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1. Christians, Muslims Move Ahead On Global Talks Patriarch Alexy of 

Moscow and All Russia:  

Response to the open letter of 138 Muslim Theologians 
 

I would like to thank all the Muslim religious leaders and scholars who sent an 

open letter to representatives of Christian Churches and organizations including the 

primate of the Russian Orthodox Church. 

Christians and Muslims have many similar aims, and we can unite our efforts to 

achieve them. However, this unity will not occur if we fail to clarify our understanding of 

each other's religious values. In this connection, I welcome the desire of the Muslim 

community to begin a sincere and open dialogue with representatives of Christians 

Churches on a serious scholarly and intellectual level. 

Christianity and Islam are engaged today in a very important task in the world. 

They seek to remind humanity of the existence of God and of the spiritual dimension 

present both in man and the world. We bear witness to the interdependence of peace and 
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justice, morality and law, truth and love. 

As you rightly put in your letter, Christians and Muslims are drawn together first of 

all by the commandment of the love of God and the love of one's neighbor. At the same 

time, I do not think it is worthwhile for us to identify a certain minimum that seems to fix 

our convergences in faith and to be theologically sufficient for the individual's religious 

life. Any doctrinal affirmation in Christianity or Islam cannot be viewed in isolation from 

its unique place in the integral theological system. Otherwise, one's religious identity will 

be obliterated to give rise to a danger of moving along the path of blending the faiths. It 

seems to be more fruitful, therefore, to study the integral faith of each side and to compare 

them. 

In Christianity, a discourse about love of God and love of one's neighbor is 

impossible without a discourse about God. According to the New Testament revelation, 

God is revealed to human beings as Love. "Whoever does not love does not know God, 

because God is love" (1 John. 4, 8). "And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. 

God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him" (1 John. 4, 16). One 

cannot help seeing in this an indication that the Divine nature itself also has love as its 

most essential, characteristic and important property. 

A lonely isolated essence can love only itself: self-love is not love. Love always 

presupposes the existence of the other. Just as an individual cannot be aware of himself as 

personality but only through his communication with other personalities, there cannot be 

personal being in God but through love of another personal being. That is why the New 

Testament speaks of God as one Being in three Persons - the Father, the Son and the Holy 

Spirit. God is the unity of three Persons who have the same divine nature, which belongs 

to each of them in its fullness so that they are not three but one God. God the Trinity is the 

fullness of love with each hypostatic Person bespeaking love towards the other two 

hypostatic Persons. The Persons of the Trinity are aware of themselves as "I and you": 

"just as you are in me and I am in you" (John. 17, 21), Christ says to the Father. "He will 

bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you", Christ says 

about the Holy Spirit (John. 16, 14). Therefore, every Hypostasis in the Trinity refers to 

the other Hypostasis, and, according to St. Maxim the Confessor, it is "eternal movement 

[of the Trinity] in love". 

It is only through the knowledge of God as love that the individual can come to the 

true knowledge of His being and His other properties. The love of God, not any other 

property of the Divine nature, is the main principle and the main driving force of Divine 

Providence for humanity in the cause of its salvation: "For God so loved the world that he 

gave his one and only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have 

eternal life" (John. 3, 16). 

The Christian teaching on the incarnation of God the Word in Jesus Christ is also a 

natural manifestation of God's love of human beings. "This is how God showed his love 

among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. 

This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning 

sacrifice for our sins" (1 John. 4, 9-10). 

Man, created in the image and after the likeness of God (Gen. 1, 26), is able to 

experience Him in himself and, thus, come to know the love that God has for him. God's 

love is communicated to human beings to become their inner property, their living force 

that determines, penetrates and forms their whole lives. Love in man arises in response to 



God's love. "How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called 

children of God!" (1 John. 3, 1). God expects from man not so much a slave's devotion as 

filial feeling of love. Therefore, in the main prayer that the Lord Jesus Christ has taught 

Christians to say (Luke. 11, 2), man appeals to God as his Heavenly Father. 

The manifestation of man's true love of God is possible only if man is free. This 

freedom makes it possible to do good by fulfilling the will of God by choice, not only out 

of fear or for the sake of reward. The love of God inspires in man the selfless desire to 

fulfill His commandments. For, according to St. Isaac the Syrian, "Because of His great 

love, God was not pleased to restrict our freedom but was pleased to draw us near Him 

through the love of our own heart". Therefore, human freedom increases, extends and 

grows stronger as human beings grow in love of God, which is the core of human religious 

and moral perfection. Those who love God seek to emulate their Creator in their actions: 

"Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect" (Matt. 5, 48). 

