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TOWARD A PROPHETIC INTERFAITH DIALOGUE FOR LIFE
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The essence of Martin Luther’s theology was his experience of justification by grace through faith, of being set free from his bondage to sin by the love of God in Christ so that he could live to serve God and others in joyful freedom. The question that drove him - and others of his day - was “How do I find a merciful and gracious God?” Though that question remains, today there are also other questions.

Where is God in a world torn apart by fear of the other, violence, war and injustice, with much of it committed in the name of God? What does justification by grace look like to people who live under occupation and oppression? What does justification by grace look like for people whose whole lives are captive to fear in our present age where extremism, terrorism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia and Christianophobia are haunting our mentality? How do we live with other faiths?  How can we be stewards of our earth and resources together?
The future of global Lutheranism is dependent on our ability to continue to speak God’s liberating Gospel so that it is relevant for today’s brokenness and human condition. It lies in our ability to look theologically at our modern-day world, interpreting the human condition and the questions of the times, then listening to and giving fresh voice to God’s saving activity in the midst of the brokenness. Justification today must go beyond the freed and forgiven individual to bring God’s liberation and healing to communities of different faiths trying to live in peace and yet trapped in oppression, injustice and fear.  Justification today must speak to the millions with HIV-AIDS, the thousands dying from starvation every day, the millions living under ethnic, religious and political violence.  It must go beyond eternal salvation, to set free and to restore right relations in this world. Justification today means realizing the Biblical message of shalom and salaam that the Risen Christ brought to the disciples locked in their upper room behind doors of fear. The biblical message today must speak to us in our locked rooms of dehumanization, xenophobia, oppression, demonization and perversions of truth, and send us out as ministers of reconciliation and salvation.

The Holy Writings have been abused and twisted by many to justify violence and oppression, especially in the Middle East conflict. Each religion is good at pointing the finger at the other and blaming them for their extremist behavior, but each one has its own work to do.  We Christians are no exception. Hans Küng said, “No peace among nations without peace among religions. And no peace among religions without dialogue.”
 And I say that this dialogue must be a prophetic dialogue for life among all faiths, one that speaks the truth about reality yet dares to seek the common values for justice, peace, reconciliation, love, forgiveness, mutual respect and human dignity for all.
A study commission on International Affairs in Norway said it well in 2002:

"The great world religions have both similarities and fundamental differences. One of the most important similarities is actually a conviction that it is part of the innermost essence of religion to be a source of peace and reconciliation. 

And herein lies the great challenge. Respect for plurality and diversity is put to the test in a special way in worldviews and beliefs that hold – each independently and in its own tradition – that they know the Truth itself. The credibility of religious convictions is put to the test in their desire for peace."

This paper will examine how justification by faith – the basis of Lutheran identity - helps us to work with other religions.  It takes up these important questions:  

· How do we evaluate Luther's comments on Judaism and Islam in the modern world?

· Is it really possible to build a healthy theology that leads to peace and justice among all of God's children – regardless of religion, race or ethnicity – on the medieval theology of Martin Luther that actually dehumanized others?   

· If we decide our role is more to work toward mutual understanding and dialogue, then what does it really mean to be evangelical in today's complicated world of religions?
The Grounding of Luther's Theology
Though it is hard to summarize a complicated theology like Luther's, I believe three premises are essential in understanding Luther and his position: 
1) “Was Christum treibt” (“What carries Christ”)

Luther’s interpretation of the scriptures is typological. In other words, Christ is not only foretold in the Hebrew Bible, He is contained in it; all that is needed is the correct exegesis. Whoever does not seek Christ, or see him in the Bible and in the Hebrew scriptures sees nothing and talks like a colorblind man.  Most of Luther’s treatises were devoted to defending an exclusive Christological and Trinitarian reading of the Bible.

2) Justification by faith

Luther clearly viewed all theology from the doctrine of justification by faith, the idea that human beings cannot be justified by their own work and conduct; they depend on God’s grace alone. These basic principles were uncompromisingly opposed to what he saw as religions that taught salvation by works of the law, which he believed both Judaism, Islam – and Catholicism – to be.   We are justified by the coming and salvation of the Messiah alone, who abolished the authority of the law forever, including the Torah, the Papacy or the Quran.

3) Freedom of the Christian

In freedom, Christ has set us totally free.  In his treatise on "the Freedom of a Christian" in 1520, Martin Luther has a golden rule:  "A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.  A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.  Although Christians are free thus from all works, they ought in this liberty to empty themselves, take upon themselves the form of a servant, be made in human likeness, be formed in human form, and to serve, help and in every way deal with their neighbor as they see that God through Christ has dealt and still deals with them."

Luther encouraged the use of this freedom to carry on a spirit of never-ending and ongoing reformation of our theology about what points us to Christ and the abundant life and ministry to which we are called. 
So we ask – in both Luther's history and our evaluation today – how did Luther and how should we deal with Judaism and Islam? 
Luther and the Jews

Dr. Martin Luther’s attitude toward the Jews changed over his life. In his earlier period, until around 1536, he expressed concern for their situation and was enthusiastic at the prospect of converting them to Christianity. In his later period, he demonized them and urged their harsh treatment, even persecution. 

When Martin Luther began lecturing on the Psalms at the University of Wittenberg in 1513, he had rarely encountered Jews nor had he ever lived in close proximity to them.  He inherited a tradition of both theological and cultural hostility toward them.  He also was strongly influenced by his Augustinian tradition, which held that "Jews are sacred because they were given the Old Testament yet missed the key revelation of the messiah.  The fact that they could not find the Messiah meant that God has shown to the Church the grace of his mercy in the care of her enemies the Jews since, the Apostle says: 'their failure means salvation for the Gentiles.'"
 
