DARE WE CONFRONT?!
(A CALL FOR A NEW PARADIGM IN MUSLIM EVANGELISM)
by: Jay Smith (Sept 1999)

It was not a day unlike any other at Speaker’s Corner, in Hyde Park.  I had been up speaking on my ladder concerning the prophet Muhammad for about fifteen minutes, when suddenly an irate Muslim, also named  Muhammad, standing directly in front of my ladder, began to shake it while yelling profanities, until I was thrown off.  I got back on and continued my talk, when Muhammad once again repeated his yelling, and grabbing the ladder threw me off once again.  It was time for the police to intervene, which they did, enabling me to finish my speech to the crowd gathered.
	
Upon descending from my ladder I was approached by Muhammad, still seething with anger, yelling at me to please stop casting aspersions on his prophet.  It was at this point that an Irish atheist, a fellow who often sided with the Muslims, came up to us and asked why we bothered to talk to each other since he had witnessed Muhammad’s rather violent reaction to my speech a few minutes earlier.

	Without any hesitation, Muhammad put his arm around my shoulder, turned to face the Irishman, and in his thick Arab accent responded: ‘Mr. Smith believes in God...I believe in God...you don’t.  Mr. Smith believes in the prophets...I believe in the prophets...you don’t.  Mr. Smith believes in paradise...I believe in paradise...you don’t.  Mr. Smith is my brother, and you are not, so leave us alone!’

I have thought often of that incident, and wondered whether that scenario represented something we in the West have missed in our exchanges with Islam.  Here was a Muslim, who, though angered to the point of violence at my talk, could yet put his arm around me and defend our relationship to someone else who, though he had always been polite, had never bothered to confront a Muslim head-on.  Why was I Muhammad’s brother and not the polite Irishman?  Could it be that my confrontational approach had a greater impact on my eastern friend than the more irenical overtures preferred by missionaries in the West today?  Or was this merely an aberration, the response of one man, at a particular place and time, which would possibly never be repeated?  The answer, of course is never either/or, so why not both/and?

CRITIQUING CONFRONTATION

In the UK there is a broad consensus which believes it is wrong and perhaps dangerous to confront people of other faiths, particularly those who are from Islam.  Getting up on a ladder and challenging groups of Muslims openly at Speaker's Corner in Hyde Park, or taking on invitations to oppose Muslim apologists in highly publicised  debates on the authority of the Qur'an, some say, is not only much too aggressive but detrimental to the gospel, since it does not honour God or call people to faith in Jesus Christ.  The fear is that rather then engender substantive communication these confrontational methods merely set one side against the other, with each trying to publicly humiliate the other, which leads to building even higher the walls of difference already existing between the two communities.  A more profitable avenue, it is said, is that of dialogue, defined by some as ‘an exercise where two opposing parties come together and discuss their differences in an atmosphere of cordiality and mutual understanding’.

Most people, I am sure, would agree with this premise, as confrontation between faiths is admittedly controversial, and not entirely immune from error.  How then should we answer the above accusations?

DEFINING DIALOGUE

It might be helpful to begin by redefining the concept ‘dialogue’.  In the Acts of the Apostles Paul used the word ‘dialogue’ a number of times, and exemplified it in his own methodology. He first went to the Jews, entering the Synagogues, where he participated in ‘Dialegomai’, which when translated means ‘to think different things, ponder, and then dispute’ (taken from Peter May’s Dialogue in Evangelism, Grove Books Ltd., Bramcote, Nottingham, 1990).  Paul’s premise for dialoguing, therefore, was not as many liberal Christians seek to do, an exercise whereby one learns from others in order to ‘meet Christ in the other person’, or where we ‘learn from others in order to attain a fuller grasp of truth’ (John Hick’s Truth and Dialogue).  Paul used dialogue as a two-way flow of ideas.  Acts 17:2-3, 17-18 shows us that he sought to prove what he said, marshalling arguments to support his case, providing evidence, and thereby engaging in argument, due to his convinced preaching (Goldsmith’s Islam & Christian Witness, pg.120).