My letter does not have the aim of setting forth the entire Christian theology. I only 

offer an example of reflection on God's love of man and man's love of God, which 

underlie the whole theological system of Christianity and which cannot be reduced to a 

few laconic formulations. It is my conviction that Christian and Muslim thinkers would 

benefit from regular studies of each other's doctrines in their fullness. In this connection, it 

seems desirable to develop a doctrinal Christian-Islamic dialogue to broaden academic and 

research cooperation, to study doctrinal affirmations, to create an in-depth basis for 

developing multifaceted cooperation between our two religious communities. 

The doctrinal dialogue between the Orthodox Church and Islam has considerably 

intensified recently. This happened not only because we have to communicate more 

intensively and to build societal life together, but also because Christians and Muslims 

have come to face the same challenges which are impossible to meet on one's own. We 

have together encountered a pressure from the anti-religious worldview that claims 

universality and seeks to subject all the spheres of life in society. We are also witnesses to 

attempts to assert a 'new morality' that contradicts the moral norms supported by 

traditional religions. We should be together to face these challenges. 

Some people among both Christians and Muslims have expressed fears that the 

development of interreligious dialogue may lead to religious syncretism, a review of the 

doctrines and obliterated borders between religious traditions. Time has shown however 

that a reasonable system of cooperation between religions helps to preserve and emphasize 

the unique nature and identity of each of them. Moreover, the development of appropriate 

forms of interreligious dialogue in itself has proved to be a serious obstacle for 

manipulations aimed to establish a kind of universal super-religion. 

Unfortunately, I have to state that our religions do have enemies who would like to 

see Christians and Muslims clash, on the one hand, or to bring them to a false 'unity' based 

on religious and moral indifference, thus giving priority to purely secular concerns, on the 

other. Therefore we as religious leaders need each other, so that our faithful may preserve 

their identity in the changing world. 

Noteworthy in this connection is the experience of co-existence between 

Christianity and Islam in Russia. The traditional religions in our country have never come 

into conflict while preserving their identity for a thousand years. Russia is one of those 

rare multi-religious and multinational states whose history has not known the religious 

wars that have plagued various regions of the world. 



The basic religious and ethical principles held by the traditional faiths in Russia 

invariably guided their followers toward cooperation with people of other religions and 

beliefs in the spirit of peace and harmony. Various religious communities lived side-by-

side, working together and defending together their common Motherland. Nevertheless, 

they stood firm in the faith of their own forefathers, safeguarding it against encroachments 

from outside and often doing so together in face of invaders from other countries. To this 

day, our compatriots have not come into any real conflict between them based on religious 

grounds. In this way, an affective system of interreligious relations based on mutual 

respect and good-neighborliness was established in Russia. 

In today's Russia, there is an important mechanism for interreligious dialogue, 

namely, the Interreligious Council in Russia, which has been working fruitfully and 

successfully for over ten years now. Its example and experience have proved to be 

attractive for the independent states, which have been formed in the post-Soviet space. 

Religious leaders in these countries have formed a CIS Inter-religious Council. Through 

these two bodies, together we seek to meet the various challenges of today and to show to 

the whole world a positive experience of peaceful coexistence and cooperation between 

Orthodox Christians and Muslims who have lived in the same society for centuries. As is 

known, in other Christian countries, too, Muslims have had opportunities for developing 

their religious life freely. 

In many Muslim countries, Christians have enjoyed invariable support and have 

the freedom to live according to their own religious rules. But in some Islamic countries, 

the legislation prohibits the construction of churches, worship services and free Christian 

preaching. I hope that the letter of Islamic religious leaders and scholars proposing to 

intensify dialogue between our two religions will contribute to establishing better 

conditions for Christian minorities in such countries. 

Doctrinally our dialogue could deal with such important themes as the teaching on 

God, man and the world. At the same time, on the practical plane the Christian-Muslim 

cooperation could be aimed at safeguarding the role of religion in public life, struggling 

with the defamation of religion, overcoming intolerance and xenophobia, protecting holy 

places, preserving places of worship and promoting joint peace initiatives. 