Luther lived within a culture of Christianity that saw Jews as rejected people, guilty of the murder of Christ, and capable of murdering Christian children for their own evil purposes.
 Despite this heritage of hostility and suspicion, Luther’s first treatise on the Jews advocated that they be treated in a friendly manner and denounced the harsh treatment they were receiving. 
In 1532 Luther published an essay, Das Jesus Christus  ein geborner Jude sei (That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew). Luther’s outlook toward Judaism was positive but called for a missionary stance.  Luther believed that God had revealed himself more clearly in the Reformation gospel and he hoped that many Jews would become Christians. For Luther, salvation depended on the belief that Jesus was the Son of God, a belief that adherents of Judaism do not share. He suggested that if Jews were dealt with in a friendly fashion and instructed carefully from the Holy Scriptures, many might become Christians and return to the faith of their fathers, the prophets and the patriarchs.
 In his commentary on the Magnificat, for example, he said, “We ought not to treat the Jews in so unkind a spirit, for there are future Christians among them.”
 Luther’s mission strategy was sensible and gradual: First, the Jews should be assured that the Messiah had come, and only at a second stage should the Christian preacher assure them that Jesus was God:  “Let the Jews first recognize Jesus as the Messiah, then afterwards they will be able to understand that He is truly God."

Wilhelm Maurer sees four constants emerging in all of Luther’s pronouncements on the Jews, from his first lectures on the Psalms (1513-1515) to his last sermon of 1546:

1) The Jews were a people suffering under the wrath of God.

2) Without divine intervention they were incorrigible and impossible to convert by human efforts.

3) Their religion remained hostile to Christianity and could not cease blaspheming God and Christ.

4) There existed a “solidarity of guilt” between Christians and Jews, a common suffering under God’s wrath, a common resistance to Christ, a common attempt to gain one’s own righteousness and salvation apart from Christ, and a common need for grace.
 
Luther’s theological view of the Jews remained constant while the practical recommendations for their treatment changed. Many theologians ask why Luther wrote On the Jews and Their Lies in 1543, the harsh recommendations to secular authorities about how to deal with the Jews: 
“Their synagogues and schools should be buried. Their homes should be destroyed. All their prayer books and Talmudic writing should be taken from them...  Their usury should be forbidden and their money taken from them. .. It was the duty of the secular authorities to implement these recommendations. It was the duty of the ecclesiastical authorities to instruct their congregations about the Jews and their lies.” 

To write apologetic theology under stress can drive theologians to demonize their own polemic situation. This is exactly what happened with Luther when he used the apocalyptic books to make a judgment with those whom he disfavored such as the Roman Catholics or the Jews.
The church historian and Luther biographer Roland Bainton referenced On the Jews and Their Lies:
“One could wish that Luther had died before ever this treatise was written. Yet one must be clear as to what he was recommending and why. His position was entirely religious and in no respect racial.” 
 
German theologian Dietriech Bonhoffer says in his letter to parents "If Luther were alive today he would have said the exact opposite of what he said in the 16th century." 

Mark Edwards argues that Luther surveyed his own times in the light of this archetype. He classified the papacy as the Anti-Christ described in the scriptures, the Turks as Gog, the little horn in the book of Daniel contemporary Jewry as the remnant of a rejected people suffering under God’s wrath, and his Protestant opponents as contemporary false prophets and apostles, like those who had plagued the true prophets and apostles. They were all members of the false church. In fact, all of humanity was divided into those two camps, the false and the true church.

So Luther understood his disagreements with all of his opponents in terms of a cosmic struggle between God and Satan. When he attacked the Jews or the Catholics or the Turks or the “fanatics,” he was not attacking mere human beings. Rather he was attacking Satan himself, who, as the spirit behind the false church was motivating these opponents. The issues separating the true from the false church were not semantic: They distinguished the saved from the damned. For Luther was convinced that he was living on the eve of the last judgment.

Richard Marius also states: “Although the Jews for him were only one among many enemies he castigated with equal fervor, although he did not sink to the horrors of the Spanish Inquisition against Jews, and although he was certainly not to blame for Adolph Hitler, Luther’s hatred of the Jews is a sad and dishonorable part of his legacy, and it is not a fringe issue. It lay at the center of his concept of religion. He saw in the Jews a continuing moral depravity he did not see in Catholics.”

Anglican Luther scholar Gordon Rupp makes this analysis: “Luther’s antagonism to the Jews was poles apart from the Nazi doctrine of race. It was based on medieval Catholic anti-semitism toward the people who crucified the Redeemer, turned their back on the way of life, and whose very existence in the midst of Christian society was considered a reproach and blasphemy. Luther is a small chapter in the large volume of Christian inhumanities towards the Jewish people.”
 
Rupp adds, “Needless to say, there is no trace of such a relation between Luther and Hitler. I suppose Hitler never once read a page by Luther. The fact that he and other Nazis claimed Luther on their side proves no more than the fact that they also numbered Almighty God among their supporters.” Hitler mentions Luther once in Mein Kampf in a harmless context.