By argument, we do not suggest belligerent, rude or intrusive behaviour.  Arguments can and do occur whenever there is a difference of opinion.  Aggressive behaviour, however, tends to commence when one of the parties runs out of good ideas.  It is natural that when our arguments are weak, we become more belligerent.  Let us, therefore, make sure our arguments are never weak.  Paul never needed that as an excuse, saying: ‘What I am saying is true and reasonable’ (Acts 26:25).  We should be able to say the same.

Paul’s intent was ‘not that his hearers were converted, but that they were persuaded’ (Acts 17:4).  Paul’s job was to persuade them of the truth of the gospel.  What those who heard did with that truth was then their own responsibility.

COMMON CRITICISMS

What then should we say concerning our encounter with Islam today in the UK?  Do we use this definition of dialogue in our work?  Is our primary objective to defend the gospel, and to preach Christ crucified, while standing firm against those who choose to castigate these very beliefs?  Most of us would choose to answer in the affirmative, while others would be more cautious.

1.  Should we Humiliate?

Certain people will suggest that confronting Muslims may lead inadvertently to humiliation; to which we would concur.  Yet, does not truth often humiliate? The perception that Muslims suffer from humiliation in the modern world has little to do, I believe, with our tactics, but everything to do with the nature of the material we are taking to them; and that, certainly must be legitimate.  If what we say is true, then it does not dishonour God when we use it, even though it may humiliate the people to whom it is directed.

Let us take Christ as an example.  Did he publicly humiliate his adversaries and discredit elements of their faith?  Certainly he did.  Observe Matthew 23:13-33, where he calls the Pharisees ‘hypocrites, blind guides, snakes and a brood of vipers!’  Would we not say that he also humiliated the money changers in Luke 19:45?  Yes indeed, for we can read in verse 47 that it was because of these actions that the leaders of the Jews sought to kill him.  Why then do we castigate those who do likewise today?

2.  Is not a loving witness enough?

There are many who believe that the only credible way to do evangelism is by ‘the loving witness to Christ [in us]...and by showing how that witness ‘changes everything’.   Indeed, few would argue that we are to witness to Christ in us, but is that all we are to do?  The Muslim will respond by claiming that it is a corrupt witness, authenticated by an even more corrupted scripture.

How then will we answer?  They will tell us that the proof for their contention can be found in the witness of ‘Christians’ in the West compared with those in Islam.  It may come as a surprise, but one of the principle causes of conversion to Islam in the US is through the witness of other Muslims (considered the sixth most common reason for conversion in a list of twelve).  In fact, the vast majority of those who have converted have come from Christian circles.  You will find that there are many decent Muslims who also use ‘friendship evangelism’ far more effectively than we.

It is requisite upon us that we in the UK take this question seriously.  Yet, I would strongly disagree with those who contend that the Muslim world has seen far too little of a loving witness among Christians in the West.  Providing they have the correct definition of a Christian (versus simply anyone living in the West), I would contend that is all they see and know.  Ask Muslims what their impression is of Bible-believing Christians and you will find few who would criticize us for the way we act.  Their problem is not with our behaviour but that we have no divine authority for our actions since the foundation for our beliefs, our scriptures, has not only been corrupted, but has been invalidated by the subsequent truth of Islam, found in the Qur’an and the Sunnah of the prophet.  That is the bad news.

The good news is that historiography should matter to Muslims.  And there are enough historical data about the history of the Jews, and the life of a man called Jesus who was one of them which stand up to what we believe from the Bible and which show that historically the Bible is reliable.  Yet, unless we go to Muslims and communicate this, our witness will have little effect.  Muslims revere a historical figure called Muhammad; likewise they must respond to the Bible in a historiographic way.  We must answer for our faith in a way that speaks to them.

