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The future of Europe will be determined by the degree of awareness that European citizens are able to acquire as guardians of the heritage of religious, political and cultural experience that the peoples of this continent have built up over the centuries.

It is, in fact, the new generations in Europe that have the great responsibility to interpret the encounter of their own specific personal journey with the different spiritual and social expressions that have enriched the history of humanity in this part of the world. 

Unity in diversity, without either confusion or limits to the dynamic of the encounter, dialogue, comparison and exchange: this ought to be the principle characterizing relations between the youth and adults of Europe, without discrimination on the grounds of race, ethnic group, gender, cultural or religion.

This is the founding principle of Europe, which is based on respect for the pluralism and freedom of expression of the various identities present in the continent. 

The identity of Muslims, Christians and Jews in Europe is that of men and women who believe in certain spiritual principles, universal values and doctrinal rules: they are born and grow up, study and work, and love and pray beside their fellow citizens, respecting the laws of their Nation and contributing to the wealth of their society and the culture of their people. Their communities are an integral part of the civil society, their religion is an integral part of the European confessional pluralism and their culture is an integral part of western multiculturalism. 

The identity of Muslims, Christians and Jews in Europe is that of men and women who are heirs to a specific genetic, family and traditional legacy, which they naturally share and relay as added value for the development of European society. For believers, their identity is one that derives its inspiration and ontological form from the decree of the Creator, who has given man the miraculous gift of life, the breath of the spirit that guides the actions of his creatures in their worldly tasks. The national identity of any European country does not seem to be in contrast with the identity of a religious person. On the contrary, the national and religious specificities are naturally compatible and complementary even in a secular state, as they ought to be in a confessional state, if both systems are consistent in their respect for religious and cultural freedom and diversity, avoiding any discrimination. 

The problems only come to light when intolerant exclusivism emerges on the part of lay or religious people who unjustly want to oblige others to abjure, convert, assimilate and integrate, even if they are unwilling to do so.

In the case of European Muslims, religious doctrine and the duties of citizenship are perfectly combined: from a religious point of view, Muslims are naturally inclined to respect all their fellow citizens, whatever their faith or culture may be, and, at the same time, contribute actively to the development of their country of origin or adoption. Thus a Muslim should be prepared to defend the other religious identities, promote social justice and set an example of good citizenship and solidarity for the weakest sections of society. In no case may religious motives be adopted as a pretext for justifying an illegal action or an attack on the country’s legal system. 

At the same time, the European institutions must be made aware of the need to defend the cultural and religious minorities from verbal aggression and assaults of xenophobic and exclusivist groups that provoke and attack Jews, Christians and Muslims, and immigrants and religious people with arrogance and violence. 

The antidote to the much-feared clash between civilizations may be found by investing in intercultural education, together with education for religious pluralism, democratic citizenship, peace and international cooperation, especially in the Euro-Mediterranean context. These branches of education will be able to guarantee the training of the new European leaders, giving them the capacity to avoid conflicts — whether they be on a verbal level or actual wars — between nations. At the same time, severer laws with regard to all types of discrimination, abuse of power and psychological violence should reduce the danger of fundamentalist groups by isolating them, thus ensuring greater security. 

It is necessary, therefore, to create a new European model of culture and citizenship open to the contribution of the religious traditions and closed to instrumental use by fanatics: this model would harmoniously combine spirituality and civilization, faith and reason. All too often we witness a conflict between rationalists and fundamentalists who insist that only their own point of view or religion is valid, denying, on the one hand, that religious people have the capacity to reason or, on the other, that atheists are worthy of respect from believers. Pope Benedict XVI’s lecture in Regensburg highlighted the need to redesign or update a method of interreligious dialogue between believers in Europe so that it will be capable of clarifying the natural relationship that exists in every believer between faith and reason; transcendence and immanence; contemplation and action; theology, philosophy and thought; inspiration, content and form; mystery, symbol and ritual; and spirit, soul and body. 

