CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM
This text is a summary of an address to the Orthodox Congress in Munich in December 2006. The text was provided to the Vestnik publishers by the Press Service of the Stavropol and Vladikavkaz Diocese of the Moscow Patriarchate. 

1.THEOLOGICAL ASPECT
Theological dialogue with Islam has no future at the moment, since even the most liberal positions do not bring our confessions any closer. For the Muslims their religion is the result of direct divine revelation while for us their teaching is the fruit of human mind combining features of Judaism, Christianity and some Arabian beliefs.

At the same time we have to admit that in Byzantine times such dialogue did take place. Such dialogue, for example, took place during the official mission of Sts.Equal-to-the-Apostles Methodius and Cyril to Damascus. Such discussions were mentioned by St. Gregory Palamas describing his Turkish imprisonment. We should also remember Emperor Manuil II Paleolog a quotation from whom by Pope Benedict XVI in Regensburg stirred the Islamic world so much.
The latest example especially points out to the current state of affairs when any critical remark on Islam is rejected by definition, declared the result of Islamic phobia and scored against the Western world.

However, in Russia, where the situation is slightly different from Western Europe there has been a series of Christian-Islamic discussions with priest Daniel Sisoyev and Muslim activist Vyacheslav Polosin (a former priest) acting as opponents. There were no disturbances like after Regensburg but a positive result was not achieved either.

2. SPECIFIC RUSSIAN SIRCUMSTANCES

Our starting point is that both Orthodoxy and Islam are equally traditional for Russia. This approach is dating back to the 18th century and during the reign of Emperor Alexander I it became an acknowledged fact. The difference with contemporary situation is that during the imperial times the recognition of civil rights of Muslim communities was combined with active missionary work by the Orthodox Church among Muslims. Nowadays we do not conduct such missionary work. 
I shall touch upon the question of conversions straight away. Although there is no exact statistics on the cases of turning from Islam to Christianity and from Christianity to Islam, it can be said with enough evidence that Islam annually receives a few dozen Orthodox Christians and Christianity a few dozen thousand Muslims.
The main reasons for conversions are spiritual quest and marriages.

When talking about spiritual quest we must consider historical circumstances and, namely, the fact that for the most part of the 20th century a policy of state atheism was conducted in Russia. The society did not become atheistic in the true sense of the word but the spiritual tradition suffered greatly. Under such circumstances people do not exactly denounce their faith but frequently choose a confession not traditional for their ethnic environment.

There are individual exceptions. Vyacheslav Polosin, for example, cannot be called a person unfamiliar with Christianity. This is a case of a religious crisis resulting in the loss of faith and falling away.

 In marriages it is usually ethnic Orthodox women (Russian, Ukrainian, Greek, etc,) marrying Muslims who take Islam, although, it is not a universal rule. 

In recent years a number of Islamic activists have become involved in the campaign for “Islamising” the Slavonic population. The relevant propaganda has been carried out.

Making preliminary conclusions, it can be said though that there are no conditions for mass conversion to Islam of the non-Muslim population in Russia, since 10 years of significant effort resulted in the conversion of just about a thousand individuals. As a rule, these new converts are more aggressive than ethnic Muslims and more inclined to extremism.
Situation in the Chechen Republic is a specific one. Here at the beginning of the 90s non-Chechen population was subjected to ethnic cleansing, the process which was religiously motivated only to a minimal degree, but was caused rather by the idea of national exclusivity of the Chechen people.
The theme of the “holy war” gained popularity in the Caucasus with the arrival of volunteers from Arab countries, Pakistan and Afghanistan. Up until 1996 the Orthodox clergymen were not subjected to more repressions (burglaries, seizure of apartments etc.) on the Chechen territory than any other non-Chechens.
In January 1996 militants captured Anatoly Chistousov, the priest of the Church of Archangel Michael in the city of Grozny as he was negotiating the release of a Russian soldier. He was kept in a concentration camp of the so-called Shariat state security, tortured and killed in February of the same year.