What is more we have further confirmation to dispute the second part of their contention: ‘that the Qur'an invalidates the revelation which preceded it since it is the purest and final revelation from God.’  The new historical evidence being researched at the moment in England and Germany points to many impurities in the Qur’an, and brings into question whether the Qur’an was written or even existed in Muhammad’s century.  News like this needs to be communicated.  In fact, it would seem unloving not to do so.

This brings up the problem concerning how we define a loving witness as exemplified by Christ and the apostles.  I love my sons, yet I discipline them when they step out of line.  To do otherwise would not be loving.  We correct our best friends and loved ones when we feel they are incorrect.  To do otherwise would not be friendly.  Why then do we not consider it acceptable to act the same with our Muslim friends, particularly when we know that to keep quiet will have repercussions not only for this life, but for eternity?  To remain silent flies in the face of a true example of love; for who would not use any means at their disposal to stop a loved one from walking into an abyss?

Had we asked my friend Muhammad whether it was loving to attempt to throw me off my ladder on that Sunday afternoon, his response I’m sure would be that to do otherwise would be less than loving, sharing a definition of love analogous to mine above.

3.  What about Propositional Truth?

We can also spend all our time making friends with our Muslim neighbours.  Many missionaries make a career out of it.  Yet I am tired of Christians who believe that the gospel is nothing more than a series of web-relationships where we seek to 'love' our Muslim friends into the Kingdom.

The battle is much greater than simply out-performing our neighbours in kindliness.  The battle has to do with propositional truth, with whether God the Creator has communicated his revelation to his creation, and whether we, his creation can know and recognize what he has communicated from what is counterfeit.

If we believe and are convinced that what we say is true, then certainly we should be prepared not only to define it adequately but defend it passionately.  Otherwise it is a truth not worthy of our time and energy, and certainly not worthy of our life’s calling.

4.  Cannot a Good Argument be Supplanted?

There are those who say: ‘A person who is won by an argument is at the mercy of a better argument.’  Yes, that is true, yet a similar claim can be made for the alternative, for, ‘A person who is won by an experience is at the mercy of a better experience, or a person who is won by charity is always at the mercy of even better charity’.  Is this not how many cults function and grow?

The danger of looking for experience to validate one’s faith (or being dependant upon signs and wonders), is that a vacuum is created in the area of persuasion.  How do we know the evangelist or healer is speaking the truth?  Miracles are then required to give him/her validity (the deeds become the argument), and one gets quickly disillusioned if the deeds fail to match the promises.

I do not believe that argumentation, in itself is the problem, but rather the focus of our argument which may be at fault.  Most evangelism training today is centred on how to communicate the need for salvation from sin, yet the secular world is not asking that question.  Before they entertain the notion of sin they want to know whether Christianity is true, whether it can be held up to objective verification.  This is the question we need to involve ourselves in as Christians in the twentieth century; to prove that our faith does not rest solely on our own personal experience, but that it can be found to be credible using criteria the sceptics can understand.

These questions of methodology are not exactly new, nor are they different from that which we find witnessed in the first century church.  Therefore they should not be unfamiliar to us, as it is well represented in the proactive and confrontational model which I find Jesus, the disciples and even Paul exploiting almost 2,000 years ago.  Let’s then look at the paradigm the first century Christians employed to see if it can indeed also be emulated in the UK in the twentieth century (again my thanks to Peter May’s Dialogue in Evangelism).


THE EARLY CHURCH’S METHODOLOGY

Defence, or Apologia against an accuser should not come as a surprise as it is mentioned five times in the New Testament (Acts 22:1; Acts 25:16; 1 Corinthians 9:3; 2 Corinthians 7:11; and 2 Timothy 4:16).  Twice we are asked to defend the gospel (Philippians 1:7,16; and 1 Peter 3:15).  Thus a strong defence of our beliefs is not foreign to New Testament teaching at all.