In conclusion, one can say Luther was disappointed by the Jewish attitude. They did not want to believe in the Messiah as Luther interprets it nor were they interested in his reformation views. One can also conclude that Luther followed the Augustinian tradition towards the Jews, wanting them to believe in Jesus as full man and full God and then being disappointed when they did not.
Contemporary Lutheran Churches Respond to Luther's Teachings on Judaism
Since the Shoah, the Lutheran church all around the world has felt its responsibility in a spirit of repentance. In 1981 the first consultation by the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the International Jewish Committee on Interreligious Consultations (IJCIC), which is a joint agency of five major Jewish organizations, addressed basic questions such as the concept of the human being in the Lutheran and Jewish traditions, an area of joint concern. In 1983, as the LWF celebrated the 500th anniversary of the Reformer’s birth, they also wrote the following statement under the heading of “Luther, Lutheranism and the Jews.”
On the occasion of the 500th anniversary of Luther’s birth, representatives of the world Jewish community and world Lutheran community have met in Stockholm, July 11-13, 1983, for their second official dialogue.

   Meeting in Stockholm, we are mindful of the compassionate response of Scandinavian Christians to the plight of Jewish victims of Nazi persecution forty years ago. This spirit renews our faith in the human capacity to confront evil with courage and determination.


   The deliberations on the theme of “Luther, Lutheranism and the Jews” were informed by an openness of views and a spirit of mutual respect for the integrity and dignity of our faith communities. The discussions revealed a depth of mutual understanding and trust.

1. We affirm the integrity and dignity of our two faith communities and repudiate any organized proselytizing of each other.

2. We pledge to combat all forms of racial and religious prejudice and express our solidarity with all who suffer the denial of full religious freedom.

3. Sharing in the common patrimony of the Prophets of Israel and inspired by their vision, we commit ourselves to strive for a world in which the threat of nuclear warfare will be ended, where poverty and hunger will be eradicated, in which violence and terrorism will be overcome, and a just and lasting peace will be established.


   We welcome this historic encounter, which we prayerfully hope will mark a new chapter, with trust replacing suspicion and with reciprocal respect replacing prejudice. To this end, we commit ourselves to periodic consultations and joint activities that will strengthen our common bonds in service to humanity.

In 1988, I attended a consultation in Sigtuna, Sweden, to discuss the document "Ecumenical Considerations on Jewish-Christian Dialogue."   We concluded "the teachings of contempt for Jews and Judaism in certain Christian traditions proved a spawning ground for the evil of the Nazis and the Holocaust.  The Church must learn to preach and teach the Gospel so that it cannot be used towards contempt."
 
The member churches of the Lutheran World Federation have not ceased to insist that the theology of justification by faith should not be misconstrued to support anti-Semitism. In January, 2003, they arranged a consultation for churches in the North and South and came up with the LWF document entitled, “A Shift in Jewish-Lutheran Relations?  A Lutheran Contribution to Christian-Jewish Dialogue with a Focus on Anti-Semitism and Anti-Judaism Today.”

In addition to the work of the LWF, there have been efforts by many churches individually. The Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD).  The Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) Synod published a statement in 1950: "We confess that we have become guilty before the God of compassion by our omission and silence and then share the blame for the terrible crimes committed against the Jews by members of our nation." It took the Synod their studies 1975, 1991 and 2000 to realize the challenge included the relationship between the Church and Judaism in theological terms. One theological form of the third study was: "what can the term  'covenant' do to assign the church and Judaism their appropriate relationship?"  The study even discussed explosive issues such as evangelization of the Jews, the interpretation of the Old Testament promises of the Holy Land and the Palestinian Israeli conflict and common moral responsibilities of synagogue and the church in our modern world.

In 1983 The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod passed a resolution deploring “hostile attitudes towards the Jews.”
 In 1998 The Lutheran Church of Bavaria issued a declaration saying, “It is important for the Lutheran Church, which knows itself indebted to the work and tradition of Martin Luther, to take seriously also his anti-Jewish utterances, to acknowledge their theological function and to reflect on their consequences.”
 The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America wrote guidelines for Lutheran-Jewish relations in 1998.
In its 1994 Declaration to the Jewish Community, the ELCA publicly repudiated the anti-Jewish views of Martin Luther, expressed repentance for Christian complicity in hatred and violence against the Jews through the centuries and committed itself to building a relationship with the Jewish people based on love and respect. For Lutherans to read, understand and acknowledge this declaration can be a first step in reviewing our relationship with the Jewish community. Reconciliation always begins with an understanding of the offense and a willingness to repent and amend one’s ways. Only after this can further steps be taken to forge a new relationship.

In September 2004 our church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Jordan and the Holy Land (ELCJHL), initiated a statement that condemns any rise of anti-Semitism. I stated as a Palestinian Christian living under Israeli occupation. Our church is concerned about the re-emergence of anti-Semitism across the world particularly in Europe. He insisted that there is no reason to justify anti-Semitism. One has to differentiate between the policies of the State of Israel and the attitudes of the Jewish people. They are often two different things. I called on LWF to repeat its clear statements front the past insisting. We have to fight anti- Semitism". The statement was unanimously accepted by the Council of LWF as it reads:  "The LWF Council voted to express its grave concern at the growth of anti-semitism around the world, and to restate its rejection and abhorrence of anti-semitism."
 
In 1987, an interfaith coalition of Jewish and Christian laity and clergy formed the Institute for Christian and Jewish Studies (also known as the Dabru Emet) out of the conviction that ignorance, fear, and hostility have all too often defined the character of the Jewish-Christian encounter.  Through careful and in-depth studies of sacred writings and traditions, they enable lay people and clergy to:
· Reexamine the meaning of our religious assumptions, particularly about one another.

