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Paul Charles Merkley. Christian Attitudes towards the State of Israel. McGill-Queen's University Press 2001. xiv, 266. $44.95 

The two momentous events in twentieth-century Jewish history - the Holocaust and the establishment of the State of Israel - have both had a profound impact on Christian theology. The Holocaust forces exponents of Christianity to rethink its traditional anti-Judaism. The establishment of Israel confronted Christians with the need to reconsider conventional Christian supersessionism, the doctrine that teaches that the Church has replaced Israel as God's chosen. Paul Charles Merkley's book is about the latter issue. 

He writes: 'Israelis and Jews of the diaspora simply do not know what to make of Christian attitudes toward Israel. On the one hand, there is the phenomenon of "Christian Zionism," which, some say, provides the most reliable, the most constant voice in defence of Israel, and which, indeed, in recent years, has been a more constant political resource for Israel than the "Jewish vote." On the other hand, there is the attitude of the World Council of Churches, generally reflected in the conventions of its constituent [End Page 330] denominational bodies, where a consistent anti-Zionism has been the keynote for decades.' 

The Jews' confusion is aptly observed. At a time when the Jewish people in general, and the Jewish state in particular, feel threatened and isolated, the support of evangelical Christians and their influence on the government of the United States is most valuable and welcome. On the other hand, Jews are also aware that, even if the conversion of the Jews is not foremost on the agenda of Zionist Christians, the latter are often imbued with an End Days theology that looks forward to a time when all Jews, once gathered in their land, will 'see the light' and embrace Christ, thus making the Second Coming possible. As I once heard Yehuda Bauer, the distinguished Jewish historian, put it somewhat polemically, 'these people love Jews and hate Judaism.' 

The confusion is compounded by the fact that, despite the growing influence of Jewish Orthodoxy, most Jews are liberal and share many of the values of the liberal Protestants of the World Council of Churches. But the same Protestants express opinions about Israel that, though not anti-Semitic in the conventional sense, resemble many old anti-Semitic canards and evoke bitter memories of persecution and humiliation. They speak at times as if the Holocaust never happened. 

It seems that many Christians are unable to accept Jews as equal members of the family of nations living in a sovereign state of their own and entitled to behave as others do. Traditionally, Christian theology, even when it did not advocate the extermination of Jews, was only able to tolerate them as inferiors. Because of the propensity of liberal Christians to side with the underdog and the tendency of the currently fashionable 'contextual theology' to identify Palestinians as the only victims of the Middle East, anti-Zionism has become a convenient vehicle for expressing opposition to Jewish sovereignty, perhaps to Judaism as such. In some circles, according to Merkley, this opposition has been coupled with a neo-Marcionian rejection of the Old Testament and its 'Jewishness.' 

Merkley is most critical of this approach. He views with favour the Jews' return to the land of their ancestors. He regrets that, perhaps other than right-wing Israeli politicians and some individual rabbis, the Jewish community in the United States has not made sufficient common cause with Christian Zionists. 

But the book under review is by no means a polemical tract. It is a carefully researched and very serious scholarly examination of both sides of the Christian debate. It marshals its arguments with a wealth of well-researched and lucidly presented material that includes, inter alia, interesting analyses of the influence of the Eastern Churches on contemporary Protestantism, the attitude of the Roman Catholic Church, and the relationship between Christian anti-Zionism and contemporary Islam. The [End Page 331] book is, therefore, bound to benefit students of the subject, irrespective of their political and theological perspectives. 

Dow Marmur 

Thoughts for Christians contemplating conversion to Judaism 

by Amanda Demers
I'm not sure how many of us are in existance, but there are many Christians who have nearly left Christianity for Judaism at some point. Of the major world religions, for me, Judaism seems like the most attractive. However, there were some doctrinal issues that ultimately made me realize I could never be Jewish. I retain much respect for Jewish culture & beliefs and enjoy Shabbat services, but couldn't convert.
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Here are some issues helpful to consider:

1. Who is Jesus to you? If you believe in, and accept Him, as your Lord, why would you want to forsake Him? While some Jews revere Jesus as a teacher, most do not accept Him as a prophet and none accept Him as the Messiah or God. Belief in Jesus as revealed by the New Testament is not compatible with Judaism. In fact, some Orthodox Jews regard Christian beliefs in Jesus as polytheism.

2. Depending on the Jewish tradition followed, adherance to the 613 laws of the Torah might be expected. Are you prepared to live by the Law instead of by grace?