Jesus was a Jew from the Mediterranean world, an environment similar to those who birthed Islam.  When approached by those who came to listen and to learn, he treated them in kind, listening courteously and engaging them in friendly dialogue.  Nicodemus, a Pharisee who came to Jesus at night (John 3) is a fine example of such an approach.  We too are asked to follow the example of our Lord, and respond to the Nicodemuses of our world, answering their questions and teaching them the truths of the gospel with gentleness and respect.

Yet, when approached by those whose sole purpose was to confront and attack, Jesus  treated them in kind.  Thus, he was highly confrontational with the Pharisees who came to challenge him, calling them ‘hypocrites’, ‘blind  fools’, ‘whitewashed tombs’, as well as ‘snakes’ and ‘vipers’ (Matthew 23:13-33).  He was equally confrontational with the money-changers at the temple (Matthew 21:12-13; Luke 19:45), not seeking at all to ‘discuss their positions in an atmosphere of mutual understanding’, but storming in and upturning their tables.  While we do not have the authority of Jesus, and therefore would be ill-advised literally to ‘overturn the tables’ of those who stand against his church, his example and resolve are nonetheless a model for us as we seek resolutely to confront the ‘Pharisees’ of our day who likewise aim to pervert the Kingdom of God in our time.

Paul, moreover was multi-faceted in his methodology.  At times he contextualized his message; as when he met the diaspora Jews and read the scriptures with them on their territory (Acts 13:13-15); or as when he borrowed a philosophical idea while applying a Biblical intent in the Areopagus of Athens (Acts 17:22-31).

Yet he was not averse to confrontation, and was remarkably proactive in his apologetics, venturing into the synagogues and the market places to reason with some, speaking boldly, or refuting, debating, and arguing with others (Acts 13:46; 17:17; 19:8-9; 18:28; 2 Cor: 5:11; 10:5).  

Yet through it all he unremittingly preached the gospel (Romans1:16; 15:20; 1 Corinthians 1:23).  Uppermost in his mind was the need to persuade people of the truth of Christ’s gospel, for as he himself wrote, he sought to, ‘demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ’ (2 Corinthians10:5).  As a consequence, he obtained results using both methods (Acts 13:32; 17:4; 11:34; 17:32; 18:6).

Paul’s resolute and non-compromising stance can be traced throughout his ministry in the book of Acts.  There were times when he went outside his Jewish community to the Greeks in their territory, reasoning with them from within their traditions (Acts 17:1-2, 17).  In the city of Ephesus, a pagan city, he began by first ‘arguing persuasively’ at the synagogue for three months (Acts 19:8), and when forced to leave them he refused to acquiesce but went to the lecture hall of Tyrannus, a secular institution, where he continued his discussions for two more years, with both Jews and Greeks! (Acts 19:9-10).  Similarly in Rome, from morning till evening, for two years in his rented apartment, he boldly ‘tried to convince’ those who came to talk to him about Jesus (Acts 28:23-31).

Moreover, he didn’t come with simple religious platitudes, but learned to speak to the people in their own idiom.  For instance, while in Athens he sought to learn about the Greek’s beliefs, studying the objects of their worship (Acts 17:22-23).  He knew their philosophies (both Epicureans [remote God] and Stoics [Pantheistic]), and even quoted their writers [Epimenedes of Crete and the poet Aratus] (v.28).  It was after first understanding them on their level that he then demonstrated the inadequacy of their ideas (v.29).

Some criticize that Paul’s method in Athens was unsuccessful, and so he chose a more spiritual strategy in Corinth.  Yet we find that some of the gentiles to whom he spoke in Athens were converted; the two listed by Luke are Dionysius (a member of the Areopagus, and possibly the same Dionysius whom Eusebius later records as the first bishop of Athens), and the woman named Damaris (Acts 17:34).

