise and head off conflict during the elections.52 

Notwithstanding many promising initiatives that have come from younger 
Catholics and Muslims in Britain, France, Germany and elsewhere in recent years, 
most of the participants in interreligious dialogue have remained nevertheless to 
be older people. As for the question: who is involved? Religious leaders, scholars 
and experts or lay congregations? In response it is said that inter-religious 
dialogues are often held among exclusive groups who hardly need persuading, 
and they operate in relative isolation from the lay congregations. 

One particular area of common concern where Christians and Muslims can 
work together is to improve the conditions of the religious minorities.

III. Working Together to Help Religious Minorities 

Muslim minorities living in the West face the challenges of a secular 
consumerist culture as well as issues of identity and citizenship that have taken a 
turning for the worse in the aftermath of 9/11. Yet compared to Muslim minorities 
elsewhere, those living in the West enjoy greater freedom to practice their religion. 
Some of the challenges they face are unprecedented and the rules of Islamic 
law concerning them have also remained relatively under-developed. This would 
explain the emergence of a new branch of Islamic jurisprudence under the rubric 
of fiqh al-aqaliyyat (jurisprudence of minorities) in recent decades, which is still 
developing.

While endorsing the numerous UN Conventions on the rights of minorities, 
Abdullah b. Bayyah considers the case of Muslim minorities in non-Muslim 
majority countries, from the juridical viewpoint, as  a situation of necessity – 
even emergency (awÌÉÑ ÌarËrah wa iÌÏirÉr). This would justify concessionary 
rulings, the development indeed, of a special jurisprudence that takes into account 
the prevailing conditions of each country and community.53   

Broadly, Muslim minorities are expected to observe the religious and ethical 
guidelines of Qur’an and hadith concerning their relations with followers of other 
faiths. They must accordingly cultivate mutual respect and friendship with their 
host communities. The same holds true with regard to the treatment of religious 
minorities living in Muslim majority communities. It is important, however, that 
text and scripture is read and interpreted in the light of historical and contemporary 
developments. Sayyid Fadlullah of Lebanon thus wrote in his comment on the 
Qur’an (al-Mumtahanah, 60:8) - that this verse “emphasises upon us to treat 
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them [non-Muslim minorities] well, show favour to them, be just to them by 
acknowledging their rights, and not impinge on their legal and human rights.”54 

In response to a question whether Muslim minorities abroad may submit to the 
laws of non-Islamic countries, Sayyid Fadlullah made the following observations: 
If the laws in question do not contradict a clear injunction of Islam, then Muslims 
must abide by them, according to contract, and the entry visa, leave of stay 
or asylum by which he or she has been admitted into the host country is their 
contract. “A Muslim must abide by the rules of public order in any society he 
dwells in.”55  The detailed five-point advice that Fadlullah gives to Muslim youth 
and emigrants who live away from their home countries may be summarised as 
follows: 1) to be honest and trustworthy; 2) to preserve their internal unity and 
protect it in terms of ideas and voicing of their legitimate needs and interests; 3) 
to build good relations and preserve peace and security in their host country; 4) to 
open up to beneficial political, cultural and social conditions that help them live 
at ease wherever they are; and 5) to present a positive image of Islam.56 

The historical context has evidently changed due to new political realities. 
The modern nation state has effectively removed the earlier distinctions among 
citizens based on religion. The laws of citizenship and constitutional guarantees 
of equality before the law have, on the whole, departed from the earlier positions 
of differentiation based on religion in favour of citizens’ equality in rights and 
obligations. A number of Muslim scholars, including Muhammad al-Ghazali, 
Abdul Hamid Mutawalli, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Salim el-Awwah, Rashid al-
Ghanouchi and the present writer have gone on record to say that non-Muslim 
minorities have the same rights and obligations as other citizens - they pay tax 
and participate in military service just like other citizens. The fiqhi expression 
dhimmÊ (non-Muslim citizens) should therefore be replaced by muwÉÏinËn 
(compatriots); for they are citizens and compatriots in the full sense entitled to be 
treated equally before the law, as I elaborate below.57  

DhimmÊ is a derivative of dhimmah, a contract that is concluded between two 
parties. It is not a ruling or hukm of Shariah of permanent standing and has no 
independent existence unless it is created by the contracting parties. Dhimmah 
exists when the parties to it are in existence. In historical terms dihmmah came to 
an end, as Salim el-Awwah has aptly observed,58  with the onset of colonial rule 
in the Muslim lands, because the parties to it no longer existed, hence neither 
the dhimmah nor its bearer dhimmÊ existed any longer. This was because the 
western colonial state did not apply the regime of dhimmah and no dhimmÊs 
could therefore be said to exist as of that time. The whole concept of dhimmah 
has therefore been replaced by muwÉÏanah (citizenship).

On a broader note, Muslims and Catholics may decide to explore the prospects 
of cooperation between them in many other areas, such as the ones outlined below.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

•	 Muslim and Christian leaders and intellectuals are called upon to learn 
more about each other, their beliefs and their concerns with a view to 
minimise misunderstanding and ignorance that breed suspicion, unfounded 
accusation and prejudice.

•	 Selected Muslim and Catholic universities and institutions of learning 
should establish exchange programmes for visiting individuals and groups 
to take specially designed orientation courses. This may also include youth 
visits and interviews that could help generate better understanding of the 
two religions. If so desired, the programme may be further extended to 
involve researchers and twinning of research projects on issues of mutual 
concern.

•	 School and university textbooks in Christian and Islamic countries should 
be revised to refrain from making derogatory references to each other, and 
advise their respective youth to nurture conciliatory approaches toward 
better understanding. That said, derogatory references to Christianity are 
probably less of an issue in Islamic sources and literature compared to their 
western counterparts – due mainly to Islam’s recognition of Christianity 
as a valid religion.

•	 Governments should provide opportunities for youth and women to 
participate in decision-making and in leadership training programmes. 
This is already happening in varying degrees but greater effort is needed 
and called for.

•	 The ÑulamÉ’, imams, church leaders, interfaith groups and associations 
should improve the ways they communicate with youth and women. They 
may need to make themselves less judgmental and more approachable so 
as to improve the climate of understanding with youth and women that 
need their guidance.

•	 Universities should revise their curricula to address youth and societal 
issues in consultation with civil society and business leaders to map out 
the skills required of their graduates. Youth unemployment can partially 
be addressed by greater access to vocational and technical training.

•	 Islamophobia and extensive misrepresentation of Islam in western media 
have become widespread and a hindrance to successful interreligious 
cooperation. Religious leaders, scholars and media leaders are called upon 
to rectify false and exaggerated presentations of both Christianity and 
Islam in their respective constituencies.59  
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