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“We can keep our deepest convictions and still keep our civil courtesy. We can 
test others’ arguments but not question their motives. We can presume good will 
even when we strenuously disagree. We can relate the best of religion to the 
best of politics in the service of each other and the wider society, national and 
human, to which we are bound in faith, hope and love.”  
Joseph Cardinal Bernadini 
 

 

Trying to understand Islam and Muslims today seems hopeless. Muslim 

leaders speak of Islam as a religion of peace; Bin Laden and other Muslim 

terrorists slaughter Muslims and non-Muslims globally in the name of Islam. 

George W. Bush when the president referred to Islam as a religion of peace. In 

contrast President Trump has said “Islam hates” us, rather than condemning 

militant terrorists alone, and he has attempted to impose a Muslim ban as well as 

talked about monitoring mosques. 

Globalization and immigration are producing more multi-faith and multi-

ethnic societies, transforming countries in the West that were once simply 

described as Protestant, Catholic or Judeo-Christian into for more diverse 

religious and ethnic societies. The religious landscape of these countries include 



 2

Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists and Sikhs and their mosques, Islamic centers and 

temples. Christians with 2.3 billion followers and Muslims with 1.6 billion followers 

are two largest and most global religions. By 2050 Islam is projected to be equal 

to Christians in the number of its followers. In many countries in the West, Islam 

and Muslims has emerged as the second or third largest religion.  

 Today the realities of globalization, the emergence of Far Right white 

nationalist political leaders and parties in Europe and America with anti-

immigrant and anti-Muslim agendas, and the exponential growth of Islamophobia 

require a more accurate understanding of Islam and Muslims. One of the great 

ironies of our times is that despite the global presence of Islam and Muslims as a 

major religious faith and a global political presence, it took the Iranian revolution 

to put Islam, the Middle East and the Muslim world on our political and 

educational agenda. My own encounter with Islam and my career were 

profoundly affected by the Iranian revolution and America’s encounter with Islam.  

SO, WHY AND HOW DID I GET HERE TODAY? 

 It is difficult today to appreciate how much the religious landscape of 

America and Europe and our awareness of Islam and the Muslim world has 

changed since the late 1960s. In less than forty years Islam, Muslims and Muslim 

politics moved from nowhere to everywhere, from being invisible to center stage 

in international politics and media coverage.  

I was raised in cosmopolitan New York, more specifically Brooklyn, NY, in 

an Italian neighborhood. For as far as I might walk, there were Italian 
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neighborhoods with Catholic churches and schools. I like to say I already know 

what heaven will be like☺  

At the age of 14 in 1954 I left home and for 10 years, until 24 years of age, I 

prepared to become a Capuchin Franciscan priest. After trying a job in business 

as a high school teacher, I decided to become a theology professor. I earned an 

MA in Catholic Theology at the time of Vatican II in the mid-1960s and became a 

young Catholic theologian and professor for several years. When in the midst of 

my pursuit of a doctorate in Catholic studies, I announced that I would major in 

Islam. The response of colleagues and family who were stunned by my decision 

to study Islam was: “Why study Islam?  You’ll never get a job!” America and 

Europe were historically Christian countries and in the late 20th century the 

religious landscape was that of Protestants, Catholics and Jews. So why did I do 

it? 

While in graduate school  

SHARED BELIEFS 

 While specific and significant differences exist, Muslims and 

Christians share common beliefs in: God (monotheism, the creator, sustainer, 

and judge); God is Compassionate and Merciful but also a Just Judge. They also 

share a belief in Prophets and revelation, angels, Satan, moral accountability and 

responsibility, divine judgment, eternal reward or punishment.  

 As Christians believed that the New Testament was a fulfillment the 

Old Testament (Hebrew Bible), so too Muslims believe the Quran is the 

fulfillment and completion of God’s earlier revelations to the biblical prophets of 
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Judaism, (the Torah) and Christianity (Gospels). Abraham, Moses, Jesus and 

Mary are central in Muslim scripture and popular piety and practice/naming.  

Mary is mentioned more in the Quran than in the New Testament and the name 

Jesus is mentioned more in the Quran that the name Muhammad. 

 Both Islam and Christianity believe that God has given the earth as 

a trust to humankind and thus see themselves as God's representatives (Q. 2:30, 

6:165) with a divinely mandated vocation to establish God's rule on earth. It is on 

the basis of how God’s Will in history is realized that a person will be rewarded or 

punished.  