The examples above often involved Paul ministering to people who were gentiles, and therefore outside the Jewish community.  This stands against a popular criticism that the early church only challenged those within their own community, and therefore we likewise must not challenge others who are not of our kind (i.e. Muslims today).

Paul was not alone, for Jesus also involved himself in dialogue with outsiders.  Take the examples of the rich young ruler (Matt. 19:16); or his confrontation with the Pharisees and Herodians (Mark 12:13); or his dispute with his Pharisee host at a dinner party (Luke 7:36-50); or his more convivial contact with Nicodemus (John 3); and the Samaritan woman (John 4).

Other apostles also went outside their community and used ‘dialogue’ with those from outside Christian circles.  When confronted by members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen, the Jews of Cyrene, Alexandria, Cilicia and Asia, Steven did not seek to return to his own but held his ground and returned their arguments; so much so that ‘they could not stand up against his wisdom’ (Acts 6:9-10), and finally decided to execute him (Acts 7:57-8:1).  Philip was equally comfortable in dialogue with the Ethiopian (Acts 8:26-40).

Why then do we consider this proactive and resolute form of evangelism, often aimed at people outside of the Christian community, detrimental to the gospel when it was the model used so often by the very people who gave us the gospel?

There are those who would answer that applying such a model today would not only create walls which become insurmountable but would deter us from being humane.  It is this position which I have grown up with all my life.  Yet, having spent my formative years in India, I would now argue that the walls which may exist, do so not necessarily because we haven't been kind enough, but rather perhaps because we have been too kind.  We have sought to communicate the gospel not for the benefit of our hearers, but for those who send us out to do the work, those in the churches who support our ministries, those of our own kind, who ask that we use strategies suitable to our own environment, and with which we are familiar.  Had we taken the time to study how the Muslims communicate, or what methods they used we might have found not surprisingly that they stand in contrast to those of our own, and surprisingly similar to those exampled in the first century church.  Let me explain.

THE MUSLIM’S METHODOLOGY
I was born and grew up in India, and had Muslim room-mates as well as class-mates.  Since then I have been to numerous Muslim student meetings on campuses here in the UK, and have attended Friday sermons at many mosques in India, France, Senegal, the US and England.  The over-arching impression I get from all these contacts is that the method used by Muslims the world over to communicate their beliefs is substantially different from that which we choose to employ in our more European, or North American-Western context.  It is rare that I find a Muslim who is not ready actively and vociferously to defend the faith of his family and kin.  When it comes to aggressive, or passionate evangelism, they put us to shame.  It is no wonder then that when we fail to do the same they assume that we have little to say, and even less to convey, which is unfortunate.

Hence, I sense it is time that we reassess to whom it is exactly we are trying to communicate the gospel, and why it is that we have proven so ineffectual.  What I fear we will discover is that a primary reason our methodology with Muslims is so woefully lacking is that it fails to appreciate the context of the people to whom it is addressed.  For, in fact, it is they and not ourselves who exercise the more confrontational and polemical agenda in their witness to the world which we find so well represented in the book of Acts.

Peruse the literature on their book tables.  Attend the Muslim meetings on campus and listen to their speakers.  Examine the Muslim web-pages on the Internet (over 200 Muslim web-sites have been found which challenge Christianity, while we have a mere 7 which attempt to counter their challenge).  They do not at all seek a ‘dialogue’ (as defined by current missiological thinking).  In fact I would be surprised if they had ever countenanced doing so using the parameters we currently adhere to, as it ill reflects their own cultural forms for communicating ideas.  Instead, they have chosen a contrasting tack from that of our own; one which better reflects who they are.
	
And who exactly are they?  Take a look and you will find that the majority are not from the Middle East but from Asia; more specifically from the Indian subcontinent (Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh), which, along with Indonesia now constitutes over half the Muslim World (between 500-600 million out of the current 1.2 billion worldwide population).  They, not we, have taken on the polemical agenda, because it fits their own historical environment, as minorities amongst a much greater Hindu majority (in the case of the Indian subcontinent), or within an encroaching Western, and therefore perceived Christian majority in the capacious secular world.

