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Speech of the Grand Imam

In the Name of Allah, the Gracious, the Merciful
Rt. Revd. Justin Welbey, the Archbishop of Canter-

bury Elders of the East and the West

Ladies and Gentlemen  

May God’s Peace, Mercy and Blessing be upon you all!
This is the first meeting we hold in the Arab East, in 

the United Arab Emirates. Thanks to the rightly-guided 
leadership and wise leaders of this country, it has become 
a model for the balanced openness and well-planned de-
velopment in which originality and creativeness, heri-
tage and modernity come together in fine harmony and 
unique compatibility rarely found in countries initiating 
their way on the route of progress and development. 

This is the first time, in the Arab modern history a 
finely planned meeting takes place between the Muslim 
Elders and the Christian Elders from the Anglican Com-
munion for specific objectives. Praying for God’s success 
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and help, we pin huge expectations on today meeting to 
initiate a seriously new step on the way to build a world 
of integration and mutual understanding. In essence, this 
initiative aims to relieve the current human sufferings of 
terror, pains, bloodshed and wars. 

Wise Elders!

I think you agree with me that most of the current hu-
man tragedies have germinated from the dominant ma-
terialism and injustice of anti-religious policies that go 
against, and even mock at, the revealed religious teach-
ings.  However, they have manifestly failed to provide 
alternatives of religions to achieve a kind of happiness 
to humankind, create hopes for better and meaningful 
life, or guarantee rights equal to those guaranteed by the 
revealed religions, especially the rights of justice and 
equality as well as the right of freedom and the right to 
difference.

Ladies and Gentlemen!

I have no doubt that humanity, at this moment, is ea-
gerly yearning for a return to the revealed religions and 
their humane and ethical teachings. This has been the 
case after so long and painful experiences, misleading 
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humanity to imminent destruction and certain loss; these 
experiences abusively dominated the destinies of peoples 
and their rights and resources. Immersed in their powers 
and arrogance, such experiences manifested the imperial 
philosophy of expansion and fell prey to the monstrous 
desire for hegemony and unlimited lust of unilateralism 
and egoism.

During the past two centuries, some people mistak-
enly thought that scientific progress and technical and 
philosophical advancement had eliminated the role of 
religions and turned them into antiquities only to be dis-
played in the museum of history. More to this point, they 
thought that the advancement achieved in these areas is 
the one worthy of leading humankind, taking charge of 
refining and developing human feelings, and deterring 
any of the evil tendencies.

To their surprise, the reality falsified that new dream 
day by day. Indeed, the reality left the delusions of this 
dream exposed to face their inevitable fate. We read 
in many books that “If the 19th century was a time for 
scholarly research and philosophies of evolution, it was 
also a century for the colonial expansion and bad utiliza-
tion of knowledge to achieve the imperial interests and 
the political ambitions of the colonizers. Unlike what is 
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stated in the heavenly sacred religions, some of the 19th 
century scholars and thinkers went far to claim that the 
human races are not originated from one and the same 
origin, but came from various origins, seeking early 
roots in the great apes and other animals. They went on 
with their claims to build other theories on these false as-
sumptions, which disunited humankind and categorized 
peoples on the basis of their color and race. Another the-
ory appeared to give rise to the superiority of the Aryan 
race over other races, as the designer of all scientific, 
cultural, and civilizational discoveries.”1 Surely, you 
know about the history of these pseudo-scholarly theo-
ries, which was wickedly devised to justify the imperi-
al policies and the domination of other nations in open 
disrespect of the unanimously agreed-upon teachings of 
religion in the issue of human creation as independent 
species. For the sacred texts, the issue of human creation 
will continue, irrespective of the scientific development 
and advancement, an eschatological metaphysical issue 
entirely beyond the limits of science, experimentation 
and laboratories. 

1.    See, e.g., Al-‛Aqqād, Bilal Ibn Rabāħ: Da‛i s-Samā’ wa Muˀazzan ur-Rasūl, p. 428, 
in The Islamic Encyclopedia of Al--‛Aqqād, vol. 3. Cairo: Dar al-Kitāb al-‛Arabi.      
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“I did not make them witness the creation of the heav-
ens and the earth, nor the creation of themselves. Nor 
would I take the misleaders as helpers.” (Q, 18: 51)

The 20th century was not any better than the 19th centu-
ry. Two World Wars took place leaving behind more than 
seventy millions of deaths. Evidently, the religion has no 
relation whatsoever to any of them. Only the false incli-
nations to the European superiority of race were among 
the causes that triggered them. In the wake of these two 
wars, nuclear weapons soon appeared, as a new leap for 
world terror and a constant threat to humanity.2 

Then 21st century then began with a new imperial pol-
icy with excessive inclination to violence and cruelty, 
which has, of course, led to much affliction in the West. 
However, we—the Arabs and Muslims—are experienc-
ing it in the east as a living reality turning life into a med-
ley of dust, bloodshed, tears and ruins. The new imperi-
al colonization also found those who philosophize and 
theorize these policies and present justification thereto, 
such as the theory of “clash of civilization”, “end of his-
tory”, “constructive chaos” and “center-margin”. 

2.   Excerpted from my speech in San Diego Conference, Rome, on “The Significance of 
Christian Churches in the Middle East”,  March 21, 2009.  
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To sum up, the amazing scientific advancement has 
unfortunately no parallel advancement in ethics. Like-
wise, the technical development, especially in the area 
of lethal weapons, proved devoid of all values expected 
to direct it to the right destination for human welfare. 
Noticeably, wars are constantly increasing and grow-
ing worse day by day in synchrony with the progress of 
knowledge on the ladder of development. Indeed, the sci-
entific progress and war breakup are currently concom-
itant, each strengthening and inflaming the other. The 
same is true for the development and progress achieved 
in the areas of philosophy, literature, sociology and arts. 
They all advanced apart from the philosophy of religion 
and in the absence of ethics in total contempt of mere 
rational contemplations and metaphysics, all in isolation 
from the human heritage and its religious and philosoph-
ical treasures. Eventually, these modern theories proved 
more detrimental than beneficial.  

Dear Brothers!

History repeats itself and the conference we are now 
holding is very similar to the international conference of 
religion held in London in 1936, to which the then Grand 
Sheikh of Al-Azhar Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi 
sent a treatise entitled “Human Brotherhood and Univer-
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sal Colleagueship.3” I was amazed to identify, first, this 
kind of similarity in worries experienced by Europe at 
that time and those we suffer from at this very moment 
of our history. Second, titles of the treatises of the far past 
are very similar to those of today. The treatise of Sheikh 
al-Maraghi had a mission; he was pursuing and exploring 
the issues of human fraternity and the international peace, 
which are identical with the contents of today’s mission in 
pursuit of a world of integration and mutual understand-
ing. It is most likely that the conclusion of Al-Azhar trea-
tise in London Conference will rightfully guide our way 
in the conclusion of the current meeting of Abu Dhabi.

The significance of this message lies in the fact that 
Western citizens had then developed a pessimistic view 
of the clergymen. At that time, a message was declared at 
the heart of entire Europe that the world could be deliv-
ered of its contemporary crises only through devoutness 
and through holding firm to religion, maintaining that 
the cause of civilizational decline in the age of scientific 
prosperity was not religion, as mistakenly perceived by 
common people, but rather it was atheism and materialist 
philosophies. Few people thought leaders and reformers 
could dare to propagate such a critical approach. 
3.   Sheikh al-Maraghi, the Grand Sheikh of Al-Azhar, sent this treatise to the Interna-

tional Conference of Religion held in London, see Al-Azhar Journal, vol. 7, 1936, 
pp. 301-311.  
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At that time, it was quite onerous to point profound 
criticism to the morality of science at the peak of its pros-
perity. Besides, it was not easy to criticize positive philos-
ophies or to warn people against its lure and dominance 
over social and political theories, and even over religious 
thought itself. Hence, some Christian and Muslim schol-
ars were compelled to resort to a conciliatory or adaptive 
approach between sacred texts and opposing scholarly 
and philosophical perspectives, even if such perspectives 
were grounded on sheer potentiality, not attaining the ac-
ceptable level of scientific laws or gaining certitude. This 
adaptive approach was frequently adopted at the expense 
of clear denotations of sacred texts, so that many people 
felt that religion was about to suffer an eventual decline.

Then, the late Grand Sheikh Al-Maraghy did not hes-
itate to state in his message that the only cure for such 
decline is “devoutness and religious sentiment”, which he 
described as an intuitive element instilled in the human 
being, and that it is more forceful in driving humanity to-
wards peace, justice and equality than atheist inclinations 
that nourish corruption in the human community. The late 
Grand Sheikh also expects that atheists and their fellows 
who satirize religions may raise the objection that histo-
ry abounds with human-made catastrophes and disasters 
that were motivated by “a religious sentiment that acted 
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as a reckless force prompting horrific violence and de-
struction”. These distressing occurrences, Al-Maraghy 
believed, constituted a tragic reality, though religion had 
nothing to do with it. Indeed, none of the divine faiths in-
cite the calamities imputed to it, and the genuine motive 
behind these calamities is manipulation of the religion sen-
timent in producing a distorted reality and attaining goals 
that are justly denounced by religions themselves. After 
all, it is only misguided religious scholars, rather than reli-
gion itself, who stand behind such tragic occurrences!

