
ISLAM IN EUROPE COMMITTEE  
Letter to the Churches in Europe 
 
The education of young Christians and Muslims in a pluralist Europe  

Cultural and religious plurality has become an essential fact in most European 
countries. Other religious traditions, including Islam, are present in them. The 
encounter between religions may be a chance, an invitation to think over one's 
own convictions in order to welcome the truth about God and about mankind.  
Most Churches in Europe are aware of pluralism as of a fundamentally positive 
fact.  
Some of them have yet to take position on this issue.  

Within the framework of this plurality, it is fitting to study and to evaluate in 
particular the challenge this means to youth (both Christian and Muslim) in order 
to take it into account in considering the education of youth.  

Description of the current situation  

Christian perspective  

In general, many Christians wish to think in depth about their faith, which no 
longer relates simply to social matters, but to their own serious personal 
conviction. Motivated believers meet together in dynamic parishes or base 
communities. They seek a spirituality founded on a firm and open-minded 
theology.  

It is nevertheless true that in most European countries - except some in which 
traditional religion still carries weight - secularisation has penetrated more or less 
everywhere. Moreover, key tenets of the Christian faith are no longer accepted 
by some people who still declare themselves to be Christian. Sometimes they 
live without any reference to Christ.  
 

For others, ideological emptiness leads them to seek sources other than those of 
Christianity (cults, Buddhism, New Age…)  
While priests, ministers, religious men or women, and laypeople work hard to 
educate believers, there is a definite lack of leadership.  

Muslim perspective  

For a long time, the presence of Muslims was rather discrete. Nowadays, while 
seeking integration in society, the Muslim community wishes to retain its bond 
with the values of its culture and religion, and thereby becomes more visible. It 
organises religious practice. More Muslim associations are founded to help 
believers live their faith, and particularly young people, most of whom have given 



up all religious practice.  

It is therefore Islam, with its organisations and the diversity of its component 
elements, which we meet today.  
Muslims do not form a unified community. The Muslim community is divided 
because of a variety of countries of origin, difference of generation and differing 
religious or political affiliation. 

Though they are still a minority, groups of young Muslims are forming new 
societies to rediscover the Muslim faith without having inherited it. 

The climate of religious indifference - in some European countries - is bound to 
have some effect on people and families of Muslim origin.  

Some people adapt to the secular environment in which they live and keep their 
religious practice a private matter, while others, in search of identity, react by 
holding on to a religious identity.  
 

On the other hand, some of these societies are often connected with 
fundamentalist movements (1), and often hold the public stage. In addition, they 
are often in conflict with each other.  
 

In most countries, they are free to organise their religious curriculum in the 
absence of an established authority which might take decisions and fix common 
rules for the whole community. In some countries, Islam is organised in an official 
way and publicly recognised. These communities have the advantage of good 
structures. Many young people in search of identity live with them and find in 
them an education according to their tradition.  
 

In cases where the young Muslims belong to the first generation of immigrants, 
there are problems of micro-criminality which do not leave any place for 
educational efforts. Again, this situation differs from one European country to 
another.  

There are also Islamic preachers influencing teenagers who have grown up in 
religious indifference.  
From this the young people learn the elements necessary to consolidate their 
faith. Unfortunately, some set these young people against the faith of others 
(giving them the basic elements) and against the West, considered as lost 
because of its moral freedom. They can be very active in the Da'wah (call to 
Islam).  
Other movements, related to Sufi movements (2), take care to educate young 



people to be open to dialogue and be respectful of different religious traditions.  

Given these facts, what are the needs of youth education, and in what spirit 
should they be educated?  

Confronted with the different situations described above, it is clear that both 
Christian and Muslim leaders have the same problem of caring for their youth.  
 

On the Muslim side, few leaders are prepared to meet the problems of their youth 
and their way of living their faith in Europe.  
Granted young Christians have lost their points of reference, what can the 
Churches do to grow more aware of these problems?  
This is a new challenge to consider.  
 

If the Church invites them to strengthen their Christian identity, how can they 
make the Christians aware of this need to think about their faith in depth, without 
setting up barriers with respect to other religions?  
 