3. Judaism is not an evangelistic faith. In fact, most rabbis will discourage conversion unless they are certain of its sincerity.

4. Judaism, like Christianity, discourages "private religion". Regardless of how much Jewish ritual one is involved with at 
home
, it would probably be difficult for a Gentile to be accepted as a member of the Jewish community without formally converting.

5. Are you willing to give up celebrating Christian holidays? While some Jewish people do celebrate Christmas, this is often discouraged by other Jews. If you're not willing to give up these holidays, ask yourself if they do still mean something to you.

6. Are your objections to Christianity doctrinal, or are they due to poor behavior/examples on the part of other Christians? If it's the latter, the issues need to be dealt with and joining another religion won't resolve it. The counsel of a spiritual director would helpful in this case.

A special note I'd like to add, too, is that "Messianic Jewish" congregations may not be ideal choices. Messianics are not accepted as a Jewish group by any branch of Judaism. Many Jews are offended by such groups. Also, in these groups, adherance to the laws in the Torah are generally considered necessary, despite New Testament teaching to the contrary.

So, if you're contemplating conversion, please carefully consider the reasons and the points above. You may be surprised & realize there's a place for you in Christianity after all.

Friday, August 17, 2007

Christians Converting to Judaism 

In my current study I am finding it quite illuminating how the threat or reality of Christians converting to Judaism was:

1. The counter-Pauline proselytizing mission was arguably attempting to force Gentiles to become Jews in order to become Christians, and so bring Gentile Christians in a closer relation to the Jerusalem church and with Judaism.

2. Hebrews is a document where the audience is under some form of duress. which is accompanied by a temptation to return to Judaism and to the synagogue.

3. The Apostolic Fathers has much to say about Christians going on to judaize. In the opinion of some scholars the Epistle of Barnabas has in its background competition between Jews and Christians for Gentile converts and the author of Barnabas goes so far as to warn Christians against adopting Jewish laws (Ep. Barn. 3.6). Ignatius of Antioch exhorted his readers against 'living in accord with Judaism' and 'Judaizing' (Ign. Magn. 8.1; 10.3), arguably becomes some either were or were tempted to do so.

4. The second century Apocalypse of Peter, written in vicinity to the Bar Kochba revolt of 132-35 AD, intimates in one passage that Jewish Christians were forsaking Jesus to follow a new Messiah, reneged on that decision, and were subsequently persecuted (Apoc. Pet. 2.8-13).

5. Justin Martyr knew of Christians who had 'gone over to the polity of the law' and 'have some some reason switched and joined the legal community, and now denying that he is the Christ' (Dial. Tryph. 47.4).

6. Eusebius refers to Serpation of Antioch who wrote a letter to a certain Domnus who later lapsed from the faith to Judaism during a time of persecution (Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 6.12).

7. The fourth century Council of Laodicea forbade Christians from keeping Jewish feasts and the Sabbath.

These texts obviously have a lot of implications of Jewish-Christian relations and for the "parting of the ways".

Posted by Michael F. Bird at 3:39 PM 




Jews, Christian attitudes to
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Jews, Christian attitudes to. Christianity shares much common ground with Judaism. Jesus Christ was a Jew, as were the earliest members of the Church. The foundation for the separation of Christianity from Judaism was laid by St Paul's practice of not requiring Gentile converts to Christianity to be circumcised and his contention that their new covenant relationship with God was based on faith in God, not works of the law. The persecution of Jewish Christians and their expulsion from the synagogue caused bitterness. All four Gospels tend to exonerate the Roman power that crucified Jesus by shifting blame to the Jewish authorities, and from the early 2nd cent. Christian writers put forward a negative image of the Jews. Ecclesiastical councils legislated to end social and religious contact with the Jews, except for purposes of converting them, and the triumph of the Church in the Roman Empire led to a similar tendency in imperial legislation. Nevertheless, measures aimed at the forcible extinction of Judaism were rare in the first six centuries. In the early 7th cent. the Baptism of all Jews was decreed in several countries (Spain in 613, the Byzantine Empire and France in 632), and the position of Jews was circumscribed. From the time of the First Crusade there were violent attacks on Jews and in some places whole communities were massacred. The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) imposed the wearing of distinctive dress so that Jews could be distinguished from Christians. Massacres were succeeded by expulsions from various countries and by 1500 most of Europe was free of Jews; those that remained lived under severe restrictions under both Catholics and Protestants. At the same time efforts were made to convert them, sometimes by threats of death; those who were converted and their descendants were subjected to discriminatory measures, especially in Spain and Portugal. In the 18th cent., under the influence of the Enlightenment, efforts were made to improve the conditions of the Jews, often opposed by Churchmen. Meanwhile new missions arose directed specifically at Jews. Antisemitism, an anti-Jewish political movement originating in the later 19th cent., exploited many of the traditional Christian arguments and counted on Christian support (both RC and Protestant). It was favoured in various forms by Christian movements in Austria, Germany (see GERMAN CHRISTIANS), France, and elsewhere; many prominent Christians opposed it.