Here, fellow brothers and sisters, springs the serious 
responsibility resting directly on our shoulders or those 
of devout religious scholars and preachers to face the 
crises that distressingly loom large in today’s world. 
Scholarly fellowship, which has once been proposed by 
Al-Azhar in the thirties of the last century, begins with a 
fellowship among religious scholars, or—in the words of 
leading theologian—Hans Kung, “No peace among the 
nations without peace among the religions”.4 Therefore, 
religious scholars—even when they intend to undertake 
their role in preaching world peace, sustaining harmo-
ny in the face of struggle, and realizing people’s hopes 
for an integrated world with full faith in mutual under-
standing—should first maintain peace and understand-
4. Global Responsibilities: In Search of a New World Ethics, p. 76.
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ing amongst themselves. In this way, they can preach it 
to others. Such is the framework of action that Al-Azhar 
has always maintained since it initiated the first practical 
step in this long path with an official visit to your vener-
ated church: Canterbury Cathedral. 

We were so pleased, Reverend Archbishop, with your 
generous entertainment of Al-Azhar delegation in your 
palace during the period June 6 to June 9, 2016 A.C. 
Then followed the second step towards the Vatican City 
in a visit to Pope Francis on May 23, 2016 A.C. The 
third Azharite visit was to the World Council of Church-
es (WCC) in Geneva, during the period of September 
28 to October 2, 2016 A.C. By Allah’s Willing, I expect 
such visits to largely contribute in mitigating the pains of 
the poor, the wretched and those groaning under the fire 
of absurd wars and the deviant policies of those lacking 
religious and moral conscience.

Here we gather today in Abu Dhabi, in a meeting of wis-
dom and fellow feeling, invoking support from our Almighty 
Lord, and imitating the noble example of prophets and mes-
sengers in their sincere reliance on the Lord alone and in 
their bearing unimaginable burdens for the sake of deliver-
ing the human community from aberration and guiding it to 
the path of happiness in this life and in the life to come.
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Dear noble guests!

When I have a hope in this meeting, it is that we forget 
the past and its nurtured grudges and enmities, and that 
we look forward to the future, having firm belief that we 
will not be held accountable for the past before our Lord. 
Rather, we will definitely have to account for that which 
happens at the time in which we live, in terms of our du-
ties towards the Lord and His creation. 

Finally, dear guests, the great religion of Islam which 
I embrace as a faith, openly welcomes any efforts that 
do not only channel the welfare of humankind, but also 
cares for other creature, including animals and plants, 
and even  inanimate objects.

Thank you for your kind attention!
May Allah’s Peace, Mercy and Blessings be upon you.

                          
Ahmad At-Tayyeb

Grand Sheikh of Al-Azhar

Written in the Headquarter of Al-Azhar Sheikhdom
 on Muharram 28th, 1438 A.H. / October 30th, 2016 A.C.    
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The Speech of Ms. Shunila Ruth

Thank u very much; I would like to start in the name 
of father, son and the holy ghost. His excellency the most 
honorable archbishop of Canterbury Mr.Justin Welbiy, his 
grace the honorable grand imam of Al Azhar Al Shareef 
and the president of the Muslim council of elders. Bishops 
and archbishops, parliamentarians, eminent Christians 
and Muslims, scholars, clegry, men and women,. It is in-
deed profound privilege and great opportunity to be part 
of the archbishop Justin’s team member at this meeting.

I have been asked by archbishop of Canterbury 
Mr.Justin Welbiy to read archbishop Josaya’s paper be-
fore for you this evening. Archbishop Mr.Josaya the gen-
eral secretary of Anglican Consultive Council could not 
make it to this meeting. 

I have also been asked by the archbishop of Canter-
bury to give my reflection coming from an Islamic coun-
try of Pakistan and living as a Christian minority woman 
in Pakistan.
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The role of religion in promoting citizenship and mutu-
al coexistence, this is the paper of archbishop Mr.Josaya. 
what does the bible say about racism, prejudice and dis-
crimination? 

The first thing to understand in this discussion is that 
there is only one race. Caocations, Africans, Asians, In-
dians, Arabs and Jews are not different races rather than 
they are different ethnicities of the human race. All human 
beings have the same physical characteristics with minor 
variation of course. More importantly, all human beings 
are created in the image and the likeness of god when the 
gospel of John tells us: “God loves the world so much that 
he sent Jesus to lay down his life for us”. The world is 
obviously includes all ethnic groups. God does not show 
partiality or favoritism and neither should we.

The book of James, chapter (2), verse (4), desribes 
those who discriminate as judges with evil thoughts, in-
stead we are to love our neighbors as ourselves. In the 
Old Testament, god divided humanity into two groups, 
Jews and gentiles. God’s instead for the Jews to be the 
kingdom of priests ministering to the gentiles ‘nation. 
Instead for the most part, the Jews became proud of this 
status and despise the gentiles. Jesus Christ was put into 
this to destroy the dividing wall of differentiation. All 
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forms of racism, prejudice and discrimination are fronts 
in the work of Christ on the cross. Jesus commands us 
to love one another as he loves us, if god is impartial 
and loves us with impartiality that we need to love oth-
ers with the same high standard. Jesus teaches us in the 
gospel of Mathew that whatever we do to him, if we treat 
a person with contempt then we are mistreating a per-
son created in god’s image and we are hurting somebody 
whom god loves and whom Jesus died for.

Racism is wearing forms that have been a plague in 
humanity for thousands of years. Dear brothers and sis-
ters of all countries, there should not be victims of rac-
ism, prejudice and discrimination who need to forgive. 
The book of effusions declares; be kind and compassion-
ate to one another, forgive each other just as in Christ 
god forgave you. Races may not deserve your forgive-
ness but we deserve god’s forgiveness far less and those 
who practice racism, prejudice and discrimination need 
to repent. May the verse in Galatians, chapter (3), verse 
(28) be completely realized? There is neither Jew nor 
Greek slave nor male nor female, you all one in Christ 
Jesus. This is archbishop Josaya’s paper and now I would 
like to give my reflection.
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In this morning we have heard from various speakers 
about the theology of religious freedom and tolerance for 
those who are in power and authority, for those who are 
responsible to bring role of law but what about me? Non-
Muslim woman in a situation where faith communities 
other than Islam are threatened and do not have a right 
to flourish, a situation in which freedom to choose is de-
nied, where a religious minority has no power. I want 
you to pose and just think about these questions, how do 
I want to express my relationship with god? What for is 
the theology for being minority? In Jeramaya (29), verse 
(7) let it to the exiles; “seek the welfare of the city where 
I have sent you for, in its welfare you will find your wel-
fare, for in its peace your peace lays”.

Then, in Luke it says:” if some hits you on the right 
cheek, turn the other one”. The question for us is How 
long there is no other cheeks left?. I work for the church 
of Pakistan as a national coordinator for women; the 
church of Pakistan is a minority church and persecut-
ed. The church is facing a lot of challenges. I am also a 
member of the Prevential Assembly in the Punjab (MPA) 
with special responsibility to monitor the concerns and 
the issues of religious minorities living in Pakistan.
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Christians living in Pakistan are not immigrants. They 
have fathers who lives and buried here. They have played 
a vital role in making and building Pakistan in all fields 
if it had not been for the Christian parliamentarians at the 
time of independence, Pakistan would have not been on 
the map. But, I have no legal status as minority women. 
Discriminatory laws and practices are prevalent; I have 
discrimination in job placement and professional colleges 
and universities. My Muslim friends get extra 20 marks for 
a Holy Quran program where as I am denied. Narrative of 
hate, gensolegious communities is a common experience.

Blasphemy law which is being misused to settle dis-
putes against the week, usually against Christians. Many 
of our colonies and churches have been burned. Chris-
tians have been burned to live and authorities are not 
serious. There are no standing committees in the par-
liament to address the issue of minorities in Pakistan. 
In this situation, my faith compels me to talk of love, 
patience, tolerance and reconciliation, coexistence, liv-
ing peacefully with other religions despite for the mental 
disagreements in times is such a Christian and as a politi-
cal worker; I am called to raise the voice of the voiceless 
and powerless. My theology as a minority community is 
what archbishop Justin said this afternoon in the church; 
“hold on to god who will never forsake you or leave you, 
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little foc, do not be afraid, Allah is “Rabbul Alameen” 
he is the god almighty and not “rabbul Muslimeen” not 
only for the Muslims and should be seen as such where 
non- Muslims are in minority.

Thank you & god bless.
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Greetings: Your Eminence the Grand Imam of Al 
Azhar Al sharif and President of Muslim Council of El-
ders, Your Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury, your Em-
inences, your Excellences, friends, ladies and gentlemen.

I speak in the name of God whose presence is in our 
midst even as we dialogue.  I feel most honoured yet 
what a humbling experience it is to stand before you.

General Introduction: We are seeking to explore how 
societies can seek the flourishing of more than one reli-
gious community, and how our scriptures and traditions 
may encourage us to work together for the common good, 
and for the engagement of all our people. My task today 
is to try and throw further light on our exploration of the 
development of greater co-existence and dialogue, draw-
ing on my experience as Bishop of an Anglican Diocese 
in Malaysia and my wider experience in the Anglican 
Communion, and to suggest some possible ways forward.   