· Question the theological distortions and misconceptions that have contributed to the historical conflict between Christians and Jews.

· Develop resources within our respective communities that inspire both Christians and Jews to appreciate the legitimacy and distinctiveness of one another.
 

All of these efforts have helped in developing a positive contribution toward Jews and Judaism in our modern world.
Luther and Islam


One has to understand Luther and Islam from the context in which he lived in the Middle Ages and not take what he said as a guideline for the future. He lived during a time when fear of the Turks was dominant because they were expanding in Europe and at the doorstep of Vienna. Gregory Miller explains it succinctly: 
“To a large degree, the Turkish threat was so terrifying because many Germans understood the conflict between the Habsburg and Ottoman Empires to be a struggle not between political powers but between the face of Christendom and that of its arch-enemy, Islam.”
  In this respect, Martin Luther was a man of his times.
Luther, like others, read these events through eschatological and apocalyptic lenses.  As early as 1518 Luther  identified the Islamic faith (inseparable from "the Turks") as the “scourge of God” and believed that the Muslims were God’s punishment upon a sinful Christendom which had, among other sins (ingratitude, toleration of wicked sects, worship of god and mammon, drunkenness, greed, the split of Christendom which had provoked wrath), tolerated the papal abomination. The Turks would function as a German schoolmaster who must correct and teach the German people to repent their sins and to fear God.
Sarah Heinrich and James L. Boyce explain that throughout this period, guided by his perspective of the two realities, civil and spiritual, and the duties appropriate to each, Luther repeatedly argued for the obligation of obedience to all secular authority (Romans 13) as instituted by God for the preservation of order, going as far as to say that one should be obedient even to the authority of Turkish captors. Accordingly, Luther was often charged with being responsible for a perceived reluctance on the part of the reformers to fight against the Turkish invaders and thus hindering good morale on the part of the defenders of Europe.

At the same time, Luther’s writings consistently show him to have been more concerned with Christians at home than with the Turks, with matters of theodicy and with a call for contrition and inward preparation on the part of a Christian population in great need of repentance before the present catastrophe, which he saw to be the punishment of God. It was clear from his remarks on the 95 Theses that “to fight against the Turk is the same as resisting God, who visits our sin upon us with this rod.”
 In his later On War against the Turk of 1529, Luther uses the same language, describing the Turk as “the rod of God’s wrath” by which “God is punishing the world.” This very conviction led him to call for leaders who would exhort the people “to repentance and prayer” because “we have earned God’s wrath and disfavor, so that he justly gives us into the hands of the devil and the Turk.”
 
In his 1530 Preface to the Tract on the Religion and Customs of the Turks, Luther writes, “We see that the religion of the Turks or Mohammed is far more splendid in ceremonies and, I might almost say, in customs than ours, even including that of the religious or all clerics. The modesty and simplicity of their food, clothing, dwellings, and everything else as well as the fasts, prayers and common gatherings of the people that this book reveals are nowhere seen among us – or rather it is impossible for any people to be persuaded to them.” His admiration of the way of life of the Turks encouraged him to ridicule the Roman Church and papists. He writes, “Our religious are mere shadows when compared to them (Muslims) and our people clearly profane when compared to them.”

With regard to Islamic theology, Martin Luther continued to think that the religion and customs of “Mohammadism” should be published and spread abroad. Thus, in 1542, he was delighted to have in his hand a translation of the Qur’an in Latin. He read it first hand in order to understand Islam in the right way. It is also amazing to read that in December 1542, Luther convinced the Council of Basel to lift the ban on the Latin translation of the Qur’an undertaken by the printer Oporinus. The ban was lifted provided that the Qur’an be published and distributed elsewhere than in Basel. Both Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon wrote prefaces to the new translation of the Qur’an, now edited by Theodore Bibliander and published in 1543. As Heinrich and Boyce write, Luther’s “actions and support of the publications of the Quran and his written remarks argued repeatedly for a clear and honest presentation of matters of religion so that the truth might be pursued and the false refuted through consideration of what is, not of some perversion or monstrosity.”
 

Nevertheless, Luther’s arguments did not originate in the context of open dialogue. His idea was to equip Christians against the teachings of Islam that contradict the main doctrines of salvation and his central tenet, justification by grace through faith in Christ. Luther believed that the Islamic faith was a faith patched together from the faith of Jews, Christians and heathens. He saw the chief theological differences between Christianity and Islam manifested in the following ways:
1) The Muslim faith is a faith of justification by works. Luther summarized it like this: “If you are pious and just, and if you perform good works, you are saved.”
 According to Luther, the prayer of the Muslim is, “May God spare my life, that I may atone for my sin.”
 Thus, for Luther, the Muslim possesses a false righteousness that strives to be holy, not through faith in the merits of Christ, but through his own self-chosen works. The Muslim strives to “do good according to the light and understanding of reason and to be saved in this way.”

2) According to Martin Luther, “The Muslims believe like their ancestor Nestorius that Jesus was only Mary’s son and not the Son of God.”
 They hold Christ to be “an excellent prophet and a great man” who preached to his own line and completed his work before his death just like any other prophet. Christ, however, is not as great a prophet as Mohammed, who is to be “worshipped and adored in Christ’s stead.”
 Thus, the Muslims storm against the teaching of Christ as true God and refuse to accept the testimony of Jesus himself as the Holy Spirit, or that he is true God and true man.
 The doctrinal disagreement is about the two natures of Christ, which is the central doctrine for Christianity.
In his preface to the new translation of the Qur’an, edited by Theodore Bibliander and published in 1543, Luther argued for the clear presentation of the teachings of prophet Muhammed so that they might be readily refuted by the clear teachings of the church about Christ, the incarnation, his death for sins, and the resurrection. Martin Luther wanted Christians to be armed in conflict with the “enemy” by a sure and certain knowledge of the central tenets of their own faith.