After the Holocaust a new era opened. In 1947 a conference was convened under the auspices of the newly-formed International Conference of Christians and Jews; it issued a list of ‘ten points’ aimed at eradicating anti-Judaism from Christian teaching. The World Council of Churches in 1948 and the Second Vatican Council in 1965 both condemned antisemitism directed against Jews. In most of the main Churches attempts are being made to foster relations between Christians and Jews, to heal the wounds of the past, and to revise those teachings which are recognized as having been harmful.
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A worldwide fellowship of 349 churches seeking unity, a common witness and Christian service 

   

Towards an Ethical Code of Conduct for Religious Conversions
Hans Ucko

 

The following reflections have grown out of many years in interreligious dialogue and in intra-Christian discussions on the understanding of the witness of the church in a religiously plural world. 

 1. To convert to and to convert from 

We differ in relation to the issue and reality of conversion. Christians have fairly easy conversions into and out of the faith, resentfully accepting people leaving Christianity for another faith. Jews have difficult conversions into and even more out of the faith. Muslims have easy conversions into the faith but have major difficulties with conversion out of the faith. When Dalits in great numbers decide to convert from Hinduism to Buddhism or Christianity it creates tensions and there are calls for legislation against conversion. A Theravada Buddhist-Christian consultation organised by the WCC in 2004 addressed the question of conversion in the following way: 

Conversion has become a threat and tension for religious diversity and harmony. We need to understand that conversions take place in different socio-economic-political contexts for different reasons. It can happen due to dissatisfaction with one's own religion, life-changing experiences, but also through the use of force and aggression. … While some conversions may be genuine and spiritual, some others may not. … We express our concern learning about increased tensions and expressions of intolerance between Buddhists and Christians in some Theravada Buddhist countries.i 

The issue of conversion into the faith is understood as an integral part of both Christianity and Islam. Although the concept of conversion is understood differently in Islam and in Christianity, it is a complex reality in both religions. Both religions advocate "conversion to" but oppose in very different ways "conversion from". The Qur'an is very clear about no compulsion in religion (2:256). And yet, as we have seen in the very recent controversy around Pope Benedict's lecture "Faith, Reason and the University Memories and Reflections" in Regensburg in September 2006, there are quite a few Christians, who want to tell Muslims what Islam is all about and polemically insist that Islam is spreading the faith through the sword or teaches the killing of apostates, quoting words like "Whoever changed his Islamic religion, then kill him."ii The Western world and quite a few Christians are cashing in on words like these and neglect the Muslim struggle how to interpret such a sentence.iii In this context it is interesting to read what Iqbal Ansari recently wrote in an editorial in the publication Interreligious Insight: "Islam as a proselytizing religion began by preaching the basic doctrine of the right of the individual to choose his religion freely. It was the insistence by the tribal lords of Makkah on adherence to the ancestral creed, and the rejection of this insistence by Muhammad, that led to conflict and to Muhammad's prolonged persecution - including the plot to assassinate him - which drove him to seek asylum in Madina."iv 

As Christians we need to remember before anything else embarrassing texts in the Bible or parts of the uncomfortable history of Christian dealings with people of other faiths. It is a question of the log in the eye.v 

Conversion out of Judaism is looked upon as next to a mortal sin. A convert is almost seen as a traitor. Conversion reduces the Jewish people, already a dwindling minority. Jewish scholar Emil Fackenheim once said that continuing Jewish life and denying Hitler a posthumous victory was the 614th commandment. Catholic theologian Gregory Baum, himself a convert from Judaism, elaborated on Christian views toward conversion and building upon Fackenheim, saying: "After Auschwitz the Christian churches no longer wish to convert the Jews. While they may not be sure of the theological grounds that dispense them from this mission, the churches have become aware that asking the Jews to become Christians is a spiritual way of blotting them out of existence and thus only reinforces the effects of the Holocaust".vi 

Jews, Christians and Muslims would do well to recall the story about Abraham's conversion from idol worshipper to becoming a worshipper of one God. The father of faith, the one who brings Jews, Christians and Muslims together is himself a convert. 

