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The Challenge of Islamic Migration to Europe

Franz Kangler

If I want to talk today about an issue which has been worrying people more and more in these last years, I would not like to do it as an academic dissertation, as you can find in many different publications, but I would like to profit from my personal experience of living with people of other religions. In fact I have been working in Turkey for 28 years together with Muslims in an education centre, St. George’s College in Istanbul.

1. Islam in Europe

12 – 15 million Muslims are said to be living in Europe and this number is still increasing due to immigration from Turkey, Northern Africa, Asia and the Balkans. In the Balkans Islam has been deeply rooted since the Turkish rule. It was interesting above all for Bosnia, where Muslims found a respected lifestyle as a recognized religious community in the Hapsburg Empire and with the Islamic law of 1912 they were officially recognized. The concept of “Euro-Islam” was created long ago by an Austrian Muslim of Bosnian origin, Smail Balic.

The first big wave of immigration towards Western Europe came in the 50s and 60s. It received little attention all over Europe because it was believed that these immigrants would go back to their mother countries. The economic changes in the 70s saw to it that any further flow was reduced and the reunion of families was favoured. With the arrival of their families the immigrants established residing social communities, which wanted economic and also social and cultural development. The second generation growing up in the host countries quickened the political commitment, above all in countries like for example France and Britain, in which it is easier for people from former colonies to obtain the citizenship. In this context, and above all for us Lazarists, it is important to point out that a big number of immigrants are still to be found in the lowest layers of the working classes and the rebuilding of their religious identity is a defence to fight social impoverishment, joblessness and rejection. If we consider the example of Great Britain, Saudi-Arabs, Iranians and Pakistanis show great interest in the common creation of this religious identity of Muslim migrants and in particular of the growing second generation. Although some immigrants’ children have obtained a prominent position, a big number are still banned from any social rise. They seek safety more and more in the Islamic organisations giving them directions in order to reinforce their awareness of their value. The states that protect them influence therefore the building of an Islamic identity in Europe basically investing money for the building of mosques, supplying teaching materials and financing scholarships.

In the German speaking countries and in Scandinavia the immigration of workers comes above all from Turkey, which takes the difficult Turkish religious and political issues with it.

2. The political dialogue with Islam

In the meantime politicians in Europe are taking the Islamic questions very seriously indeed. This is surely a consequence of the facts of September 11th, but the Islamic religion has been a political factor since 1979, when Ayatollah Khomeini expelled the Shah from Iran to create a republic according to Islamic laws. Since these events congresses and seminars have been organised to start a dialogue between the West and Islam. It is clear that in these seminars the concept of dialogue with Islam is mainly restricted to intercultural dialogue. Actually the dialogue with Islam must include the religious and political dimension of Islam to do justice to the Islamic self-consciousness.

The fact that our politicians in these last years have been willing to intensify this dialogue with Islam is due of course to the negotiations for the entry of Turkey. Moreover there are millions of Muslims from Maghreb or from the Near East who came as immigrants looking for a job or as refugees and see their future in Europe. The demographic factor is important as well, because in contrast with the aging society in the European Union the population of Islamic countries is mainly younger than 30.

The dialogue with the Islamic world suffers from a basic difference in some fundamental assumptions because both sides start from different religious and political standpoints. At the time of its birth the Islamic faith created a state and relatively quickly it produced precise and binding standards for the organization of the Muslim society. In this order, which they consider divine, there is for many Muslims no distinction between religious, cultural and political belonging. In this field Turkey, which is so familiar to me, has found a different way since the foundation of the Turkish Republic.

Christianity has gone another way since its beginning. Here the separation of religion and politics was much stronger, but then the exact boundaries have been discussed for centuries. The modern age brought about a radical transformation. Since then history has not measured itself with a pre-existing idea of God. The state in Europe is seen at the end of this development as completely secular and lay. It is founded on rationality and the will of citizens. Religion is declared a private thing that does not interfere with the common will. Politics is seen as an issue concerning only rationality. The disagreement about a reference to religion in the future constitution of the European Union shows that this position is very strong in European politics today.

The dialogue between Europe and the Islamic world is therefore influenced by the contemporary difference in these fundamental fields and it must take this tension into consideration. For both sides this is a learning process that will take its time.

