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We often hear about radical statements and fatwás of Muslims and uncompromising Christian or 

secular activists who often appeal to wide popular sentiments and mistrust of people who belong 

to other groups. A major problem is that they also often refer to religious texts, which is gas on 

the fire of sentiments of people who believe that particular religions are opposed to that of their 

own. It becomes worse when media, and at times scholars, misinterpret statements and highlight 

radical statements of Muslims or Christians without context and without showing that many 

Muslim and Christian scholars of religion disagree with the beliefs of some of their fellow 

believers. 

 

We should not neglect radical statements and beliefs, regardless of who expressed them, 

certainly if it turns out that they have an appeal to a wider public. Radicalism should be fought in 

particular by people from the same religion. Muslim scholars should oppose radicalism within 

Islam and Christian scholars should do within Christianity. Fortunately there are hundreds of 

such scholars, both Muslim and Christian who do so. Unfortunately the media is much more 

focused on radicals than moderates. Not only is their attention often one-sided, it is also often 

deeply biased. It is counterproductive if Muslims and their beliefs are generalized. It pushes 

Muslims on the defense rather than encouraging them to address radicalism in their own circles. 

 

For an interesting overview of Christian scholars dedicated to the study of Islam for the sake of 

understanding Muslims I would like to refer to the book, Christian Lives Given to the Study of 

Islam, edited by Christian W. Troll, sj and C.T.R. Hewer, New York, Fordham University Press, 

2012. The book provides personal experiences of 28 scholars:  

 

Catholic clergy (priests, Bishop Michael Fitzgerald, sister) 19 

Catholic non-clergy 3 

Anglican  clergy (two priests and Bishop Kenneth Cragg) 3 

Anglican non-clergy 1 

Reformed clergy (Rev. Dr. Jan Slomp) 1 

Lutheran clergy (Rev. Sigvard von Sicard) 1 

 

 

The selection, which is not explained in the book, is obviously biased towards Catholics and 

theologians. Among the Catholics most attention is given to members of various orders: Jesuits 

(8), White Fathers (5), Dominicans (2), Comboni (1), and Missionary Sisters of Africa (1). Most 

of the Catholics show their indebtedness to the work of the Pontifical Institute for Arabic and 

Islamic Studies (PSAI) in Rome where many studied, have taught, and are still teaching. Also 

other institutes, such as IDEO and Dar Comboni play a major role where students and teachers 

meet in mutual encouragement of each other. 
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The selection is also biased towards Westerners (27) with only one Indian (Andreas D’Souza). I 

do not want to doubt the quality of their work. I know several of these scholars personally and I 

deeply respect their work and commitment, but non-theologians, non-Christians and non-

Westerners should be mentioned as well.  

 

Egyptian Christians under the title of Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam include: 

Catholic Bishop Yuhannā Qultah; Samīr Khalīl, sj; the Coptic Orthodox thinker and writer, 

Samir Marcos (Samīr Marqus); and the Evangelicals, Dr. Hudá ‘Awad, Professor of political 

science, Dr. Andrea Zakī, head of the Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social Services 

(CEOSS), Dr. ‘Atif Mihanná, Director of the Evangelical Seminary in Cairo, and Dr. Rafīq 

Habīb, former Deputy Chairman of the Egyptian Freedom and Justice Party, which was founded 

by the Muslim Brotherhood. Each one of these people has his or her position in this dialogue, 

most tending to the liberal end of the political specter. Rafīq Habīb turned out to be opposed to 

political liberalism and had no objection to teaming up with the conservative Muslim 

Brotherhood, which has led to much criticism from Egyptian Christian circles. 

 

If one would also list Christians from other Arabic countries then the Lebanese scholar, Dr. Tāriq 

Mitrī deserves a prominent place for his work. 

 

It is wrong to highlight only Christian scholars and intellectuals.  Professor Emeritus, Abdallah 

Schleifer was born into a Jewish family, but as a young man was attracted to Sufī Islam. He has 

lived in Egypt for many decades and studied Christianity, playing a major role in formulating “A 

Common Word” in response to Pope Benedict’s lecture in Regensburg (2006). “A Common 

Word” is a text formulated by 138 Muslim scholars and intellectuals highlighting the 

commonalities in Muslim and Christian beliefs. Since the launch of this text, over 9,400 

Muslim and Christian scholars, leaders, and intellectuals have approved and commented on the 

initiative, including Pope Benedict XVI and many grand Muftīs. “A Common Word” has 

received numerous awards, has been the basis for many resolutions and peace initiatives, and 

gave birth to the UN World Interfaith Harmony Week, and much more.
1
 With this widespread 

support and impact this is one of the most successful initiatives towards dialogue in our days. 

  

In Egypt the following prominent Muslims have played a major role in Muslim-Christian 

dialogue: Sheikh Dr. ‘Alī Jum’ah, former Muftī of the Republic and Grand Shaykh of the Azhar, 

Dr. Ahmad al-Tayyīb. Dr. Hamdī Zaqzūq, former Minister of Awkaf (Awqāf or Endowments) 

has dedicated his entire life to dialogue and now, in his late seventies, plays a role as the 

secretary of the Bayt al-‘A’ylah (Family House), founded after the Egyptian Revolution to foster 

dialogue between Muslims and Christians. Also Dr. ‘Alī Al-Sammān should be mentioned for 

his life-long dedication to dialogue with Christians. 

 

Outside Egypt I should mention HRH Prince Hasan bin Talal and HRH Prince Ghazi bin 

Muhammad, who has two PhDs, one from Cambridge and the other from Al-Azhar, the Center 

of Islamic learning in Egypt. Prince Hasan wrote a highly commendable book on Christianity 

and Prince Ghazi studied Christianity as a scholar. Schleifer mentions Dr. Reza Shah-Kazami, a 

widely published scholar at the Ismaili Institute in London, who has written much on inter-faith 

and has seriously studied Christianity. Prof. Schleifer is deeply engaged in the publication of the 

                                                                        
1
 A Common Word Website, October 2007, http://www.acommonword.com/. 

http://www.acommonword.com/awards/
http://www.acommonword.com/government-resolutions/
http://www.acommonword.com/un-world-interfaith-harmony-week/
http://www.acommonword.com/miscellaneous/
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Muslim 500, the most influential Muslims in the world. Among them one finds the 

aforementioned people, but also Dr. Ingrid Mateson, Dr. Sayyīd Husayn Nasr, Dr. T. J. Winter, 

Muslims who all have seriously studied Christianity and all are very active in inter-faith relation 

building.
2
 

 

Where the book Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam is foremost dedicated to the 

Catholic giants in dialogue one could also mention many protestants such as Prof. Dr. Wolfram 

Reiss of the University of Vienna; Prof. Dr. Heleen Murre van de Berg of the University of 

Leiden; Prof. Dr. Anton Wessels, Professor Emeritus at the Free University of Amsterdam; Dr. 

Ulrich Shoen of the World Council of Churches; and Lord Carey, former Archbishop of 

Canterbury, who for many years has traveled tirelessly around the world to advocate mutual 

understanding between Christians and Muslims.  

 

It is obvious from this list that all of these people are believers and are strongly rooted in their 

own religious tradition. Being strongly rooted in your own religious beliefs does not make you 

per definition opposed to other beliefs. On the contrary, believers are first of all searching for 

God in their own tradition, but also more and more in conjunction with seekers from other 

traditions since Vatican II. 

 

In this lecture I will highlight contemporary Christian scholars Fr. Dr. Christiaan van Nispen, sj, 

and Father Dr. Giuseppe Scattolin, both Catholic priests, and Muslim scholars, Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī 

Bayūmī and Dr. Hasan Wagieh, both from the Azhar University in Egypt. The previous names 

listed shows that there are examples, but they are by no means the only Christians and Muslims 

working in the field of dialogue. 

 

All four are widely respected scholars, often with a Ph.D. in a field of study that helped them to 

prepare for dialogue with people not belonging to their religion and engage in academic studies 

and encounters with people not belonging to their religion. 

 

Of course scholars are not the only people engaging in dialogue and mutual understanding but 

they tend to have a larger influence on students and the wider community than non-scholars. 

 

I have selected these four people because I have worked with Fr. Van Nispen and Dr. Bayūmī 

and still do with Fr. Scattolin and Dr. Hasan Wagieh and thus I do not rely on writings only but 

on personal experiences. I also selected these friends because we already had so much written 

about them in our electronic magazine, Arab-West Report (AWR).  