It is certainly up to the youth of Europe — Jews, Christians and Muslims — to contribute to the sensibility towards, awareness of and harmony between religious devotion and the responsibility of citizens living in the contemporary world. This is not a case of adopting formalism expressing nostalgia for the past, nor of launching into a sort of common language or New Age syncretism that confuses the distinguishing features of every religious doctrine and every traditional culture. It is necessary to make the most of the intellectual heritage of the masters and the historical memory of the past in order to bring this knowledge up to date, playing our role as witnesses of a sacred deposit and of social progress that is able to benefit from the conquests and errors of humanity. Thus we must learn to share the spirit of fraternal collaboration and empathy and promote the development of an ethic that is the basis of democratic citizenship founded on respect for the identity of the men and women who, in the new Europe, decide to live with dignity and transparency according to a religious, intrareligious and interreligious perspective in their public and private activities.

In a message sent to us last year for the end of Ramadan from the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, we are struck both by the title of the document “Christians and Muslims: together for the dignity of the family” and a very significant part of the contents: “Christians and Muslims, we can and we must work together to safeguard the dignity of the family, today and tomorrow…Christians and Muslims should not hesitate in making an effort, not only to help families facing difficulties but also to collaborate with those who seek to help stabilise the institution of the family and the practice of parental responsibility, especially in the realm of education. It is not superfluous to remember that the family is the first school where respect for others, in terms of identity and differences, is learnt. Therefore, interreligious dialogue and citizenship can only benefit from this.”

The theme of the family is actually one of the areas in which “we can and must” collaborate in order to favour the inter-generational retransmission of values that, in the unity between man and woman and between parents and children, find their natural environment of respect with regards to the sacredness of life and of the person. Thanks to the awareness of the profound meaning of the commitment of marriage and parental responsibility, every citizen should know how to better relate to others, recognising the other as another member of another family, of the same or of a different religious community, with greater or lesser spiritual devotion, with an approach that may be different but that is necessarily complementary to the development of a society that we are all a part of together and to which we all wish to actively contribute to in order for everyone to benefit.

The symbol of unity in the diversity of the family can represent the most effective image that will help avoid individualisms or relativisms that seem to characterise the crisis of many couples in Europe.  The egoism or indifference of individuals represents a sickness of the soul that both the Christian and Muslim religions know how to cure by opening the heart to generosity and love, to brotherhood and respect, to collaboration and empathy, inspiring reflections and actions that produce social cohesion and intercultural growth.

The European citizens will be able to find, with greater clarity, the dignity of their own cultural identity when they will learn how to connect it with their own history, their own faith, their own family, integrating, in a natural and harmonious way, all these elements, as added values, with the emotional and social attachments that life offers them. In this way, Europe’s Jews, Christians and Muslims will characterise and continue to increasingly contribute to the enrichment of the sense of citizen identity rendered particularly worthy by the richness of life and by the family and spiritual tradition.

To negate the visibility of religious symbols in public spaces in the name of a radical secularism that wishes to confine religion solely to the private realm and ban the presence of confessional elements in contemporary European culture represents an anticlerical extremism and a phobia of the sacred that is very worrying.

Worse still, in Italy, under the pretext of not wanting to aggravate the cultural susceptibility of immigrants, some teachers in public schools propose to modify the story of Christmas by narrating to the children the tales of Peter Pan or Harry Potter.

As European Muslims we have expressed our complete disappointment of this politics of secularisation that, on the one hand, would like to interpret immigration and multiculturalism as an occasion to eliminate any historical, symbolic and cultural reference of a religious nature and, on the other hand, seeks to create an alternative pedagogy by superimposing fantasy, magical or phenomenal elements on religious festivities, therefore altering sensitivity towards authentic spirituality.

For European Muslims it has been an opportunity to reaffirm to Christians the sensitivity regarding the historical and cultural Western tradition and to witness the respect for the symbol of all religions, especially for those of Christmas and of Jesus that connects our doctrines. European Christians and Muslims must protect their cultural identity as a historical root of the continent on which they both live together, to avoid that secularisation will push us to the point of preventing the European citizen from living, communicating and acknowledging that religious contribution and testimonies are important and integral parts of life and of western and eastern civilisations.

With regards to this, it is interesting to mention the cooperation that for the past few years has brought me to participate, here in Brussels, to some meetings and seminars promoted by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (Adenauer being one of the fathers of the European Union) and organised with the COMECE, Committee of the European Episcopal Commission. Integration and places of worship have been discussed and together we, European Christians and Muslims, religious people, intellectuals and politicians, faced the ways and contents, the points of view and rules that are useful in sustaining the new immigrant citizens in European society, without artificially distorting or violently breaking from the historical and cultural heritage of scientific thought and of the democratic system.