By the way, my native Malaysia finds her rich reli-
gious diversity a constant challenge. Please remember 
Malaysia in your prayer.
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Let me start from what we share in common – our 
understanding of the significance of faith in human life. 
Faith. History shows that people are stronger, more re-
silient, and more visionary if their lives are underpinned 
by faith.  Bruno Bettelheim, an atheist psychologist im-
prisoned in a concentration camp, studied the effect of 
the oppressive conditions on his fellow inmates to find 
out how individuals remained sane while being incarcer-
ated1.  His conclusion surprised him, because he discov-
ered that those who had faith lived longer, remained ac-
tively resistant to the regime, and even shared what little 
they had to relieve the dying.  It did not matter which 
faith a person had, but faith was the key to tenacious 
survival. 

Tyrannical regimes throughout the world regard peo-
ple of faith as dangerous because of that very power they 
have, to persevere when other resistance crumbles. Faith 
is the key to human triumph when dark days threaten to 
extinguish hope.  It gives us a vision of a better world. 

It is very important, therefore, that people of different 
faiths are not in conflict with one another so that time, en-
ergy, thoughtful planning and enthusiasm are not wasted 
but rather concentrated on lifting hearts, dispelling de-
spair and building a creative world community for all.  

1. Bruno Battelheim 1903-1990, ‘The informed Heart ’. 
    Published 1960.  Survivor of Dachau and Buchenwald
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Our fruitful co-existence is a heavy responsibility. It is 
mandatory for the sake of all the children of this planet; 
it is not an option. 

Some Obstacles to Co-existence: However, as has 
been true throughout history, so today there are very ob-
vious problems affecting our fruitful co-existence.

 First, whenever the adherents of any faith hold the 
view that they are the only ones who have the truth and 
therefore everyone else must be brought into line, they 
easily pave the path for violence. This can happen be-
tween different faiths but also within a faith. 

Our two faiths, Christianity and Islam, do have ele-
ments within them that are different, fundamentally so, 
and these must be acknowledged, but, equally, we have 
beliefs in common.  Failure to hold the differences and 
the common ground in view makes dialogue difficult; it 
acts against fruitful co-existence.   

An example of such a difference is, in Islam God is 
to be listened to and then obeyed whereas the Christian 
belief is that God gave mankind the gift of brain and 
expects believers to serve Him by speaking the truth in 
a process of asking questions – even of His behaviour 
which the book of Job illustrates.
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Secondly, political use of the faith hinders co-exis-
tence. A prominent activist in Malaysia has said that it 
is regrettable that Islam in Malaysia is frequently de-
fined by politicians, not by Islamic scholars, nor by 
senior Imams2.  The result of this phenomenon can be 
seen clearly in former Yugoslavia where villages which 
used to have mixed faith communities and therefore had 
both a church and a mosque in them, now have only a 
mosque or only a church and have become single faith 
communities who eye each other with suspicion. This 
has occurred because politicians sought to create power 
bases defined by religion and so set one religion against 
another.  While it is proper for people of faith to involve 
themselves in political systems, it is destructive when 
politicians seek to use religion to their own ends. 

Thirdly, cultural clashes can hinder co-existence. The 
people of any faith live in particular cultures and express 
that faith in those cultures.  When two cultures conflict, 
it appears as though it is two religions conflicting.  We 
see this when the secular culture in France clashes with 
the Middle Eastern culture of Muslim who live there. 
Sadly, it is perceived as a religious issue whereas Mus-

2.  Muslims in Malaysia – Marina, daughter of Dr Mahathir, former Prime 
Minister of Malaysia
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lims from Bosnia have no such problem because their 
home culture does not require of them same dress code 
as those from the Middle East.  Nevertheless wearing the 
same dress as everyone else in Bosnia did not prevent 
the Muslim there from being persecuted.  The point is, 
cultural differences can, and have often been interpreted 
as religious differences when in reality they are not. All 
these three make it too easy to assume a ‘them and us’ 
mentality which is so endemic among the human race.

So let’s build on the common ground. One of the greatest 
attraction of Islam is the teaching that each Muslim is the 
brother/sister of any other Muslim.  This has a parallel in 
Christianity that each Christian is a member of the family 
of God.  We need to strengthen this common conviction if 
we are to work together for the common good; if we are to 
overcome the ‘us and them’ concept.  Yet that concept often 
dominates how Christians and Muslim view each other.) 

Sadly, though, there are other obstacles which hinder 
the pursuit of co-existence.  There is the disunity and lack 
of coherence of thought and practice in both our faiths. 
Do we really, each, have a clear view of what we mean 
by ‘working together for the common good’? Secondly, 
the presence in all religions of fundamentalism and ex-
tremism and, thirdly, there is our reluctance, I believe, to 
accept the challenge to consider the ways in which we 
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might work together to meet the needs of our society and 
world, and our failure to give it priority and time.  

So, first, our own lack of unity: From the Anglican 
point of view, and perhaps that of other churches, we 
have relied too much on the tradition we inherited, and 
which is preserved in our liturgy, and failed to explore the 
enculturisation of the Gospel in our own day. The result 
is that we are too ready to maintain our own understand-
ing, often giving it biblical and creedal support, without 
showing a willingness to listen to other heart-felt views 
and search for new ways of expressing mutual under-
standing, whilst not denying our own cherished views. 
For example, we tend to stress sin forgiven and the re-
ward of heaven rather than consider as well more subjec-
tive views of atonement and the challenge to work with 
and through God for the Kingdom of Heaven on earth.  

(We follow too easily Matthew’s Jesus, if you like, at 
the expense of hearing Luke’s record of Jesus disputing 
with the Elders (Luke 2.41-51) and announcing the arrival 
of the kingdom. Listen to the account in Luke 4 of Jesus in 
the Synagogue: “He opened the book and read ‘The Spirit 
of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 
release to the captives, recovering of sight to the blind, 
to set at liberty those who are oppressed’. He sat down ,,, 
and said... ‘Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hear-
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ing’”. Jesus was quoting, of course from Isaiah 61, and he 
could equally well have quoted Isaiah 35.5-7. The point 
is that through his ministry God was bringing salvation to 
needy people; creating a little ‘heaven on earth’.) 

We can be too quick to settle for the importance of 
a morally correct life, rather than face the challenge of 
the call to unselfish, generous love. We fail to hear Jesus 
quote the Scriptures ‘I desire mercy not sacrifice’ (Hosea 
6.6) and Micah’s call to ‘do justice, love mercy and walk 
humbly with our God’ (6.8). Or to put it another way- 
we need to stress that we serve not a God, who is to be 
placated but one whom we can trust, as we strive to walk 
that way of Jesus, the way of love; and rather than gain 
personal salvation, to become a servant people.  

I would humbly suggest that a similar stress in Mus-
lim thinking needs to be redressed, if we are to ‘work 
together for the common good’. We need to learn to love 
and respect one another rather than easily turn to suspi-
cion or even hatred. 

  This leads me to a further obstacle, because I am not 
presenting an either/or, but seeking to redress a balance, 
reach a more inclusive position, which, in my opinion, 
would be more effective in our world today. a world 
which, increasingly, rejects the tradition of the past and 
is becoming more secular, even, potentially, in Malaysia. 
So my second obstacle. This is the presence in all our 
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religions of intransigent fundamentalism and extremism 
which hinders our dialogue. This voice is confident and 
very vocal, where the voice of moderation and openness 
to dialogue, easily dismissed as ‘liberal’, is more hesitant. 

This problem needs to be recognised in both our faiths 
if we are serious about open dialogue. It is wonderful to 
have this level of open dialogue but how do we promote 
it at all levels?  

And one further obstacle beyond simply recognising 
and respecting one another is our inability to give more 
significance to the quest for mutual understanding in the 
area of what we could call ‘putting the Gospel into action’ 
or discerning the ways in which our scriptures and tradi-
tions challenge us to work together in our societies to bring 
justice, mercy and peace; to ameliorate life and so bring 
salvation/health to our ailing world; to co-operate to meet 
the needs of others. How do we give it priority and time?  

A way forward?  If this is so, we have provided our-
selves with a demanding programme for the future, in or-
der to restore greater unity of understanding and purpose 
within our faiths, through a sensitive listening, sharing 
and openness and to seek common bases within our tra-
ditions and scriptures for the pursuit of healing across 
our societies. So, how should we move towards this? 
Perhaps the first requirement is that we give the process 
time and priority. Building up a relationship with those 
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of other faiths, especially our Muslim neighbours, is at 
an early stage, but it is vital if we are to discover how 
we can serve the wider society that this work is given an 
urgent priority. Equally important, however, is to repair 
our own relationships, within each tradition, so that we 
can both be a stronger contributor to the process.  

Each faith must take on the responsibility to teach 
their followers to respect people of other faiths, neither 
avoiding nor fearing or fighting them, and set out to ex-
plore their own faith at depth. This is best done, not by 
teaching them about the other faiths, which is what secu-
lar educationists have tried and it results in members of 
another faiths being seen in caricature with one or two 
salient facts only being remembered. The better a person 
understands his own faith the more he will be able to see 
traces and echoes of understanding in another faith. So, 
for example, it is better to have schools that teach Islam 
and Christianity to Christians.  Then with a firm grasp 
on the truth taught them in the context of their own faith 
they will be able to recognise it clearly in another faith. 