 

In 2007-2009 we had student interns, also from the Czech Republic, working on biographies of 

over 50 important personalities mentioned in AWR who play(ed) a role in intercultural dialogue, 

both positive and negative, a kind of who-is-who. This included Fr. Van Nispen and Dr. Bayūmī, 

but not Fr. Scattolin and Dr. Wagieh, who have both provided me with a personal biography in 

preparation for this lecture. 

 

The work of student interns working on biographies included a search in literature, media, and 

personal interviews when possible. The work was great to make students aware of many great 

                                                                        
2
 E-mail from Prof. Emeritus Abdallah Schleifer in preparation for this lecture, April 2, 2013. 
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personalities, but it was unfortunately not continued for various reasons: I had left Egypt to help 

my family return to the Netherlands after 15 years of work in Egypt and students were given 

assignments that were more linked to their personal interests. I wish this project could be 

resumed.  

 

Father Dr. Christiaan van Nispen tot Sevenaer s.j. (b. 1938) 

 

My personal relations with Fr. Van Nispen 

 

I knew of Father van Nispen (he rarely used his full name) from the days I was studying in 

Egypt, 1981-1982. I was doing sociological research in a village in the governorate of Dumyat 

and often attended activities of the Dutch Institute in Cairo, where I met with Father Henk van 

Ruijven, s.j., an extremely pleasant and knowledgeable Dutch Jesuit priest who introduced me to 

the Jesuit community in Minia, Upper Egypt. This, for me, was an 

additional eye-opener in Christian life in a Muslim environment after 

my experiences in Dumyat where I was first introduced to the Coptic 

Orthodox Church.   

 

I started my work in Egypt in a Muslim village with an interest in 

development cooperation and addressing the needs of the poor, but 

because of my Christian background, this rapidly developed in these 

days in an interest in how Christians in Egypt were addressing the 

needs of the poor and since the poor in Egypt are not limited to Islam 

or Christianity my interest in Muslim-Christian relations was growing. 

Fr. Van Ruijven, therefore, told me of Fr. Christiaan van Nispen, whom he told me in those 

years, was the man to meet.  He, however, could not introduce me since Fr. Van Nispen was 

working on his Ph.D. and has closed himself off from the outside world.  

 

I only got to know Fr. Van Nispen well after I returned to Egypt with my family in 1994. He then 

had completed his Ph.D. and saw how easy Fr. Van Nispen met with people, Muslim and 

Christian. He always made time to meet with people who were delighted in meeting an 

extremely friendly, spiritual, and knowledgeable man. Fr. Van Nispen was always ready to 

respond to any question asked, or as he called it in the words of the apostle Peter, “in your hearts 

revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give 

the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15). 

 

While in Cairo, Fr. Van Nispen rarely found the time to rest or to reflect. For that reason, the 

retreats of the Society of Jesus were important to him. It was for this same reason that his 

superiors also had to tell him to seek a quiet location to complete his PhD. This they told him 

later again to write his book Christian and Muslim Brethren before God? I am glad they sent him 

to a monastery in France where he completed most of his book. No one then could know that this 

was just in time. A few years later, he became disabled and today he is taken care off in 

Berchmanianum in Nijmegen, no longer able to teach and speak with people.  

 

Fr. Van Nispen’s explicit wish was to remain in Egypt until the end of his life. That shows how 

much he was tied to Egypt and the Egyptian people.  But this affinity was mutual. I know of no 
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Coptic Catholic bishop or priest in Egypt who would not speak with true sincere esteem and 

respect for what Fr. Van Nispen has meant to the church in Egypt. Respect to Fr. Van Nispen 

went far beyond the boundaries of his own Catholic denomination. Muslim scholars and leaders 

who have worked with him were without exception extremely pleased with the work of Fr. Van 

Nispen.  It was not limited to leading Muslims only. When Fr. Van Nispen went into an Egyptian 

village he never met with Christians only. He wanted to meet Muslims as well who felt his 

sincere love for Egypt and Egyptians. 

 

Fr. Van Nispen had an extremely large network among both Christians and Muslims. His 

personal knowledge of Egypt and Islam was fascinating. His lectures were full of personal 

experiences and therefore real and appealing to all those listening to him. Fr. Van Nispen had, 

however, a large drawback; because he was so busy with personal relations, attending meetings, 

and giving lectures, he had practically no time to do much writing. His writings are therefore 

very limited.  

 

I am very glad he helped us start the Religious News Service from the Arab World (RNSAW) 

(later called Arab-West Report) in 1997. He then also introduced me to Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī 

Bayūmī, a leading scholar of the Azhar University. Dr. Bayūmī became a lifelong friend and 

supporter of AWR. Fr. Van Nispen and Dr. Bayūmī, the Christian and Muslim scholar, two 

major pillars under the work of AWR.   

 

What was the magic touch of Fr. Van Nispen? Why was he so much appreciated by so many 

people, both Christian and Muslim? Fr. Van Nispen explains this in his book and I have seen 

this: meetings with people, personal encounters without prejudices, taking people and their 

beliefs seriously, making a sincere effort to understand them, their beliefs, and thus, their actions. 

It does not mean submission to the ideas of others.  

 

I remember well his report for AWR (then still called Religious News Service from the Arab 

World) on the French scholar, Maxime Rodinson, who wrote about the Prophet Muhammad.
3
  

The book caused an outrage in Egyptian media because Rodinson wrote as a secularist, not a 

believer in Islam. Van Nispen agreed to a very large extent with Rodinson. It is possible to 

disagree with Muslim believers and express this, but in no way should that be done in an 

offensive way. Rodison expressed himself in a tasteful way without the use of offensive 

language; yet, some Muslims found his work offensive because he did indeed not write as a 

believer.  Many Muslim scholars disagreed with the efforts to ban Rodinson’s book but, 

unfortunately, popular sentiments were stronger than reason. Fr. Van Nispen did not agree to ban 

the book as he explained in the RNSAW. His Muslim friends knew of his position, but despite 

any differences they might have had, they continued express great respect for Fr. Van Nispen. 

 

Muslim scholar, Dr. ‘Alī al-Sammān, once explained that discussions like the one in the book of 

Rodinson should have remained within the doors of the university. I agree with this, because in 

academic discussions Muslim and non-Muslim scholars can discuss issues on equal footing. But 

here a student brought it into Egyptian media, and a campaign was initiated to get this book 

banned from the American University in Cairo, where it had been used in teaching about Islam.  

                                                                        
3
 Christiaan van Nispen, “Rodinson’s book should not have been banned,” Arab-West Report, Week 20, Art. 9, June 

3, 1998, http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-1998/week-22/9-rodinsons-book-should-not-have-been-banned. 
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Once discussions go from academia to the general public, there is a risk that it gets hijacked by 

populists. We see those populists in various Islamophobic political parties in Europe, but 

populists are a phenomenon one finds in any country. In Egypt populists often wear an Islamic 

garb, using popular Islamic sentiments as much as populists in the West use secular or Christian 

vocabulary in order to reach the sentiments of a wider Western public. 

 

Naturally, Fr. Van Nispen did not appreciate the populist discourse. Discussions for him had to 

be based on reason and personal relations. Playing on the sentiments of a wider uninformed 

public, whether in Europe or in Egypt, was, for him, wrong, which was a major reason why he 

supported AWR. 

 

Background 

 

Fr. Christiaan van Nispen tot Sevenaer was born in 1938 into a pious Catholic noble family that 

traces its roots to the fourteenth century.  After completing secondary school, at the age of 

seventeen, he entered the novitiate of the Society of Jesus in 1955.  It was his express wish to 

become a missionary—such a strong calling he had at such a young age. When I got to know 

him personally from 1994 onwards, I never heard of any doubt in his calling. He felt at home in 

the Jesuit family. Being a Jesuit is being obedient to your superiors and thus when he was called 

in 2010 to return to the Netherlands after he had a stroke in Egypt and no longer could walk, he 

obeyed. I knew from the many previous discussions that he wanted to remain in Egypt until the 

end of his life. Now his superiors had told him to return to the Netherlands and he told me in 

2010 at Schiphol airport that they knew what was best for him. Van Nispen’s superiors and all 

his friends knew how much he had wanted to remain in Egypt, but it was his obedience, not his 

personal wishes that came first. Medical facilities and care in his current circumstances are so 

much better in the Netherlands than in Egypt and thus both his congregation and family had no 

other choice but to bring him to the Netherlands. 

 

How Fr. Van Nispen became attracted to Islamic world 

 

When van Nispen joined the Society of Jesus he had no explicit wish to go to the Muslim world. 

