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THE PERSECUTION OF CHRISTIANS AND INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE 

Introduction 

The task allotted to me was to speak about “Interreligious Dialogue and the Persecution of 

Christians”. When I first read this title it seemed to me that it implied that dialogue with people 

of other religions would necessarily lead to the persecution of Christians. I have therefore 

inverted the terms to speak of “The Persecution of Christians and Interreligious Dialogue”. I 

intend to say something first of all about the fact of the persecution of Christians, and then go on 

to ask the question: What can interreligious dialogue do in a context where there is persecution? 

First of all, however, since this conference on Peace: New Challenges is commemorating the 

fiftieth anniversary of Pacem in Terris, I wish to refer briefly to the teaching of Blessed John 

XXIII in this encyclical. 

 

The teaching of Pacem in Terris
1
 

A foundational point of the teaching of Pacem in Terris is the dignity of the human person (9). 

This is the basis for determining the rights and the corresponding duties of individuals, of groups 

of people and of States. 

The first right listed is the right to life (11), for it is the living person who will be the subject of 

further rights. Among these is the freedom in investigating the truth and—within the limits of the 

moral order and the common good— the freedom of speech and publication (12). This leads to a 

further right, namely the right to worship God in accordance with the right dictates of one’s own 

conscience, and to profess one’s religion both in private and in public (14). There is also the right 

to meet together and to form associations (23), a right relevant to the practice of religion which, 

as already stated, is not simply a private affair. 

Reference is made in the encyclical to the duties corresponding to these rights. It is not necessary 

to go into detail, but the question of duties is summed up in an insistence on an attitude of 

responsibility (23). Social life must be based on truth, justice, love and freedom (35). 

It is interesting to note that there is no reference in Pacem in Terris to the persecution of 

Christians. This does not imply that no such persecution existed – it should be remembered that 

the encyclical was written at the time of the Cold War, when Christians were suffering greatly 

under communist rule. Nor is there any mention of interreligious dialogue – a term which had 

not yet come into use. There is nevertheless some encouragement to dialogue. For instance, it is 

stated that 

We must think of human society as being primarily a spiritual reality.... (where people are 

encouraged) to pass on to others all that is best in themselves, and to make their own the 

spiritual riches of others (36). 
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Further on, encouragement is given to Catholics to cooperate with others, even with people who 

are not Christians, for the benefit of humanity. They should  

allow themselves to be animated by a spirit of understanding and unselfishness, ready to 

cooperate in achieving objects which are good in themselves, or conducive to good (157, 

quoting Mater et Magistra AAS 53(1961) p.456). 

 

The Persecution of Christians 

These reflections on the encyclical Pacem in Terris, and the principles derived from it, are 

relevant when we consider the persecution of Christians. What we are concerned with is not the 

persecutions of old, those of Nero, or Decius or Diocletian, or those of the Shoguns in Japan, but 

the persecution that still unfortunately exists in our world today. It is, I think, useful to make a 

distinction between persecution perpetrated by the State and violence against Christians carried 

out by individuals or groups. Even where States are considered, there are considerable 

differences. In fact, although we may talk in general about the persecution of Christians, no two 

situations are exactly the same. 

The Government of the People’s Republic of China protests that it is not against the existence of 

different religions, and indeed Buddhist, Christian and Muslim communities exist within this 

vast country. What it aims to do is to control these religions. This is why it set up the Chinese 

Patriotic Catholic Association to govern the affairs of the Catholic community. Objection is 

made above all to recognition of the authority of the Holy See, considered as foreign 

interference. Those Catholics who wish to maintain the link with the Holy See and obedience to 

the Holy Father, especially Church leaders such as bishops and priests, often find themselves in 

prison or subject to “re-education”. Yet in China churches do exist, and communities are able to 

gather for worship. 

In Saudi Arabia the public practice of Christianity is forbidden and no churches are allowed. 

