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Good morning.  I bring you greetings from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land.  It is a privilege to be among you today to discuss these crucial issues of promoting tolerance, religious freedom and creativity.  These are essential elements if we are to build a better world for our children, and our church and other religious leaders in the Holy Land are working hard to emphasize these values into our cultures.  This is so important because we live in a time when, more and more, other forces are trying to use religion to divide and foster hatred and extremism.
A Common Word between Us and You
Last fall, 138 Muslim scholars from different schools of Islam all over the world signed a document called A Common Word between Us and You that asserted that Christianity and Islam are both founded on common values of love of God and love of neighbor.  This was a response to Pope Benedict's Regensburg lecture, in which he spoke disparagingly of Mohammed and Islam. 
I believe the approach taken in this document is a healthy trend in interfaith dialogue and relations between religions.  Instead of focusing on the differences in doctrine and "comparative religion," leaders are lifting up and building on common positive values, such as peace, justice, forgiveness and reconciliation.  In this approach – which I call dialogue for life - it is important that each religion speaks to its own adherents and seeks to define itself, rather than being labeled by the other. This also promotes important dialogue within each faith as well, since there are many faces of each religion, and I am afraid the extremist voices are getting stronger and trying to claim they are "the true voices" of their religions.  
We moderate Christian, Jewish and Muslim leaders in the Middle East are working closely together to raise our voices against this current explosion of extremism.   We would agree with Dr. Charles Kimball in "When Religion Becomes Evil" that 

"Whatever religious people may say about their love of God or the mandates of their religion, when their behavior toward others is violent and destructive, when it causes suffering among their neighbors, you can be sure the religion has been corrupted and reform is desperately needed."
It is so interesting to me that often the people who call themselves fundamentalists – in any religion – have often abandoned the most basic fundamental of all:  "love God and your neighbor as yourself."

God created all human beings and nations equally, all deserving of the same human rights and dignity.  Interfaith dialogue for life must call us to see God in one another, and to understand the other as they want to be understood.  When we understand the God-given intention that all be fully human yet rich in cultural diversity, we will be more open to one another, and religion can help to bring one another together rather than condemning one another for our differences.  Our faith teaches us to accept and affirm the humanity of the other and to mutually recognize and affirm each other's basic human rights.  
Who else is speaking out for compassion and the hard choices that would lead to justice as the only path to true peace and reconciliation?  I worry that the dominant culture of commercialism, secularism and militarism has stripped our world of communal values and replaced them with a preoccupation for narrow self-interest to be achieved through violence. It has become fair game for those in power to attack anyone they perceive as a threat to them.   A dialogue for life will be based in what gives life and not what destroys it.  It must be based on non-violence and leaders must have the courage to challenge their own faith leaders who are calling for violence, dehumanization and hate.  The current growth of extremism is alarming but not surprising, given that current world policies are creating the very environment in which this extremism thrives.  The world is crying out for a different vision and inspirational leadership to transform our increasingly violent, extremist and militarized world into a world community working for one another rather than against one another.  .
The Amman Message  

In the fall of 2004, His Royal Highness King Abdullah II initiated The Amman Message with Muslim leaders from the Middle East to try to do exactly this within Islam.  The Amman Message asserts that Islam is a moderate force that advocates  peace and justice and that moderate Muslims must reclaim it from those extremists who justify violence and fanaticism with religion:

On religious grounds, on moral grounds, we denounce the contemporary concept of terrorism which is associated with wrongful practices wherever they come from – including assaults on peaceful civilians, killing prisoners and the wounded, unethical practices such as the destruction of buildings, and ransacking cities.  These despotic attacks on human life transgress the law of God, and we denounce them.  As the Qur'an says:

Take not life which God hath made sacred, except by way of justice and law. (Al Anaam:51)  

No human whose 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.

The Kingdom of Jordan and the Jordanian Interfaith Coexistence Research Center should be commended for this courageous initiative and for their ongoing work.  

An Agreement to Promote Co-Existence between Middle East Christians and Muslims

In the aftermath of the Cartoon Crisis here in the past few years, the Church of Norway and the JICRC worked together to gather Christian and Muslim leaders from all over the Middle East to sign a similar document in January 2008. 

We believe God has commissioned us to the common work of building societies of freedom, respect for the rights of others and human dignity for all.  At this difficult time, we, believers in the One, Holy God and heirs of co-existence in the region, commit to build together our common society in the spirit of common stewardship in order that there will be a lasting and comprehensive peace through justice in our region and throughout the whole world.