In 1957 his order asked him to attend a lecture of a fellow Jesuit brother who spoke of the work 

of the society in the Muslim world. This, van Nispen, discovered later, was clearly intended to 

fire the young novices for work in the Muslim world. Fr. Van Nispen later did not remember 

what exactly he was told, but the beginning of a fire of love for the Muslim world had started 

within him. There was no immediate follow-up. Was this deliberate? To let the enthusiasm for a 

new society ripen? In 1958 the Superior General officially requested the Dutch Jesuits to help 

their brothers in the Near East and Fr. Van Nispen then responded that he was ready and willing 

for this mission.
4
 

 

                                                                        
4
 Christiaan van Nispen tot Sevenaer, Chrétiens et Musulmans: Frères Devant Dieu? [Christians and Muslims: 

Brothers in Front of God?], Editions de l'Atelier, Paris, 2004 and Christiaan van Nispen tot Sevenaer, “A Man of 

Dialogue,” in Christian W. Troll and C.T.R. Hewer (eds), Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam, Fordham 

University Press, New York, 2012, 129. 
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Fr. Van Nispen does not remember meeting with any Muslim before he was sent by his order to 

Beirut in 1960 for language training. “Islam was at that time a distant and rather exotic 

phenomenon, known only through books.”   It was only during and after his voyage that the 

Muslims became tangible persons, not just a concept.
5
 

 

Fr. Van Nispen was a missionary, but not someone who was out to convert Muslims to 

Christianity. Being a missionary was for him to be called by God to “the service of 

reconciliation.” He told the Al-Ahram Weekly, “My interpretation of the term reconciliation is 

entering into a true relationship with people—of different faiths, denominations, cultural and 

social levels—studying, understanding and respecting these differences. Reconciliation does not 

imply the abolishment of differences; on the contrary, it acknowledges these differences and 

searches for common ground and the possibility of communication to bring them into agreement 

and harmony.”
6
  

 

After having completed two years of Arabic studies he was sent to Egypt in 1962 to specialize in 

Arabic and Islamic philosophy at Ain Shams University in Cairo. During these years Fr. Van 

Nispen was inquisitive and befriended Rev. Dr. Otto Meinardus, then professor at the American 

University in Cairo and pastor of the Maadi Community Church. I remember Prof. Meinardus 

showing me a photo of the young Fr. Van Nispen and himself, also a young man, at the entrance 

of the Monastery of Muharraq, together exploring the fascinating life of the ancient Christian 

church in Egypt. 

 

But van Nispen did not remain in Christian circles only. About these early years he writes: “I 

then had my first in-depth contacts with Muslims. Some of the friendships formed at that time 

have lasted until today and have become an essential part of who I am.” His firmest friendship 

was with someone whose father was a shaykh; a Muslim man of religion who had been trained at 

the famous Islamic Azhar University. He was very soon adopted by his friend’s family and, he 

writes, “the shaykh really looked on me as a son.”
7
 

 

This experience is very typical for Egypt; there is a widespread genuine wish to build relations, 

including foreigners also if they have beliefs that are very different from one’s own.  I have had 

similar experiences. Most Muslims are not doing this in order to get a quick convert. Of course if 

someone would feel a wish to convert they would never say no, but in no way have I felt with 

most Muslims a pressure to convert (I have experienced rare exceptions to this rule as well). I 

thus can very well understand Fr. Van Nispen’s feelings about his first host family. 

 

I have, unfortunately, heard of others who were less positive, and those experiences both of Fr. 

van Nispen and me as well as that of the few people who were not positive about Egypt were 

related to first experiences. If someone’s first experience in a country is positive one is able to 

deal with later negative experiences that of course also exist. It is thus so extremely important 

that first impressions are positive.  That provides the basis for friendships that can last for life. 
                                                                        
5
 Ibid. 

6
 Samiyah ‘Abd al-Nur, “Christiaan van Nispen: lessons in philosophy,” Al Ahram Weekly, December 30, 1998 – 

January 6, 1999, also placed in the Religious News Service from the Arab World, Week 1, Art. 7, 1999, 

http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-1999/week-1/7-christiaan-van-nispen-lessons-philosophy. 
7
 Christiaan van Nispen tot Sevenaer, “A Man of Dialogue,” in Christian W. Troll and C.T.R. Hewer (eds), 

Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam, Fordham University Press, New York, 2012, 130. 
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Further life 

 

Being well prepared is important for how one’s life further develops. I have explained Fr. Van 

Nispen’s preparations: his upbringing in a pious Catholic family; joining the Society of Jesus, an 

order strongly focused on preparing people for education; his studies of Arabic and philosophy; 

and his first personal and in-depth contacts with Muslims. 

  

In 1968 he was enrolled to work on his Ph.D. on the Manar Commentary on the Qur’an.  He was 

then struggling with the concept of faith and focused on faith in the Manar Commentary. This is 

a struggle many people go through; you are raised in a particular faith, but your developing 

curiosity leads you to question this faith. It was understandable, but did not help in writing his 

thesis. Van Nispen writes about this period, “It did not help me enter very far into the 

preoccupations of the commentary’s authors themselves. I had imposed my own problems on 

those authors, instead of listening first to them.” His work on his Ph.D. was frequently 

interrupted and was ultimately completed in 1987.
8
 No wonder I could not meet with him in 

1981-1982—his thesis had priority over meeting new people.  

 

About his thesis, van Nispen writes that writing it was, “a training in intellectual sensitivity.” It 

“helped me to learn (to try) to reflect with Muslims, to understand with empathy and friendly 

criticism.”
9
 

 

I would like to stress the word “empathy”, because this is so often lacking in many discussions 

about Muslim-Christian relations and in my view this has impacted the number of personal 

friendships. Note here, too, that van Nispen does not exclude criticism of other believers, but 

asks that it be inoffensive. 

 

Since 1975, Fr. Van Nispen played a role in re-establishing the Association of Religious 

Brotherhood.  In 1988, he became a member of the Egyptian Philosophical Society, in 1990 a 

member of Justice and Peace in which Muslims and Christians cooperate. Two years later, in 

1992, he became the only non-Arab member of the Team of Muslim-Christian Dialogue and in 

1997, co-founder of the Religious News Service from the Arab World that later changed its name 

in Arab-West Report.
10

  

 

Arguably one of Van Nispen’s most important accomplishments was his teaching of philosophy 

and Islam at the Catholic Seminary in Cairo. He taught from 1964 until his repatriation to the 

Netherlands in 2010, playing a major role in the formation of hundreds of priests, several of who 

became bishops, including the current Coptic Catholic Patriarch Ibrahim.   

 

If asked, Patriarch Ibrahim would explain how much Fr. Christiaan has impacted his life. It is 

often not easy to live as a Christian in Egypt. Christians have repeatedly experienced horrible 

obstacles in obtaining building permits. Conflicts between a Muslim and Christian Egyptians can 

                                                                        
8
 Ibid., 130. 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 For more details, see: Mia Ulvgraven, Christiaan van Nispen, s.j., Arab-West Report, November 2006, 

http://www.arabwestreport.info/christiaan-van-nispen-sj. 
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degenerate in communal tensions if local government officials, including police, do not interfere 

or do so only very late. Yet, despite difficulties, it is important to build bridges and encourage 

Christians to build friendships with Muslims. The results of such friendships are phenomenal. 

One sees Muslim friends of Christians taking risks to help their Christians friends. Christians 

also oppose Islamophobic responses because they clearly see that as unjust representation of 

their friends’ beliefs.  

 

Generally speaking, however, Christians in a position of numerical minority isolate themselves 

in their own community, building friendships with fellow Christians and neglecting the need to 

build friendships with Muslims. That creates a ghetto mentality and strengthens fear for the 

outside Muslim world. Father van Nispen has provided a tremendous service to the Coptic 

Catholic Church by showing that being outward-oriented is necessary for the community to 

develop. Bishops, priests, intellectuals, and many others in Egypt are very well aware of the 

importance of Fr. van Nispen’s teachings in this regard. 

 

Dr. Van Nispen frequently attended national and international conferences on Muslim-Christian 

dialogue. He repeatedly told his Christian and Muslim friends that “we should accept criticism 

and not perceive it as an enmity between those who practice dialogue”. Criticism, according to 

him, does not mean rejecting a person or a religion. On the contrary, its aim is to reach truth 

through collective work and exposing oneself to different people for the sake of serving 

society.
11

  

 

Friendly critique is possible, but excessive critique is biting, as Fr. Van Nispen found in foreign 

intervention in religious matters in Egypt.
12

  This also became the main line of the Religious 

News Service and later, Arab-West Report. 