The official line is that Christians are free to practise their religion in private, but no public 

gathering for worship is permitted. In fact there is strict control of all associations. A prominent 

Saudi, a member of the Shura (the King’s advisory Council), told us some years ago that his 

sister was not allowed to speak in public because the authorities were afraid of her influence over 

people, especially women. Although there are millions of Christians present in Saudi Arabia as 

foreign workers, technicians or traders, any public manifestation of Christianity is prohibited, 

and people are put in prison if they are found with bibles or religious publications in their 

possession. 

In Morocco, as in the other countries of North Africa, churches exist but are confined to 

foreigners. Morocco and Tunisia both have small but officially recognised Jewish communities. 

In Algeria and Tunisia there are some local Christians whose existence appears to be tolerated, 

yet converts to Christianity are liable to be prosecuted and punished. In Morocco, in particular, 

any form of Christian propaganda, considered as proselytism, is severely prohibited. 

In Pakistan, Christian communities exist and are allowed to function, even if they form only a 

small minority of the population. Here it is the Laws against Blasphemy which give rise to 
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problems. These laws can be invoked for many reasons, and public opinion is easily aroused 

against those who are accused of defamation of the Prophet or of desecration of the Qur’an. 

Many people, both Christians and Muslims, are advocating the abolition or at least the 

amendment of these laws, but no Government has been willing to tackle this question. 

The north of Nigeria has been witnessing recently multiple attacks against churches. These 

would appear to have been carried out by Boko Haram, an Islamic movement opposed to 

Western culture which it considers to be destructive of Islam. This movement is in favour of the 

strict application of shari’a law, already introduced in a number of northern States. The Federal 

Government is blamed by some for negligence and weakness in opposing Boko Haram, but it 

cannot be accused of persecution of Christians. 

In Egypt too there have been attacks against Christians, with the destruction of churches, shops 

and dwellings. This violence, carried out by Islamist groups, is condemned by the Government 

and by religious leaders, both Christian and Muslim. Christians complain that the forces of order 

do not give them sufficient protection. They also complain of discrimination. Freedom of 

worship exists, and the churches of the various Christian communities are well frequented, but it 

could be said that there is no freedom of religion in the sense that it is very difficult, if not well 

nigh impossible, for an Egyptian Muslim to embrace the Christian faith and to be officially 

recognised as a Christian. 

The current conflict in Syria has brought immense suffering to Christians as to other citizens of 

this country. If Christian churches and other properties have been targeted, it is often because 

they have been taken over and used as bases from which to engage in combat. It is also true that 

the strongly Islamic character of many of the forces of opposition has led them to acts of 

violence against Christians. In Iraq also, Christians are being attacked by different groups, and 

though it would be difficult to blame the Government for this, Christians do feel that they are not 

sufficiently protected. 

In other parts of the world, in India, in Brazil and other countries of Latin America, individual 

Christians are frequently murdered. This comes about because of the activities of these 

Christians on behalf of the poor and oppressed. They are eliminated by those who fear that their 

exploitation of the poor is being threatened. H. E. Mgr Silvano Tomasi, Observer of the Holy See 

at the UN in Geneva, stated in 2011 that a survey had shown that out of 100 people killed 

because of religious hatred, 75 were Christian. 

Other examples could be given, but these are perhaps sufficient to illustrate the complexity of the 

situations. The Holy See has been advocating greater attention to the phenomenon of 

Christianophobia, but this would refer mainly to intolerance and discrimination, rather than to 

the persecution of Christians. Of course, for the people who are suffering, the question whether 

this amounts to persecution or not is really academic. The question to which we must turn now is 

whether interreligious dialogue can help in these situations, and if so in what way. 
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The Role of Interreligious Dialogue 

It is worth while reminding ourselves of the definition of dialogue as given by the document 

Dialogue and Proclamation:
2
 

In the context of religious plurality, dialogue means “all positive and constructive 

interreligious relations with individuals and communities of other faiths which are 

directed at mutual understanding and enrichment” (Dialogue and Mission 3), in 

obedience to truth and respect for freedom. It includes both the witness and exploration 

of respective religious convictions (DP 9). 