From this background they have prescribed the following three agendas: 1) That the West is in decline (morally, socially, economically, spiritually), 2) that Christianity is at fault, because of a corrupted scripture, and 3) that Islam must and will replace it, as the final and more complete revelation.

What then have we done to meet this new challenge?  Some of us persist in the same approaches popular since the last century; befriending our Muslim neighbours, seeking to dialogue with them, yet letting them set the agenda, which invariably degenerates in maligning our beliefs and practices.  That’s not to say that this approach is necessarily wrong, as there is a need to redefine and defend that which they do not understand.  What has become increasingly manifest to me, however, is that many of our Western Muslims are patently aware of our beliefs, and seek out these dialogues not with the hope of gaining ‘mutual understanding’, but as a public platform from which to confront us unreservedly with the weakness of our arguments, seeking cleverly to attack the very foundations of our faith.  The writings of the most prolific current Dai’ists: Ahmed Deedat, Khuram Murad, Dr. Jamal Badawi and Shabir Ally should leave us in no doubt as to their true agenda.  

For that reason I feel it is time that we choose a different tack, one which does not merely set out to answer their increasingly monotonous ‘shopping list’ of accusations and challenges, but a strategy which advances beyond such polemics, and seeks to reply to these provocations with challenges of our own.  If that is to be done, we need to first assess from where our current methodology was derived, by asking who exactly are they that are responsible for creating much of our missiology today. 

THE OLD PARADIGM

In the seminaries where I have studied (five to date), I have been taught by individuals who organized their missiology while on the field as missionaries, within the hostile environment of the Muslim world.  It is common knowledge that in the Islamic world one is not permitted to criticize the Qur'an or the prophet, otherwise one might find himself on the next available plane home.  These missionaries, however, upon returning home sought to impose those same missiological principles and strategies formed in an hostile environment on their home countries, so that their principles have now permeated the missiological teaching in our seminaries and churches today, influencing us all.

Yet, Britain and the US are not hostile environments.  There is no longer any need to protect ourselves or our ministry from civil or religious authorities.  The criteria required for communicating the gospel in the Muslim world is no longer relevant for the more receptive Western environment.  The missionaries, in their haste to contextualize the gospel to a hostile context, failed to reason that a similar exercise at contextualization was required once they returned to their point of origin.  Yet they failed in this very simple task; to the detriment of us all, demanding that we refrain from any public critique of the Qur’an and the prophet.

Furthermore, the very deterrents which they place upon us (to refrain from criticism or confrontation) are certainly not practised by our Muslim friends.  It is rare that a Muslim in dialogue with a Christian fails to remind us that our Bible is not only corrupt but that our Lord is nothing more than a man.  We do not castigate him for speaking his mind, because we live in an environment where freedom of speech is cherished.  Then why do we choose to censure ourselves?  Is this not a double standard?  The very freedoms we allow our Muslim friends, we refuse ourselves.  Consequently we seek to fight the battle with ‘one hand tied behind our backs’.  I therefore believe that we need to rethink our missiology which will in turn change our methodology, so as to reflect the actual environment in which we find ourselves.

A NEW PARADIGM

We have already noticed that those who gave us the gospel sought to engage actively with the leaders and thinkers from their surrounding world.  We are called to do likewise in the environment in which we find ourselves, be it London, the US or wherever the Lord chooses to put us.  I would venture to say that the atmosphere has changed little since the first century, and has perhaps become increasingly vociferous since then.

Muslims (especially university students) in London have been on the offensive, attacking us aggressively on all fronts, denouncing our scriptures, our belief in Christ, and ridiculing our history as well as our current witness.  I have found numerous Muslims who believe that Christianity simply has no credibility, and will soon be replaced by Islam ‘the true and final revelation’, within our generation.  It is this message they are preaching to good effect, so much so that, according to their own statistics (if we dare trust them), over 20,000 mostly English women have now converted to Islam in the past ten years, with that number growing daily.  

