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Introduction
In 1993 Christians and Muslims of Norway established a dia-
logue forum which they called “Contact Group”; a name that 
signified a hope for the beginning of a new era of interreligious 
communication and existence in this Scandinavian country.1 The 
Contact Group has issued a number of joint statements dealing 
with critical issues which marked the last two decades of Chris-
tian-Muslim dialogue in Norway.2 Two important aspects of 
these statements are particularly interesting for this paper. The 
first is whether the Council on Ecumenical and International 
Relations of the Church of Norway (Mellomkirkelig Råd for Den 
norske kirke, MKR) and the Islamic Council Norway (Islamsk 
Råd Norge, IRN), as official representatives of Christianity and 
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Islam in Norway, use religious language in these statements, or 
whether they found other forms of language which can faith-
fully convey their respective traditions and views in a specific 
case. The second issue is how MKR and IRN has managed to 
communicate jointly different theological positions in a pre-
dominantly secular context. In other words, do these texts con-
tain elements and qualities which could appeal to the majority 
of Norwegian population regardless of their religious and ideo-
logical background?3

Chronology, Themes and Audience
The Contact Group issued its first joint statement in June 
1994 and it was titled: “Statement about ethics and religion in 
school”. The statement was sent to the then Minister of Educa-
tion, Gudmund Hernes.4 It calls for “more space for ethics and 
religion in schools”. This statement was worked out by “a dia-
logue group appointed by the Council on Ecumenical and Inter-
national Relations of the Church of Norway and Islamic Council 
of Norway”. It was signed by the Contact Group’s Working 
committee (“Arbeidsutvalget for samtalegruppen”). 
 Three years later, in February 1997 MKR and IRN published 
another statement addressed to Christian and Muslim con-
gregations in Norge, encouraging them to make contact (“Til 
kristne og muslimske menigheter i Norge, med oppfordring til 
kontakt”). It was signed by General Secretary of MKR and the 
President of IRN.5 
 It was not until 24. September 2001 that another relatively 
short but lucid statement was out, addressing the aftermath of 
9/11with the message that “Christians and Muslims must take 
part in each other’s grief and concern” (“Kristne og muslimer 
må ta del i hverandres sorg og bekymring”).6 This statement 
emphasizes that the Christian majority in Norway should initi-
ate contact with Muslim minority because it is seen to have the 
responsibility and resources to take up this task. It was also 
signed by General Secretary of MKR and the President of IRN. 
On 27th May 2004 there was a statement on Israel/Palesti-
na-konflikten signed by Shoaib Muhammad Sultan for IRN and 
Vebjørn L. Horsfjord for MKR. It appeals not only to “Christian 
and Muslims communities” but also to the “Christian, Muslim 
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and Jewish religious leadership”.  It also calls on “Norwegian 
authorities” and “religious leaders in Israel and Palestinian ter-
ritories”. 
 On the 3rd February 2006 MKR and IRN launched a state-
ment in which they distance themselves “from the publication 
of caricatures of the Prophet Mohammed, as well as from the 
violent reactions which the cartoons have unleashed”.7 The 
statement is signed by top leadership from not only MKR and 
IRN but also from the Roman Catholic Church, the Christian 
Council of Norway, the Pentecostal movement, Oslo Christian 
Centre, the Contact Group and Kirkens Nødhjelp. 
 A year later, on the 22nd August 2007, MKR and IRN announced 
a joint statement about the freedom of religion and the right to 
conversion (“om trosfrihet og konvertering”), signed by their 
respective general secretaries in which they endorse freedom 
of religion and conversion.8 These two statements appear as 
public declarations, aiming both at local and global audiences. 
On the 9th of November 2009 MKR and IRN came up with a 
statement condemning domestic violence.9 This document is 
signed by the general secretaries of the two organizations and 
(in two separate document) accompanied with theological rea-
soning from both the religious traditions. It appeals to a wide 
range of audiences. It goes from “our own”, i.e. Christian and 
Muslim congregations in Norway, to “politicians”, “the general 
public” and even down to “each individual” irrespective of his/
her gender, ethnicity or religious orientation. The two supple-
ments are probably intended for those who are interested in 
deeper theological discussions. They also prove that serious 
theological considerations stand behind this statement. 
 The last joint statement of MKR and IRN so far was from 
22. November 2011 against religious extremism and again 
co-signed by both the general secretaries.10 It lists “religious 
leaders” and “faith communities” in general; not specifically 
Christians and Muslims. And for the first time in 20 years of 
dialogue, the statement directly appeals to the role of media.