If we are to acknowledge that, because of human frail-
ty, we are unable to overcome the differences between 
our two faiths then we should consider the recommen-
dation of His Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury in 
his speech to Muslims and Christians at a dinner given 
by the State Government in his honour in Kuching last 
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year.  He suggested that when we reach a point when we 
realise that our differences cannot be resolved then we 
should agree to disagree well. 

The Anglican Communion is proud of the wide vari-
ety of opinion within her and she is held together, not by 
sticking plasters covering old wounds, but by accepting 
inevitable disagreement in an attitude of mutual respect.  I 
see it in this dialogue a willingness to work towards that 
relationship in which Christians and Muslims can see each 
other travelling toward a common destination but in a dif-
ferent boat on the sea of life.  We may be using different 
navigational aids but in the hazards on that journey, we 
keep one another in sight so that we can come to one an-
other’s aid when need be. That is agreeing to disagree well.

Leaders of faith must keep a constant guard that the 
power of faith is not usurped by politicians but rather 
have the courage to tell policy makers when their think-
ing is wrong.  It is only then those leaders of faith be-
come champions of God’s children.  If our common 
Creator chose not to be a tyrant then our national leaders 
are wrong to be tyrannical. 

However, in the end, nothing unites a nation more than 
having to fight a common enemy.  We need to realise, both 
Christians and Muslims alike, that we have common enemies 
and against their relentless assault we cannot afford to be 
disunited in purpose, if we are to serve, and save, the world.   
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I am grateful to be part of this historic gathering, host-
ed here in Abu Dhabi, continuing the formal dialogue 
that we have enjoyed since 2002 between the Anglican 
Communion and the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar Al-Sharif. 

It is particularly significant that this year the gather-
ing has expanded so much, bringing partners in dialogue 
from so many different parts of the world, and with such 
rich experience and wisdom to share. This wider partici-
pation shows that our dialogue has moved beyond talk 
of east and the west, the Muslim World and the Chris-
tian World. My city of Bradford in the UK has large and 
young Muslim communities, and our capital city, Lon-
don, has a Muslim mayor. 

Our universities in Europe and North America are pro-
ducing high levels of Islamic scholarship. And then, of 
course, we have the deeply rooted Christian, and in this 
case we mention Anglican or Episcopal church, in many 
Muslim-majority countries or countries with large Mus-
lim populations, several of which are represented here. 

3. Bishop of Bradford



36 The Speech of Dr Toby Howart

This meeting has therefore been important for the dia-
logue which we have together with such a rich gather-
ing of Muslim scholars and leaders. But it has also been 
important for us Anglicans to meet and share together, 
as we come from such a wide variety of different con-
texts, and different contexts of dialogue with our Muslim 
neighbours, colleagues and friends. 

We welcome particularly the gracious place accorded 
here in the UAE to the Anglican church, not least as a 
body that is able itself to offer provision and hospitality 
to many different Protestant Christian churches and con-
gregations from all over the world.

It is in this wide context that we are discussing the 
subject: ‘Dialogue Towards an Integrated World’ and in 
this particular session, “Obstacles in the path of coexis-
tence and dialogue, and possible solutions.”

Rather than talk about external obstacles, which are 
many and which are very important (and which others 
have mentioned), I would like to look at obstacles within 
our own religious and theological traditions. I will speak 
as an Anglican Christian, setting out what I see as a bib-
lical vision for that integrated world, and some of the 
dangers that I see in realising that vision.

The Bible’s vision for a diverse but integrated creation 
comes from the earliest chapters of the first book of the 
Bible: Genesis. God creates the world, and it is glorious 
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in its diversity, its complexity and harmony. The world is 
fully in submission to God and it is at peace.

In this narrative, human beings are given a freedom 
not given to any other of God’s creatures. They are free 
to choose to love God and to love one another, or not to 
love and to be selfish. Without the freedom not to love, 
their love would be empty. We read very early of a tragic 
choice for selfishness which spreads like a virus, with 
brother killing brother, to the point where God decides 
to wash the earth clean with a flood. And even after the 
flood, that virus still persists and spreads, so that the next 
passage in the book of Genesis is about the Tower of Ba-
bel in which the people on the earth try to build a tower 
up to heaven to be like God. I know that there is a nar-
rative with echoes of the Tower of Babel in the Qur’an. 

The narrative of the Tower of Babel is one in which 
human beings decide to build a huge tower, reaching up 
to heaven, so that they can make a name for themselves. 
It is a picture of the way that all too often human beings 
try to bring about an integrated society. It is a picture of 
everyone needing to be the same, in order to become like 
they think God is, with power over all the earth. We call 
it totalitarianism. We have seen where it leads to espe-
cially in the last century under Chairman Mao in China, 
or Stalin in Russia or Hitler in Germany, it led to un-
imaginable suffering and death. 
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The very next chapter in the Bible, Genesis chapter 
12, takes us in a very different direction. God’s solu-
tion to the problem of building an integrated humanity is 
not what we might have expected. God doesn’t create a 
new empire across the world. Instead, God chooses one 
single individual, Abraham, to whom he reveals him-
self, and with whom he chooses for a special relation-
ship. Abraham represents the beginning of the history of 
God’s relationship with a particular people, the Jewish 
people. But God has not forgotten the rest of the world. 
God blesses Abraham and tells him that in him all the 
families of the world will be blessed. 

That history of God’s relationship with the people of 
Israel is long and complex and often painful. But through 
it we begin to understand that the God who made the 
world in all its diversity is a God who also loves individ-
ual people and families and nations, who takes seriously 
their histories and cultures and languages. 

When we see Jesus in the light of this history of the 
Jewish people, we see that Jesus is the fulfilment of all 
of that history and the promises of the prophets of the Bi-
ble and the Jewish law. Jesus is fully Jewish and wholly 
comfortable in his Jewishness, which is why he is able to 
criticize the Jewish and other leaders so strongly. 

Through his blessed birth and death and rising again 
from the dead, Jesus then opens out the relationship be-
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tween God and the Jewish people to include everyone, 
even non-Jews in fulfilment of the blessing that God gave 
to Abraham. But this is a struggle for the early Christians. 
The letters which we read in the New Testament are letters 
about how people very different from each other can learn 
to be united, to be integrated with one another worshippers 
of the one God and as brothers and sisters in Christ, drawn 
together by the power and love of God’s Spirit.

But the DNA of that relationship which was always 
personal and particular and sensitive to individual cul-
tures remains. So as the church grows, there is a con-
cern to translate the scriptures into local languages, and 
to take seriously local culture and local custom, while 
holding together the unity of Christians baptised into 
Jesus’ death and resurrection and sharing the common 
meal which we call the Eucharist. 

The last chapters of the Bible give us a vision of the 
new heaven and the new earth, and the holy city coming 
down out of heaven from God. We read that the kings of 
the earth will bring their glory into that city. There is no 
room in that city for evil and for selfishness, but there is 
plenty of room in that city for the glories of human cre-
ativity, culture and difference. 

That is our vision. There are two dangers, however, 
that constantly threaten the relaisation of that vision: 

The first is our human tendency to take the authority 
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of God for ourselves. We can imagine a relationship like 
a triangle, between God, religious leaders and human-
ity. Religious leaders can speak for God when God gives 
them a message. They can encourage the people, they can 
teach the people, they must sometimes warn the people. 
But if they warn the people, it is because God will judge 
the people himself. The problem comes when that triangle 
begins to become a straight line: when the religious leader 
not only speaks for God but decides to punish also on 
behalf of God. When the religious leaders decide to cre-
ate integration and enforce it on God’s behalf. That is the 
road that began at the Tower of Babel and leads to Da’esh. 
It does not have room for freedom to love God and to love 
one’s neighbour. The Gospel narratives about Jesus show 
that Jesus always made space for people to reject him, as 
we see that the Prophet of Islam also did, and we read that 
the followers of Jesus also tried to make him turn that tri-
angle into a straight line. But Jesus always refused.

This is a difficult problem because human beings need 
governments, laws and structures; otherwise there will be 
chaos. Religious leaders need to speak into the political 
world and try to influence it. Political leaders need to be 
men and women of God, like King David. But when they 
try to run the world on behalf of God, they flirt with disaster.

In Bradford, we do not welcome Muslims as guests or 
foreigners. Our Muslims are fellow-citizens, along with 
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Christians and Hindus and Sikhs, Jews and people of no 
faith. They can become the Lord Mayor. We still have 
problems with prejudice and racism and fear, but the re-
lationships are good. 

The second danger which is always present threaten-
ing our vision of an integrated world is that we do not 
make space for particular and the specific differences 
in culture. There is always the temptation for religious, 
political and economic leaders to impose a universal 
culture. This is something that we struggle with as the 
Anglican Communion: We include people from vastly 
different cultures. We have to work out often painfully 
what it means for us to hold together a common Anglican 
Christian identity as followers of Christ in very different 
cultural contexts with different attitudes to a number of 
ethical issues. But because we believe that God revealed 
himself into a particular, specific culture, we hold onto 
the importance of every culture. Again, the letters of the 
New Testament often make reference to this struggle. 