If Christians and Muslims have a particular sense of mission in the world, other religions have other visions. There is certainly a Buddhist mission to the West but is does not have that absolute ring about it as do conversions to Christianity and Islam. Other religions are either not explicitly witnessing to make people convert or through the course of history they have given it up or they never engaged in seeking to bring the other into their community. 

 2. Obliged to invite to conversion? 

The conversion of the other is definitely an objective in traditional Christian self-understanding. The statement by theologian Elton Trueblood is said in many different ways and by very many Christians, when the issue of mission and witness is discussed: "There is no such thing as a non-witnessing Christian." The topic of conversion has today become divisive. It has the potential of not only putting people of different faiths against each other but also creating frictions among Christians themselves. It is a problematic issue within the church. Yes, everyone should have the right to change his/her religion. This issue needs rethinking in many faith traditions but equally important is the question of whether we should be involved in making others change their religion. There are those who feel that seeking out others to convert them from their religion is divinely ordained and nothing can thwart this heavenly injunction. I remember one of my first experiences in Jewish Christian dialogue, meeting a Christian theologian actively involved in a society for Christian mission to Jews. I asked him if the church could honestly and with integrity continue advocating mission to Jews, considering what had happened fifty years ago in Germany. Should not the Shoah rather convert the Church in its relationship to the Jewish people? Could the Church go about its business as usual after the Shoah? The theologian said to me: "I realise what you are saying. What happened in Auschwitz was terrible. It was an atrocity, it was dreadful, but it does not change anything. The gospel tells us that there is no other name by which we can be saved". He told me that he might personally regret that there was no other way for him to go but to seek the conversion of the Jews. But he had to obey the Gospel. He said, "I wish it were different, I wish I could say: There will be no more mission to Jews   but I cannot". 

The ordinary man or woman in the street in Europe is likely to consider mission seeking the conversion of people of other faiths as something bigoted, intolerant and aggressive. But there are also Christian theologians who feel that the conversion of others is no longer the business of the church, given the history of forced baptism and mission enterprises in the accounts of colonial and other subjugations of people of other faiths. 

They are seeking to formulate the mission of the church not in seeking converts but in converting our world to become a world, where justice reigns and human dignity is a commandment. They prefer talking about Missio Dei, the mission of God, to which the church as well as people of other religious traditions may be called to participate. But such a view is controversial and contested, and by those advocating mission as inviting people to convert often labelled as post-modernist relativism. 

 3. Conversion through mission or proselytism 

I want to claim that seeking the conversion of the other or targeting the other for conversion, is for me the same as proselytism. Many Christians will object and will claim that it is their obligation to follow the so-called Great Commission in Matthew 28, 18-20 "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age." They will say that not only do they have an obligation; it is also their right to seek the conversion of the other. 

Am I avoiding the Great Commission? No, I am reading the same text but cannot make a clean cut between these words and the effect of these words in history. Conversion is not a result of proselytism per se but tensions regarding conversion are often related to proselytising activities by another actor, individual or organisation. The word has changed meaning. A prosēlytos in the New Testament refers to a convert to Judaism hinting at a time when Judaism too was involved in seeking converts.vii The Acts of the Apostles mention the first Pentecost; there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. One region after the other in Asia Minor, Asia and North Africa is mentioned and finally it is said that there were also "visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes" (Acts 2, 10). 

To proselytise has today gained a very loaded meaning. "To induce someone to conversion is to proselytise", says the WCC Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement (1991, p.828). Proselytism has become such a negative word that even those who are involved in the conversion of others would prefer using other words than proselytism. What they are doing is, they say, an invitation to others to join the Christian faith. They say that they do not proselytise but they have the right to manifest, the right to teach, the right to express, the right to impart religious ideas. And they would say that the right to issue such invitations is supported by the world community having signed on to the UN Declaration of Human Rights. It is a question of freedom of religion. 

 4. UN declarations on freedom of religion or belief 

The most important international legislation on the freedom of religion or belief is article 18 in the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR) from 1966. It in turn builds upon article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (DHR) from 1948, which says," Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance."viii Other statements support the DHR and CCPR, e.g. the considerations in the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief (1981). There is also a special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief in the UN system. 