 In average then, the Contact Group issued a new statement 
approximately every two and a half years which indicates that 
they gave a plenty of time for the preparation of each one of 
them. The addressees of the Contact Group statements are 
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wide in range and diverse in their political, religious of ideo-
logical orientation. The first two statements are composed and 
directed towards a specific goal. The former contains a formal 
proposal to a Ministry, while the latter presents a “challenge” 
to the Christian and Muslim congregations in Norway for estab-
lishment of mutual contact. The aim of these two statements 
was obviously to activate the dialogue between Christians and 
Muslims on the national level which involves both the secular 
government and religious institutions.
 The general circumstances on the world stage from the begin-
ning of the 21st century determined, so to say, a more global 
engagement of the Contact Group. In 2001, with 9/11, and in 
2004, with the Israel/Palestine conflict, and 2006 with the car-
icatures of the Prophet Muhammad, the problems which the 
Contact Group tackled in its statements became increasingly 
violent in nature. Unlike the first two joint statements, these 
three statements were drafted as a response to big internation-
al incidents in which religion was blamed to play a negative 
role. It appears that it mattered not only for Muslims but for 
Christians as well to make their voice heard and to reaffirm 
the positive role religion can play to resolve these challenging 
issues. The statement on domestic violence coincided with the 
Norwegian Government’s program to decrease the violence that 
take place in families and close relations. The statement against 
religious extremism came after the terrorist attacks on Oslo and 
Utøya which took place on 22.07.2011.
 For the evaluation of these statements, it is not only appropri-
ate to take account of their chronology, content, context, spe-
cific purposes and the audience but also the form and language 
in which they were communicated. Christianity and Islam 
communicate in their specific religious languages but if these 
languages are to be changed or adjusted for specific audiences 
a very important issue becomes imminent, namely: to translate 
religious language for the use in the public sphere. Likewise, 
the question of institutional legitimacy and the right to interpret 
theological positions necessarily come to the fore. Because, in 
the words of Jane Dammen McAuliffe, “any translation is, of 
course, an exegetical act, a choice among varying – sometimes 
competing – understandings of the text.”11
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Institutional legitimacy and Interpretation of Theological 
Positions
The Church of Norway is the state church and the largest church 
in Norway with approximately 3.8 million members.12 MKR is a 
department of the Church of Norway dealing with inter-Chris-
tian and non-Christian ecumenical dialogue and international 
relations. It is a specialized agency within a broader organiza-
tional structure. The Islamic council, on the other hand, is the 
umbrella organization for the majority of Islamic organizations, 
or what is popularly referred to as “mosques”.13 By its very 
nature, the Islamic Council is oriented towards dialogue with-
in the Islamic community in Norway.14 It has also established 
permanent dialogue platforms with other world religions and 
humanistic ideologies.15

 As can be noted, during their engagement in dialogue, MKR 
and IRN nominated different working committees to draft 
the statements. In some occasions as in 1994 and 2006 these 
committees have signed the documents on behalf of their 
organizations. In 1997, on the Muslim side, the president of 
IRN signed the statement. However, an emerging pattern that 
general secretaries undersign the statements can be traced from 
2004. The formation of the working committees and signatures 
of presidents and general secretaries make the joint statements 
look formal and official. One cannot fail to notice that these 
documents represent activities of “organized religions” which, 
in that sense, exercise their legitimacy through institutional 
channels. Last but not the least, MKR and IRN have legitimacy 
among their members and are also recognized as partners in 
dialogue by the state. Consequently, it is understood that both 
MKR and IRN enjoy the right to interpret theological positions 
in dialogue on behalf of their respective religions. 
 However, it should not be forgotten that the partners on both 
the Christian and Muslim sides are big organizations, each in 
its own right, and that their members hold different theological 
positions and views. Having that in mind, a total agreement 
on each particular issue would be hard to expect. Many of the 
themes had to be discussed in both Christian and Muslim camps 
before they were brought to the dialogue table in the Contact 
Group. In many cases, the pros and the cons had to be carefully 



NORSK TIDSSKRIFT FOR MISJONSVITENSKAP 4/2013238

weighed on each side and then painstakingly drafted into the 
text of the statements. The process, however, has not always 
been easy given the changing dynamics of representatives from 
both organizations. These challenges further amplified the 
requirement of a precise language in what appears to be very 
formal documents. 