It is my conviction that it is precisely the Christians and the Muslims that should 

initiate inter-religious dialogue on regional and global levels. Therefore, in the framework 

of international organizations, it seems useful to create mechanisms that make it possible 

to be more sensitive to the spiritual and cultural traditions of various peoples. 

Once again I would like to thank all the Muslim scholars and religious leaders for 

their open letter. I hope for further fruitful cooperation both in theological dialogue and 

social sphere. 

 

 

2. Unrealistic to Live as if One Religion, Vatican Cardinal says in Kenya 

 

By Fredrick Nzwili 

Nairobi, 17 April (ENI)--Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, the president of the 

Vatican's Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, has said religions should be 

prepared to ask difficult questions and he asserts it is unrealistic to live as if there was only 

one global faith. 



 

"Partners in the dialogue must be open to talk about those issues not often put on 

the table: religious liberty, freedom of conscience, reciprocity, conversion, religious 

extremism," said Tauran on 16 April in Nairobi, where he was attending a four-day 

interreligious meeting. 

 

The cardinal, who was chairing the meeting, said that religion should be used as a 

tool for peace and not war, and he also said that the Roman Catholic Church recognised 

partners in the dialogue as equals, but this did not mean all religions were more or less 

equal. 

 

"As might be expected not every person is enthused about interreligious dialogue. 

There are those who think, if [it is] not a betrayal of the mission of Christ, it is a new 

method of winning members to Christianity. There are those who hold that the drive of the 

Church for interreligious relation is an effort to control the spread of other religions. It is 

not any of those," said Tauran. 

 

The cardinal said dialogue is a bridge-building exercise, dealing with the 

promotion of harmony and tolerance among religions, going beyond "the niceties of polite 

conversation which encourages people to stay where they are, and which avoids talking 

about the grey areas of disagreement" Tauran said, "It is a journey in the search of truth." 

 

Cardinal John Njue of Kenya, in a welcome address said dialogue between faiths 

was inevitable. 

 

"We work in the same environment and many times criss-cross in the course of our 

daily work," said Njue, referring to the role of Kenyan religious leaders during the 

country's recent political crisis. 

 

The meeting at the Resurrection Gardens in Karen near Nairobi from 16-20 April 

has brought together Christians, Muslims, Hindus, and people from Ba'hai and African 

Traditional faiths. 

 

At the opening, Venerable Vanraj Sarvaija, national leader of the Hindu Council of 

Kenya, said, "Inter-religious dialogue is a key to peace in the world ... If all religions work 

with the same zeal to uplift mankind to a level where lives of people are governed by 

better moral and ethical standards … the world would be a better place." 

 

Similar meetings to the one in Kenya have been held every five years. The last 

such meeting was held in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania in 2003. 

 

 

3. US Commentators Mull Results of Pope Benedict's Visit 

 

By Chris Herlinger 

New York, 21 April (ENI)--In a media-saturated culture, Pope Benedict XVI's 15-



20 April visit to the United States is being judged by whether it got "good reviews", and 

early reactions have been favourable, with commentators remarking that Benedict, who 

heads the worldwide Roman Catholic Church, addressed the issue of clergy sexual abuse 

head on. 

 

"That he took this risk impressed me," wrote Peter Steinfels, a columnist for The 

New York Times and author of "A People Adrift", a study of the recent history of the 

Catholic Church in the United States. "The face of himself that Benedict chose to show to 

a public that did not know him well ... was the face of the pastor." 

 

This was the face that the public saw much of the time, and seemed to warm to. 

However, there were other aspects to Benedict's first official visit as pontiff to the United 

States. 

 

In his 18 Friday address to the United Nations in New York, the Pope appeared to 

align himself with those who say that there is a duty for international action in cases where 

countries are unable to protect their citizens or, still worse, have committed acts of 

violence against them. 

 

"If states are unable to guarantee such protection, the international community 

must intervene with the juridical means provided in the United Nations Charter and in 

other international instruments," Benedict said. 

 

This has been a long-sensitive topic at the UN because it touches upon the issue of 

state sovereignty, something that none of the member nations wants to give up. 

 

Yet, the Pope's remarks came at a time of heated debate about the need for such 

intervention in the Darfur region of Sudan, where the Sudanese government has been 

accused of human rights violations and even genocide. 

 

Benedict seemed to align himself with those calling for action in such cases. 

 

"It is indifference or failure to intervene that do the real damage," he said in his UN 

address. 