Both faiths see their community as a transnational community of believers; 

God-ordained and guided, to spread the faith and to create a socially just society. 

As the Quran 3:110 says,  "You are the best community ever brought forth for 

mankind, enjoining what is good and forbidding evil."  

 

The Iranian Revolution 

The Iranian Revolution (1978-79) was a major turning point, a watershed 

moment. Fear of the export of what some called the Green Menace or “radical 

Islamic fundamentalism” that put Islam and the Middle East on the front burner of 

American, European and international politics. This challenge created a market 

for experts on Islam, the Middle East and broader Muslim world, a subject of vital 

interest for government, international polics, business and the media. and 

congressional briefings. The good news was the explosion of interest and 
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coverage of Islam and Muslim politics. I owe my career and my first Lexus to the 

Iranian revolution.  

However, the primary lens through which Islam and Muslims were seen 

was as a threat: the Iranian revolution, the assassination of Egypt’s president 

Anwar Sadat, Saddam Hussein and the first invasion and down to Osama Bin 

Laden and ISIS. The religion of mainstream Islam and the religion embraced by 

the vast majority of mainstream Muslims was obscured and overlooked by the 

threat of “radical Islamic fundamentalism” which in fact constitutes a very small 

fraction of Muslims globally. 9/11, 7/7, Madrid and other attacks brought Osama 

Bin Laden’s al Qaeda and ISIS became the dominant threat and concern, 

creating an irrational fear of the religion of Islam and mainstream Muslims, rather 

than just targeting militant Muslim extremists and terrorism.  

  

POINTS OF COOPERATION AND TOLERANCE 

In Islamic history, Jews and Christians, “People of the Book  (ahl al-kitab),” 

were regarded as dhimmi or “protected” people who enjoyed far more tolerance 

under Muslim governments than did Judaism, Islam and forms of Christianity not 

recognized by Byzantium or the papacy. However, dhimmi were not equal 

subjects with Muslims. They paid higher and more taxes than Muslims for the 

privilege of the freedom to privately practice their own religion.1 Historically, they 

were generally granted the right to govern their own communities and practice 

their religion in private.  

                                            
1Lewis, 93-94. 
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As Islam spread as an empire and civilization, it proved open to the many 

religions and cultures it encountered. Classical Islamic culture incorporated 

elements of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian law, Byzantine and Sassanid 

(Persian) imperial and administrative practices, Greek science, philosophy, 

architecture and art in addition to its Arab and Muslim influences. Greek classics 

of philosophy, science and medicine were translated into Arabic under the 

Abbasids. These translations formed the body of materials later translated from 

Arabic into Latin by Roger II of Sicily.2  

Al-Andalus 

Perhaps the most famous early example of interreligious tolerance is that 

of Muslim rule in Spain (al-Andalus) from 756 CE to about 1000 CE, often 

idealized as period of interfaith harmony. Part of the attraction for Christians and 

Jews was the opportunity Muslim rule offered to those seeking refuge from the 

old ruling class system of Europe. Muslim rule brought with it the elimination of 

the nobility and clergy and the redistribution of their lands, creating a new class 

of small landholders who were largely responsible for the agricultural prosperity 

of Muslim Spain.3  

Toledo was also a major center of study for scholars from all over Europe 

who came to work with native speakers of Arabic. This incorporation of the most 

                                            
2Lewis, 119. 

3Lewis, 121, although I am concerned that this may, once again, be part of his bias that 

only through Europeans - Christians and Jews - did anything good come to the Middle 

East, etc.. 
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advanced elements from surrounding civilizations and the past demonstrates an 

openness to the benefits to be obtained through a limited form of pluralism - 

cultural, civilizational, scholastic, and religious. Accompanying this recognition 

was comparative tolerance.  

Historically both Christians and Muslims have their bitter memories of 

conquest and religious intolerance. However, our memories of the past, 

continued experience of interreligious conflicts globally, the emergence of Islam 

as the second or third largest religion in Europe and America and the need to 

cooperate in the war against a global terrorism that threatens Muslim and non-

Muslim societies and communities alike should reinforce an even stronger sense 

of the need for greater pluralism and inclusive tolerance to avoid the intolerance 

and retaliation of the past. We need to remember and to build on our moments of 

convivencia, living together, and move forward in broadening our theological 

horizons and interfaith understanding and relations. 

