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Towards Contemporary Interfaith and Inter-Spiritual Dialogue.
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Project Abstract

Inspired by the forthcoming 800th anniversary in 2019 of Saint Francis of Assis’s meeting with the Sultan Malik al-Kamil (1219), this project commences with an  overview of the historical chronicles and narratives which document Francis’ mission to the East from both inside and outside of the Franciscan Order.   It examines  the political and religious influences upon him and the events surrounding his subsequent meeting in Damietta with the Sultan, his  response to the unexpected encounter,  and  its impact on the Franciscan Order. 

The project reflects on how the event exemplifies the philosophical hermeneutics of Hans Georg Gadamer and his ‘fusion of horizons’ (Truth and Method, 1960),  and how it has inspired Muslim-Christian relations in more recent history, through the work of Louis Massignon, whose writings and personal contacts helped to form the views of those who drafted the historic papal declaration, Nostra Aetate (1965).

It examines how the historic meeting inspires interfaith and intra-faith dialogue in light of the initiative of Vatican II in encouraging Muslim-Christian dialogue and  examines post Vatican II initiatives towards inter-spiritual, and inter-monastic dialogue. 

The project concludes in identifying the need for further research on a  new typology emerging out of contemporary society towards inter-religious and intra-religious dialogue in the form of ‘new-monasticism’  which inspires spiritual formation in a multi-religious global community and encourages empathy through inter-spiritual dialogue.  
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Aims and Objectives

To present an historic account of the meeting which took place between Francis of Assisi and the Sultan in 1219.  

To reflect on the political and religious  circumstances surrounding their meeting and the outcome of their personal encounter.

To assess the motivations from both sides which made the meeting possible and to apply a philosophical hermeneutical approach to the ‘situatedness’ of the characters in history and the impact of their ’fusion of horizons’.

To apply this Muslim-Christian encounter to contemporary issues relating to interfaith and intra-faith dialogue,  in a post Vatican II global society and in the light of the declaration of ‘Nostra Aeate’.

To identify the  relevance of this encounter to  wider contemporary religious issues and to identify monastic and inter-spiritual initiatives which will contribute to broadening the academic field of interfaith studies. 

Methods and Approaches

An Historical Literary and Contemporary Literary approach to research in investigating, reviewing, assessing and identifying the following:-
The legitimacy of the meeting between Francis of Assisi and  Sultan Malik al-Kamil by assessing Fifth Crusade chronicles and  narratives as well as Franciscan biographies  which support the event. 
An appreciation of Francis’ view of mission and martyrdom, with reference to his conversion experience and the principals of the first Rule of the first Franciscan Order. 
The concept of martyrdom in the Franciscan Order which appears in Francis’ biographies and  which acts as propaganda in supporting the  Catholic Church’s concept of Christian Crusade in the thirteenth century and to identify the potentially ‘real’ purpose of his journey to the ‘East’.
In light of Vatican II (Nostre Aeate, 1965) how the inter-religious meeting between Francis and the Sultan inspires monastic inter-spiritual dialogue reflecting the philosophical hermeneutics of Gadamer’s ‘fusion of horizons, the thoughts of Pierre-François de Béthune, OS., and the theology of Louis Massignon towards inter-spiritual dialogue.

This project identifies the opportunity for widening the scope of academic work  in the field of inter-religious studies by combining literary, historical, ethnographic and empirical research in examining the the efficacy of monastic inter-spiritual dialogue (post Vatican II), and the impact of the rise in new-monasticism and inter-spiritual dialogue in contemporary religious society, which has the potential to increase the growth and effectiveness of inter-religious and intra-religious dialogue in the twenty first century.
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Relevance to Wider Work

An Historical Literary and Contemporary Literary approach to research in investigating, reviewing, assessing and identifying the following:-
[bookmark: _GoBack]
The legitimacy of the meeting between Francis of Assisi and  Sultan Malik al-Kamil by assessing Fifth Crusade chronicles and  narratives as well as Franciscan biographies  which support the event. 

An appreciation of Francis’ view of mission and martyrdom, with reference to his conversion experience and the principals of the first Rule of the first Franciscan Order. 
The concept of martyrdom in the Franciscan Order which appears in Francis’ biographies and  which acts as propaganda in supporting the  Catholic Church’s concept of Christian Crusade in the thirteenth century and to identify the potentially ‘real’ purpose of his journey to the ‘East’.

In light of Vatican II (Nostre Aeate, 1965) how the inter-religious meeting between Francis and the Sultan inspires monastic inter-spiritual dialogue reflecting the philosophical hermeneutics of Gadamer’s ‘fusion of horizons, the thoughts of Pierre-François de Béthune, OS., and the theology of Louis Massignon towards inter-spiritual dialogue.
This project identifies the opportunity for widening the scope of academic work  in the field of inter-religious studies by combining literary, historical, ethnographic and empirical research in examining the the efficacy of monastic inter-spiritual dialogue (post Vatican II), and the impact of the rise in new-monasticism and inter-spiritual dialogue in contemporary religious society, which has the potential to increase the growth and effectiveness of inter-religious and intra-religious dialogue in the twenty first century.


Conclusion

In the twenty first century, contemporary new monastic communities are forging interfaith and intra-faith relationships through hospitality and the practice of contemplation at a time when Christian Churches are diminishing and Muslims are suffering from the radicalisation of their young people due to their disaffection with the society they find themselves in.  

Virtues necessary in resolving twenty-first century cultural and religious divides are,  bravery, hospitality, acceptance, understanding, empathy, respect in difference, and faith in God.   Francis and the Sultan displayed these all of these qualities during their encounter and their example has been an inspiration throughout the centuries.
 
Contemplative prayer provides a conduit for the one God to strike empathic chords in the hearts of opponents, filling the gap between differing religious expressions and allowing space for communion and communication. A  new typology of dialogue is developing which inspires spiritual formation in a global community from a new monastic perspective, through inter-spiritual connection which encourages empathy.  This project highlights a need for research into the motivations and efficacy of the twenty first century new monastic initiatives focusing on the ‘dialogue of inter-spirituality’ as a method of fusing horizons.


