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A documentation of Christian

responses to the Mushm presence

1n Western Europe

By Lissi Rasmussen & Jgrgen S Nielson

Introduction

Since Muslim communities have come into existence
in a significant way in the various countries of
Western Europe over the last two decades, the
churches and Christians have responded in vary-
ing ways and at different levels. It is probably
true to say that the common factor in most of
the response has been bewilderment and confusion.
This confusion is partly to be explained at the
personal level. The known methods of behaviour
and social interaction do not function as usual.
Linguistic and cultural differences, which were
irrelevant when the groups were separated by
days and weeks of travel, suddenly become a
daily challenge across the shop counter or the
factory workbench. But an explanation must also
be sought in social structures and institutions,
for in so far as they perform many of the
functions which bind society together and serve
to express, in part at least, social and
cultural identities, such institutions can rein-
force or modify attitudes and patterns of social
interaction. It is therefore of enormous
significance that bewilderment has characterized
also the responses of the churches to the
growing presence of Islam in Europe. This paper
is essentially an annotated documentation of this
response. The documentation is not complete,
nor does it attempt to present material from all
countries of Europe. While some of the texts
referred to and quoted are official documents

of churches and Christian agencies, others are
the views of individuals who in one way or an-
other are influential or reflect the thinking

of significant groups of Christians.

In evaluating these texts it is important to
remember the institutional structures of the
churches which form part of the context con-
tributing to the Christian response to Muslims.
In general, it is true to say that the European
churches have over the last two to three cen-
turies organized themselves on the basis of a
division of labour partly between service and
evangelization and partly between home and
abroad. The result has typically been the
existence of specialized service agencies con-
centrated at home and providing resources of

material and personnel on a national or regional
level. Complementing these agencies have been
mission societies whose work has been concen-
trated abroad, usually in Africa and Asia, and
has encompassed both service and evangelization.
Local ministers, pastors and priests at home,
have tended to depend on the resources of the
service agencies on the one hand and, on the
other, to leave the mission societies to get on
with the responsibility of evangelization. Not
only has this situation left local congregations
ill-equipped for the encounter with a growing
number of people of a strange culture and

* Lissi Rasmussen is Research Fellow at the
Faculty of Theology, University of Aarhus,

Nenmark.

religion, it has also often left national
churches with an organization singularly unsuit-
able for the new situation. Church initiatives
in response to Islam in Europe have come mainly
from two perspectives corresponding to these
structures. The concern for migrant workers’
welfare tended to come first and, naturally,
came from service agencies. The traditional
emphases on physical welfare - health, housing
working conditions,legal security, etc. - were
the primary concerns, often to the exclusion

of aspects of religious identity. Rather later
has come a concern for these aspects of
religious identity, most commonly from the
various forms of mission structures; this con-
cern has then at an even later stage been taken
up also by the service agencies. Often, as a
result, the whole area of dialogue and theo-
logical response to Islam has fallen to mission
societies and agencies. The debate between
""conservatives'" with their emphasis on evange-
lization and "liberals" stressing dialogue has
been heightened in this situation, and already
sensitive Christian-Muslim relations have been
exposed to more possibilities of misunderstand-
ing.

International documents

While the statements adopted by international
church organizations are not necessarily the
earliest, either in time or in development of
ideas, they will be considered first. In their
genesis they often bring together and summarize
the various ideas which have been developing in
local situations, but they can also contain
innovation both of content and formulation. In
both these aspects they may provide an incentive
to further thinking and these constitute a
booster in the continuing process of response
and renewal. The main church organizations
which are involved in one way or another with
this question are the World Council of Churches

(WCC) and, for the Roman Catholic Church, the
Vatican.

As far as the Roman Catholie Chureh is concerned
the basic document is the so-called WNostr

aetate, the Declaraction on the Kelation ot the
Church to the Non-Christian Religions, which was

adopted by the Second Vatican Council in Octob
1965: (1) oeE

1. In this age of ours, when men are drawing
more closely together and the bonds of
friendship between different peoples are
being strengthened, the Church examines with
greater care the relation which she has to
non-Christian religions. Ever aware of her
duty to foster unity and charity among
individuals, and even among nations, she re-
flects at the outset on what men have in

1