 

Still, Pope Benedict was vague about what such action might be in practice, said 

George A. Lopez, a founding staff member of the Kroc Institute for International Peace 

Studies at the University of Notre Dame. 

 

Benedict "did not mention or dwell on the waging of illegal war, or say, as he has 

elsewhere, that addressing the underlying causes of terrorism is essential," said Lopez, 

who suggested that the United States "got off easy". 

 

Pope Benedict did say, however, that there need to be better "ways of pre-empting 

and managing conflicts by exploring every possible diplomatic avenue, and giving 

attention and encouragement to even the faintest sign of dialogue or desire for 



reconciliation". 

 

At the least, Lopez told Ecumenical News International, "You could certainly say 

that his talk heavily underlined the peace and human rights themes so central to the UN 

Charter." 

 

In doing so, Lopez added, "[The Pope] wrapped them in the blessing of the 

Church, which would prefer to see multilateral action based on legitimate international law 

practices as carried out under the UN rubric, rather than the individual and powerful states 

taking action." 

 

However, said Lopez, "A number of us who were listening were kind of waiting 

for him 'to complete the sentence', as it were ... He stayed at generalities." 

 

 

4. Pope Ends US Visit with Reminder to Heed Church Authority 

 

By Chris Herlinger 

New York, 21 April (ENI)--Pope Benedict XVI, head of the worldwide Roman 

Catholic Church, capped a six-day visit to the United States, his first as pontiff, with a 

public Mass at New York's Yankee Stadium in which he declared the need for US 

Catholics to be obedient to church authority. 

 

At the 20 April gathering of more than 50 000 people, the Pope praised the US 

legacy of freedom but also used his homily to remind the Catholic faithful of church 

tradition, obedience and papal authority. 

 

While the 15-20 April visit is likely to be remembered for the Pope's public 

declarations of shame about the sexual abuse scandals that rocked the Catholic Church in 

the United States, the trip also provided an opportunity for Benedict to meet a range of US 

Christian leaders. 

 

At an 18 April service in New York, attended by 250 leaders representing Catholic, 

Protestant, Orthodox, evangelical and Pentecostal traditions, Benedict voiced concern 

about what he described as, "fundamental Christian beliefs and practices" being altered on 

the basis of interpretations "not always consonant" with Christian tradition and biblical 

teaching. 

 

"Communities consequently give up the attempt to act as a unified body," said the 

Pope, in remarks seen by some as a rebuke to the US Episcopal (Anglican) Church that in 

2003 consecrated an openly gay bishop. 

 

However, Mark S. Sisk, the Episcopal bishop of New York and an Episcopal 

representative at the 18 April event, demurred. He said reporters were "reading too much 

into" the Pope's remarks, as well as the fact that the denomination's presiding bishop, 

Katharine Jefferts Schori, did not attend the service and gathering because of a prior 



commitment 

 

Sisk told Ecumenical News International that the tone of the service was "very 

conciliatory", and described the Pope as "a vital person … engaged and engaging". 

 

The Rev. Wesley Granberg-Michaelson, general secretary of the Reformed Church 

in America and a president of Christian Churches Together in the USA, a new church 

grouping that includes Roman Catholic representation, told ENI the event was a 

"remarkable gathering" that "came off in a very powerful way". 

 

Asked if it takes a figure like the Pope to bring together such a divergent group of 

US Christian leaders, Granberg-Michaelson said that while CCT, among others, had done 

a good job of gathering US religious leaders together, "You can't help but say that the 

Pope has a tremendous convening power. When he invites, people come." 

 

 

 

5. UCC, NCC call for nationwide preach-in on race on May 18, 2008 

 

Written by J. Bennett Guess, April 3, 2008 

As a proactive response to the heightened interest surrounding Trinity UCC in 

Chicago, national and regional UCC leaders, joined by the National Council of Churches, 

today called for a nationwide "sacred conversation" about race in the United States. 

At a press conference held at Trinity UCC on the 40th anniversary of Martin 

Luther King Jr.'s last sermon, the Rev. John H. Thomas, the UCC's general minister and 

president; the Rev. Michael Kinnamon, general secretary of the National Council of 

Churches; and the Rev. Otis Moss III, pastor of Chicago's Trinity UCC, called UCC 

pastors, congregations and others to participate in a May 18 preach-in on race. 