 

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 were a turning point for many people, including Fr. 

Van Nispen. Over 3,000 lives were lost in this horrendous attack and many non-Muslims who 

had never had personal encounters with Muslims became Islamophobic. The attack was, in fact, 

used by leading Islamophobes to fire anti-Muslim sentiments.   

 

For Fr. Van Nispen, however, the impact of the attack was very different. He already had so 

many Muslim friends and knew how much they abhorred this barbaric attack. It became apparent 

to him that too often people in the West think about politics when speaking about Muslims and 

with this they forget “that Islam is before else a religion, based on faith in God, and thus 

Muslims are thus in the first place believers.”  Fr. Van Nispen did not want to deny the political 

or cultural dimensions, but refused to reduce Islam to only politics or culture.
13

 And thus he told 

me about his quests to Muslims to explain their spiritual life. He started writing about this but I 

do not know if it was ever completed. 

 

                                                                        
11

 Said Halwi, “Islam does not intervene in the others’ beliefs and does not force anyone to follow it,” Al-Ahram, 

February 21, 2001 as summarized in the Religious News Service from the Arab World, Week 8, Art. 21, 2001, 

http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-2001/week-8/21-islam-does-not-intervene-others-beliefs-and-does-not-force-

anyone-follow-it. 
12

 ‘Abd al-Nur, “Christiaan van Nispen: lessons in philosophy,” Al Ahram Weekly. 
13

 van Nispen tot Sevenaer, “A Man of Dialogue,” 133. 
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Christiaan van Nispen wrote a book describing his life experience in Christian-Muslim dialogue. 

It was first published in French: Chrétiens et Musulmans: Frères Devant Dieu? [Christians and 

Muslims: Brothers in Front of God?], Editions de l'Atelier, Paris, 2004. It has been translated 

into Italian (Cristiani e Musulmani: Fratelli Davanti a Dio? Marcianum Press, 2006) and Dutch 

(Christenen en Moslims - Confrontatie of Dialoog? Averbook, 2006). The Arabic publication 

followed in the same year, published by the Egyptian Higher Council of Culture. It was a 

tremendous honor for Fr. Van Nispen to see his work published by such a prestigious body. 

Cairo University also honored him with a special discussion about his book in 2007. The English 

translation appeared under the title, Christian and Muslim brethren before God? Editions de 

l'Atelier, 2009. 

 

Fr. Van Nispen truly was a remarkable man. He is much missed in Egypt. Time and time again I 

am asked about how he is doing by Egyptian friends who know of the friendship between Fr. 

Van Nispen and our family. They are sad to hear that his health continues to slowly deteriorate. 

This is something no one wants to see happen to any relative or friend. Fr. Van Nispen is not 

able to continue his work, but his impact is still very much felt in Egypt. 

 

Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī (1940-2012) 

 

My personal relations with Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī 

 

As I mentioned earlier, I was first introduced to Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī by Fr. Christiaan van 

Nispen, in 1995. The two men had been friends for many years and thus meeting him through 

Father van Nispen was an excellent start to a long-lasting friendship.  I have spent hundreds of 

hours in personal meetings with Dr. Bayūmī, whose house was always open to receive me.  He 

also accepted any person I introduced to him: student interns, scholars, Western clergy, and 

Western members of parliament. No question was off limits. He always had the patience to 

provide detailed explanations if an answer was not clear 

to a non-Muslim, never telling us to go and one time the 

discussion even lasted until 2:00 in the morning. 

 

Many people in the West have a very negative image of 

Islam, an image greatly influenced by Islamophobes.  I 

am extremely gr’Atiful to Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī as 

he showed me that being a pious Muslim and being 

opposed to extremism can be integrated into one person. 

 Whenever I asked him to introduce me to other Muslim 

scholars, I discovered that he was not alone in being 

moderate.  Yet, of all people Muslim scholars I have met, there was no one else who gave as 

much time to providing individual explanations to any question as Dr. Bayūmī.  Both Muslims 

and Christians would speak of him with high regard.  I only wish that more people in the West 

would be more aware of moderate voices such as that of Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī. 

 

Background 

 

Like Fr. Van Nispen, Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī also grew up in a pious family. His entire life 
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revolved around the Azhar University.  He was educated there and served Islam and the Azhar to 

the best of his ability.  His Ph.D. thesis was titled, “The Renewal of Islamic Ideology” and all of 

his subsequent works have called for a renewal in Islam.  He became professor at the Usūl al-Dīn 

(Fundamentals of Religion) Faculty in 1972 and held the position of the dean of the faculty for 

three three-year periods, which rotates among senior professors from 1989-1991, 1997-2000, and 

2000-2003.  Dr. Bayūmī, a nominal NDP member, was an appointed member of the Egyptian 

Parliament from 2000-2005 (which has 454 members, including 10 appointed by the President), 

was a board member of the Egyptian Philosophical Association, and was a member of the 

influential Islamic Research Academy at the Azhar from 2000 until his death in 2012.  At one 

point in his life, he was considered for the position of Muftī of Egypt.  Bayūmī was also well-

known in the Egyptian media through frequent articles and interviews. 

 

Dr. Bayūmī was a strong believer in Islam, conservative in the sense that he lived according to 

the rules of Islam and progressive in the sense that he sought renewal within the boundaries of 

his faith.  He was an opponent of extremism, which I would describe as thoughts and behavior 

based on limited knowledge (in one particular field only) excluding and condemning the view of 

others without desiring to discuss issues with opponents.  Dr. Bayūmī sought knowledge and was 

always open to discuss his views with others.   

 

Fr. van Nispen told me years ago that the prominent philosopher, Dr. Hasan Hanafi, had been 

attacked by IsLamīsts for his philosophy.  Although Dr. Bayūmī suggested that his opponents 

discuss Hanafi’s thoughts at the Egyptian Philosophical Association, they declined, which for 

van Nispen was an indication that Hanafi’s opponents were intellectually not capable to 

challenge Hanafi.  His offer for such a discussion with its subsequent rejection ended this 

discussion. 

 

Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī Bayūmī strongly believed extremism should be fought through a better 

understanding of Islam and taught this to others.  He has called on the Azhar to lead a renewal of 

Islamic fiqh (jurisprudence) and thought, stating that all fatwás should take into consideration the 

conditions or the circumstances of revelation as well as the circumstances of the present age.  Dr. 

Bayūmī stated, “The renewal of religious discourse will not be achieved unless the content of 

this discourse is first renewed.  That is why we are primarily seeking to renew the cultural, 

educational, and media-related aspects of religious discourse.  The renewal of the style of 

religious discourse comes after the renewal of its content.”
14

 

 

Dr. ‘Abd al-Mu’tī  Bayūmī strongly believed that freedom is one of the four pillars governing the 

rules of political practice in Islam and stated that forcing people to adopt beliefs which they are 

not convinced of is completely against the spirit of Islam.
15

  He advocated freedom of expression 

in Egypt and suggested that judicial claims should be carried out by state authorities rather than 

                                                                        
14
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2004.  
15
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by Azhar shaykhs.
16

 

 

Dr. Bayūmī believed that Egypt should adhere more to what he believed to be true Islam and this 

would result in respect and acceptance of non-Muslim religious doctrines, religious practices, 

and laws. 

 

Dr. Bayūmī was well aware of radicalism in the Azhar, the institution he loved so much, and was 

not afraid to engage in discussions to oppose their thoughts.  He opposed Muslim Brothers for 

mixing religion and politics in a way that he disagreed with.  He told me that among Azhar 

professors, Muslim Brothers were to be found.  With Salafīsts, who are probably not found 

among Azhar professors, he disagreed even more.  During a meeting in 2011, he told me he had 

been working with Muhammad Mursi in the Egyptian Parliament during the years 2000-2005 

and found him a respectable man.  This illustrates that Bayūmī was able to say this despite the 

differences in political opinions that existed. 

 

Dr. Bayūmī never studied Christianity in the same way as Fr. Van Nispen had done of Islam but 

he was certainly always open to questions and discussions. Dr. Bayūmī took the unusual step 

many years ago to invite Coptic Orthodox Bishop Gregorius, a strong theologian, to speak about 

his Christian faith at the Azhar University. This was an unprecedented step for many of his 

colleagues, but for Bayūmī this was the logical outcome of his wish for Christians to listen to 

Muslim scholars and vice versa. Listening, in his view, was never a one-way street. I was not in 

Egypt when Bishop Gregorius was invited to the Azhar, but I have experienced other meetings 

that I can share. 