Both Anglican Christianity and Islam have a history of 
being religions that are territorial. If I look at the skyline 
of my city of Bradford, I see roads with two churches, 
one directly opposite the other, sometimes three or four 
different churches. And as the neighbourhoods change 
and the Christians have moved out and South Asian Mus-
lims have moved in, the skyline changes, and we now 
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have two or three mosques on the same road. And now 
the character of the city is changing again with Eastern 
European migrants and other refugees moving in, many 
of them Christians and Muslims but from very different 
cultural and ethnic backgrounds.

We have hope, however, that building an integrated 
world is finally not something that is just in our hands. 
We believe that this is what God wants and that it is what 
God will bring to pass. We believe from God’s revela-
tion that God’s desire is for a world in which people and 
families from each culture and nation come freely into a 
harmonious relationship with God and with each other. 
We have responsibility from God, and we will be held 
to account by God for what we have done or not done 
to build society in the way that God wants, but God is 
greater and that gives us hope. 
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The Role of Religion in Enhancing Values, 
Ethics and Human Principles

Dr Jo Bailey Wells)4(

Specifically I’m going to paint a picture to describe 
the Christian religion approach to values, ethics and prin-
ciples. A picture of human flourishing, in its widest sense. 
Colourful, diverse, relating to every human being, across 
time and history, across the globe and nationality, across 
ethnicity and language. And, specifically, across reli-
gions. That is to say that Christians hold a picture of uni-
versal flourishing – it is not just about Christians but all 
human beings, all who are created in the image of God. 

My picture of flourishing will have 2 aspects. But first 
the frame.

4. Bishop of Dorking, UK. 
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The Frame
Start with Abraham, a figure we share in common. 

Genesis 12:3:
I will bless those who bless you, and the one who 

curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed.”

To state what is probably obvious, this is a text that 
the three great Abrahamic faiths share in common. A text 
that has often been interpreted too narrowly – assuming 
the promise of blessing functions only biologically. De-
scribes the election of Abraham, his special calling for 
service, the purpose of which is about blessing. Bless-
ing who? Blessing all the families on earth. This is the 
given. This is the context from which Christians under-
stand their own calling: to be a blessing. Jews and Mus-
lims too? (Let’s discuss). The flourishing of Christians 
ought to bring about the flourishing of others around 
them. Abraham would have called it blessing. Not a zero 
sum game where the prosperity of one faith group means 
the diminishment of another.  No quantitative limits on 
blessing.  (A rising tide…). Shalom = salaam. Peace, 
well-being, wholeness, blessing.

1. The Picture: first layer of paint
Two layers of painting, corresponding to the two testa-

ments from our Scriptures, OT and NT, which illustrate 
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how the principle of blessing is worked out, which ex-
plain how Christians work out what this means. The first 
belongs in a period of adversity, in the book of Jeremiah, 
where relationships are severely tested between God’s 
holy people and those who surround them in the Ancient 
Near East, in the context of their exile. The principle of 
mutual flourishing, is severely tested.

The situation of exile. Not new or unique in our tradi-
tion (indeed in any of the big 3 traditions) for the people 
of God to find themselves in circumstance of isolation, 
fragility, persecution. They’d lost their homes, lost their 
history, and wondered if they’d lost God’s promises… 
had God failed them, abandoned them? Desperate cir-
cumstances. Hardest aspect of all, the OT explains the 
exile as intended by God, to challenge and re-focus a 
people who had lost their way following a period of 
complacency. 

Going to read one small central section from Jeremiah, a 
book of prophecy from the exile, much of which expresses 
dismay and fury at the plight of the exiles in the hands of 
their Babylonian captors. In the midst of many chapters of 
prophetic poetry declaring how Babylon is doomed and 
will be judged by God comes the news of a personal letter 
from the prophet in Jerusalem destined for the exiles.

Imagine the excitement at the start of the sixth cen-
tury BC (about 596) that this must have generated within 
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that desperate group. News from home that had travelled 
hundreds of miles and some months, risking that God-
forsaken journey, from a survivor, from a prophet, some-
one trusted to deliver the very words of God: 

4 Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of IsraeL, to 
aLL the exILes whom I have sent Into exILe from Jerusa-
Lem to BaByLon: 5 Build houses and live in them; plant 
gardens and eat what they produce. 6 Take wives and 
have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and 
give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons 
and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. 7 But 
seek the welfare, the shalom  of the city where I have sent 
you into exile, and pray to the Lord on Its BehaLf, for In 
Its shal om  l ies your  shal om… For  t hus says t he Lor d: 
When seventy years have passed in Babylon, I will take 
note of you and fulfill for you my promise to bring you 
back to this place. For I myself know the thoughts that 
I am thinking concerning you – an utterance of YHWH 
– thoughts of shalom, wellbeing, and not of evil, to give 
you a future of hope” Jeremiah 29:4-7, 10-11

Not the message they were hoping for. Shocking! Set-
tle down in Babylon? Seek the welfare of the Babylo-
nians? The Judeans’ well-being is linked inextricably to 
that of the Babylonians?
• Exile as the circumstances not merely for survival but for 

well-being, for healthy living, for spiritual growth. Mixed 
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economies not rarified promised lands of religious puri-
ty.  Comes as a direct provocative challenge to their rage 
and self-pity  – fury at captivity, seething hatred of every 
Babylonian. Counter-intuitive and not popular: suffering 
and hardship may be the very circumstances for spiri-
tual flourishing and blessing.NB A message relevant to 
Christians all around the world. Not only in places of 
suffering but in circumstances of complacency… 

• Exile as the circumstance even as a struggling minority 
to seek the well-being of the other, of those who out-
number them, of the stranger, the foreigner, the alien. 
This is part of the ‘bias to the poor’ that is understood 
in every circumstances – to care for the orphan, the 
widow, the alien (a trio understood traditionally to rep-
resent anyone who was poor and powerless). But here 
in extremis where the aliens, the foreigners are in the 
majority, far from powerless, indeed creating poverty 
and oppressing God’s holy people.  So these words 
would have been shocking, offensive, ridiculous.
Wider context of Jeremiah: this radical word of recon-

ciliation is sandwiched between more sizeable hunks of la-
ment and protest. The positive vision does not have the last 
word – the book concludes with two long chapters (50-51) 
of rage, of poetry declaring how Babylon is doomed by 
God, utterly damned and marked for destruction. 

And so you might say there are two alternative mes-

Dr Jo Bailey Wells
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sages about the Babylonians, both of which are there 
in the word of God: on the one hand, seek shalom for 
Babylon; on the other, wicked, godless Babylon is to be 
destroyed. It seems that even the prophet Jeremiah was 
torn between the two messages.

What we see in the Bible is what we see in every re-
ligious community perhaps – certainly among the disci-
ples of Jesus, certainly across many parts of the church, 
and also in our own hearts: a profound tension between 
a vision of reconciliation on the one hand, and commit-
ted hatred on the other. Both may legitimately be called 
‘biblical’; both may find a form of religious justification, 
at least from the Old Testament.

Fr John Tarachee, Orthodox Christian priest from Bar-
tella, one of the most ancient villages with a continu-
ous Christian presence since the first century: last week 
was reported as returning to his village and his church, 
not far from Mosul in Iraq, after 2.5 years of exile. Lost 
just about everything – his house ransacked (found few 
precious books among the rubble), the church burned. 
Yet unquestioning in his love and commitment for his 
country and all its people… and returning in commit-
ment to their flourishing, that of the local Muslims just 
as much as the few Christians, having lived well side 
by side for centuries. Indeed he declines to see Muslims 
as his enemies; he refuses the option of anger precisely 
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where anger would seem so justified. (Result is the 2 min 
YouTube video about him has gone viral – it is so arrest-
ing, so astounding).

2. The Picture: The top layer of paint
But six centuries later, the last and greatest of the 

prophets said the very same thing that Jeremiah had said. 
In his sermon on the mount, Matthew 5:44, Jesus said — 
“Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute 
you” (Matt. 5:44) —and with that reiteration, echoed in 
a life of both love and persecution, something changed. 

What has changed is not that Christians are now consis-
tently found to love their enemies and pray for them assidu-
ously, since Jesus said they should. With a few exceptions 
– including the example of Fr John Tarachee, who stands 
out so strongly - Christians perhaps feel just the same about 
our enemies as the Judeans felt about the Babylonians. What 
has changed is that it is no longer absurd to seek for their 
prosperity – no longer can Christians say that is a figment of 
an overheated prophetic imagination, perhaps, or a sell-out 
to the oppressor. Because Jesus has spoken, and Christians 
know for sure that actively seeking shalom for their enemies 
is what God expects. That is what a “future of hope” (Jer. 
29:11) looks like in God’s own white-hot imagination: peo-
ple praying without ceasing for their enemies, appealing to 
God for the godless, putting all their hope in God’s ability to 
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craft shalom, well-being, peace, true prosperity - even out of 
misery, suffering, and profound spiritual poverty. They are 
called to fulfil the call to Abraham, to share God’s blessing 
with the world – knowing it is not in limited supply.