3. The Catholic Church and Muslims – a flashback

This learning process is very important for the life of religious communities.

From Mohammed’s prophetic activity in the 7th century till the 20th century the Catholic Church refused the Islamic faith. It was a religion to refuse above all because it did not recognize the central Christian truths of the Holy Trinity, the Incarnation and the Salvation through the Cross. It was said that the Koran, the holy book of the Muslims, was nothing more than a collection of dreams – interrupted by some Biblical stories that Mohammed had heard getting in touch with Jews and Christians. As with the death of the last Apostle the Revelation was complete, nobody could pretend to be a prophet and announce a new revelation. 

But Islam was fought not only as a religion but also as a political system. On the other hand, Europeans have been intensively interested in Islam from a spiritual point of view since the 14th century and they translated the Koran into European languages. Scientists have tried to represent this religion and in the modern age a new scientific branch, oriental studies, has been invented as a result of their work, which has led to few positive judgments. 

A change towards a positive attitude was introduced only in the 20th century. Forerunner of this development was the French orientalist Louis Massignon, who through his interest in the Muslim mystic al-Halladsch, who was put to death in 922, went back to Christianity.

The process begun by Massignon and his followers had repercussions a little later in the documents of the Second Vatican Council in the “Constitution on the Church” (Lumen Gentium) and in the “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to non-Christian Religions” (Nostra Aetate).

4. Personal experience with Islam in Turkey.

I would like here to talk about my personal experience. When at the end of the 60s I was asked by my community if I could imagine to work in Turkey after my ordination, it was a very unusual thought for me. Turkey was at that time much farther away than today and during my theological studies not much had been said about the religion of Islam.

Nevertheless the above-mentioned new attitude towards Islam had already emerged thanks to the Second Vatican Council, which Louis Massignon described as a “Copernican revolution in the Christian-Islamic relations”. In the “Lumen Gentium” the Council had unmistakably declared that the plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator and in the first place it had referred to the Muslims “who, professing to hold the faith of Abraham, along with us adore the one and merciful God,” as it is literally said in this text of the Council.

Slowly a dialogue between Christians and Muslims began to be considered and it was discovered that there are many different steps in this dialogue. Firstly the Church considered the dialogue of life as fundamental, and then that of action: first of all it is simply a matter of meeting believers of another religion on the level of interpersonal relations, which later lead to the dialogue of action, to practical collaboration of groups and institutions in common important questions like the field of education.

Thanks to my job as a school principal, I am myself in a position of cultural relation between our two countries: in our St. George’s Institute we have been actually dealing with this dialogue of life and action for more than 120 years. This is highly esteemed both on the Turkish and on the Austrian side and the importance of St. George’s as a meeting place was stressed last year during the visit of the Turkish Minister of Education in Vienna. 

5. A Vincentian community in Istanbul

I would like to explain briefly the reasons why German and Austrian Lazarists have been working in Turkey for more than 120 years and how it happens that I, an Austrian Lazarist, am speaking about this subject here at the CEVIM-Conference organised by the German province.

The French brethren came to the East after the dissolution of the order of the Jesuits 220 years ago and a German-speaking care of souls began in the house of the Lazarists in Istanbul at the end of the 19th century. This care was the foundation for today’s work thanks to a Lazarist from Cologne. In normal times Conrad Stroever CM would never have come to Constantinople. As the Superior of Cologne he was one of the leading figures of his community. But when in the “Kulturkampf” the community in Germany was suppressed the brethren had to choose whether they wanted to become secular priests or to leave Germany. All declared themselves at the disposal of the General Superior in Paris and were sent all over the world. They set up important activities in many countries in Northern and Southern America and in the Near East, such as the foundation of St. George’s.

In 1882 Conrad Stroever was able to acquire the church and the convent of St. George near St. Benoit’s with his superiors’ hesitating approval, in order to have here a centre for his German-speaking activity. This foundation took place also thanks to the social work of the Daughters of Charity in the orphanage and in the care of the sick.

