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MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN DIALOGUE CELEBRATES 15 YEARS

Long before Muslim-Christian relations became front page news, on November 16, 1989 Muslim and Christian New Englanders gathered for their first inter-religious dialogue.  This November 9, the group met at The Islamic Center of Boston in Wayland to celebrate more than 15 years of forging strong relationships between members of the two faiths.  The dialogue meets three times each year, with the location alternating between a church and an Islamic Center.  Co-sponsored by The Massachusetts Council of Churches and The Islamic Council of New England, the dialogue was later expanded to include co-sponsorship by the Office of Ecumenical and Inter-religious Affairs of Archdiocese of Boston.  

Dr. A. Karim Khudairi, co-chair of the Interfaith Committee of the Islamic Council of New England noted, “ The Muslims in the United States are a minority faith community living in a Christian dominated society.  The Islamic Council of New England felt the need to communicate and cooperate with people of other faiths.”  In the mid-1980’s the Islamic Council helped initiate two inter-religious dialogues, but by 1987, both had ceased to meet.  In 1988 a new Muslim-Christian dialogue was planned, with the co-sponsorship of Massachusetts Council of Churches under the leadership of Rev. Dr. Diane Kessler, Executive Director.  

“The result after 15 years has been an unparalleled success,” said Dr. Khudairi, which “is due to the dedication of both Councils and the need for better understanding of theological, social, and humanitarian challenges. Also everyday issues have been presented and dialogued from the Muslim and the Christian points of view.” Clergy and lay representatives have been gathering, learning about each other’s beliefs, sacred texts and traditions, as well as examining Muslim and Christian approaches to issues such as the family, the political sphere, war and peace, health care, finances, and human rights.  Continuing its tradition of discussing how each faith interprets current events, the topic for the November 9 discussion was, “Finding God in times of natural disaster.”   

“Like any good dialogue, the group works on two levels,” commented The Rev. Betsy Sowers, Adjunct Associate Director for Inter-religious Relations at The Massachusetts Council of Churches.  “It gives members an appreciation of the commonalities of our faiths, and a respectful understanding of where and why they differ.  However, an equally important aspect of the group is the building of personal relationships.  Members get to know each other; to ask about work and family; to pray for one another in times of trouble.  This personal aspect contributes as much to building positive relationships between faiths as the content of the official dialogues.”

Rev. Fr. David Michael, Associate Director for Inter-religious Relations in the Archdiocese of Boston, said "The collaboration between the Massachusetts Council of Churches and the Archdiocese of Boston in the work of inter-religious dialogue has both enriched our mutual Christian-Muslim relations and provided a more diverse and representative Christian voice to our Muslim colleagues. In return, the Christian members of our dialogue have learned that Muslims speak, not only with one voice, but rather with rich and diverse expressions and interpretations of Islam. Awareness of the complexities and diversity of one another's religious life helps us to avoid drawing easy and distorted conclusions. We are invited to see one another as we are, not as we imagine one another to be."
-   more -

One benefit of the dialogue became evident after September 11, 2001.  “Because we already had strong relationships with leaders of the Islamic Council of New England, forged through our dialogue, we were able to respond immediately to the crisis as in inter-religious community,” noted The Rev. Dr. Diane Kessler, Executive Director of The Massachusetts Council of Churches.  Dr. Khudairi agreed, saying “The events of September 11th brought all religious leaders in the area together to show their solidarity for the grieving families of the victims and condemnation of all acts of violence. These leaders gathered two days after the tragedy in front of Boston City Hall and demonstrated that all religions advocate peace and human dignity and condemn killing in the name of faith. This solidarity among the religious leaders still continues with gaining strength four years later.”  
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