The Church should study the means of helping young people to live their faith 
and to affirm it, while respecting the faith of others and avoiding sectarian 
attitudes which generate racism, division or exclusion. It should therefore also 
study the possibilities for offering appropriate pastoral help in Christian 
communities in places where the Muslim presence is strong.  

Recommendations to Church leaders  

1. Education to faith  

Young Christians today live among young people of different religions. 
They need to be equal partners in the dialogue with young Muslims, who 
are well prepared. The encounter can only happen between Christians 
and Muslims who have clear convictions on both sides.  
We have a pastoral responsibility towards them. We must help them to 
become aware of the particularity of their Christian faith and offer them a 
more coherent theological, biblical and patristical education , as well as 
stable life communities where they can find answers to their questions and 
support for their faith, where they may find points of references and 
values.  

2. Educating and financing pastoral workers  

It is important to support young people with able leaders and well trained 
teachers in schools and universities, youth groups (JOC, scouts…), work 



in hospitals, prisons and with social problems, the very areas where more 
and more Muslims are finding their place.  
The Churches must therefore take to heart the task of training clericals 
and laypeople in the theological, philosophical and pastoral fields. They 
should not hesitate to invest important resources in terms of personnel 
and finances.  

3. Interreligious training  

The Churches should organise serious teaching about other religions and 
in particular Islam for Christians and pastoral workers in order to help 
dispel prejudice, avoid obstacles and fears which hinder dialogue, set up 
barriers and fears, provoking isolation and violence. Christianity can be 
enriched by contact with Islam, and while the contents of the faith should 
not be changed, it might be challenged in terms of how the faith is taught 
and religion is practised.  
The Churches should help to introduce this formation into churches 
themselves and schools, according to the systems established in each 
country.  
A different concept of schooling should be promoted and Muslim culture 
should be considered a part of history, literature, etc… Associations 
should be helped to encourage cultural diversity and Muslims should also 
be helped to do the same.  

4. Encounter and dialogue  

From this starting point, young people must learn to meet each other and 
dialogue without fear of differences and without compromising the Truth.  
A deeper and more personal acquaintance with others might be made in 
other ways, such as literature or music, to gain further knowledge of 
theology, the Bible and the culture of the Koran.  
We must also underline the expectations of young people as regards 
spiritual meetings. These may lead them to reflect further on their 
respective faiths.  

Christians and Muslims living in the same society may share the same 
concerns about ethical, economical, political and social problems. They 
should be invited to work together for a more fraternal world, to guarantee 
the great human and spiritual values, each starting from their own 
religious traditions.  

*****  

N.B.  

• The Churches may help Islam to find its status and its place in society and 



defend religious freedom. The Muslim community must be able to create 
educational facilities for Muslim teachers with a curriculum adapted to 
pluralistic European society in order not to fall victim to interference and 
ideological manipulation.  

• A number of groups of various types have emerged into the public forum 
and there is no option but to enter into dialogue with these too. It is 
important to distinguish the characteristics of these groups.  

*****  

 

Notes:  

1. Muslim fundamentalism is a politico-religious ideology which wishes to 
return to the true Islam, the religion of the first Muslims, and aims to set up 
an Islamic State governed by the chari'ah (koranic law) and to reunify the 
Umma (or nation of Islam)  
The Islamic movements swing between literal loyalty to tradition and the 
aspiration to renewal through religious, moral, social, and political reform, 
or even through revolution. They are more or less open to the modern 
world and the progress of the West in different degrees; most come from 
the trauma of colonial and post-colonial exposure to the modern world and 
westernisation.  

2. Like other religions, Islam, which is centred on devotion to God and 
submission to his will, has given rise to a mystcisim (Sufism) which is 
often organised in brotherhoods.  

*****  

Bibliography:  

Andree, T.G.I.M/Bakker, C. Ed: Leren van elkaar. Op zoek naar mogelijkheden 
voor interreligieus onderwijs. Zoetermeer 1996.  