The wording of CCPR article 18 says 

1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching. 
2. No one shall be subject to coercion, which would impair his freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice. 
There can be no question about the right to communicate one's faith. And no one shall be coerced to maintain his/her religion or belief. No one should "impair" the right to change religion; yes, the state has an obligation to actively ensure the right to change religion or belief. Included in the freedom of expression is also a right to seek and to receive information. The freedom of assembly and the freedom of association are important expressions of the UN declarations. 

But, those who rightly quote the right to change religion and the right to persuade others to change often forget that the UN declarations also talk about the right to maintain one's religion or belief. No one shall be coerced to change his or her religion or belief. The right to religious freedom is actually limited by other human rights. In addition, one person's religious freedom may be limited by the religious freedom of another. Thus one interesting field for exploration is the interaction between the freedom to propagate religion on the one hand and the freedom to practice one's religion without interference on the other. The CCPR has a clause on the right to privacy in article 17, which, for instance, will protect the home from forced invasion by people seeking your conversion. 

The question is of course how to balance the right to engage in faith persuasion against the right to maintain one's religion or belief. How do we protect the juxtaposed claims of majority and minority religions? How do we consider the relationship between material aid and missionary activities and questions of unequal distribution of material resources, sometimes along other lines than numerical minority and majority situations? It is important to remember the vital role that factors such as power (cultural, financial, mental etc.) of the proselytiser plays in the relationship with the one who is the object for faith persuasion or conversion. 

 5. Common Witness and Proselytism 

Christians want to make distinctions between what is called "bearing Christian witness" and improper proselytism. Therefore the former is rather called "true witness" or "true evangelism", which a report drawn up in 1956 under the auspices of the World Council of Churches describes as an essential mission and a responsibility of every Christian and every Church. Improper proselytism represents a corruption or deformation of true witness. According to the same report, improper proselytism may take the form of activities offering material or social advantages with a view to gaining new members for a Church or exerting improper pressure on people in distress or in need. It may even entail the use of violence or brainwashing; more generally, it is not compatible with respect for the freedom of thought, conscience and religion of others. The Third Joint Commission of the World Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church drew up a document entitled "Common Witness and Proselytism". The Joint Commission says,"Proselytism embraces whatever violates the right of the human person, Christian or non-Christian, to be free from external coercion in religious matters, or whatever, in the proclamation of the Gospel, does not conform to the ways God draws free men to himself in response to his calls to serve in spirit and in truth".ix 

The commission document emphasizes these ideals: 

A common witness is given when Christians recognize the spiritual gifts in other churches and testify to what they have in common. 

Christian witness must be coherent with the spirit of the gospel; it should not offend ongoing inter-Christian dialogue. 

God-centred Christian witness focuses on His glory and man's salvation, not on the advantage of one confession over another. It always respects the freedom of those to whom it is addressed; it never exploits their weakness or their poverty; it never offers material or social benefits resulting from a change of confession; it excludes all methods of compulsion, including the uncritical use of mass media. 
Christians bearing witness to their faith do not denigrate the faith of others. Witnessing Christians do not spread prejudices about other Christians. They do not distort their own spiritual convictions to attract others.x 
Although the document does mention non-Christian faiths, it is obvious that the document first of all is an agreement between Christians belonging to different confessions. And we are still not able to say that we have implemented these ideals in inter-Christian relations let alone in interreligious relations. 

Following the implosion of State Socialism, many Christians, not only from evangelical churches and para-church groups but also from mainline churches in the US, in the Nordic countries, in Korea went to Russia to proselytise among Russian Orthodox Christians. Soup-kitchens were established offering soup and bread and the invitation to conversion. Orthodox Christians ask the WCC what it means when advocating "partnership in mission" when the WCC seems unable to make Protestant Christians aware that Orthodox Christians are also Christians. And Protestant missionaries in Russia retort and claim the right to religious freedom. 

  12. Thoughts of a convert 

What is conversion? It is the transformation of one thing into another. We find the term used in many walks of life. A particular event may result in a transformation or conversion. Europeans may have to convert from Fahrenheit to Centigrade in order to understand how hot it could be in the US. We must be familiar with currency conversion from rupees to Euro. Conversion is also understood as a spiritual enlightenment causing a person to enter another religious tradition. In psychiatry it can be understood as a defence mechanism repressing emotional conflicts which are then converted into physical symptoms that have no organic basis.  