What has been our response to stop this newly aggressive evangelistic stance taken by Islam?  Certainly here in Britain there are few Christians who are standing up to defend themselves against these attacks.  Whether it is through fear, ignorance, a misguided missiological position, or simple lethargy, the church has refused to defend what it believes, and I find my job an increasingly isolated and lonely affair (2 Timothy 4:16-18).  This, I feel is sad and debilitating, because I strongly believe it gives the Muslims the wrong message. 

Too often we fail to ask ourselves what the Muslims are hearing from us.  When we fail to stand up for the authority of our scriptures, when we refrain from speaking about the Lordship or divine nature of Jesus Christ, or are reticent in defending, let alone defining, the Trinity, and when we continually apologize for what we believe to be true, the message the Muslims hear is that we not only misunderstand our beliefs, but are unsure whether they are true.  How can we convince them of the truth of the gospel when we look and talk as if we are doubtful ourselves?

Take the example of the Muslim Imam, Maulvi Sahib, Pir, or religious leader in the Muslim communities.  He is forthright, dynamic, stalwart and triumphant in his conviction that the Qur'an is the final word of God, and that Islam is the faith for today. Those who listen to him are convicted as much by his presentation as by what he says.  This has been brought home to us as we watch our television screens and wonder at the mass hysteria evidenced at many of the Friday rallies across the Muslim world.  The closest parallel we have are our evangelistic meetings.  Yet, the very vehicle which works so well for those coming to Christ in our own communities, is the vehicle we refuse to use with Muslims for fear of hurting their sensibilities.  Consequently, in our attempt to be ‘Christ-like’ we merely come across as evasive, docile, subdued, timid.

We think we are communicating the gospel as Christ had intended, yet we fail to look at his example, an example which the Muslims better emulate than do we ourselves.  Meanwhile the Muslims raise up leaders within their own community who look at the model of dialogue not as an exercise for mutual understanding but as an excuse to score points.  Jurgen Moltman has written two very trenchant pages on this imbalance in the dialogue process: 

 ‘. . . minorities are always very interested in public dialogue, but majorities are not.  Representatives of Islam have no interest in dialogues with Coptic Christians in Egypt, or with Christian minorities in Iran or Turkey, Iraq or Syria; but in the Christian countries of Europe they gladly finance Muslim-Christian dialogues as a way of presenting themselves.  I experienced this myself in Turin and Naples.  When I suggested that the next Christian-Muslim dialogue should be held just as publicly in Cairo or Riad, the Muslims quite coolly waved the proposal aside.  In Christian countries which are now multi-faith, they demand tolerance for Islam, a tolerance which they notoriously deny to Christians, Jews and Hindus in their own ‘house of Islam’.  God for a Secular Society  London: SCM 1999   

Have any of us wondered why so few Muslims convert to Christianity, when we know that we have the truth?  Why is it that we are so convinced of the gospel, yet the majority of Muslims with whom we speak walk away believing our message inadequate?  Could it be our presentation is flawed?

Furthermore, is it not curious that those who do come through are not the opinion-makers or leaders within their community, but are often the marginalized and disenfranchised, most of whom saw a vision or a dream, a factor which has little to do with our involvement, and even less to do with objective and verifiable truth?  Is it any wonder then that they are so fearful of returning to their own kind to share what they have learned?  Certainly, one can blame the small numbers on social factors, as we always do.  But could it not be that our paradigm is inadequate?  Could it be that we need to get away from our own ethno-centric European and American way of communicating the Gospel, which reflects more our own sensibilities, and take a look at how they do it?  I think we must.