By the end of the 90s the situation got worse. A number of acts of terrorism against priests and churches were committed at this time. However, the counter-terrorist operation put an end to this.

Today several hundred Orthodox believers live on the territory of the Chechen Republic. Two parishes are functioning. The local authorities of the city of Grozny helped restore the Church of Archangel Michael destroyed in the 90s. Muslim workers were labouring on the construction site.
In general, inter-religious peace is maintained in the Northern Caucasus, although extremist groups are trying hard to incite the young people in the spirit of the so-called “vahhabism”.
A significant factor in building a relationship with Muslims in Russia is the absence of hierarchy and centralisation among them. It is a typical feature of Islam in general but nowhere has decentralisation reached such a level as here.

In one region there may be up to three rival Muslim administrations, and that considering the fact that official structures control only a minority of believers.

I shall give you an example. In the east of Stavropol Region there is a village called Irgakly where Russian and Nogaian people historically lived side by side. Over the last few years a new ethnic community of Dargin people moved there from the neighbouring Dagestan. The settlers built a separate mosque for themselves. Even though both Nogaians and Darginians are Sunni Muslims, the Nogaians go to their own mosque, and Darginians - to theirs. Both are united about one thing though – neither wants to submit to the official authority – the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Karachayevo-Cherkess Republic and Stavropol Region.

In this very village there was at some point a conflict between Russian and Darginian youths which was described as nationally and religiously motivated. With that in mind I went to the village, met the villagers and talked to the imam. It turned out that the conflict was of a social nature and had nothing to do with religion.
3. SITUATION IN THE WORLD 
The news from the Middle East shows us just how much things have changed in the recent years, and not for the better. I spent my obedience in Palestine, Egypt and Syria in 70-90s. I had to travel a lot, visited various regions. Never and nowhere did I come across any negative behaviour towards me as an Orthodox priest. On the contrary, there were a lot of examples of Muslims’ respect for the cloth.

It is obvious that today the situation has changed. This is shown, among other things, by the Palestinian Christians leaving Bethlehem and other cities.

Has Islam changed completely in these twenty-thirty years? Of course, not. But the level of conflict behaviour, the level of violence and confrontation has risen significantly. It happened due to the changes in the world as a whole. The old system of international relations collapsed in front of our eyes. The new one is still in the process of being built. This is where the raised potential for conflict stems from.  
In these conditions Islam is becoming a political banner for the forces which are disappointed with secular nationalism which dominated the Arab world in the 20th century. People are disappointed because secular nationalism as well as globalisation, orientated to America, does not benefit them or their families in any way.

That is why they relate everything negative with the West and the West with Christianity. Thus the ideologies of “new crusaders” are being formed which need to be averted. In this respect HAMAS’s victory over FATH in Palestine was quite predictable.

This way, politics and economy influence the development of religious situation. 

4. EUROPE
It is quite obvious that Europe, and especially the European Union, is following the path of destruction of Christian values.
Be it justified by political correctness, multiculturalism or anything else, such approach is tempting the Muslim activists to take increasingly extreme positions – they are already saying that Europe should become part of the Caliphate.

Under these circumstances Christians, deprived of the state support, are also being forced by the logic of the events to a firmer witness or even profession of faith.
5. STILL A DIALOGUE

The tendency towards confrontation is hard not to notice but it is not the only one. In different conditions the relations between Muslims and Christians take different shape.
I shall quote one of the recent articles in the press:

The New Year Trees
 in Muslims’ flats do not bother the Imam of Moscow’s Historical Mosque Ramil Sadekov too much, according to his interview to newspaper TRUD. “Here in Russia we have more important issues to deal with than fighting fir trees and secular traditions”, he said. In his opinion Muslim leaders should “consolidate their efforts” first of all in the fight against “alcohol, sex without marriage”. “In Arab countries such problems are not so serious, that’s why they are fighting the trees”. 
The Vestnik Magazine, Issue 3, 2007, pp 29-31.
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� During the Soviet times Christmas trees in Russia were renamed into New Year trees. – I.B.