And so the Christian golden rule is about loving one’s 
neighbour as oneself. And that neighbour is not necessar-
ily someone like you. Indeed in Jesus’ parable of the good 
Samaritan when he addresses the question of ‘who is my 
neighbour?’, the surprise is specifically that my neighbour 
- the one who shows mercy – is the one who appears least 
like me. Indeed, the surprise of God’s grace is very of-
ten the surprise that comes through an encounter with ‘the 
other’, with a stranger, even an enemy, rather than a friend. 
One particular church in London that I know has this as 
their strapline: seeking recklessly to give away God’s 
blessings, to the people in our neighbourhood and beyond.

Striking example of this two weeks ago in the joint 
venture of two Christian pastors and one Muslim from 
Birmingham who – from their respective communities – 
drove a van-load of rucksacks and suitcases down to the 
migrant camp in Calais just before it was cleared. One 
of them knew a young Christian volunteer in the camp 
called Danni who took the three of them around the camp, 
despite some of the dangers and delicacies of working 
in a very tense situation. The report quotes Abdullah’s 
reaction: The volunteers from all over the world were 
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amazing, but most amazing of all was Dannie, the young 
Christian volunteer who wears her heart on her sleeve, 
and when taking us into the heart of the jungle was shown 
amazing affection by the residents of the camp.  The com-
munity spirit in the jungle was clear to see, but nothing 
would be possible without the amazing volunteers who 
are doing all they can to make their lives more bearable 
in the face of such difficulties and adversity.

What does it mean for Christians to bless the oppres-
sor, to pray for the enemy, to love the neighbour? Realm 
of Ethics.

Firstly, here is no mere tolerance – a sort of ‘build a 
good fence’, get along in the passive sense, put up with 
them. Survive side by side. Persist. No room for any re-
sistance. It is about positive action, generous sharing, an 
expectation of mutuality.  Relating, befriending, giving, 
knowing, exchanging.  It is actively seeking the best for 
the other. The problem is, who defines ‘best’? What are 
the principles and values by which flourishing is defined?

For too long – since the rise of Constantine in Rome - 
the ‘Christian West’ assumed a universal horizon in eth-
ics. That is, that Western values described all civilised 
society; that there was a system of universal ethics that 
applied to everyone (where ‘everyone’ too readily ref-
erenced only the Western hemisphere). But that era has 
come to an end; Western society tends now to be de-
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scribed by the term ‘modernity’, a prevailing ethos and 
system of thought that Christians would tend now to re-
sist, because it is essentially secular. 

• it tends to put humanity, particularly the individual 
person, at the centre of enquiry – rather than God and 
the ways of God; 

• it tends to achieve consensus by avoiding public dis-
cussion of truth and purpose, and rather privileging the 
bureaucratic facility of getting things done; 

The emergence of postmodernity, with its relentless 
suspicion of established systems, privileged narratives, 
and confident authorities – its dismissal of universal eth-
ics, the opening of the door to a radical relativism in terms 
of principles of truth and value – has actually turned out 
to be helpful for creating a situation in which the dis-
tinctiveness of faith claims can be expressed. And this 
applies to any faith group, at least in Britain. Almost like 
the Judean experience of going into exile, the Christian 
narrative has lost its prevailing dominance. The very chal-
lenge to complacency has been healthy, for  re-finding its 
calling, dare I say its radicality, over against the prevail-
ing Western secular materialism. (Also involves voicing 
some shame in relation to mistakes in the past, not least 
where ‘Babylonian invective’ has predominated…)

The Role of Religion in Enhancing Values



53

Christian ethics…

A distinctive Christian voice also allows greater space 
in a multi-faith society for a distinctive Muslim voice.  
Hospitality… mutual challenge… some overlapping 
values.

Examples from my own experience: of the challenge 
from friendship with Muslims to regular prayer and fasting 
– the courage to pause in the midst of the day, of a meeting, 
of a gathering, to pray and without apology; of voicing my 
convictions, explaining my faith, sometimes vigorously, al-
ways (I hope) graciously, in the spirit and longing to share 
the hope that is inside me.  In a secular society the chal-
lenge is for anyone to hold to faith. The competition is not 
with each other, but with the power of secular materialism.

Values: lament, sacrifice, hope.

Dr Jo Bailey Wells





The Speech of the Grand Imam

In the Name of Allah, the Gracious, the Merciful

Rt. Revd. Justin Welbey, the Archbishop of Canterbury
Elders of the East and the West

Ladies and Gentlemen  

May God’s Peace, Mercy and Blessing be upon you all!

This is the first meeting we hold in the Arab East, in 
the United Arab Emirates. Thanks to the rightly guided 
leadership and wise leaders of this country, it has become 
a model for the balanced openness and well-planned de-
velopment in which originality and creativeness, heri-
tage and modernity come together in fine harmony and 
unique compatibility rarely found in countries initiating 
their way on the route of progress and development. 

This is the first time, in the Arab modern history, that a 
finely planned meeting takes place between the Muslim 
Elders and the Christian Elders from the Anglican Com-
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munion for specific objectives. Praying for God’s success 
and help, we pin huge expectations on today meeting to 
initiate a seriously new step on the way to build a world 
of integration and mutual understanding. In essence, this 
initiative aims to relieve the current human sufferings of 
terror, pains, bloodshed and wars. 

Wise Elders!

I think you agree with me that most of the current hu-
man tragedies have germinated from the dominant ma-
terialism and injustice of anti-religious policies that go 
against, and even mock, the revealed religious teachings.  
However, they have manifestly failed to provide alterna-
tives of religions to achieve a kind of happiness to man-
kind, create hopes for better and meaningful life, or guar-
antee rights equal to those guaranteed by the revealed 
religions, especially the rights of justice and equality as 
well as the right of freedom and the right to difference.

Ladies and Gentlemen!

I have no doubt that humanity, at this moment, is ea-
gerly yearning for a return to the revealed religions and 
their human and ethical teachings. This has been the case 
after so long and painful experiences, misleading human-
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ity to imminent destruction and certain loss; these ex-
periences abusively dominated the destinies of peoples 
and their rights and resources. Immersed in their powers 
and arrogance, such experiences manifested the imperial 
philosophy of expansion and fell prey to the monstrous 
desire for hegemony and unlimited lust of unilateralism 
and egoism.

During the past two centuries, some people mistaken-
ly thought that the scientific progress and technical and 
philosophical advancement had eliminated the role of 
religions and turned them into antiquities only to be dis-
played in the museum of history. More to this point, they 
thought that the advancement achieved in these areas is 
the one worthy of leading humankind, taking charge of 
refining and developing human feelings, and deterring 
any of the evil tendencies.

To their surprise, the reality falsified that new dream 
day by day. Indeed, the reality left the delusions of this 
dream exposed to face their fate. We read in many books 
that “If the 19th century was a time for scholarly research 
and philosophies of evolution, it was also a century for 
the colonial expansion and bad utilization of knowledge 
to achieve the imperial interests and the political ambi-
tions of the colonizers. Unlike what is stated in the heav-
enly sacred religions, some of the 19th century scholars 
and thinkers went far to claim that human races are not 
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originated from one and the same origin, but came from 
various origins, seeking early roots in the great apes and 
other animals. They went on with their claims to build 
other theories on these false assumptions, which disunit-
ed humankind and categorized peoples on the basis of 
their color and race. Another theory appeared to give rise 
to the superiority of the Aryan race over other races, as 
the designer of all scientific, cultural, and civilization-
al discoveries.”5 Surely, you know about the history of 
these pseudo-scholarly theories, which was wickedly de-
vised to justify the imperial policies and the domination 
of other nations in open disrespect of the unanimously 
agreed-upon teachings of religion in the issue of human 
creation as independent species. For the sacred texts, the 
issue of human creation will continue, irrespective of the 
scientific development and advancement, an eschato-
logical metaphysical issue, entirely beyond the limits of 
science, experimentation and laboratories. 

“I did not make them witness the creation of the heav-
ens and the earth, nor the creation of themselves. Nor 
would I take the misleaders as helpers” (Q, 18: 51).

The 20th century was not better than the 19th century. 
Two World Wars took place leaving behind more than 

5.  See, e.g., Al-Aqqad, Bilal Ibn Rabah: Da’i s-Samaa’ wa 
Mu’azzan ur-Rasul, p. 428, in the Islamic Encyclopedia of Al-
Aqqad, vol. 3. Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-Arabi.      
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seventy millions of deaths. Evidently, the religion has no 
relation whatsoever to any of them. Only the false incli-
nations to the European superiority of race were among 
the causes that triggered them. In the wake of these two 
wars, nuclear weapons soon appeared, as a new leap for 
world terror and a constant threat to humanity.6 

Then 21st century then began with a new imperial pol-
icy with excessive inclination to violence and cruelty, 
which has of course led to much affliction in the west. 
However, we—the Arabs and Muslims—are experienc-
ing it in the east as a living reality turning life into a med-
ley of dust, bloodshed, tears and ruins. The new imperial 
colonization also found those who philosophize and the-
orize these policies and present justification thereto, such 
as the theory of “clash of civilization”, “end of history”, 
“constructive chaos” and the “center-margin” theory. 