Types of Religious Discourse
Since the early modern age, logical positivism disqualifies reli-
gious statements for the lack of cognitive meaning. Modern 
protestant theologians such as Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) 
struggled to reinterpret mythological elements contained in 
Biblical stories. Paul Tillich (1886-1965), on the other hand, 
claimed that all religious statements are symbolic.16 These 
approaches to religious language have been replaced by 
attempts to show that religious language is rich and that it can 
be classified into different categories.17 
 Christianity and Islam communicate their ideas through dif-
ferent bodies of texts. The main vocabulary is either related to 
their respective sacred texts or apostolic and prophetic tradi-
tions, but it occurs in different contexts and can talk in various 
forms of religious language. Rational explanations of sacred 
scriptures are commonly referred to as theological language 
which branches out into two major areas. One theoretical, relat-
ed to beliefs and the other practical, related to religious laws 
and praxis. Pastoral language is the language that is often heard 
from the religious leaders within sacred places such as churches 
and mosques. Devotional text deals with expressions of indi-
viduals describing deep religious experiences, mystical visions 
and spiritual feelings. Liturgical language is the language of 
individual or congregational prayer. Ecumenical is the language 
of inter- and intra-religious dialogue where two or more differ-
ent religions or groups communicate their views in a manner 
comprehensible to both of them.
 This illustrates that religious language is not simple in nature 
and that it may contain different types of expressions.
 Regarding the revealed or sacred texts, it is remarkable to 
notice that there is no single statement of MKR-IRN which 
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contains any verse from the Bible or the Qur’an or any other 
sacred text. It is known that many joint declarations world-
wide usually do use excerpts from their sacred texts in order 
to appeal to religious feelings or fortify their common belief in 
revelation, but the Contact Group chose not to. This of course 
does not mean that sacred texts are unintelligible in nature but 
it perhaps indicates the fact that quotation from Bible or Qur’an 
is not the familiar norm in public space, even though it comes 
from religious organizations.  
 Another specificum is that the Contact Group did not use the 
common prayer formulas such as “in the name of God”, and 
correspondingly, the statements do not end with any common 
prayer invoking the help from God for the purpose of realiza-
tion of the objectives and hopes expressed in them. 
 The statements also do not contain any of the “foreign” 
words which are widely used such as sola fide from Protes-
tant tradition or even the most common one, Allah, from the 
Islamic faith universe. The word Qur’an is mentioned only once 
without appearing as a central point and the name of Prophet 
Muhammad could of course not be avoided in the case of car-
icatures. The use of specific religious concepts is very limited. 
Words such as mercy, blessing, prayer, reconciliation, divine 
justice, and forgiveness, are not to be found in the statements. 
Notably, there is no place also for other phrases that are often 
associated with religious rhetoric. 18 However, visible traces of 
traditional theology are present in the argumentations. 
 No liturgical language can be identified in any of the state-
ments. “Archaic literary forms, difficulties in phraseology or 
unfamiliar customs” have also not found their way into the 
statements.19 Yet, the contents, meanings and messages of the 
statements express crucial issues that are closely associated 
with the teachings of both Christianity and Islam.

Neutral, Ecumenical and Human Rights Terminology?
It is suitable here to overview the terminology that is commonly 
found in all the joint statements. The focus of the early state-
ments has been to discover “ground values” between Christian-
ity and Islam and what is common in “Norwegian heritage” as 
the context in which the interreligious relations are actualized. 
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They call for “openness”, condemn “prejudices” and encourage 
flourishing of “one’s own identity” side by side with “the other”. 
This comfortable tone also continues after the terrible times of 
9/11 insisting on “sharing each other’s worries and hope, and 
working against prejudices”. The condemnation of any “threats 
and harassment” is drafted in a neutral language and figures as 
a central point of these two statements.
 The Israeli-Palestine Conflict statement calls for the uphold-
ing of “UN declarations and resolutions,” and “international 
law, people’s rights and human rights”. It insists that any “viola-
tion of human rights” and “violence against civilians” should be 
condemned. “The values of dialogue such as equality, respect 
and community should be valid across  national and religious 
belongings”. “Peace”, “security” and “justice” should be main-
tained.  Finally, neither side should act in a way that can “lead 
to the growth of Islamophobia and anti-Semitism”.
 The statement on the cartoon affair confirms basic human 
rights principles. It unequivocally asserts that “Freedom of 
expression is a fundamental right which must be respected”. 
Conflicts must be solved with “peaceful means”, “through dia-
logue and common meeting points”. Everyone should contrib-
ute to the creation of “an atmosphere that is characterized by 
openness and dialogue”.
 The statement on conversion fortifies yet another principle of 
freedom which is “freedom of religion” and “freedom to choose 
faith”. The statement addresses the controversial issue of reli-
gious conversion and in crystal clear words reaffirms “the right 
to convert to another religion”.