WHY PLURALISM? 

Today Muslims and Christians in the West and globally share common 

challenges and concerns. Both condemn social and economic injustice, 

excessive materialism, individualism, and consumerism at the expense of the 

public good, violence and terrorism. These political, moral and social challenges 

affect Christians and Muslims and people of all faiths and no faith 

alike.4Recognition of common concerns and goals offers a basis for cooperation 

and mutual understanding, for greater unity in the midst of diversity, and 

                                            
4Beedham, 6. 
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contributes to a more pluralistic outlook based upon mutual understanding and 

respect.5 

We live increasingly in a globally interconnected and interdependent world 

collaboration within pluralistic societies, regionally and internationally. Religious 

traditions in the West where societies are increasingly more and more multi-

ethnic and multi-religious, are challenged to embrace a new world order that 

celebrates religious and ethnic diversity as a strength rather than a threat. For 

Christians and Muslims in particular, mutual recognition that both worship the 

God of Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad and share significant beliefs, 

traditions, and ethics can be the starting point for a dialogue. As the Quran 

states, “We believe what has been sent down to us, and we believe what has 

been sent to you. Our God and your God is one, and to Him we submit,” (Qur’an 

28:46) and  “We have sent revelations to you as We sent revelations to Noah 

and the prophets who came after him; and We sent revelations to Abraham and 

Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and their offspring, and to Jesus and Job...and to 

Moses God spoke directly” (4:163-164). Similarly, the Bible records Peter 

preaching in Jerusalem shortly after Jesus’ death that, “The God of Abraham and 

of Isaac and of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified His servant Jesus, whom 

you delivered up and denied in the presence of Pilate” (Acts 3:13-14). The 

implication is that if the prior revelations were confirmed (though superceded) in 

                                            
5Nichols, 76. 
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the present revelation, then it logically follows that you are worshipping the same 

God.6  

The goal of religious pluralism is to move beyond the pitfalls of religious 

exclusivism (the belief that there is only one truth and that a particular religious 

community has exclusive possession or claim to it). Because no one religion can 

claim a monopoly on social justice, love, mercy, and compassion, both Christians 

and Muslims need to recognize that both religions contain elements of truth 

about how society ought to operate and how man ought to interact with his fellow 

man. Both proclaim the Golden Rule - “Do unto others as you would have them 

do unto you” (Luke 6:31) and “No man is a true believer unless he desires for his 

brother that which he desires for himself” (Hadith: Muslim, chapter on iman, 71-

72; Ibn Madja, Introduction, 9; Al-Darimi, chapter on riqaq; Hambal, 3).  

People of faith (and of no faith) are challenged to work together to build a society 

based upon mutual understanding and respect, to embrace a “healthy pluralism” 

that recognizes our diversity and differences but also our shared values and 

interests. We are all challenged to reaffirm and protect the centrality of our 

principles and values: equality of citizenship, pluralism and civil liberties for all.  

 

John L. Esposito is University Professor and Professor of Religion and 
International Affairs at Georgetown University’s Walsh School of Foreign Service. 
Founding Director of the Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding, he is  
Editor-in-Chief of The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World and The 
Oxford History of Islam. His other publications include:  Unholy War: Terror in the 

                                            
6Disputed Questions in Theology and the Philosophy of Religion, John Hick. New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993, 146-147. 
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Name of Islam, What Everyone Needs to Know About Islam, The Islamic Threat: 
Myth or Reality?; Islam: The Straight Path; Islam and Politics; Islam and 
Democracy and Makers of Contemporary Islam (with John O. Voll); Political 
Islam: Revolution, Radicalism, or Reform?; Iran at the Crossroads (with R.K. 
Ramazani);The Iranian Revolution: Its Global Impact; Islam and Secularism in 
the Middle East (with Azzam Tamimi); Islam, Gender and Social Change (with 
Yvonne Haddad), Islam in Asia: Religion, Politics, and Society; and Women in 
Muslim Family Law.   
 

 
                                            
i . Joseph Cardinal Bernardin, Religion in Politics , ed. Richard McMunn (Milwaukee, Wisconsin: 
The Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights, 1985), p. 64. 