It would be interesting to discuss philosophically whether the different usages would allow us to look upon the convert, be it in relation to degrees, currency or change of religion, as basically the same as before, only seen with other glasses or from another angle. But these may be only the naïve wishes of a convert that after all the heat remains the same, the Euro the same, etc.  

The convert is looked upon with suspicion by those s/he left and those he joined. There are of course reasons for this. The history of Jewish-Christian relations knows of many cases, where converts from Judaism to Christianity became more anti-Semitic than their new-found Gentile brothers and sisters. Anton Margarita converted from Judaism to Christianity in 1522. His book, "Der gantz Judisch Glaub" ("The Whole Jewish Faith"), greatly influenced Martin Luther, who cites it frequently in his late tract, Von den Juden und ihren Lügen ("Of the Jews and their Lies"). Margarita, the son and grandson of rabbis, had a "checkered" career, having denounced his own community to the non-Jewish authorities two years before his conversion. After his conversion he became an instructor in Hebrew at the University of Vienna. At the command of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Margarita debated Joseph (Joselmann) b. Gershom of Rosheim, a leader of the German Jewish community, at the Diet of Worms in 1530.xxiii 

It is true that many converts become more Catholic than the Pope as the saying goes. I recall Catholic priests in Sweden not very happy with the converts from the Church of Sweden, who left the Swedish church because they could not deal with women ordination. My Catholic friends said; "We don't want these converts. They are more conservative than the Vatican and are actually stuck in a pre-Vatican II spirituality." 

But is it the whole truth? Is a convert someone who will have to prove his/her credentials by being more Catholic than the Pope or by denigrating that which s/he left? Is a convert per definition a renegade, someone who looks down upon that which s/he has left? Is it not more often that converts usually come from the periphery rather than from the centre and that their conversion is not first of all a conversion from the core of a religion but a move to the core of a religion? Of course, it is difficult to put all converts together as if they were all of one mind. What I want to say is that not every convert hates the religious tradition s/he left. S/he is probably more at home in that s/he found but not necessarily in opposition to what s/he left. 

I have mentioned earlier Gregory Baum as a different kind of convert. One could add others. There are reasons to recall the impact of converts on the change that took place in the Roman Catholic Church in relation to Jews. Many Jews, converts to Christianity, brought about the conversion of the church in relation to the Jewish people. When celebrating Nostra Aetate, we should remember that this document would not have existed as it is today, were it not for people like John Oesterreicher and Bruno Hussar. Did not Cardinal Lustiger in many ways support the French Bishops in their work on changing the teachings of the church in relation to the Jewish people?xxiv The question is whether conversion a priori suggests that accepting one religion means rejecting another religion? 

Can one be a convert without endorsing conversion? I would like to paraphrase a Swedish stand-up comedian, who said about the prayer, "'And lead us not into temptation…', thank you very much, you don't have to lead me, I can very well walk myself into temptation." Applying it to conversion, I do not think I need to be converted by someone, I can convert myself. What I mean to say is, the problem with conversion is the arrogance of those who think that they have a right to convert others and particularly so when they refer to UN declarations as a support. Claiming the right to seek out the other for conversion is nothing else but turning the other into an object for my design. It is meeting the other as an object, not interested in the encounter and where it might take us.  

There will always be people who, for various reasons, will want to break up and look for other pastures. One cannot erect walls high enough to prevent them from leaving. The wall is not built that will hinder their flight. It is better to let them leave without clipping their wings. We live in a world, where encounters and dialogues will lead some to seek other ways than the ones just travelled. This is the right that UN declarations talk about - the right of and in each of our religious traditions.   

----------------------------- 

 

v Karen Armstrong: "We cannot afford to maintain these ancient prejudices against Islam" 

The Guardian September 18, 2006 http://www.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,,1874653,00.html
Our Islamophobia dates back to the time of the Crusades, and is entwined with our chronic anti-Semitism. Some of the first Crusaders began their journey to the Holy Land by massacring the Jewish communities along the Rhine valley; the Crusaders ended their campaign in 1099 by slaughtering some 30,000 Muslims and Jews in Jerusalem. It is always difficult to forgive people we know we have wronged. Thenceforth Jews and Muslims became the shadow-self of Christendom, the mirror image of everything that we hoped we were not - or feared that we were. 
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