To sum up, the amazing scientific advancement has 
unfortunately no parallel advancement in ethics. Like-
wise, the technical development, especially in the area 
of lethal weapons, proved devoid of all values expected 
to direct it to the right destination for human welfare. 
Noticeably, wars are constantly increasing and grow-
ing worse day by day in synchrony with the progress 

6. Excerpted from my speech in San Diego Conference, Rome on 
“The Significance of Christian Churches in the Middle East”,  
March 21, 2009.  
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of knowledge on the ladder of development. Indeed, 
the scientific progress and war breakup are currently 
concomitant, each strengthening and inflaming the oth-
er. The same is true for the development and progress 
achieved in the areas of philosophy, literature, sociology 
and arts. They all advanced apart from the philosophy 
of religion and in the absence of ethics in total contempt 
of mere rational contemplations and metaphysics, all in 
isolation from the human heritage and its religious and 
philosophical treasures. Eventually, these modern theo-
ries proved more detrimental than beneficial.  

Dear Brothers!

History repeats itself and the conference we are now 
holding is very similar to the international conference of 
religion held in London in 1936, to which the then Grand 
Sheikh of Al-Azhar Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi 
sent a treatise entitled “Human Brotherhood and Uni-
versal Colleagueship.7” I was amazed to identify, first, 
this kind of similarity in worries experienced by Europe 
at that time and those we suffer at this very moment of 
our history. Second,  the titles of treatises of the far past 

7. Sheikh al-Maraghi, the Grand Sheikh of Al-Azhar, sent this 
treatise to the International Conference of Religion held in 
London, see Al-Azhar Journal, vol. 7, 1936, pp. 301-311.  
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are very similar to those of today. The treatise of Sheikh 
al-Maraghi had a mission; he was pursuing and explor-
ing the issues of human fraternity and the international 
peace, which are identical with the contents of today’s 
mission in pursuit of a world of integration and mutual 
understanding. It is most likely that the conclusion of 
Al-Azhar treatise in London Conference will rightfully 
guide our way in the conclusion of the current meeting 
of Abu Dhabi.

The significance of this message lies in the fact that 
Western citizens had then developed a pessimistic view 
of the clergymen. At that time, a message was declared at 
the heart of entire Europe that the world could be deliv-
ered of its contemporary crises only through devoutness 
and through holding firm to religion, maintaining that 
the cause of civilizational decline in the age of scientific 
prosperity was not religion, as mistakenly perceived by 
common people, but rather it was atheism and material-
ist philosophies. Few people thought leaders and reform-
ers could dare to propagate such a critical approach. At 
that time, it was quite onerous to point profound criti-
cism to the morality of science at the peak of its prosper-
ity. Besides, it was not easy to criticize positive philoso-
phies or to warn people against its lure and dominance 
over social and political theories, and even over religious 
thought itself. Hence, some Christian and Muslim schol-
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ars were compelled to resort to a conciliatory or adaptive 
approach between sacred texts and opposing scholarly 
and philosophical perspectives, even if such perspectives 
were grounded on sheer potentiality, not attaining the ac-
ceptable level of scientific laws or gaining certitude. This 
adaptive approach was frequently adopted at the expense 
of clear denotations of sacred texts, so that many people 
felt that religion was about to suffer an eventual decline.

Then, the late Grand Sheikh Al-Maraghy did not hesi-
tate to state in his message that the only cure for such de-
cline is “devoutness and religious sentiment”, which he 
described as an intuitive element instilled in the human 
being, and that it is more forceful in driving humanity 
towards peace, justice and equality than atheist inclina-
tions that nourish corruption in the human community. 
The late Grand Sheikh also expects that atheists and 
their fellows who satirize religions may raise the objec-
tion that history abounds with human-made catastrophes 
and disasters that were motivated by “a religious senti-
ment that acted as a reckless force prompting horrific vi-
olence and destruction”. These distressing occurrences, 
Al-Maraghy believed, constituted a tragic reality, though 
religion had nothing to do with it. Indeed, none of the 
divine faiths incite the calamities imputed to it, and the 
genuine motive behind these calamities is manipulation 
of the religion sentiment in producing a distorted real-
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ity and attaining goals that are justly denounced by reli-
gions themselves. After all, it is only misguided religious 
scholars, rather than religion itself, who stand behind 
such tragic occurrences!

Here, fellow brothers and sisters, springs the serious 
responsibility resting directly on our shoulders or those 
of devout religious scholars and preachers to face the 
crises that distressingly loom large in today’s world. 
Scholarly fellowship, which has once been proposed by 
Al-Azhar in the thirties of the last century, begins with 
a fellowship among religious scholars, or—in the words 
of leading theologian—Hans Kung, “No peace among 
the nations without peace among the religions”.8 

Therefore, religious scholars—even when they intend 
to undertake their role in preaching world peace, sustain-
ing harmony in the face of struggle, and realizing people’s 
hopes for an integrated world with full faith in mutual un-
derstanding—should first maintain peace and understand-
ing amongst themselves. In this way, they can preach it to 
others. Such is the framework of action that Al-Azhar has 
always maintained since it initiated the first practical step 
in this long path with an official visit to your venerated 
church; Canterbury Cathedral. 

8. Global Responsibilities: In Search of a New World Ethics, 
     p. 76.
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We were so pleased, Reverend Archbishop, with your 
generous entertainment of Al-Azhar delegation in your 
palace during the period June 6 to June 9, 2016 A.C. 
Then, followed the second step towards the Vatican City 
in a visit to Pope Francis on May 23, 2016 A.C. The third 
Azharite visit was to the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) in Geneva, during the period of September 28 to 
October 2, 2016 A.C. By Allah’s Willing, I expect such 
visits to largely contribute in mitigating the pains of the 
poor, the wretched and those groaning under the fire of 
absurd wars and the deviant policies of those lacking reli-
gious and moral conscience.

Here we gather today in Abu Dhabi, in a meeting of 
wisdom and fellow feeling, invoking support from our 
Almighty Lord, and imitating the noble example of 
prophets and messengers in their sincere reliance on the 
Lord alone and in their bearing unimaginable burdens 
for the sake of delivering the human community from 
aberration and guiding it to the path of happiness in this 
life and in the life to come.

Dear noble guests!

When I have a hope in this meeting, it is that we forget 
the past and its nurtured grudges and enmities, and that 
we look forward to the future, having firm belief that we 
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will not be held accountable for the past before our Lord. 
Rather, we will definitely have to account for that which 
happens at the time in which we live, in terms of our du-
ties towards the Lord and His creation. 

Finally, dear guests, the great religion Islam which I 
embrace as a faith, openly welcomes any efforts that do 
not only channels the welfare of humankind, but also 
cares for other creature, including animals and plants, 
and even  inanimate objects.

Thank you for your kind attention!
May Allah’s Peace, Mercy and Blessings be upon you.

Written in Al-Azhar Sheikhdom,
In Muharram 28th, 1438 A.H. / October 30th, 2016 A.C.

By
Ahmad At-Tayyeb

Grand Sheikh of Al-Azhar
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I am delighted to be here, and profoundly honoured to 
have the opportunity to continue the process of relation-
ship and dialogue with Al Azhar and the Muslim Council 
of Elders that began in 2002, and which has continued 
since through good times and bad. We owe much to the 
wisdom and courage of our predecessors. We are also 
indebted to other work, notably the Marrakesh Declara-
tion on the protection of Minorities in Muslim majority 
lands. These relationships and declarations must always 
be upheld and their spirit followed through, because they 
are good, and because of our deep respect for those who 
have gone before us.

It is fitting too that we meet in a country which has 
taken practical steps to enable religious minorities to 
meet, teach, worship and express themselves. It shows 
a confidence in granting freedom, and a self confidence 
which is fitting and proper. We can only be grateful for 
the clear thinking expressed here. 

9. The Archbishop of The Anglican Communion. 
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This freedom cannot be taken for granted in a world 
currently beset by a crisis of confidence in the rights it 
pledged itself to uphold in the aftermath of the Second 
World War. The crisis is affecting all faith groups, deep-
ening nationalist tensions, and leaking across from the 
approach to faith into the most acute challenges to inter-
national law, human flourishing and stability. 

It has renewed permission for those in political cam-
paigns to condemn all Muslims, or other groups they dis-
like. In the UK we find British values, so called, defined 
by Ofsted (the body that regulates and inspects educa-
tion services for children and young people) as belief in 
democracy, in the rule of law and in mutual respect of 
faiths, or for those of no faith. This approach is good, but 
entirely inadequate as a foundation for a healthy society. 

Democracy without fundamental values around the 
value of the human being, and, I would say, without the 
understanding of God’s grace and love for the humanity 
God created, is a recipe for majority tyranny.

The impact of such tyranny was seen in the 1930s, 
when the law enacted by democratically elected govern-
ment began the process of the holocaust.  Six million 
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Jewish people were to be systematically slaughtered and 
millions more displaced in the most brutal antithesis of 
religious freedom. It was the very nadir of European 
life that had imploded morally and spiritually through 
the calculated dismantling of a consensus over the right 
of people and religious communities to flourish freely 
and without hindrance, harassment or legal impediment, 
so long as they neither incited hatred nor supported vio-
lence. 