With regard to eschatology, the Turk was an important feature of Luther’s “end-times” scheme. As Gregory Miller succinctly puts it, “In place of the crusade, Luther saw a spiritual eschatological battle.”
 As Luther lectured on the Old Testament, he derived his understanding and nature of Islam from Daniel 7 and Daniel’s dream concerning the four beasts. In Daniel’s vision, each beast represented the kingdoms of Egypt, Greece and Assyria, with the last beast signifying the Roman empire. In fulfillment of Daniel 7:20, Luther identified the origin of Islam with the small horn which had displaced the above-mentioned kingdoms. Furthermore, one important element of his eschatology is, as he puts it in On War against the Turks, “Just as the pope is the Anti-Christ, so the Turk is the very devil incarnate. The prayer of Christendom against both is that they shall go down to hell, even though it may be the Last Day to send them there and I hope that day will not be far off.”

One may ask, “Doesn’t Martin Luther seem to have an instrumentally eschatological outlook?” In his article, “Luther, the Turks, and Islam,” Robert O. Smith says, 
Luther was not a modern dispensationalist looking for a scientific system of biblical interpretation. When read into the Bible, such schemes are allegorical. Thus, while he follows interpreters who have “generally divided the world into seven ages and seven days, during which the week of this finite life is brought to a close,” Luther tells his students that “these divisions are arbitrary” and therefore “should not be accepted as articles of faith.” In his preface to the book of Revelation…Luther states that “the first woe, the fifth [evil] angel, is the great heretic Arius and his companions, who have plagued Christendom so terribly everywhere.” The second woe is “the sixth [evil] angel, the shameful Mohammed with his companions, the Saracens, who inflicted great plagues on Christendom, with his doctrines and with the sword.” The latter join with “the holy papacy,” whose ultimate crime is the founding of a “counterfeit church of external holiness.” Finally, when “these two last woes continue and make a final concerted attack on Christendom…all hell is loose.”
 
Martin Luther was not an extremist of his time against the Turks, but reading his own situation through the lenses of biblical prophecy drove him to such a view.
One can conclude that Luther moved from fear of military power of the Turks that shaped his theology.  Although he favors knowing them and their Holy Writing, the Quran, his polemical theology again strikes those whom he disfavors such as Jews, Roman Catholic and the Muslims.

Contemporary Lutheran Churches Respond to Luther's Teachings on Islam
Luther was remarkable for his time in that he advocated the importance of understanding Islam and the Quran.  He taught that it is only by understanding their faith on their own terms that Christians could effectively witness to their faith.  In this he sets an historic example.

As Luther taught, we must try to understand the other, and the other’s religion. Going beyond Luther, we must apologize and make it our responsibility to rehumanize where our religions have instead dehumanized. We should apologize to one another for the harm we caused one another.
I ask a serious and principled question: Had Martin Luther known that there would be Palestinian Lutherans carrying the message of his teachings of justification by faith in an Arab and Muslim context, would he have written differently? Luther was a person of his time, and his language expresses the roughness of his time. Most commentators of his time were far less informed and much more polemical than he. However, I am surprised that this burdensome past has not been taken so seriously. For this reason, as a Palestinian Christian, I urge the LWF and its member churches to make a shift in the Lutheran-Muslim dialogue. I would like to call the followers of Luther to penitence and apologize to the Muslims for any offense against them and their religion. 
At the Council of the LWF in September 1-7, 2004, I urged the council to make clear its views on Islam given the increase on anti Muslim attitudes that views Islam in a stigmatized way.  In the resolution, the council voted to "express its grave concern at the growth of anti-Muslim feeling around the world, particularly in the context of the 'war on terror'."
   

Especially in a time when Islamophobia is growing, we need to be attentive and not read every doctrine of other religions from the correctness of our own doctrines. Although our church father Luther brought us the freshness of the Gospel, today's Lutherans can learn from Palestinian Christianity how to live with Muslims and how to have a dialogue for life.  What would you say to us today, Dr. Luther, Palestinian Lutherans who are witnessing to the Arab Muslims in the Arab world through education and diakonia? 

At the same time, Luther was far ahead of his time. He has reminded us of the importance of the Muslim reality. We share his regret that scholars were not seeking to understand Islam on its own terms and as it wanted to be understood. Luther is right when he encourages his followers to understand the Qur’an in order to understand the Muslim faith.  The time has come to invest more in understanding Islam rather than just fearing it and to learn from us Arab Palestinian Christians how to live with Muslims. 

As the Mohammed cartoon controversy evolved in 2005, I called on the Christian and Muslim leaders to sign a code of conduct.  My idea took root with the Church of Norway and the Jordanian Coexistence Research Center in Amman, Jordan.  We called for a conference in Amman and signed an agreement between Muslims and Christians.  This document seeks to find the common positive values in both religions and was signed Jan. 23, 2008, by the four families of the churches in the Middle East, the Roman Catholics, the Orthodox, the Eastern Orthodox and the Evangelicals in Palestine, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt and Iran.