Respecting laws clearly represents the essential base for the construction of this path but a period of growth is also important, as is a progressive orientation, to become aware of juridical, linguistic and philosophical European laws. Integration is neither a mathematical grid nor a magic wand with which we can measure the level of assimilation or ostracism of an immigrant in Europe. Immigration is a delicate process of insertion into a new existential context that has to find new points of reference, different to those the immigrant may have been born into and grown up with and that is often slowed down or hurried by basic survival, bureaucratic and household needs. In such cases integration becomes a synonym of work, bureaucracy and home. This equation, however, only represents the first, superficial, level of the phenomenon that for the past few years has been further complicated by scholastic dynamics, reunions of families and mixed marriages. What European Jews, Christians and Muslims can do together is sensitise society with regards to the dignity of the person and the citizen, favouring the communication and dialogue that does not only deal with welcoming and assisting but, rather, constitutes the more profound value of brotherhood and friendship, of solidarity and of collaboration, of human understanding and of spiritual sensitivity. Only then will immigrants no longer be treated as non-EU citizens and we will   all begin to work, study, play and live with people of different cultures and faiths who constitute a new Europe.

It is only when this new generation of European civil society will have grown, becoming aware of the western traditional roots, sensitive to the heritage of religious pluralism and respectful of the democratic culture, that it will be easier to face, without excessive emotions and ideological conditioning, the details and the contingent applications on the square metres of mosques, the construction of minarets, the transparency of funding, the formation of imams, women’s veil.

To favour an integration of Muslims in Europe, we must invest in people and not in bricks or in the politics of requalification of urban peripheries or in the interests of foreign trade or in the dimensions or the colours of the material of women’s clothing. It is necessary to create, train and support an intellectual elite of European Muslims who are able to partially follow the example of the European Christian and Jewish communities, learning to run, like the synagogues and parishes, small mosques in various areas and not lend themselves to the apologetic dreams of those who, with the material wealth of petrodollars seek to buy the souls of the Muslim believers to satisfy personal or pan Arab power games, by building Islamic cathedrals in the future ghettoes of the western peripheries. As is the case for the Christians in the Orient, it will be a matter of developing a local artistic and architectural style that reconciles with the western sacred art and contemporary architecture. What is the point of having Mogul-style mosques and Afghani and Egyptian imams who are not aware of the civil, social, cultural, political, linguistic and religious context of Europe? How will they be of use to future generations of European Muslim citizens?

In the recent month of Ramadan I was invited to Manama, capital of the kingdom of Bahrain, one of the Arab states in the Persian Gulf region. They wanted to invite a European Imam for a dialogue with the vicar apostolic of the catholic church of Arabia, H.E Archbishop Paul Hinder.

The meeting was particularly cordial and, in an environment of great sincerity, the complex themes of religious freedom were also faced, themes that unfortunately see various countries with an Islamic majority betray the traditional customs of the origins of Muslim civilization when all the confessions were respected and their needs for ritual worship and religious expression were protected.

It is sad to see the prevalence in India and elsewhere of a discriminatory campaign against Christian priests, accused of being colonial missionaries by the very regimes that seem to know well how to use religion as a tool to divide the people and govern in a totalitarian way. It is also necessary to denounce the parody of democratic systems or the hypocrisy of such systems when they use double standards with regards to religious minorities and fuel discrimination against Christians or Muslims in their countries. Our solidarity for the hundreds of Christian families that in Iraq have been persecuted in these weeks is the same as that which we had for the Muslim families in Bosnia and Herzegovina, struck by the government’s “ethnic cleansing.”

To prevent this type of decline we must work on qualifying the political debate and the educational realm. Again, the example can be set by Europe and by the collaboration between Christians and Muslims who share the principals of respect of religious freedom and of democratic order. A concrete example that we have proposed in Italy, as a Bill to the Parliament, is that of establishing courses for the training of Imams that can be attended by Muslims of all nations who intend to carry out the profession of ministers of worship in Europe.  The future Imams of Europe are asked to know the Islamic doctrine, the laws as well as the culture and language of the country in which they hope to work in. Foreign citizens who wish to be trained are to come from countries in which minority religions are guaranteed religious freedom. These European Imams, like European pastors, priests and rabbis, will play an important part in the mediation between religious identities and the sense of belonging to a democratic citizenship and will also help new generations interpret, in a complete and balanced way, the unity between religious sensitivity and civil responsibility. This process is now slowed down by the confusion that some Muslims and some politicians make between religion and security or religion and foreign politics or religion and foreign national culture or religion and clandestine immigration.