That consensus had arisen between 1518 and 1648 
(with some hangover into the end of the 17th century 
and localised recurrences such as in Northern Ireland un-
til the present day, or other areas of sectarian division) 
during the Reformation and counter-Reformation. From 
October 31st 1518, 499 years ago, when Martin Luther 
nailed his Theses the door of All Saints’ Church in Wit-
tenberg, to the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, Europe was 
at war over religious identity. In the 30 years war from 
1618-1648 one third of the population of Germany died.

It was that crippling and disastrous legacy of reli-
giously motivated, or at least religiously excused vio-
lence, that led to a sense in Europe that we should not 
fight over such things. But it is also fundamentally a 
theological issue.
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In 2015 a powerful book* by Dr Frances Flannery 
a scholar at James Madison University in Washington 
analysed the nature of apocalyptic terrorism. The author 
looks at case studies within the environmental move-
ment, in Japan, amongst militant Christian militia groups 
in the USA, and in Islam. 

For me the key finding was that whereas fundamen-
talist attitudes with an apocalyptic, imminent end of the 
world approach, in some groups might lead to psycho-
logical harm or isolation for their members, it was the 
sense of who was responsible for bringing in the rule 
of God that made the difference. If the answer was that 
God was responsible, the group was unlikely to be vio-
lent. Once they felt that they had a responsibility to do 
God’s work in the place of God, then extreme violence 
was inevitable.

In other words the issue is theological. What is the 
understanding of God that we have in terms of responsi-
bility for a righteous society?
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We all have a vested interest in free and flourishing 
societies, but also in societies where behaviour is righ-
teous, at least in the way that the Abrahamic faiths de-
fine righteous. In a very minimalist way that would in-
clude justice and peace, the common good, the care for 
the weak and poor, the rejection of violence as a way of 
resolving disputes, and security and equality before the 
law.

Historically we have based these values partly in rea-
son, but fundamentally, as Christians, on our understand-
ing of the nature and requirements of God as revealed in 
Jesus Christ and attested in the Scriptures. If Christians 
hold fast to the teaching of Jesus that “you shall know 
the truth, and the truth shall set you free”, then the open 
discussion and testing of what we believe to be true, can 
only be to our collective advantage. 

Over the last two hundred years that testing has radi-
cally changed our attitudes to slavery, to working condi-
tions, to mutual responsibility, to the abuse of the vul-
nerable and weak, to care for the elderly, to universal 
medical care, how we treat women, and to minority 
group of every kind including religious, political, sexual, 
ethnic, provided they stay within tolerable boundaries of 
mutual responsibility to the rest of society.
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We know that God created humanity in God’s own 
image- male and female He created us. And He created 
us to respond freely, not by compulsion or coercion, but 
to be in relationships of love with Him by choice.  Yet 
God also set consequences for decisions. One Christian 
understanding of God’s judgement is that we get what 
we choose. God does not stop us sinning, or suffering the 
consequences of sin. 

David chose to commit adultery with Bathsheba and 
the consequences were instability in his family, for his 
throne and the death of the resulting child.That is the 
pattern to which we are called, a pattern of freedom to 
choose, but also the necessity to accept the consequences 
of choice. Thus in our jurisprudential system, an inca-
pacity to make choices through insanity, or other rea-
sons, is a defence against a criminal charge.

This theological account is the basis of liberalism, the 
ability to give a broad range to choices to people. Yet 
liberalism often evades the key theological question. If 
my responsibility is only about me, only I pay the price 
for what I do, then liberalism works. If my neighbour 
drinks too much that is his problem so long as it affects 
only him.
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Yet within the Christian tradition is also the under-
standing that an evil society both makes it very hard for 
individuals within it to live well (a theme in the story 
both of Noah and of Lot in Sodom) but also brings the 
judgement of God on a society, a theme of the exile 
of the Jews to Babylon, and of the letters to the Seven 
Churches in the Book of Revelation. This truth about the 
need for a righteous society has led and still leads many 
churches to advocate law as about morality, because bad 
morality leads to bad societies.

A second key point is that if we have a strong theol-
ogy of the fall of humanity through the disobedience of 
Adam and Eve, then we need to acknowledge human-
ity’s tendency to abuse power and to crush opposition to 
its power. 

There is a real danger of societies legislating against 
their ideological opponents through fear and ending up 
compromising their own moral and spiritual integrity 
by committing acts of evil against the very people they 
thought they were protecting the rest of society from. 
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Again there is much history in this area, especially in 
the anti Jewish laws in Europe going back to the early 
middle ages, and in the anti heretic laws and the use of 
criminal punishment for heretical religious opinions. It 
has also led to hypocritical laws on sexual morality, usu-
ally ending up being used as weapons rather than means 
of justice.

Christians need to own the fact that we are a faith 
with exclusive claims of revelation, truth and integrity. 
We possess little explicit scriptural evidence of a call for 
freedom of religion. If we are to make the case for the 
right of others of different views and traditions to wor-
ship freely or not at all, then we need a systematic inter-
pretation of God’s nature and modelling for humanity.

Grace and mercy, with justice and righteousness are 
characteristics at the heart of God’s nature, while force 
and compulsion are not.

However, Christians have more recently been on the 
receiving end of persecution both from militantly athe-
ist and religiously intolerant regimes. It would not be 
over-stating matters to say that Christianity is both the 
numerically largest faith and the most persecuted. The 
historic centre of the Christian Church in the Middle 
East has never felt so threatened, but is also under at-
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tack in countries as diverse as North Korea and Er-
itrea, where Christians are harassed, imprisoned, per-
secuted and killed. We are grateful for the protection 
of the Church and advocacy of the rights of Christians 
in majority Muslim lands and I want to say thank you.  

Sixty eight years after the United Nations agreed the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, this situation 
is intolerable and as faith communities we must step up 
and hold governments to account. This is a challenge for 
us all everywhere but none-more-so than in countries 
where faith communities have serious power through 
numerical, political or civic strength.

The right to life is more than just the right not to be 
killed; it is the right to flourish as fully rounded human 
beings: body, mind and spirit together. Religious free-
dom is more than just freedom from persecution; it is the 
freedom to choose how to express our understanding of 
our relationship with God. 

Faith groups should be at the forefront of advocacy 
for human rights because we recognise that ultimately, 
we are answerable and accountable to God alone who 
created individuals with dignity and integrity.  
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This freedom is integral to the flourishing of our so-
cieties, but it does not emerge in a vacuum and neither 
does it come without responsibility. 

If we cherish our own rights, then we must have regard 
for the rights and sensitivities of others. We have a col-
lective responsibility to each other in a world created by 
God for our dependence upon Him and on one another. 
Jesus reminded us that our fullest expression in creation 
is in loving God with all our heart, soul, strength and 
mind and in loving our neighbours as ourselves (Luke 
10:27) Where the Church is not acting on this command-
ment to love, it is not the Church. Jesus went further in 
clarifying that our neighbours are not just the people we 
identify with ethnically, nationally or religiously, but are 
in fact anyone we encounter and especially those in need.

Jesus inaugurated a kingdom which was relational, 
attractional and non-violent. The kingdom was open to 
all who received and responded to God’s invitation. To 
coax, coerce or compel people to swear allegiance to this 
kingdom confounds and contradicts the very nature of 
the kingdom itself. Too often the Church has taken this 
route in its long 2,000 years of history. 
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We are called to seek the common good of all because 
we are called to witness to the emerging kingdom which 
we believe brings the promise of renewal and restoration 
to all.

Anglicans around the world, and in the Church of Eng-
land with our particular position in the country, engage 
at governmental level but also at the grassroots as we en-
deavour to build relationships of trust, integrity and love. 

These relationships are the building blocks for inte-
grated communities and integrated societies. For these 
relationships to flourish and to have integrity, there must 
be equal protection in law and civic society for each 
person and for each community regardless of ethnicity, 
background, creed or affiliation.

Within the United Kingdom, Christians and Muslims 
have worked together on a government funded initiative, 
run by the Church of England, called Near Neighbours 
which has catalysed hundreds of grassroots socially 
transformative projects. 
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We have also worked together to provide a clear mor-
al voice on political and legislative decision-making. 
Sometimes we succeeded, sometimes we have failed. 
The Church of England is at the forefront of advocating 
the rights of Muslim communities to establish schools, 
madrassahs and mosques across the country. 

We have established and participated in faiths forums 
where the collective voice of faith communities in a 
largely secular society, can be heard more clearly. It is 
a cause for celebration that faith communities play such 
a vibrant role in every strata of British life and society.

But the increasing integration of Muslim communities 
within British society, in which we rejoice, is in stark 
contrast to the increasing marginalisation of and outright 
hostility to Christian communities within many parts 
of the world, not least in significant parts of the Middle 
East.
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It will be a joy to worship today at St Andrew’s Church 
here in Abu Dhabi and it is to the credit of the authorities 
and government here that Christian worship has been al-
lowed to flourish and grow and we thank you again. I am 
concerned that this is becoming the exception rather than 
the rule though in many parts of the world.

The challenge then is for all of us at this conference to 
make some serious progress in establishing not just the 
theological foundations for flourishing and integrated 
societies where freedom of religion and belief is a given, 
but to go much further and to establish practical steps 
to ensure this happens in the societies and countries we 
represent and live in.