 

Around 1996, I was approached by a Coptic Orthodox church worker who told me about an 18-

year-old Christian girl being held in a police station, who wanted to convert to Islam.  The 

church worker had not been allowed to see her.  He asked if I could help and thus I immediately 

went to see Dr. Bayūmī who agreed first to meet with the church worker and myself to hear the 

story.  Then he called Egyptian police and obtained the green light for the church worker and the 

girl’s mother to see the girl who had told the police she wanted to convert.  I remember well the 

church worker and mother later visiting my wife and myself to explain what had happened.  The 

meeting at the police station was very emotional, but the girl was able to explain that she 

converted because her brothers had beat her repeatedly for many years and threatened her if she 

told others.  Her conversion was here also linked to marriage.  Her father had left years earlier to 

work in Libya and had not communicated with his family that was struggling with poverty.  The 

concerned girl had earlier tried to commit suicide due to the way her older brothers had treated 

her.  Her brothers had also come to the police station, but as mother and church worker told me, 

she refused to see them. The church worker told me how they had quarreled about their “rights” 

with police, screaming and smashing furniture in the police station.  Dr. Bayūmī responded that 

conversions to Islam often took place due to such problems and not due to physical force or other 

forms of pressure as is so often claimed.  Christians needed to set their own houses right, he 

found. 

 

Another time, I investigated the conversion story of a girl whose family came from a village near 
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Atfīh with visiting American journalist, Mark O’Keefe.  In Atfīh, we heard from family 

members the story of Muslim pressure and then went to the village where we met, upon the 

advice of the priest from Atfīh, a Christian pharmacist.  He knew about the story, but told us that 

if we wanted to meet the girl, we would have to ask the imām of the local mosque.  Mark was 

scared because of the many stories he had heard of violent Muslims.  I, however, went to see the 

imām and told him, by way of introducing myself, that I knew Dr. Bayūmī.  Surprisingly, the 

imām had been a student of his and we were able to meet with the girl.  It turned out to be a love 

story with a Muslim neighbor that had been discovered by her father.  The father then started 

beating her, so she ran away.  The imām first allowed the talks go uninterrupted, but at a certain 

moment, interrupted to ask her about her love of Islam and whether was was the motive for her 

conversion.  It was obvious what he wanted us to believe, but talks with the girl proved more 

convincing.  After I returned to Cairo, I called Dr. Bayūmī about this coincidence of meeting a 

student of his as imām of this village.  

 

Prof. Dr. Zaynab ‘Abd al-‘Azīz published on February 2, 2003 a blistering attack on the 

Christian faith in October Magazine.  I discussed this with Dr. Bayūmī who, on March 21, 2003, 

wrote a beautiful response about Islam and [other] religions in Al-Musawwir.  October Magazine 

did not want to publish the response, which is not uncommon as publications in Egypt prefer not 

to publish critiques on authors who publish with them. 

 

Dr. Bayūmī introduced me to Dr. Muhammad Abu Lela of the Azhar University.  This meeting 

resulted in a well-attended lecture of around 200 people at the Azhar University on October 20, 

2003 about the need for media critique.  In the discussion following the lecture, I was attacked 

by Ismail de Coursac, a French convert to Islam, who falsely claimed that I was supporting U.S. 

Coptic activists and tried to disturb the lecture.  Dr. Bayūmī intervened and publicly rebuked him 

stating, “I will not keep it as a secret that I have examined his media work for the benefit of truth, 

not for the benefit of Islam or Christianity. He has nothing to do with religious conflict.  He is 

really working, and God testifies, for the sake of truth, the absolute truth regardless of religious 

affiliation.”  

 

Around 2006, a group of Chinese Christians visited Dr. Bayūmī, some of who were engaged in 

missionary work in mainland China.  I saw a discussion develop whereby the Chinese tried to 

convince Dr. Bayūmī that their faith was reasonable and Dr. Bayūmī, questioning this, argued 

about the reasonability of Islam.  Of course, no one convinced the other, but I do wish that this 

discussion had been recorded in order to show that both Muslims and Christians use premises 

that can only be accepted through faith and not verifiable facts.  This encounter was beneficial 

for all as both parties gave time to listen to the opinion of the other and it showed that both 

utilized reason to argue on the basis of different premises that each side believed to be true. 

 

Dr. Bayūmī repeatedly acknowledged violence against Christians, but saw the main problem in 

the lack of rule of law in the country with lawlessness affecting all Egyptians and not only 

Christians. And thus on November 13, 2011, he said in relation to violence against Christians: 

These incidents should not be called fitnah tā’ifīyah, but sectarian concerns regarding a dispute 

http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-2003/week-12/17-islam-and-other-religions
http://arabwestreport.info/year-2003/week-52/3-presenting-arab-west-report-azhar-university
http://arabwestreport.info/year-2003/week-52/4-responses-mr-hulsmans-lecture
http://level./
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about Egypt's Arab and Muslim identity, adding the rule of the law is the only solution for this 

problem.
17

 

 

Fr. Giuseppe Scattolin (b. 1942) 

My personal relations with Fr. Scattolin 

 

Fr. Scattolin is a Comboni Father. My first contact with the Comboni Fathers was only 

superficial during my student days in Egypt in 1981-1982. In 1995, Fr. van Nispen introduced 

me to Fr. Alberto, then leading Dar Comboni, the 

Comboni Institute for language training in Cairo. I have 

taken Arabic classes there, but never completed the 

studies because my irregular schedule as a Dutch 

correspondent prevented me from making a long-term 

commitment. But we have had student interns working 

with us who also studied Arabic at Dar Comboni and 

were fluent speakers of Arabic in only two years’ time. 

 

When we started our work with the Religious News 

Service from the Arab World, the Comboni Fathers 

supported us with a yearly subscription of $250 USD to this news service as their way of 

showing support for our work. I would call this a support subscription and this was much 

appreciated. 

 

I do not recall my first meeting with Fr. Scattolin, but it must have been not long after the year 

2000. It was through the monthly lectures or discussions he was organizing at Dar Comboni on 

subjects that are related to the place of Christians in Egypt and of course also to Muslim-

Christian relations. Fr. Scattolin has repeatedly asked me for presentations at these meetings. I 

remember well a discussion about the lecture of Pope Benedict in Regensburg  in the year 2006, 

which was met with severe criticism by several priests attending for not having been better 

prepared and more sensitive to the Muslim world. 

 

I have not had a similar intense working relationship with Fr. Scattolin as I had with Fr. Van 

Nispen. His research in great medieval Sufī mystics is very important because it shows a form of 

Islam that is spiritual and peaceful. It is also a form that has attracted non-Muslims throughout 

the centuries with an interest in spiritualism and mysticism.  

 

How Fr. Scattolin became attracted to Islamic world 

 

Giuseppe Scattolin was, with thousands of other priests who were consecrated in the 1960s, 

deeply influenced by the Second Vatican Council, 1962-1965.  He writes about this: 
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It is difficult to convey the tremendous impact such an experience had on us young 

theologians.  The Council represented a deep renewal of Church theology and praxis 

from its very foundations.  No question was avoided in our discussions.  Nothing could 

be accepted but on a sound foundation requiring discussion and proofs.  In particular, the 

relationship of Christianity with other religions, a point never challenged up to that time, 

was now discussed from all points of view, and the traditional exclusivist position was 

brought under critical review.  The Council document Nostra Aetate (1965) was the 

harbinger of a new outlook on world religions.  Our traditional stance on Islam was called 

into question.  New experiences lived out by some pioneers like Charles de Foucauld (d. 

1916) served as stimuli and led us to challenge the closed attitude of our people.
18

 

 

Colleagues of Fr. Scattolin were reporting that they experienced that “new relationships with 

Muslims could be built beyond the traditional negative attitude in which most of our people had 

immured themselves.” That was a radical break from the past. Until that point, the attitude 

among Christians towards Islam was predominantly negative. “Islam was seen as a dark world, 

full of fanatics beyond conversion and worse, an archenemy of the Church and of course, a 

strong opponent to any form of evangelism.”
19

  

 

In the atmosphere just after the conclusion of the 2nd Vatican Council, Giuseppe Scattolin joined 

the Comboni missionaries, who were known for their work of evangelization for more than a 

hundred years, starting from Sudan and expanding into many African countries. When he asked 

his superiors to work in an Islamic context, they responded by sending him for Arabic studies in 

Beirut in 1969. “By the end of the two-year course,” Scattolin writes, “I had a clearer vision of 

the future.  I intended to delve further into the knowledge of the Islamic world, starting with the 

Arabic language, the true key to it.”
20

  He was sent, as most Comboni missionaries, to Sudan, 

where he enrolled in the Department of Arabic Language and Literature, in the Khartoum Branch 

of Cairo University. He was the only Christian in a class of Muslims who were sometimes 

curious about the presence of a Catholic priest. That led to talks with Fr. Scattolin when he 

expressed that he was “interested in the values found in all religions, not proselytizing or 

‘conspiring against Islam,’” as Muslims often believe when dealing with a Western Christian. 