Millions of Muslim citizens in Europe have no interest in or connection to the politics of certain governments of some states like, for example, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia or the Islamic Republic of Iran, although there are many Iranian Muslim Shiites living in Europe. It is necessary to differentiate between, and not confuse, the politics of countries, even when some of these believe they have a religious nature, with the religious sentiments of the population and the doctrinal principals of the religion. The institutionalisation of the religious confessions must serve the dialogue with the secularity of the state and should not be used as a reason to claim the legitimisation of an ambition to achieve temporal power. The thirty- year war in Europe showed us the violence and violations some individuals and some powers can provoke in the name of religion, forgetting to truly and only believe in God and in His teachings of Justice and Peace.

To believe in God and in one’s own religion does not imply a conflict with loyalty to the state and to European citizenship, even if once in a while the European Commission appears to want to open a vulgar negotiation that impedes some Christians to take on important roles because they are examples of Catholic coherence, as if one should renounce one’s education in order to be granted a position of responsibility like that of European Commissioner or, worse still, as if religious education could actually invalidate all the qualifications and specific abilities necessary for a position of prime European representation: note the case of my friend President Rocco Buttiglione.

The cases have been discussed in the context of the European Union at Lubljana in Slovenia during the meeting on Islam and the West where, together with President Giuliano Amato, we presented the work of inter-institutional consultancy carried out in the Ministry of Interior. A work that produced the Charter of Values, Citizenship and Immigration, a model and example of good practice, of dialogue and cooperation between secular institutions and the representatives of different religious confessions and cultures.

In conclusion, allow me to call your attention to a final, important and recent example of good practice between Christians and Muslims at an international level. It is an environment that appears to involve only theologians, jurists, religious leaders, spiritual teachers, university professors and intellectuals but, in fact, it can and must affect believers and creatures who are still sensitive to the true nature of religion and dialogue between civilisations. It is an aspect of dialogue between Christians and Muslims that seems to create a new positive impetus, also on behalf of certain Arab governments as long as vainglory and the fear of losing the credibility that brought them to power does not prevail amongst them. In the same way, even fundamentalists who before used to promote advertising slogans that favoured “absolute Islam,” against the European culture, against all other religions and against the traditional and spiritual school that for centuries characterise the intellectual elaboration of the Muslim civilisation in the world, now feel the need to dialogue with Christians and with the west in order to reach a compromise that will allow them to become accredited representatives of  “pure Islam” and become masters of the parallel societies that they intend to artificially reconstruct. 

A proactive answer to these two ways of misusing interreligious dialogue and a democratic exchange of ideas has been addressed by a group of Muslim scholars that for years have taken upon themselves the responsibility of sharing an international web of doctrinal concentration, strengthening relations between tradition and modernity, Orient and Occident, faith and reason, with the aim of safeguarding the authenticity and autonomy of the Islamic orthodoxy from nationalisms or puritanical ideologies.

This initiative, that began in around 2004 with the historic Message of Amman, in which any form of violence and exclusivism is condemned and the internal pluralism of the Islamic civilisation and the ecumenical character of its message is reaffirmed, has already proposed two documents the last of which directly addresses the Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox Christian authorities and carries the meaningful title “A Common Word between us and you.” This document presents the word to refer to as being the commandment of Love, love for God and for the neighbour.

Three months ago, a delegation of signatories of this document was invited to Yale University for a historic meeting with prestigious Christian theologians and American Protestant pastors. A few weeks ago at Cambridge we met the Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury and we are getting ready for the first Catholic-Muslim Forum at the Vatican that will conclude with a meeting with Pope Benedict XVI in a few days. 

As one of the 138 International Muslim signatories and advisor for relations with the Holy See and with the Italian State, I wish to bear witness to the hope that via both this initiative and this European Christian-Muslim Conference, Christians and Muslims will renew their knowledge of one another and identify in themselves and in the other that presence of the Merciful that guides our spiritual service and that renders us excellent models of citizenship in Europe and in the rest of the world.

May God Bless you and guide you to success in this world and the hereafter.

Assalmu alaykum. Pax vobiscum.

Yahya Sergio Yahe Pallavicini
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