Arbeitskreis katholischer Schulen in freier Trägerschaft: Katholische Schule - 
offen für alle? Bonn: Arbeitskreis kath. Schulen in freier Trägerschaft, Materialen 
20, 1994  

Becka, J./Mendel, M.: Islám a ceské seme (L'Islam et les pays tchèques), 
Prague, 1998.  

Catholiques et musulmans. Fiches pastorales. Documents EPISCOPAT n° 6-7, 
Paris, 1999  

Clément, Olivier: La vérité vous rendra libre. Paris: Editions Jean-Claude Lattès, 



1996  

Comité Islam en Europe: La présence des musulmans en Europe et la formation 
théologique des collaborateurs pastoraux. Birmingham 1991.  

DoedensFolkert/Weisse, Wolfram (Ed.): Religionsunterricht für alle. Hamburger 
Perspektiven zur Religionsdidaktik. Münster, Waxmann Verlag, 1997  

L'Islam dans les livres scolaires de la Grèce. Un rapprochement au dialogue de 
l'amitié entre le Christianisme et l'Islam. Thessaloniki, 1996 (en grèc).  

Islamische Religionspädagogische Akademie (IRPA): Islamische 
Glaubensgemeinschaft in Österreich. Oberster Rat. Informationsblatt, Wien  

Jacobson, Jessica: Islam in Transition. London: Routledge, 1998  

Kropácek, L.: "Krest'ané tvárí v tvár islámu v soucasné Evrope" (Les chrétiens 
face à l'Islam en Europe d'aujourd'hui), Teologické texty (1995) 5  

Lähnemann, Johannes (Ed.): Erziehung zur Kulturbegegnung. Modelle für das 
Zusammenleben von Menschen verschiedenen Glaubens. Schwerpunkt 
Christentum-Islam. Hamburg: ebv, Pädagogische Beiträge zur Kulturbegegnung 
vol. 3, 1986  

Leven, Cokkie van`t: La formation religieuse des jeunes musulmans aux Pays-
Bas. Un bref aperçu. Leusden, 1999  

Lewis, P.J.: British Muslims and the search for religious guidance. in:John 
Hinnells/Werner Menski (ed). From Generation to Generation: religious 
reconstruction in the South Asian diaspora. London: Macmillan, 1999.  

Lewis, P.J.: Depictions of "Christianity" within British Islamic institutions. in: Lloyd 
Ridgeo (Ed) Islamic views on Christianity. London: Curzon, 2000  

Samad, Yunas: Imagining a British Muslim Identification. in: Steven 
Vetovec/Alisttair Rogers (Ed). Muslim European Youth, Reproducing ethnicity, 
religion, culture. Ashgate: Aldershot, 1998  

Shadid, W.A.R./ van Koningsveld, P.S.: Moslims in Nederland, Houten, 1997  

Spuler-Stegemann, Ursula: Muslime in Deutschland: Nebeneinander oder 
Miteinander; Freiburg 1998  

Tworuschka, Udo: Analyse der evangelischen Religionsbücher zum Thema 
Islam. Braunschweig: Georg-Eckert-Institut für Internationale 



Schulbuchforschung, 1996  

Vöcking, Hans (Ed): Analyse der katholischen Religionsbücher zum Thema 
Islam. Braunschweig: Georg-Eckert-Institut für Internationale 
Schulbuchforschung. 1998  

Wagtendonk, K. (Ed.): Islam in Nederland, Islam op school. Muiderberg, 1987  

Westerman, W.E: Een eenvoudige godsdienst? De Islam in Nedeerlandse 
leermiddelen, 1994  

Yannoulatos, Anastasios: The Purpose and Motive of Mission from an Orthodox 
Point of View, in International Review of Missions 54 (1965) pp. 298-307  

Yannoylatos, Anastasios: Towards World Community: Resources and 
Responsibilities for Living Together, Athens, 1975.  

Zentralrat der Muslime in Deutschland (ZMD): Lehrplan für den islamischen 
Religionsunterricht (Grundschule). Köln: ZMD, 1999  

Zirker, Hans: Interkulturelles Lernen - im Verhältnis zum Islam. Zeitschrift der 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft Katholischer Katechetik-Dozenten 28 (1991) pp. 17-40  
 

 
  