 The domestic violence statement stresses on “fundamental 
human rights” and declares domestic violence as “criminal 
acts”. These acts “violate both our religious teachings and 
human rights” both “in Norway and internationally”.
 The statement about religious extremism reiterates the impor-
tance of “human life, welfare and rights” on one hand, and 
condemns the “attacks and violence” on the other. It calls for 
protection of “each other’s members, holy places and other 
institutions”. The connection between “our religious teachings 
and fundamental human values and rights” is highlighted again. 
This idea that religious teachings and moral values of Christi-
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anity and Islam are similar, if not the same, as reflected in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, runs through all the 
statements and is implicit in all the appeals.
 As can be seen then, these joint statements do not have a tra-
ditional theological outlook and shape. They do not deal with 
the strict theological issues such as the existence of God, after-
life or miracles nor do they discuss religious beliefs in which 
the element of the irrational or the mythical is perceived to be 
too prominent. Rather, the key concepts that figure out in the 
statements tend to be conventional, rational, and secular. They 
belong to the realm of common Christian-Muslim concerns 
which regulate coexistence, relations and dialogue. 
 One can observe in a few cases that the concepts are “bor-
rowed” from human rights terminology. However, there is also 
a general feeling that when religious organizations promote 
human rights, the “secular” somehow fades away and the “reli-
gious” fills in. For a religious audience, to care about human 
rights then does not seem like showing mere respect to the 
human rights conventions but rather obeying an obligation 
which acquired a shade of additional importance because it was 
taken up by religious leaders.
 Although MKR and IRN announced plans in their early joint 
statements to initiate dialogue not only about the “common 
interests in the local community”, but also about each other’s 
faith and belief, yet they never realized these plans in the form 
of joint statements. 
 Since the targeted audience of the statements is so wide 
that it includes not only Christians and Muslims but also the 
followers of other religions and those who do not regard 
themselves as religious, the language of the statements cannot 
be characterized as exclusively Christian or Islamic. It cannot 
be regarded even as religious language. Rather, the language 
appears religiously neutral. But what is significant is that this 
language succeeds to express a religious motivated message 
in a very efficient way. The question therefore arises whether 
these opinions can be seen as a peculiar expression of a form 
of “sacralisation” of the language or rather as an expression of 
a contextual “secularization” of religion.
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Exploring the Theology behind the Statements
Many of the key concepts discussed in the joint statements can 
be formulated in what could be loosely termed as new theolog-
ical categories which can be summarized in following headings: 
religious diversity, dialogue, peace, justice, equality, freedom of 
expression, freedom of religion, freedom of conversion, secu-
rity, non-violence, anti-extremism and even communal ethics. 
 Although these themes appear to be of contemporary impor-
tance and human rights oriented, corresponding themes with 
different titles and terminology can be found in traditional 
religious teachings and theological discussions both in Christi-
anity and Islam. It is perhaps difficult to find them under these 
modern formulations because they are scattered under other 
traditional theological topics. 
 It is interesting to make an attempt to determine what kind of 
theology Christians and Muslims had arrived at in the first place 
which enabled them to produce this kind of statements. Keep-
ing in mind the contents, audience and language it appears that 
the authors of the statements believe, for example, that both 
religions teach that God is the creator of humankind and that 
Adam and Eve are the parents of the whole humanity irrespec-
tive of the colour of the skin or ethnical belonging. The modern 
principle of equality could similarly be founded on traditional 
religious understanding of the brotherhood of humankind. Fur-
thermore, the authors seem to hold that God created us alike, 
men and women, and hence the modern principle of equality 
can naturally be endorsed in the statements. 
 Religious diversity is yet another subject that deserves atten-
tion. The statements do not see it as a problem. Theologically 
perhaps, religious diversity is perceived as a sign of God’s 
Power and Creation. Accordingly, on the existential plane, 
these religions teach that relation building among humankind 
should be characterized by highest ethical standards and gov-
erned by tolerance. Justice, as a modern construct, is one of 
the most important of these standards. But this is so because 
in traditional theology, for both Christian and Muslim, God is 
just and does not do injustice to anyone. God is good and He 
does not do evil. 
 When it comes to freedom, the statements presuppose 
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perhaps that unlike other God’s creatures human beings are 
endowed with freedom of choice, to choose their life paths and 
their religions, or to change them if they want to without being 
harassed or attacked for doing so. 