In the document, we committed to the following:

· Respect for all religions and freedom of religion and doctrine;

· Respect for all prophets and holy writings of all religions;

· Respect, security and free access to all holy places;

· Respect for responsible freedom of expression that does not harm the beliefs or sentiments of another;

· Initiation of dialogue and continued human cooperation in order to achieve justice, peace, development and human dignity for all;
 
This is an historic document in our relations and work for dialogue, peace and co-existence. 
There are several other important initiatives by Muslims trying to come to common positive values amongst themselves.  We need only look at the Amman Message, developed by King Abdullah of Jordan in 2004, which seeks to strengthen the moderate voices of Islam by holding up common values of justice, compassion, non-violence and standing against extremism and violence in the name of religion:

"Fighting injustice and realizing justice should be a legitimate undertaking through legitimate means.  We call on the Nation (Umma) to adopt what is necessary to achieve the strength and steadfastness needed to build itself and ensure the preservation of rights.

No human whole heart is filled with light could be an extremist.  We decry the campaign that portrays Islam as a religion that encourages violence and institutionalizes terrorism."

In a similar initiative, 138 Muslim scholars issued A Common Word Between You and Us, addressed to  Christians, in the fall of 2007 quoting verses from both the Bible and the Quran and claiming that the essence of religion is the love of God and the love of the neighbor as one's self:

"The basis for this peace and understanding already exists. It is part of the very foundational principles of both faiths: love of the One God, and love of the neighbour. These principles are found over and over again in the sacred texts of Islam and Christianity. The Unity of God, the necessity of love for Him, and the necessity of love of the neighbour is thus the common ground between Islam and Christianity."
 
These are hopeful signs and partners with which we need to engage continously seriously. 
Toward a Prophetic Interfaith Dialogue for Life
The Lutheran World Federation has been engaged in developing what they call diapraxis, one example of the prophetic interfaith dialogue we need to develop.  Danish Lutheran theologian Lissi Rasmussen proposed this term for a new type of dialogue: 
"I see dialogue as a living process, a way of living in co-existence and pro-existence.  Therefore, I want to introduce the term 'diapraxis.' While dialogue indicates a relationship in which talking together is central, diapraxis indicates a relationship in which common praxis is essential.  Thus by diapraxis I do not mean the actual application of dialogue but rather dialogue as action.  We need a more anthropological contextual approach to dialogue where we see diapraxis as a meeting between people who try to reveal and transform the reality they share. "
    
Rev. Dr. Ingo Wulfhorst, LWF Study Secretary for the Church and People of Other Faiths, explains that:

"Diapraxis involves dialogue, thus theological discourse on what is commonly shared as well as the differences in the respective faith traditions can never be excluded, despite the inherent complexities, deep-rooted prejudices and conflicts.  By sharing their common pain, people of different faiths are enriched by the 'otherness' of the other." 

Through this kind of prophetic dialogue for life, we stand fast for life, abundant life, for every human being, and the love and freedom Christ brings to all of God's creation.  We are set free from the slavery of the Middle Ages' emphasis on exclusive doctrinal truth claims as the basis for living with one another and other historical corruptions such as anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, colonialism and sexism in order to love one another as neighbors on the same small planet.  
Ishmael Noko speaks of the relationship between justice and justification:

"It is a call to all those who are baptized into Christ to take part in building community across the barriers that exist between nations, ethnic groups, genders and generations.  Because we are justified by God and not by our own qualities or actions, we should all receive each other as God receives us.  The gift of justification that we are given in Christ is an affirmation that we are all made in God's  image, that we are each of value as individuals." 

Being justified by grace through faith returns us to the real meaning of biblical justice.  It describes the ambiguity in which we human beings find ourselves.  We are at the same time sinners and saints, always in need of justice and liberation, which God graciously gives us.  It means being simultaneously judged and being freed.  Those of us experiencing injustice in the world have the promise of the wonderful hope of justice from the cross and resurrection of Christ.  Yes, we are victims of injustice, but as we are saved by God's grace, we will never allow injustice to have the final word.  Justice and only justice will have that final word."
I believe that the central tenet of Lutheranism has shifted from justification as only an individual's salvation to reconciling a community of people with one another to live with justice, peace, compassion and healing with one another. And it is still our theological grounding.
The whole movement of restorative justice is a vivid example of this shift away from the emphasis on harsh penalties and punishment for violating the law, the more important question becomes what will it take to bring healing and wholeness once again.  Although the law must still be maintained, the motives and initiatives shift more towards mercy and healing for the future rather than punishment and pain for the past.  

And we in the world of religion also must restore where we have instead destroyed.  We must commit together to rehumanize where our religions have instead dehumanized and work together to forge a prophetic dialogue for life that urgently confronts the very real human rights violations of our day and dares to work together to forge common values of peace with justice, compassion and reconciliation.