This study and the talks with fellow students helped Fr. Scattolin to obtain a deeper 

understanding of Muslim beliefs and feelings.  

 

In comparing the Christian and Muslim worlds, Fr. Scattolin discovered that both appear to be 

“quite self-centered.”  Fr. Scattolin formulates this as follows: 

 

Each one from its own ‘fortress’ peered out at the other through an emotional fog of 

apologetics and fear. Despite the presence of our [Comboni] schools [in Sudan], where 

the majority of students and teachers were Muslims, there was almost no exchange 

between the two and my time as a student on the Khartoum campus left me convinced 

that there was a tremendous need for communication.
21 
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Spirituality, or seeking God’s presence in one’s life, is the core of any religion and thus this is 

the place, for Fr. Scattolin, where believers of Islam and Christianity could meet. He describes 

Sufīsm as “the spiritual dimension of Islam,” and thus he wanted to make this the focus of his 

Ph.D. In 1987 he presented his research on medieval Sufī poet 'Umar Ibn al-Farīd (d. 632/1235), 

known for his beautiful poems on divine love which are very popular among Sufīs.
22 

 

Sufīsm has since then become the major focus in Fr. Scattolin’s life. Scattolin sees true Islam in 

an Islam that seeks a mystical experience with God and there he feels an affinity between his 

Christian beliefs and Sufīsm. Sufīsm, or the mystical dimensions of Islam, represents, in his 

view, the deepest core of Islamic religious experience.
23 

Sufīs will agree to this, but certainly not 

Salafī and political Islam groups, such as the Muslim Brotherhood.   

 

“Inter-spiritual dialogue is necessary at this level because,” Scattolin writes, “we are facing the 

same basic human problems and increasingly, the same basic challenges in the globalized world 

in which we live.  In spite of all its technical progress, humanity now is in ever greater danger of 

losing its human identity, transforming the human being into a type of ‘advanced robot’. This is 

surely a critical issue needing thorough examination.”
24 

 

Fr. Scattolin is indebted to many people from who he has learned a great deal. We all need 

fellow human beings who help us grow in particular areas of interest. He mentions in particular 

Fr. Christiaan van Nispen, who, he writes, “is renowned for his great gift of establishing contacts 

and forging friendships with all kinds of people and through him my circle of contacts continued 

to expand.”
25

 

 

A true breakthrough came by finding, by chance, the oldest unpublished manuscript of the 

Diwan of his beloved Sufī poet, 'Umar Ibn al-Farīd. The editing of this text, in comparing this to 

later editions, took years to complete, but in the end it resulted in an edition of an Arabic text that 

has almost no match in all Arabic literature. This was because he stressed the historical 

dimension of this text, as any literary text, even religious ones, which is uncommon in the Arab 

World. Egyptian and Arabic scholars became interested in his work and Fr. Scattolin was invited 

to present his work in many events, showing that he clearly had been accepted in Arab 

intellectual circles as an authority on Sufīsm.
26

 

 

In 2007 he was invited by al-Monufia University (in the Nile Delta) to become the supervisor of 

Ahmad Hasan for his MA thesis on Sufīsm.  This was an unusual situation.  A Catholic priest 

was supervisor of research in Islamic Sufīsm for a Muslim student in an Egyptian national 

university where Muslims constitute around 99.99% of the university population.  In Rome the 

opposite (i.e. a Muslim scholar supervising research on Christian mysticism for a Christian 

student) would hardly be possible. This truly shows the openness of Monufia University.
27
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Fr. Scattolin believes that the Islamic and Arab world are “in need of a more scientific approach 

to its cultural tradition, freeing itself from the traditional dogmatic mind-set and opening itself to 

a more critical approach.” This helps, he believes, in overcoming the dominant fundamentalist 

mentality in the Islamic and Arab World which, he writes “is still quite self-centered and self-

referential.”
28

 

 

True identity is not to be found in isolation and exclusivity, and even less so in 

conflict with the ‘other’, but in inter-relatedness and dialogue. […] it should 

commit itself to justice in the world, confronting the globalization process that is 

prevalent in our time with a marketing mentality that risks destroying all human 

values.  Here collaboration among all religious traditions is required particularly 

to create instead a new ‘global humanism’, based on the true human values of 

justice and fraternity, through which human living together can be possible.
29

 

 

In 2009, Fr. Scattolin published with his Muslim student, Ahmad Hasan, an anthology of Sufī 

texts of the first seven centuries of the Islamic history with the title, “Al-Tajalīyāt Al-Rūhīyah 

Fil-Islām” [Spiritual Manifestations in Islam].  The purpose “was to make the discourse on 

Sufīsm more popular, countering a lot of attacks launched against it by fundamentalist Islamic 

groups, foremost among them the Muslim Brotherhood.” Dr Ahmad al-Tayyīb, the Rector of al-

Azhar University and a Sufī himself, “wrote a positive foreword to the book and this is having a 

tremendous success in Egypt, as well as in the Arab world at large.  The first 2,000 copies were 

sold out in a few months and the book is becoming now a reference for studies, meetings, and 

discussions.”  In 2009, Fr. Scattolin received from the University of Kafr al-Sheikh (in the Nile 

Delta) the annual Award for Humanities.
30

 

 

Fr. Scattolin now feels he has become part of Arabic Islamic culture. Muslims, he writes “feel 

that I am a brother for them, with a deep concern for their religion, culture and moral values.” He 

wants to work to on overcoming “past verbal disputes and quarrels based on abstract dogmatic 

formulations.”
31

 

 

Religion has played a role in conflicts of all kinds and therefore dialogue between believers of 

different religions at all levels “seems to be the only true and realistic answer to the challenges of 

our time.” Hans Küng stated that, “There cannot possibly be peace among peoples and cultures, 

if there is not first peace among religions.”  Thus, Fr. Scattolin responds, “dialogue has become 

our present, most urgent and vital challenge and task.” It is like sowing seeds. It is the task of 

human to sow, but God will decide how it will bring fruit.
32

 

 

“This seed will surely work in the depth of human history and in the conscience of every human 

being.  It will orient all, even the whole universe, towards its final growth and destination, i.e. the 

Kingdom in fullness, when God at the end of time will be ‘All in All’ (1 Cor. 15:28).”
33
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But the text of Fr. Scattolin appears to be written before the Egyptian Revolution of January 25, 

2011. He is very critical of fundamentalist and conservative forms of Islam, but this is exactly 

what most Muslim Brothers and Salafī are. In the parliamentary elections of December 2011-

January 2012, the Muslim Brotherhood founded Freedom and Justice Party. They and the Salafī 

al-Nūr Party obtained 70 percent of the seats, a much higher percentage than many non-Islamīsts, 

including Sufīs, Liberals, and Nasserists, had ever expected.  Fr. Scattolin has dedicated his 

entire life to achieving this greater openness among Muslims, found this in Sufīsm, but now sees 

how little his preferred stream of thought is supported on a grassroots level. The seeds have been 

sown, and though not all seeds have died, they will require much more of a commitment than Fr. 

Scattolin will manage in his life time.  

 

Dr. Hasan Mohamed Wagieh (b. 1954) 

 

My personal relations with Dr. Hasan Wagieh 

 

The German Catholic organization Missio asked me in 2004 to provide a series of lectures in 

Germany in the context of their “Dare to meet the Other” campaign, intended to encourage 

German Christians to meet with people outside their own circle and in particular to meet with 

Muslims. That, invitation in turn, was strongly related to Fr. 

Christiaan van Nispen who had advised Missio to invite me to speak 

about our work with Arab-West Report. I replied that I was pleased 

with the invitation, but since I was Christian, I believed it would be 

better if they could also invite a Muslim. They agreed, but because 

the lectures would last one month, I had to invite two Muslims: Dr. 

Amr Assad for the first period in the diocese of Osnabruck and Dr. 

Hasan Wagieh for the second period in Berlin. 

 

Dr. Assad was a member of our board at the time, but I did not know 

Dr. Wagieh. That connection came because Dr. van Nispen advised 

me to ask Dr. Hamdy Zaqzūq, then minister of Awqaf, whom I had 

already met on several occasions, for a name he could recommend. 