 Modern humanitarian concerns related to human sufferings 
are prominent in the statements too. The statements suggest 
that the way to approach deteriorating human conditions is 
through compassion and solidarity, categories that sprang from 
religious fountains. Consequently, human life appears as the 
most sacred treasure that humankind is entrusted with, and 
therefore, it should be respected and protected. In line with 
that, violence is rejected and killing of innocent people is con-
sidered deeply reprehensible. The family is seen as the place 
where real religiosity and moral values are tested. Finally, state-
ments underline that extremism does not represent Christianity 
or Islam in any way. 
 In short, this appears to be the implied theology of Christian-
ity and Islam as represented by MKR and IRN. It is not explicit 
in the statements but without it, it would be hard to imagine 
that the statements would take the shape they did. 

Creating a Common Discourse
It is obvious that MKR and IRN avoided particular Christian or 
Islamic religious language and terminology in their statements 
in favour of a neutral, or, if your wish, a new ecumenical lan-
guage which is acceptable and understandable by both sides. 
By doing so, they reached an extremely important consensus 
on language which enabled them to communicate to each 
other in a reasonable and comprehensive way. Furthermore, 
this language consensus enabled them to jointly convey their 
agreements and arguments to others in the public sphere. In 
words of Jürgen Habermas, they offered “reasons that all sides 
can equally accept”.20 Thus, they were able to create such a 
common discourse which has the qualities to appeal not only 
to their own members but also to religious and non-religious 
peoples from other faith and ideological communities. With this 
language they could easily communicate to secular representa-
tives and institutions inside and outside of Norway. Hence, the 
concept of communication in the public space largely complies 
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with what John Rawls calls “the public use of reason”, which 
involves justifying a particular position by reasoning in a way 
that people of different moral or political or even religious 
backgrounds could accept.21

 The Contact Group clearly wanted to share their ideas with 
everyone and convey their message in a simple and easy way. 
They were aware of dangers of misinterpretation and unintel-
ligibility which could lead to increased misunderstanding and 
even animosity and hostility. The terms used in the statements 
are not taken for granted but are clear and well-defined. By 
doing so, they tried to secure maximum understanding and 
support from the majority of the people.
 Although the statements, overall, do not appear to be reli-
gious in terminology they do, however, promote religious and 
theological positions of both religions. Christians and Muslims 
will not find their religious sermons in these statements but 
will nevertheless recognize the indispensable message their 
religions teach. They will recognize that Christians and Mus-
lims believe many of the same things, even though they do 
not use the same terminology in their respective theologies. 
On the other hand, the types of language in the statements 
make important elements of the two religions accessible for 
those who do not share their particular religious ideas and 
discourse. To borrow a term from communication engineering, 
the amount of “noise” is reduced to the minimum.22 They chose 
to communicate the relevance of their beliefs to contemporary 
society in an accessible and easy to understand language, the 
common language of this age.
 Importantly enough, the freedom of using one’s own theolog-
ical methodologies and terminologies was left available to each 
side. There appears no pressure to use this “secular language” 
all the time and in every situation and at all costs. MKR and 
IRN exemplify this understanding by issuing separate support-
ive theological statements as in the case of domestic violence. 
By that, each one of them appears to recognize the right of the 
other to communicate ideas publicly in their peculiar terms.
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Conclusion
Christian and Muslim authors of joint statements perceive 
themselves as representatives of mainstream theologies of their 
respective religions and they promote the best of their religions’ 
teachings and traditions. They clearly and timely distance them-
selves from any kind of fundamentalist, extremist or violent 
approaches and condemn such instances in their own ranks.
 Christians and Muslims were able to recognize the most 
problematic issues of the last twenty years and address them 
jointly across religious boundaries. As such they chose to play a 
proactive and constructive role in Norwegian society. Globally, 
they resisted prevailing ideas of the clash of civilizations and 
impossibility of practical interreligious cooperation.
 Looking inwardly, Christians and Muslims did use religious 
language and theology to explicate their positions on issues 
they dealt with, and to construct views directly related to the 
sacred texts and their theological books. They appeared to have 
shared this type of language interreligiously in the process of 
the preparations of the statements. But outwardly, they commu-
nicated their beliefs in a contemporary language which exhibits 
elements that can make it accessible to the majority of people 
who would like to read them. 
 Finally, these statements are not just theoretical formulations. 
They contain practical implications also. The statements always 
suggest ways of concrete implementations through various 
means suitable for civil, social, religious and political organiza-
tions. In this sense, the joint statements appear more like com-
mitments or even agreements and contracts between the two, 
which are open for other potential partners who can identify 
themselves with their goals.
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