It arises out of Luther's theology of creation.   
The doctrine of creation as expressed in the value and human rights of every human being.  The Lutheran theology emphasizes both creation and redemption. For centuries, we emphasized the theology of redemption more than the theology of creation. This is what brought Luther into trouble with the Jews and Muslim that his main goal was justification by faith. We are to take the theology of creation very seriously in living with other faiths.  We are all male and female, Jews, Muslims, Christians and others created on His own image (Genesis 1: 27). This means, we share the equal humanity. We are all the children of God, equally worthy of the love and dignity of God. And every human being should enjoy freedom in religion and conviction.
As Luther pointed out, God works in the world in different ways, through the Law and the Gospel. The Gospel is God's saving Word, enfleshed in Jesus. The Law is the Word by which God preserves the creation through demands that we care for the earth and its people in ways that are just. While other religions generally disagree with the Christian understanding of the Gospel, there tends to be a lot of agreement about God's expectations for human life on this earth and about our responsibilities in meeting those expectations. Actually, Luther's criticisms of other religions were that they were too concerned with human actions in the world. Lutherans are often criticized for not being concerned enough about human actions in the world. We as Lutherans can never give up our core idea that human actions in this world do not bring us salvation. Nevertheless, we could stress more that we with all humans have been placed on this earth precisely to be stewards of the earth and each other. When we do that we are meeting God's basic expectations, not earning credit in God's eyes. Nevertheless, we care for this earth even though it does not draw us into the life of God forever as faith in Christ does, and we do it all the more when we have been drawn into God's saving Word in Jesus and begin to have "the mind of Christ" (Philippians 2:8), through whom we know that God has "loved the world" (John 3:16). While we may have different motivations for a dialogue for life, Christians can participate actively with people of other religions in service to the world as part of our common human vocation.

Luther's emphasis on the theology of incarnation is also a testimony to the willingness of God to engage with humanity and should serve as a model for our engagement with the world and all those in it, even if we don't agree on the doctrinal teachings of the other.   
Living and Serving with Other Religions 
As Luther was fond of asking, "what does this mean to me?"  It means we are drawn forward into a prophetic dialogue for life.
Martin Luther's concern was to convert the Jews and Muslims to Christianity. As an Arab Palestinian Christian Evangelical Lutheran, who lives among two strong monotheistic religions, I have had to learn what it means to live my faith and witness to the Lord? Should I be obsessed like Luther with converting the others?

I like this image of the evangelical:  an evangelical is one beggar who tells another beggar where he found bread.  

We live our evangelical Lutheran faith to the fullness of the word. In the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land, Arab Christians are baptized in His name, the Holy Bread of Life and Cup of Healing and forgiveness are shared, and we witness for his life, death and resurrection until He comes again.   We will continue to witness to our faith in a non-Christian environment. On the other hand, we don't find it fruitful to emphasize the conversion of others.  We don't believe it is helpful to try to force others to believe, because we believe, like Luther, that faith is elicited only by love.  It was only when Luther began to expand his understanding of the word "justice" in terms of God's loving act of putting sinners right in Christ that he could have faith in God. Prior to that, he could not have faith in God because he understood "justice" to mean God's penalties placed upon sinners to make up for their sin.   The result of coerced conversions is not faith (trust) but fearful submission.

We also strive to follow the model of St. Francis:  "Preach wherever you go, and, when necessary, use word."  

Muslims here call me their Bishop, they come to me with problems, we share feasts together.  We have similar relations with many Jewish friends with whom we have established a dialogue group for Jewish and Christian leaders called the Jonah group.   Together we are enriched by one another's faiths, and we challenge one another about how that faith propels out into the world to treat our neighbor.  Together we engage the world, seeking common values of justice, love of neighbor, forgiveness and reconciliation.   In our world of extremism and violence, we are working toward non-violence and moderation.
The essential elements of a prophetic dialogue for life are:  

1) This dialogue must be urgent in engaging the immediate suffering of the people.   Dialogue can never succeed until the dialogue partner understands the pain of the other. 
One of the Chief Rabbis of Israel told me once that he didn't understand why the Palestinians were suffering.  I told him, "this is exactly the problem!  I as a Palestinian have to understand the deep trauma of the Holocaust, and you as an Israeli have to understand the pain of the Nakba and the continuing occupation.  Though we should not compare our sufferings, we must understand each other. Only when we understand the pain of the other will we truly accept our common humanity." 
2) Dialogue must address and challenge the structures and reality of injustice, just as Jesus did.  Like the incarnation, dialogue must be embedded in the flesh and the truth. We can not afford to make gestures of dialogue and never break through to the realities on the ground. For example, in our Palestinian Israeli conflict, Jews, Christians and Muslims are discussing the root cause of the conflict?  Israeli Jews say that its violence and denied of the existence of the others. Palestinian Christians and Muslims say that it is occupation. Then we have together to discuss from the Holy Writings and Traditions of the three religions: does any of our religion promote violence, denial of the other or occupation.

Although we are called to listen to the others' suffering of the past, we can't allow it to shape our future.  Dialogue must move toward real changes on the ground and reconciliation.

3) Dialogue should be a catalyst for reconciliation through rigorous self-examination. In my book: "Witnessing for Peace,
 I challenge all of us to look at our own religions:  Are we a source of conflict and disagreement or a basis of reconciliation? Have we built bridges or widened the gap between people?  It is always easy to blame the other's religion without examining our own. It is so tempting to use religion for narrow, selfish purposes - especially for justifying political interests. God calls us to serve as catalysts of reconciliation in our highly volatile world. Our faith is a faith of love and reconciliation. The basis of this is our rich theology of justification that calls us to be brokers of justice, instruments of peace and ministers of reconciliation. 
4) The dialogue for life cannot be merely an intellectual exercise but it must have a spiritual and symbolic dimension in order to be deep and enduring. We must submit ourselves to God's will so that God may help us to be self-critical, while at the same time transforming us, so that we can find the path toward a just present and a secure future.  We are to learn about the spirituality of the other to stand together before God.
5)  This dialogue for life also calls us to work toward democracy and to build modern civil societies.  As a Palestinian Christian, I don't want to be considered either "al Dhimmi" or a minority, because I am an integral part of the Arab Palestinian society.  We in all of our modern societies must wrestle with the tension between loyalty to one's religion, one's country and upholding full equal rights and responsibilities for all.  Dialogue for life invites us to explore how our religions view citizenship.  .