And so I did. Dr. Zaqzūq’s recommendation was explicitly to ask 

Dr. Wagieh and what a good recommendation this was. Dr. Zaqzūq 

knew Dr. Wagieh, as they were both members in the same International Committee for Dialogue 

at the Higher Council for Islamic Affairs before Dr. Zaqzūq later became the Minister of Awqaf. 

 

Dr. Wagieh had obtained his Ph.D. from Georgetown University, spoke fluent English, and knew 

well how to address questions from Western audiences about Islam and Muslim-Christian 

relations. 

 

Prior to going to Germany, we had an exchange of articles through which we really got to know 

each other. I wrote a text about the need to apply one standard to people of all faiths.
34

  Member 
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of the AWR board of Advisor, Rev. Dr. Jeff Adams, an American Baptist minister, responded 

with an article with his view on the need for equal standards.
35

 Dr. Wagieh responded to this 

with “The Islamic Maxim Of Mercy, Respect and Justice For Humanity As A Basic Tool For 

Common Ground Identification In Interfaith And Intercultural Dialogues; An Insight from an 

Islamic Perspective of a Communication Theory.” 
36

 Dr. Adams responded by expressing his 

great respect for Dr. Wagieh.
37

  What happened here was a great exchange between a religious 

Christian scholar and a religious Muslim scholar who found in one another a similar desire to 

advocate for the views of others—to apply one standard in reporting about people regardless of 

the faith to which they belong. The two scholars agreed, but sadly we see a reality whereby the 

media tends to give much more attention to people distorting truths than to people who are 

honestly seeking the truth in their work. 

 

The visit to Germany with such a scholar in October 2004 could not but result in a great success. 

It truly was. We complemented each other very well. If specific questions were posed on Muslim 

interpretations of verses of the Qur’an or Islamic texts, he was by far the best authority to 

respond and when it concerned specific questions about Christianity or my research on the origin 

of tensions in Egypt, I was much better placed than Dr. Wagieh.  We both came to the 

conclusion that visits for dialogues in Europe are so much more effective if include a Muslim 

and a Christian together.  The meetings were also excellent because they introduced Dr. Wagieh 

to the different ways Europeans perceive Muslim-Christian relations. Naturally, we spoke about 

our experiences in Egypt, as many German church-goers were concerned with Muslims in their 

direct environment. Here the Egyptian experiences were also valuable because they broke 

stereotypes; the perception as spread in many media that relations per definition are negative, 

which is simply not true. 

 

Later we were invited to attend a mass led by Cardinal Georg Sterzinsky in Berlin. Both Dr. 

Wagieh and I were invited to speak for a full church. This was the first time for Dr. Hasan to 

speak as a Muslim, in the company of a Cardinal, to a full church. Dr. Hasan was brief and spoke 

about the need for mutual understanding.  

 

The invitation to speak in the church was reciprocated a few days later with an invitation from 

Berlin’s largest mosque, which was led by an Azhar-educated imām, extended to Dr. Wagieh 

and myself to speak during Friday prayers. That was special! Neither the words in the Cathedral 

nor in the mosque were very long, but that was not intended because the prime focus in both 

houses of prayer was on prayer and not on lecturing. Still, the fact that words of good will could 

be expressed to both the Catholic and Muslim congregations were positive indicators. 
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It is obvious from all meetings with Dr. Wagieh that his primary focus is on the need to improve 

communication, since most tensions are the result of misunderstandings and therefore the lack of 

good communication. 

 

In the Diocese of Osnabruck, discussions had developed with Dieter Tewes about Christian 

missionary work, particularly because of discussions around Zakarīyā Butrus, a former Coptic 

Orthodox priest, who was forced to leave Egypt for his involvement with Muslims converting to 

Christianity. Butrus had started a program on Hayat Satellite Channel in which he was preaching 

Christianity through attacks on Muslim faith. For some Christians, Butrus was a hero, the man 

who truly dared to say what others only dared to think, but for Tewes and me, his manner of 

speech about Islam was horrible.  

 

It is obvious that there are many different approaches to missionary work; some attempt to 

convert as many people from the other faith as possible in the shortest possible time and often for 

that reason do not hesitate to engage in polemics. Others want simply to be able to express their 

own faith, share this with others, and leave the next steps to the Holy Spirit. I thus asked both 

Dieter Tewes, presenting a more liberal view, and Rev. Dr. Adams, presenting a more 

conservative Christian view, to explain their views on Christian missionary work and then asked 

Dr. Wagieh to respond. Dr. Wagieh appreciated both Tewes and Adams’ opinions, but felt 

particular affinity towards Adams because his conservative-Christian approach was much more 

in line with mainstream Muslim beliefs that are also more conservative in nature. He repeated his 

respect for Rev. Adams as he had previously in his report, “The Islamic Maxim of Mercy, 

Respect and Justice for Humanity”. 

 

In March 2008, the Dutch Protestant Church in the Netherlands asked me to organize a visit to 

Egypt to meet with Egyptian Muslim and Christian leaders because Geert Wilders had 

announced that he would soon present his film, “Fitnah,” to a wide audience. Dr. Wagieh was 

part of the group receiving the Dutch delegation that consisted of representatives of Muslim and 

Christian organizations in the Netherlands. This visit was just excellent. Dr. Wagieh made it 

clear that Wilders’ incitements were a trap to create tensions between the Muslim world and the 

West.
38

 

 

The Dutch made it very clear that they, too, strongly disagreed with Wilders’ anti-Islamic 

rhetoric, but also that they advocated freedom of speech. They believed that someone should be 

able to express his anti-religious sentiments, but he should also expect to be rebutted.
39

  

 

Our Egyptian NGO, Center for Arab-West Understanding, then worked with Egyptian Muslim 

scholars, including Dr. Wagieh and Christian leaders, on a petition to Dutch Parliament about 

“Fitnah,”
40

 which was released on the day the Dutch delegation returned to The Netherlands 
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which made it possible for the delegation to give a press release upon arrival on Schiphol. That 

was good timing and highly effective in countering the effects of the film. 

 

When the film came out, we saw that it concentrated on five particular verses of the Qur’an and 

thus we asked Dr. Wagieh to respond with an explanation of these five verses which show how 

much Wilders has taken these verses out of context.
41

 

 

Wilders is not an expert on Islam. He is advised by the Dutch Arabist, Hans Jansen, who has 

become very negative about Islam since the murder of his friend, Theo van Gogh, on November 

2, 2004. Jansen knows the Qur’an and Islamic scriptures as few other Western scholars, but is 

using his knowledge to provide an existing, but one-sided view, of Islam. A major point in the 

discussions about the possibility of dialogue with Muslims concerns the verse: “Let there be no 

compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256). Muslims often refer to this verse in discussions with 

non-Muslims. That sounds good, but Muslim scholars believe that certain verses were abrogated, 

that is, no longer valid, by other verses in the Qur’an. Jansen claims that this is one of the verses 

that are abrogated and thus, if this is true, dialogue with Muslims makes no sense since they are 

referring to a verse for Western consumption, while believing something else. This was why we 

asked Dr. Wagieh for a response in which he showed strong disagreement with Jansen.
42

 Also, 

Imām Fadel Soliman responded in a similar line as Dr. Wagieh. Jansen responded to this by 

providing his sources.
43

 

 

The problem here, as with many other verses in the Qur’an is that there is not one interpretation 

but more than one.  Jansen refers to major Islamic Qur’an explanations where this verse is 

abrogated but does not acknowledge that other Muslim scholars disagree with this. 

 

We have repeatedly asked Dr. Wagieh to meet with our students, which was always equally 

appreciated by both Dr. Wagieh and students who could ask whatever they wanted. In 2009 this 

resulted in an article on how to deal with Islamophobia.
44

 Of course many more students have 

benefited from Dr. Wagieh’s vast knowledge and ability to respond to questions asked about 

Islam in the West without avoiding the difficult issues that exist due to differences in 

understanding of Qur’anic and Islamic texts. 

 

Background 

 

I have thus far explained my own experiences with Dr. Wagieh, but have not yet provided his 

background. Similar to Fr. Van Nispen, Dr. Wagieh also comes from a pious religious family.    