 

One of the aims of interreligious dialogue, indeed one could consider it the first aim, is to allow 

people of different religions to live together in peace and harmony. This is particularly the aim of 

the dialogue of life “where people strive to live in an open and neighbourly spirit, sharing their 

joys and sorrows, their human problems and preoccupations” (DP 42). This is very relevant to 

our present concern, for where people of different religions live together, not just side by side, 

but as a single human community where there reigns an atmosphere of respect and trust, it is 

easier for them to resist outside influences which would arouse sectarian tension and violence. 

Let me give an example. The destruction of the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya, India, in 1992, 

provoked grave clashes between Hindus and Muslims. In Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, one of the 

chiefs of police, a Hindu, invited a Catholic priest to accompany him in visiting the quarters of 

the city most likely to erupt into violence, in order to calm the population. This was possible 

because the two men already had a good rapport, developed through the activities of the Catholic 

dialogue centre. Similarly in Mumbai (at that time still known as Bombay), where the rioting 

was extremely serious with the loss of many lives and much material damage, one quarter of the 

city was hardly affected at all. The reason for this is that in this particular area considerable 

efforts had been made to build up good relations between people of different religions. 

It must not be assumed that such a dialogue of life develops automatically. It has to be worked 

at; it requires constant effort, to increase mutual understanding, to overcome prejudices, to build 

up trust. A Christian-Muslim dialogue group on the West Coast of the U.S.A., stated in a report 

of one of their meetings which took place after the events of 11 September 2001: “Our Muslim 

friends felt an extra measure of pain because these terrible acts, which clearly violated their faith, 

were strongly associated with Islam”. The partners in dialogue agreed “that accurate introductory 

information is a first step for overcoming false ideas and negative views of one another and for 

breaking down barriers to understanding.” They noted the fatigue of responding to “false 

                                                           
2
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Proclamation. Reflections and Orientations on Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus 
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accusations and random placements of blame”, the frustration when encountering bias, yet they 

also acknowledged their need to confront their own prejudices.
3
 

It is also true that projects which unite the different religious communities can be very helpful in 

creating harmony. This leads us to consider the dialogue of action, where people of different 

religions work together to promote justice, reconciliation and peace. An excellent example 

comes from Kaduna in Nigeria where a Protestant Pastor and an Imam have been engaged 

together in missions of reconciliation. Each of them had been actually fighting for his own 

faction, but each realized that violence would only bring further suffering. They met, became 

friends, and have since been travelling together, both within Nigeria and elsewhere, to spread 

their message of reconciliation.
4
 

In a more official way, the World Conference on Religions for Peace, now called simply 

Religions for Peace, has been engaged in setting up interreligious councils at national and 

regional levels. This initiative has been particularly important in places where conflict has taken 

on an interreligious colour, such as in Bosnia. In some cases, members of such interreligious 

councils, especially in Africa but most recently in Myanmar, have undertaken visits to different 

countries in order to encourage reconciliation.  

There can be interreligious cooperation in opposing legislation which is deemed to be unjust. 

Mention has been made of the blasphemy laws in Pakistan which often give rise to abuse. 

Muslims in that country have backed Christians in the call for modification of these laws. Such 

joint action has been made possible by the fellowship that has developed through the Pakistan 

Association for Inter-Religious Dialogue. 