Stroever’s wish to annex to the newly re-established German province was rejected by Paris because this would reinforce the feared growing German influence in the East. Therefore the second German speaking province, that is the Austrian province, which was guided at that time by a German from Cologne, Müngersdorff, took the responsibility for St. George’s for political reasons in 1891. Whereas other big German foundations of the Lazarists of this period, such as the Schmidt School in Jerusalem, lost their relation to Germany, St. George’s is still a part of the Austrian province. St. George’s College is one of the highly esteemed schools in Turkey and the care offered still today by St. George’s Hospital to the poorest population groups of Istanbul is widely appreciated. 

The parish of St. George has been the centre of the institution since its foundation. The social work in collaboration with the Daughters of Charity and with the Vincentian Community founded at the College is also very important for us. We are also trying here to meet the new challenge of Islam in Europe together with an Austrian secular institute, whose members have been collaborating at St. George’s for 40 years. We founded a Christian-Muslim Forum as a meeting point with Islam, and priests and groups often ask this collaborator of St. George’s for help for the organisation of conferences and workshops. But also influential authoritative institutions, like the German Bishops’ Conference, or political organs, like the European People’s Party in Brussels, have invited us to some events. 

For us Lazarists in Istanbul the building of an open residential community in these last years has been an important challenge, which has modified some forms of life in common of the past. Some brethren from other provinces, for example from the province of New England, were also working with us for 10 years and this made our community bilingual for a while. A Polish Lazarist also worked on probation for a year in Turkey. At the moment two young Theology students, a man and a woman, are living with us in the residential community for a probation lasting some months and  the two seminarians from Austria and Germany will spend a month of their novitiate with us as well. We are aware that we want to share intercultural and interreligious experiences and also to find new forms of life for our community. The General Superior’s exhortation, through Robert Maloney and Gregory Gay, for international help has produced no results so far, maybe also because the importance of an interest in Islam for the activity of a house or a province is hardly understood.

6. Christian Churches in Europe for Cohabitation with Muslims

The urgency of this question is however clearer and clearer for the Christian Churches in Europe and therefore they prepared a common working document about the cohabitation with Muslims in 2003. In it the Conference of European Churches (CEC) and the Council of European Bishops’ Conferences (CCEE) invited to the demolition of fears, mistrust and prejudice between Christians and Muslims. Under the title “Meeting Muslims?” they give suggestions about how to organise life in common without losing the identity of both sides.

This document warns Christians not to retreat “defensively” in front of the new experience of a society which is increasingly pluralistic, secularised and globalised. This defensive attitude is “outdated”, but it is often difficult to reject it because of fear of being “weakened”. 

All through her almost 2000 years of history, the Church has come into contact with other faiths, before and after the emergence of Islam, “although the latter has constituted a particular challenge.” Face to face encounters have, most often, been negative “but both in the East and the West there have been exceptions on both sides who have prepared a more constructive way”, says the document.

The Churches enumerate “Stages for encounter and dialogue”. First of all we must be aware of our wounds. “Forgiveness is not possible if we do not take into account the wounds of history inflicted by each of our communities on the other”, says the document. At the same time we must recognize our failings. Moreover we must look for shared values without refusing or suppressing the existing differences. “Vigilance is necessary to evaluate differences of faith or practice. Whoever finds everything good in another community is naïve, or a coward who is scared by difference. Our job is not to suppress the differences, but rather to dismantle the psychological barriers between us.”

The Churches suggest a better formation of Christians for the encounter with Muslims: “If we have less fear of one another, we will do great things. Coming close to the other will not be the dead-end of being crushed, but an avenue of respect for the other.”

7. A Challenge for the Vincentian Community

I believe that these official texts of the Church are a challenge for us. If the Church and we in her want to perform our task, we need meeting points and therefore we want to work in Istanbul against all attempts at isolation and segregation, which have been strongly felt in the society as a contrary movement to these initiatives both in the Islamic world and in Europe.

This is also deeply connected with fear of others, of strangers. I would like to quote a Turkish example of this fear from an academic symposium about missionary activities in Turkey, which took place in Istanbul last year:

“Above all we must take into consideration that young people who attend secondary schools or universities in other languages or take part in foreign languages programmes get much more often in touch with missionary propaganda, so that different measures seem necessary in order to warn them, to inform them and to reinforce their national and religious awareness. It has been shown by research that these young people who attend and finish such schools experience serious problems in the relationship with their parents and other adults. It is no wonder that these young people who are alien to their own families and to the national and religious culture and identity of our society represent an easy prey to Christian missionaries. For this reason it is extremely important to seriously check and reorganize the programmes and teaching materials of such schools.”
Translation from the book “Missionary Activities in Turkey”, 2004, page 443, paragraph 5.