                                                                        
41

 Hasan Mohamed Wajīh, “Uncovering and refuting Wilders’ ’Fitnah’ propaganda model,” Arab-West Report, 

Week 2, Art. 5, March 30, 2008, http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-2008/week-2/5-uncovering-and-refuting-

wilders-fitnah-propaganda-model. 
42

 Hasan Wajīh, “Is ‘No Compulsion in Religion’ Abrogated?: Dr. Hasan Wajīh responds to Dr. Hans Jansen,” 

Arab-West Report, Week 49, Art. 7, December 31, 2008, http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-2008/week-49/7-no-

compulsion-religion-abrogated-dr-Hasan-Wajīh-responds-dr-hans-jansen. 
43

 Cornelis Hulsman, “Dr. Hans Jansen responds to Imām Fadel Soliman and Dr. Hasan Wajīh,” Arab-West Report, 

Week 49, Art. 8, October 1, 2008, http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-2008/week-49/8-dr-hans-jansen-responds-

imām-fadel-soliman-and-dr-Hasan-Wajīh. 
44

 Vivien Molinengo and Sayyidah Fu’ād, “How to deal with Islamophobia Discourse,” Arab-West Report, 

December 31, 2009, http://www.arabwestreport.info/persons/hasan-muhammad-wajih-dr. 

http://www.arabwestreport.info/year-2009/week-52/53-how-deal-islamophobia-discourse


22 
 

He obtained his B.A. at the Islamic Al-Azhar University. In 1979, he earned a Fulbright 

competition to study in the University of Texas at Austin. In this competition 100 Egyptians out 

of 5,000 candidates were selected to study at U.S. universities after having scored very high on 

several exams and interviews conducted by the bi-national Fulbright Commission. In 1981, he 

earned his M.A. degree in Applied Linguistics and Foreign Language Education. In 1983, he 

obtained Egyptian Government support to study at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. 

In 1987, his study was disrupted and he was asked to return back to Egypt for authoritarian and 

bureaucratic reasons. Dr. Wagieh refused to return until he finished his interdisciplinary Ph.D. 

dissertation. Consequently, he was then dismissed because of that. Dr. Wagieh explained it 

should be noted that there is a serious lack of understanding about inter-disciplinarity in Egyptian 

and Arab Universities at large.
45

 At that time, his father then decided to financially support him 

to complete his study. His Ph.D. dissertation was titled, “A Linguistic Analysis of Mechanisms 

Underlying Power in International Political Negotiations”. He introduced an interdisciplinary 

discourse analysis model from the three disciplines of Linguistics, Political Science and 

International Relations. That model demonstrates the problems and weaknesses of lopsidedness 

and a lack of disciplinarity in the existing dominating models of power analysis. His Linguistics 

of Negotiation (LON) model has its roots in the more general areas of Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA), socio/political-linguistics, textual cultural analysis studies, conflict/crisis 

management, international relations, and cross-cultural communication. 

 

In 1989, he obtained his Ph. D. degree from Georgetown University. Upon his return to Egypt, 

he struggled to restore his university status and regain his university post. He was reappointed 

after his work was highly received by several Egyptian universities. Ever since, he continued to 

resist various internal and external authoritarian forms in his books, articles, research work, and 

in his social, administrative, and political interactions.  

 

In 2003, he published a paper titled: “Power between the Gap in International Relations Science 

and Recent Trends and Developments in Linguistics,” following his participation in a conference 

on biases in the social sciences, organized jointly by Dr. ‘Abd al-Wahāb Al-Misrī (1938-2008),
46

 

a well-respected intellectual in Egypt, and the Program for Civilization Studies and Dialogue of 

Cultures in the Faculty of Economics and Political Sciences. 

 

In 2007, Dr. ‘Abd al-Wahāb Al-Misrī asked Dr. Wagieh to report his scientific and academic 

struggle against the challenges of authoritarianism and biases in a paper that was included in the 

proceedings of a conference organized by Dr. Al-Misrī in collaboration with the Faculty of 

Economics and Political Science at Cairo University. 

 

Dr. Wagieh participated early in the 25th of January Revolution in 2011. In several meetings he 

explained his struggle against the hegemony of power and forms of authoritarianism. 

 

Since 2008 Dr. Wagieh has been the chairman of the English and Linguistics Department, 

Faculty of Languages and Translation at Al-Azhar University. He is widely recognized, both in 

academic and non-academic circles, as Egypt's leading expert in the Linguistics of Negotiation 

and Cross-Cultural Communication.  In 1998, his very widely circulated and highly quoted 
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interdisciplinary book in the Arab world titled, An Introduction to A Science of Social & 

Political Negotiations was awarded the State Prize for Economic and Legal Sciences, Political 

Science Branch. After the 25
th

 of January Revolution 2011, several commentaries considered the 

book as laying the foundation for a new culture that needs to be cultivated. The book addresses 

the need to properly manage diversity through communication as a basic need to achieve 

progress. 

 

Dr. Hasan Wagieh publishes frequently in Egyptian-Arab media and has contributed to many 

training programs. He has been contributing to the civilizational dialogue program, Faculty of 

Economics & Political Sciences (FEPS), Cairo University, by providing research and practical 

training sessions. He has also been contributing to the FEPS graduate programs in the area of 

international negotiation analysis.  

  

Website under construction:  

http://www.Hasanwageih.com 

 

N.B.: For internet search you may use both Hassan Wagieh or Hassan, Hassan M. Wagieh, 

Hassan Wagih or Wajih or Wagiuh. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The lessons from the lives of these four scholars are clear: 

 

1. In all these people’s lives other people played a tremendous important role; the families 

from which they came and the leaders that spoke to their minds and hearts and thus came 

to influence them. It is obvious from my presentation that the aforementioned scholars 

have influenced me in my work and I am deeply grateful for this. 

2. Language study is a major tool to understand people from other traditions. The study of 

Arabic is a major tool for an in-depth study of the corpus of Islamic scholarship; the ideal 

for many Western scholars being able to achieve such mastery that one wins the respect 

and admiration of Muslims. It is equally important for Arabic speaking Muslims to learn 

other languages. Dr. Bayūmī never mastered any other language but Arabic. It shows that 

one can be strongly committed to dialogue without language study, but language study 

helps one obtain tools to gain more in-depth knowledge about other traditions and faiths. 

3. Long-term commitment is important. Dialogue is not something one does only for a few 

years; this is a life-long mission and passion. 

4. Empathy and genuine love for people who are not sharing from different cultural 

backgrounds and beliefs is of key importance. This includes the need to take the faith of 

others seriously. In order to achieve this, one needs to live side-by-side with people from 

other traditions for an extended period of time. Providing hospitality and accepting 

hospitality are extremely important. This will promote an interaction between intuitive 

and intellective knowledge. When Muslims and Christians or other non-Muslims work 

together, it will promote an intellectual sensitivity which is not learned in studies alone. 

5. Critical thinking is needed. Fr. Scattolin showed this in his work. Troll and Hewer note 

that it is needed “to make the fruits of contemporary academic methods accessible to 

Muslims in their effort to deepen their knowledge of their own Islamic tradition with a 

http://www.hassanwageih.com/
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view to the promotion of a critical and self-critical mind among believers.” This is true, 

but in this also lays a danger. There is much resistance in the Muslim world against 

Western scholars telling them how to become more self-critical. This is a task that should 

primarily be carried out by Muslims themselves. Non-Muslims only can contribute if 

they indeed show empathy and genuine love and have been fully accepted by Muslim 

scholars as with Fr. Scattolin.
47

 

 

Christian scholars have often noted the imbalance between Christian scholars’ knowledge about 

Islam and Muslim scholars’ knowledge about Christianity, which is a source of frequent 

frustration.
48

 Much of this is related to the opportunities offered to study. Dr. Hasan Wagieh 

received support from his father to study abroad, but this is unusual. Fortunately student of 

Egyptology, Lamīs Yahyá, received a scholarship from a Catholic organization to study 

Coptology in Germany, but more scholarships to students from the Muslim world would 

certainly help.  

 

The examples given here are from religious scholars who had been supported by their respective 

institutions. This of course helps tremendously, but such work does not need to be carried by 

religious scholars only. 

 

Do not expect that working in dialogue is always easy as Troll and Hewer note. It requires 

spiritual strength, endurance and “that is to live with misunderstandings, suspicions, indifference, 

and outright objections from Muslims, fellow Christians, members of one’s own family and 

religious community and indeed from the Church authorities themselves.”
49

  Dr. Bayūmī would 

also add Muslim leaders to this list. Being opposed to your own circle is often the most difficult 

thing that can happen. 

 

Appropriate structures are needed to carry on this work: personnel, institutions, and support from 

churches and Muslim institutions. Support does exist, but the needs are far bigger than the 

availability of resources. 
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