6) A prophetic dialogue for life means that we all share a common stewardship and responsibility to seek social justice in the whole world and to promote life, abundant life for all.   We must use our shared biblical traditions and Holy writings to seek common values of compassion, justice, peace, forgiveness and non-violence.  We should stand up against war and militarization and work for freedom, equality, tolerance and democracy. We must together work for the healing of the world by eradicating poverty, HIV-AIDS and other illnesses and by caring for the ecological health of our globe.  We must also work together to fight against any kind of extremism and uphold freedom of religion and the rights of minorities.  Dialogue for life calls us to be together as stewards for life and life abundantly. 
A Case Study: T he Council of Religious Institutions of the Holy Land:

A practical example of this prophetic dialogue for life is the establishment of the Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land, whose history goes back to the signing of the Alexandria Declaration on January 31, 2002. 
In the first paragraph of this declaration it is said by the religious leaders that they "declare our commitment to ending the violence bloodshed that denies the right to life and dignity". They also announced that they would set up a continuation committee to carry out the different recommendations of the declaration and also to engage with their respective political leadership.
As a spin–off the Alexandria Declaration, the local religious leaders wanted to own this interreligious dialogue and establish a group of religious leaders who represented key religious institutions, Jewish, Christian and Moslem. We started discussions about the possibility of establishing an interreligious council composed by the Chief Rabbinate of Israel, the Supreme Judge of the Sharia Courts in Palestine and the Heads of the local Churches in Jerusalem.

It was soon agreed to form a council and with a protocol which contained what could be seen as the constitution. The purpose of the Council is:
1. To maintain a permanent relationship and open channels of communication between religious leaders in the Holy Land in order for them to reflect together as believers, on main issues of conflict between our peoples.

2. To sustain close working relationship with the political leadership of the Government of Israel and Palestinian National Authority, especially on issues related to the role of religion and religious communities.

3. To engage with our respective communities in the Holy Land in order to promote peace and justice. The Council seeks to foster, on grassroots and national levels, an environment of mutual acceptance and respect.

4. To engage with religious leaders internationally and particularly in the Middle East, in pursuit of a durable and just peace in the Holy Land.

The Council has been established; and its strong statements were made in Washington in November 2007.
All of us believe in one Creator and Guide of the Universe. WE believe that the essence of religion is to worship Him and respect the life and dignity of all human beings, regardless of religion, nationality and gender.

We accordingly commit ourselves to using our positions of leadership, and the influence of our good offices, to advance these sacred values, to prevent religion from being used as a source of conflict, and instead serve the goals of just and comprehensive peace and reconciliation.
Our respective Holy Places have become a major element in our conflict. We lament that his is the case, as our respective attachments to our holy places should not be a cause of bloodshed, let alone be sites of violence or other expressions of hatred. Holy places must remain dedicated to prayer and worship only, places where believers have free access and put themselves in the presence of the Creator. Holy places are there for believers to draw inspiration to strengthen their acceptance and love of Almighty and all His creatures, from all religions and all nationalities.

Accordingly each religious community should treat the Holy Sites of the other faiths in a manner that respects their integrity and independence and avoids any act of desecration, aggression or harm.
We, believers from three religions, have been placed in this land, Jews, Christians and Muslims. It is our responsibility to find the right way to live together in peace rather to fight and kill one other. Palestinians yearn for the end to occupation and for what they see as their inalienable rights. Israelis long for the day when they can live in personal and national security. Together we must find ways of reaching these goals.

Towards these ends we are actively working to:

1. Establish "hot line" procedures of rapid communication among ourselves in order to address and advise government officials regarding issues of protection of and access to Holy Sites before such issues become cause for conflict.

2. Establish a mechanism to monitor media for derogatory representations of any religion, and issues statements in response to such representations.

3. Together reflect on the status of Jerusalem, support the designation of the Old City of Jerusalem as a World Heritage Site, work to secure open access to the Old City for all communities, and seek a common vision for this city which all of us regard as holy.

4. Promote education for mutual respect and acceptance in schools and in the media. We will sponsor a conference for Israeli and Palestinian educators, academics and Ministers of Education on "The Role of Religion in Education for Peace: Principles and Practices".
5. Demonstrate through our relations that differences can and should be addressed through dialogue rather than through violence, and strive to bring this message to our respective communities and political leaders that they may embrace this approach accordingly. 

6. Provide ongoing consultation to our government leaders, and through the example of our work together remind them that the interests of one community can only be served by also respecting and valuing the humanity and interests of the other community.

Conclusion
If Luther was a man of his time, we are to be the people of our times, re-visioning what carries Christ in this day and age.  If justification by faith drives us to understand that the essence of religion is the love of God, and thus loving our neighbor as ourselves, then justification by faith helps us to see that religion is no longer part of the problem but becomes part of the solution in this theology of love.

For in freedom, Christ has set us free, we should stand fast and not submit again to the yoke of slavery.
We are to see God in the other and to accept the otherness of the other.  This means we are set free from being only right in doctrine to love one another in relationship.  We are set free from earning our way from theology to experiencing and sharing the grace of God we have been given in Christ.  And because of this, we can stand fast against extremism, violence and hate and become the people of faith that God meant us to be, fellow workers in God's mysterious vineyard to work for the healing, abundant life and peace we are meant to share.
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