On the other hand there are also some positive experiences in this field: we were invited last year to a UNESCO Conference in Istanbul to give a talk about the living together of Christians and Muslims in Austria as an example to imitate.

Since I have been working for many years in Turkey in the cultural field of education, it has become clear to me how important a growing understanding of the religious beliefs of others is for a true encounter, which moves towards the other “Weltanschauung” without any fears. Firstly we must do this ourselves before we can require this change from the others. The texts of the Church talk about the dialogue of religious exchange and the dialogue of religious experience.

In the last decades, as I have already said before, a really revolutionary change has been begun by the Second Vatican Council, but this change has not been perceived enough and therefore it is necessary to stress it again.

I have always been convinced that we should do this in the Vincentian Community.

Today we as Catholics can be very happy that there is a clear official position of our Church on the issue of our attitude towards Islam, which has been reached after long search concerning the evaluation of other religions during the latest Council. But it is surprising that sometimes even the highest authority of our Church, an ecumenical council, is not given much consideration, where it says in the declaration “Nostra Aetate” no. 3:

“The Church regards with esteem also the Moslems. They adore the one God, living and subsisting in Himself; merciful and all- powerful, the Creator of heaven and earth, who has spoken to men; they take pains to submit wholeheartedly to even His inscrutable decrees, just as Abraham, with whom the faith of Islam takes pleasure in linking itself, submitted to God. Though they do not acknowledge Jesus as God, they revere Him as a prophet. They also honour Mary, His virgin Mother; at times they even call on her with devotion. In addition, they await the day of judgment when God will render their deserts to all those who have been raised up from the dead. Finally, they value the moral life and worship God especially through prayer, almsgiving and fasting.

Since in the course of centuries not a few quarrels and hostilities have arisen between Christians and Moslems, this sacred synod urges all to forget the past and to work sincerely for mutual understanding and to preserve as well as to promote together for the benefit of all mankind social justice and moral welfare, as well as peace and freedom.”

This concept has been later resumed, also by Pope John Paul II. During his visit to the mosque of Omayyad in Damascus he referred to this practical encounter of cohabitation and of better information about each other:

“It is my ardent hope that Muslim and Christian religious leaders and teachers will present our two great religious communities as communities in respectful dialogue, never more as communities in conflict. It is crucial for the young to be taught the ways of respect and understanding, so that they will not be led to misuse religion itself to promote or justify hatred and violence….Better mutual understanding will surely lead, at the practical level, to a new way of presenting our two religions not in opposition, as has happened too often in the past, but in partnership for the good of the human family.”

If we consider these reflections, it becomes clear that for many aspects a deeper knowledge of the very complex Islamic faith would be necessary. We should not develop illusory dreams about a dialogue of religions, but we can state that this dialogue is possible in harmony and respecting the theological backgrounds of Christianity and Islam.

I believe that this must be stated clearly, also to put some limits to such declarations which can lately be heard even in the Church, which claim that the declarations of the Council and the activity of Pope John Paul concerning non-Christian religions are leading us into the wrong direction. After these official declarations of our Church it is unquestionable that Christians and Muslims adore the same only God and it cannot be said that they cannot appeal together to Abraham.

Through a series of historical accidental events, an activity in an Islamic country is still linked with the Austrian province and therefore we are maybe expected to attract the attention of our whole community to the necessity of this testimony for a hopeful and good attitude of our faith in Jesus for the whole world:

To reinforce our own identity in the open encounter with others so that it does not lead to boundaries but it helps to experience harmony.

Therefore I am very pleased that our general assembly for Europe has asked itself some questions about the relation with Islam and I accepted with pleasure the invitation of Norbert Ensch for this talk, which of course could touch only on few questions. I am at disposal for any further questions now or at any other time, but I heartily invite you to visit us in Istanbul as well.
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