Flanked by about 60 UCC, ecumenical and interfaith supporters from across 

Chicagoland and beyond, Thomas called upon the UCC's 10,000 active and retired clergy 

to purposefully preach on the issue of race on May 18 -- which happens to be Trinity 

Sunday (the Sunday after Pentecost) in the liturgical calendar -- and to begin important 

race-related conversations in each of the denomination's congregations, seminaries and 

other ministry settings. 

"Sacred conversations are never easy," Thomas said. "This is especially true when 

honest talk about race contronts us with a painful past and won't let us ignore the troubles 

of our present day. That's why sacred conversations require a readiness to see one another 

as sacred despite our differences, and why the sacred places where these conversations 

take place need to be respected." (Read full statement by Thomas.) 

Thomas said he believes this can be "an important first step in beginning the 

broader nationwide conversation that needs to take place in our nation, in our communities 

and, especially, in our houses of worship." 

The UCC's national offices in Cleveland are preparing resource materials that will 

assist pastors with preparations for May 18 and beyond, Thomas said. 

Speaking to the NCC's support for the UCC's call, Kinnamon said the NCC has 

historically been deeply involved in the struggle for civil rights. "But in recent years our 



efforts have lagged," he said. "In this setting, where the challenge to overcome racism has 

been so clearly expressed, I commit myself to make this a priority of my own leadership at 

the NCC and to invite all of our churches into this sacred conversation." (Read full 

statement by Kinnamon.) 

Moss said recent experiences involving Trinity UCC have raised the need for a 

sacred conversation about race. 

"Although this is a difficult time for us, I believe Dr. King would be proud of the 

fact that men and women of all races are standing united with our church and will engage 

in an open, honest and sacred dialogue on race." 

The UCC has a legacy of racial justice advocacy. It was the first mainline church 

to ordain an African-American pastor in 1785 and, as early abolitionists, the church came 

to the aid of the Amistad captives and founded hundreds of schools across the South after 

the Civil War. During the 1940s, UCC churches came to the aid of interred Japanese-

Americans and, in the 1970s, were among the first to stand in solidarity with migrant farm 

workers. A leader in the environmental racism movement, the UCC commissioned the 

nation's first comprehensive study in 1987 on the connection between race and the 

location of hazardous toxic waste facilities. 

"The members of Trinity UCC are going through a very difficult time right now," 

Thomas said. "The intersection of politics, religion and race has heightened our awareness 

of how easy it is for conversations about race to be anything but sacred. That's why we are 

calling for sacred conversations, and for the respect for sacred space, to begin right here 

and right now." 

 

 

6. South Africa honors former WCC leader Philip Potter    
  

ENI-08-0325 

Lübeck/Pretoria, 22 April (epd-ENI)--The Rev. Philip Potter, a former general secretary of 

the World Council of Churches, has been honoured by South Africa for his efforts to 

combat racism and apartheid in southern Africa. 

 

South African President Thabo Mbeki on 22 April conferred on Potter the country's 

highest civilian honour for foreign nationals, the Oliver Tambo award. 

 

A citation said that Potter, WCC general secretary from 1972 to 1984, was receiving the 

award for leading efforts against apartheid and his "excellent contribution to peace, justice, 

non-racism and equality in the world through the vehicle of Christianity". 

 

Potter, a Methodist pastor, led the WCC during a period when the Geneva-based church 

grouping took a high profile role in the struggle against apartheid and white minority 

regimes in southern Africa. 

 

The WCC's Programme to Combat Racism, launched in 1969, led to controversy, 

including among its own members, because of humanitarian aid given to armed liberation 

movements in southern Africa, financed by a special fund. 

 



Potter, who was born in Dominica in the West Indies in 1921, was awarded the "Order of 

the Companions of O. R. Tambo in Silver". The award is named after Oliver Tambo, 

president of the African National Congress from 1967 to 1991. 

 

Mbeki at the 22 April award ceremony said of the recipients, "These are citizens of other 

countries, who, without discrimination and at great cost to themselves, their countries and 

peoples, have made an exceptional contribution to the efforts of the people of South Africa 

to define themselves as human beings." 

 

Potter was unable to travel to South Africa to receive the award in person, the German 

Protestant news agency epd reported. He now lives in Germany where he is married to 

Lutheran Bishop Bärbel Wartenberg-Potter. 

 

Past recipients of Oliver Tambo awards include former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan, 

and the first director of the WCC's anti-racism programme, Baldwin Sjollema. 

 

 

 


