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In spite of the shared conviction that faith is a gift of God and that forced
conversion is therefore irrational, both our traditions have been ready to use
coercion and violence to root out schism and heresy, to prevent the practice of
other religions, and to enforce at least outward conformity to religion. War and
violence still find support among religious people of both traditions, and Benedict
seems poised to go even further than John Paul II in his opposition to it.

On the question of the rationality of
God, the New Testament itself puts us
on our guard against presuming that
God conforms to our notions of what is
rational. We have to learn God’s kind of
rationality—what Paul calls the wisdom
of the God—through the Cross, which to
many who consider themselves wise
and rational is simply scandal and folly
(1 Cor 1:17-25). Indeed the Pope’s
speech, whilst extolling rationality, has
a very particular kind of rationality in

i mind—one that has been “purified” by
the encounter with Biblical faith. A
rationality of love.
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The Islamic tradition, too, has been
wary of presuming that God is
somehow subject to our preconceived notions of rationality and justice. Taken to its
extreme for the sake of philosophical argument, this has led some thinkers to
assert, for example, that a God who is absolutely sovereign is therefore not obliged
to tell us the truth, or to command us only to do good things. However, this kind of
speculation hardly touches the mainstream of the Islamic tradition, which remains
convinced that God is Truth and reveals the Truth. The whole thrust of the Qur’anic
preaching is to encourage people to use their reason to reflect on what can been
known about God from the “signs” of God’s activity in creation and history. In this
the Qur’an’s thought is very close to what Paul says in Romans 1, quoted by the
Pope in his lecture.

Vatican observers often predict that this Pope will engage much more than his
predecessors in substantive dialogue with Muslims about the issues between us.
That may be true, and such a dialogue is surely urgent. However, it cannot be done
without allowing Muslims to speak for themselves. We cannot presume first to tell
them what they believe, and then to criticise them for it. In Regensburg the Pope
engaged not with Muslims, but with a version of Islam enunciated by a Christian
locked in battle with them. Is it so surprising that conflict resulted?
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