Joint action is not possible unless there is an agreement on the aim of the action and the means to 

achieve this aim. This supposes prior discussion, and so we see the need for the dialogue of 

discourse. Over the years, the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue has been engaged in 

meetings that have examined or touched upon different aspects of human rights. For instance, 

there have been bilateral dialogues with Muslims on the rights of children, and on the use of the 

earth’s resources, on migrants and refugees, on the place of religion in society
5
. The Commission 

for Religious Relations with Muslims made a study on religious liberty, examining the principles 

of religious liberty according to both Christianity and Islam, and then adding case studies. The 

papers were discussed with a select group of Muslims before being finalized.
6
 A multilateral 

seminar was held on religious sources for peace according to the Holy Books of different 

                                                           
3
 The West Coast Dialogue between American Catholics and Muslims, Friends and not Adversaries: a Catholic-

Muslim Spiritual Journey, in Islamochristiana 30(2004) pp.178-9. 
4
 Their experience has been made into a DVD The Pastor and the Imam produced with the encouragement of the 

Movement for Moral Rearmament (now renamed Initiatives for Change). 
5
 Reports on these meetings have been published in Pro Dialogo, the journal of the Pontifical Council for 

Interreligious Dialogue. 
6
 Religious Liberty: A Theme for Christian-Muslim Dialogue, Vatican City, 2006. 
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religious traditions
7
. Such exchanges may not be entirely satisfactory, and may appear like mere 

drops in an ocean of conflict, but they contribute nevertheless to creating greater understanding 

and a will to cooperate to maintain peace. 

Discussion and action should be accompanied by prayer. This was the conviction that led 

Blessed John Paul II to invite Christians and the followers of other religions to Assisi in October 

1986 in order to pray for peace. It was why he invited Jews, Christians and Muslims to a special 

week-end of prayer for peace in Europe, especially in the Balkans, and again invited 

representatives of religions to gather in Assisi as a response to the events of September 2001. At 

this latter gathering various commitments were taken. All these activities could be considered as 

belonging to the dialogue of religious experience. They are a way of recognizing that in order for 

peace to be established and maintained, there is need of the assistance of a Higher Power or, as 

we Christians would say, of God’s grace. Prayer should lead to action. Here the final paragraph 

of the Declaration Nostra Aetate is relevant. It contains the following statement: 

We cannot truly pray to God, the Father of all, if we treat any people in other than brotherly 
fashion, for all men are created in God’s image. Man’s relation to God the Father and man’s 
relation to his fellowmen are so dependent on each other that the Scripture says: ‘He who does 
not love, does not know God’ (1 Jn 4:8). There is no basis, therefore, for any discrimination 
between individual and individual, or between people and people, arising either from human 
dignity or the rights which flow from it (NA 5).  

 Sometimes, however, the suffering is so great that the words of our prayers seem inadequate 

and, like Job, we are reduced to silence. Yet even this shared silence can be a powerful incentive 

to continue to work together to overcome all manifestations of violence. 

Conclusion  

What conclusion can be drawn from these reflections? One would be that the limitations of 

interreligious dialogue must be respected. Of itself it cannot eliminate the persecution of 

Christians or of any other religious minority. It can, however, by contributing to greater 

understanding and mutual appreciation, help to prevent such persecution from taking place. It is 

perhaps to be considered more as preventive medicine than a cure. 

I would like to add one further reflection. We naturally hear much about persecution and 

violence, because these hit the headlines. The absence of conflict is not considered to be 

newsworthy. The media have to be encouraged to report the Good News of instances where 

people of different religions are living together in peace and harmony. Such examples would be a 

positive way of combating discrimination and persecution. 
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Allow me to conclude, on this feast of St Francis and in harmony with the visit of Pope Francis 

to Assisi, with the following invocation: 

Almost blind, Francis sang of the beauty of God’s creation. 

In the very heart of war, he recognized God’s presence in the heart of the “enemy”. 

Recognizing himself to be a sinner among sinners, he wept at the thought of God’s mercy. 

Through his intercession, may we, despite our blindness, be humble yet grateful 

peacemakers, and so be worthy children of our God. 

 

 

                                                           + Michael L. Fitzgerald, M.Afr. (Vatican, 4 October 2013)                                                                                    