In order to implement this, we pledge and commit ourselves to uphold 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;

Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land
In Jerusalem, the heads of local churches, the chief rabbinate and the chief judge of the Islamic court have formed a Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land to dialogue about important issues of faith and life and to intervene as possible on the ground to mediate and diffuse potential problems.  
In the fall of 2007, we were invited to Washington ahead of the Annapolis Peace Process to discuss what we are doing and to say that when religious leaders are not a part of the peace process it is self-defeating and destined to failure.  We issued a joint statement in which the chief rabbis admitted the Palestinians' need to be free from occupation and the Churches and Muslims recognized the need for Israelis to live in security.  Here is part of that statement: 
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 than 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 mechanisms to monitor media for derogatory representations of any religion, and issue statements in response to such representations.

3. Together reflect on the future 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 Educating 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 all other communities.

Education

We have set up a hot line to monitor what religions are saying about the other, and we are finding that no religion is free from teaching hatred.  We must focus on what we are teaching our children about the other.  One of our main goals in the next years is to try to foster the development of a joint curriculum of tolerance to be used in both Israeli and Palestinian schools.  We will work with our schools and those already engaged in this process, but will lend religious affirmation by the leaders.  It is crucial that our people hear from us voices that counter the religious extremism and fanaticism that is so rampant and the alternative belief that religions are based on common values of peace, reconciliation, justice and love of neighbor.
As I said to US Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice, "You cannot fight extremism with weapons.  You can only overcome it with education."  

We in the ELCJHL believe that education – of Christians, Muslims and Jews – is a key to building tolerance and co-existence.  In our 4 schools and 4 additional educational programs, approximately 45% of our students are Muslim.  We do not seek to convert the children but to educate them to live together in peace with mutual respect so that they may come to understand the other as the other wants to be understood.  We are preparing future leaders – both Muslim and Christian – to help build together a modern, democratic civil society.   

Transforming a Culture of Fear into a Community of Trust
Some speak today about a clash among civilizations, pointing to the tensions between North and South, East and West, Islamic and Western countries. But we have a choice.  We can continue to let those who would carve up the world into us and them, good vs evil-doers, continue to define our world.   But this de-humanization creates a culture of fear that regards the other as an object and a threat that is expendable, not a human being.  This culture of fear creates new gaps, builds new walls of hatred, encourages political and religious extremism and, above all, creates a situation where the lives of others are seen as acceptable  "collateral damage" in an amorphous "war on terror" that has neither a clearly defined enemy or goal. We are all becoming victims of this ill-conceived war on terror, in loss of life, loss of human rights and the growth in anti-Semitism, Islamophobia and other hatred based on religion, ethnicity, gender or nationality.  We must stop allowing fear, hate and extremism to hold our world hostage.  
Martin Marty says that extremism grows where injustice, oppression and poverty flourish.  I believe this is very true here in the Middle East, and the heart of the problem in the Middle East is the unresolved and continuing oppression, injustice and ongoing occupation of Palestine.  For the Arab world, the test of the West for justice is the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, and whether they can implement one standard of justice for all.  Until some progress is achieved in this situation, rather than the current acceleration of oppression and discrimination, I am afraid the claims of bringing democracy and freedom to the Middle East will continue to ring hollow and extremism will continue to grow.  

It is high time we moderate people of faith stand up and take back our religions!  We who are grounded in the real fundamentals of love, compassion, justice and peace must affirm together that God has created every human life, indeed all of creation, to be cherished, protected and nurtured.  We must stop allowing those who demonize one another in the name of God to have the power and try instead to learn from one another about what will give life, love, shalom/salaam/peace to this earth.  

  - Dialogue for Life is Courageous, Prophetic and Challenges Injustice

For these reasons, I urge governments and religions in the world to commit themselves to initiate dialogues for life. But these must be deep dialogues that address the urgency of the injustice in the world.  Too often dialogue becomes an excuse to avoid the tough issues so as not to offend the growing relationship. I am afraid that sometimes those who speak out for justice on controversial issues like the Middle East, Iraq, global warming, are subject to vicious attacks.  Thank you to all of those who take the prophetic responsibility seriously.  
This kind of prophetic dialogue will challenge whomever and whatever threatens peace, justice, freedom, tolerance and human rights in all nations and in all cultures, and it will do so with an urgent passion.  A world without values is a world of chaos. A world promoting violence, militarization and consumerism is a world without a soul.  A world with shared values of justice, peace and reconciliation promotes pluralism, equality, democracy, tolerance and mutual respect for all religions, cultures and traditions.  It is the only world worth giving to our children.  It is the least they deserve from us.
May God help us all to build that new world, where all are welcome, all are fed, all can live freely, sharing in God's abundant blessings.    Thank you.