Let's be honest.  The struggle is engaged, and for too long we have been losing it.  Yet, meanwhile we have been given one of the principle keys for unlocking the cage of Islam; historically verifiable evidence for the human and piecemeal origins of a very un-divine Qur’an, unearthed ironically by the very people who a century ago sought to do the same with our own scriptures; the liberal scholars of the 19th and early 20th centuries.  It is this evidence which now not only authenticates the historical references in our scriptures but eradicates the authority for the Qur’an.  This work by scholars as renowned as Gerd-Rudiger Puin of Tubingen will bring about a disillusionment within Islam in the West, as it strikes at the very foundation of all they believe.  We welcome criticism of our scriptures, which is proper, as it keeps open the door for a real exchange of ideas and dialogue.  Yet, we persecute those who seek reciprocity with the Qur’an.  Gunther Lüling is one case in point.  A German theologian and philologist, his doctoral thesis on the ‘sources’ of the Qur’an - still not translated into English - was initially declared ‘eximium opus’ by Erlangen University in Germany in 1970, a rare accolade attached only to outstanding theses.  Yet he was subsequently ostracised by the academy, refused a chair - and never worked again. The work is controversial.  In it he claims that much of the Muslim Qur’an is based on a pre-Islamic collection of non-Trinitarian Christian liturgical prayers or and strophic songs - a Christian ‘Qur’an’ in fact (Qur’an means ‘something to perform’ = hymnody), extant pre-Muhammad, and that it was subsequently reworked and augmented by editors to eliminate evidence of its Christian origins - and of Muhammad’s actual intention of founding a religion that returned to the pagan, Abrahamic fertility cult of the high places.  The work is finally being published in America by Prometheus next year. 
  Not only is this a double standard, but eventually it will bring about the very atmosphere of distrust, censure, and suspicion evidenced in Muslim countries today which we abhore and publically stand against.  This I feel is hypocritical.

Meanwhile the Muslims in our midst are carrying the battle to us, and ironically perhaps forcing us to reassess exactly what it is we believe, and why.  In many ways we can thank them for that, because it snaps us out of our lethargy and complacency, and forces us to ‘knuckle down’ and reassess not only the reasons for our beliefs, but how we can best communicate them back to them.  The questions they are asking are good ones, as they are foundational to our faith.  Yet we hear few sermons in our churches today which focus on issues pertaining to the trinity or the authority of our scriptures.  Consequently the church has raised up a generation of students who are ill-equipped to define their faith, and even less equipped to defend it in public.  Is it no wonder they are crying out for help?

What then has been our response?  Unfortunately, the British church spends its energies repeating a plethora of worn-out excuses about why we must not hurt the sensibilities of our Muslims friends, while keen young men and women who take the challenge of Islam on the campuses seriously, are ill-equipped with few rebuttals and even fewer models to emulate. Church officials who claim to be the leaders of the Christian/Muslim debate should take that responsibility seriously, refrain from their posturing, and lead by example.

Instead of running from a healthy exchange with our Muslim friends, let us take on their challenges and find the answers.  Then let us go to those who dispute with us and respond to their claims resolutely.  But let us do it with a conviction born out of honest debate.  This will help to strengthen the church, as it forces us all to return to our apologetics and find out the answers which we know already exist; so that we, like Peter before us will be ‘prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks [us] to give the reason for the hope that [we] have’ (1 Peter 3:15).  Inevitably our convictions will engender a response in kind, particularly where it involves refuting that which Islam believes.  

We will all meet our Muhammads, who to our face may hurl their objections yet by our side will call us brother.  Yet we must be prepared not only to defend our faith against their attacks forthrightly, and dynamically but reciprocate in kind.  To do otherwise is simply dishonest.  Those who have gone before us were prepared to die for what they believed.  History tells us that all of the disciples bar one gave their lives for the gospel they defended.  Are we likewise prepared?  I think it is only right that we take the challenge set before us and follow their example.  Then maybe we will see not just ones and twos coming to the Lord, but entire families, communities and nations.  That is my prayer.

