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Abstract: 

Present age is the age of globalization and world has shrunk to a global 

village. One incident in any part of the globe not only spreads to other parts in 

no time but also impacts the perspectives and ideologies of people because of 

the faster means of communication. The contemporary world presents a 

dismal picture as majority of the countries are in conflict and clash with one 

other. So, the need and scope of interfaith dialogue is greater in these modern 

times. Islam, the second largest religion of the world, encourages interfaith 

dialogue between followers of different religions to chalk out a common 

minimum programme for the betterment of humanity. In this direction, many 

Muslim personalities, from time to time, tried to invite the people from other 

religions to a common platform for interfaith dialogue to achieve amicable 

solutions to the problems confronting collectively to the humanity. 

Mohammad Fethullah Gulen (1941) of Turkey is one among such famous 

Muslim personalities who is working in this direction since many decades. In 

recent past, he has met many religious leaders of other faiths and did 

dialogues with them to save humanity from further rifts, clashes and wars. He 

has also founded many dialogue platforms like the Journalists and Writers 

Foundation etc. to invite people from other faiths to chalk out further course 

of action in this direction. The present paper is a humble try to critically 

evaluate the interfaith dialogue activities of Fethullah Gulen and his followers.   
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Introduction: 

The present day man, though materially and scientifically very sound, and excels 

in almost all the mundane affairs, lacks moral values because there is not proper 

balance between material and spiritual values. Fethullah Gulen opines that we live 

in a global world, which is totally different from the past times. Technology has 

shrunk our world to a global village wherein any incident happening in any part of 

the world is known throughout the world in no time. He calls those people ignorant 

and rude who think that any radical change in a particular country will be 

determined by that country alone.
1
 Generally, it is regarded that the West excels in 

the scientific and empirical field while the East in the spiritual and theological 

field. On both the sides, there is an imbalance and they both need to reform their 

worldviews making these two extremes compatible to each other. The strifes and 

clashes of varying degrees and kinds will ease up on both the sides once they 

succeed in reconciling the two worldviews. So, dialogue is a proper means to 

reconcile two seemingly exclusives: religion-science, this world-the next world, 

nature-Divine Books, the material-the spiritual, and spirit-body to a common 

platform whereby they would tread on the path of love, tolerance, peace and 

coexistence.
2
 

The importance of dialogue is not only to reconcile two world views but also to 

bring people of different faith to a common platform. Many Muslim scholars have 

tried in this direction to invite people of different faith to a common platform for 

interfaith dialogue. Fethullah Gulen says that there are a lot of commonalities 

between Muslims and the people of other faiths especially Christians and Jews, 

than differences. So, why would not it be possible to join hands for what is 

common between us than to divide the humanity on some secondary differences, 

which are the causes of violence, rifts, clashes, enmity, hatred and wars. He rests 

his ideology of interfaith dialogue on the principles of the Quran and the Sunnah of 

Prophet Muhammad (SAW) and says that the Quran also enjoins the Muslims to 

call the People of the Book for dialogue. He cites the Quranic verse: 

Say: “O People of the Book! Come to common terms as between us and you: that we worship 

none but God; that we associate no partners with Him; that we take not, from among ourselves 

lords and patrons other than God.” If then they turn back, say you: “Bear witness that we are 

Muslims (surrendered to God‟s Will).”
3
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Gulen opines that all the revealed religions are based on peace, security and world 

harmony. Despite the tensions, strifes and wars between Muslims and the followers 

of other faiths, dialogue is the only viable key to open up new chapters of peace 

and prosperity in the world. But he puts forth some conditions for interfaith 

dialogue to succeed. The primary conditions are that we must forget the mistakes 

of our past, avoid polemical arguments and focus on the points which are common 

to religions.
4
 He also says that toleration, love, forgiveness and compassion are the 

fundamental prerequisites of dialogue and these are common to all religions. 

Fundamentals should be the basics of bonding with others while as the accidentals 

should be avoided altogether. The partners in the dialogue should focus on the 

commonalities rather on differences.
5
 

Gulen says that the purpose of dialogue should not be to defeat your dialogue 

partner with tools of superior logic and insight rather its sole aim is to let the truth 

emerge without hurting the sentiments of the followers of other religions. He holds 

that mutual understanding, dedication to justice and respect for dialogue partner 

should be given due consideration in a dialogue. Muslims should not forget the 

legacy of Prophet Muhammad (SAW) when he used to encounter with the People 

of the Book or the infidels of Mecca who showered atrocities on him and his 

companions during the early days of Islam.
6
  

Challenges in Interfaith Dialogue: 

The holy Quran addresses Jews and Christians in many verses as the People of the 

Book and enjoins Muslims to have a „dialogue‟ with them for the commonalities, 

ignoring the secondary issues. Fethullah Gulen believes that besides the Jews and 

the Christians, it is incumbent upon Muslims to have interfaith dialogue with the 

followers of other religions as well, for common goals of humanity to work for 

peace and justice.
7
 Though there are religious guidelines in almost all the religions 

of the world, still there are many challenges and obstacles in the path to dialogue. 

Gulen believes that Islam and the West drifted away from each other with the 

Crusades followed by the Mongol invasions of the Muslim World. Apart from this, 

in the twentieth century alone, far more Muslims have been killed by Christians 

than all Christians were killed by Muslims throughout the history. This created 

further enmity between the two and Muslims became more suspicious about 

Christians. With the result, another obstacle came in to the way of interfaith 
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dialogue.  The downfall of the Ottoman Empire due to the attacks of the Europeans 

also resulted in the further gulf between Muslims and Christians.
8
  

Within the Muslims, the first challenge comes from hard-line secularists and 

radical Islamists. The first group is of the opinion that interfaith dialogue should be 

initiated and done by state or any other individual authorized by the state. Any 

individual himself can‟t have interfaith dialogue without the authorization from a 

state. The second group (Radical Islamists) believes that by engaging in interfaith 

dialogue with non Muslims, there is less scope for establishing an „Islamic State‟, 

which it believes, is necessary and obligatory for the Muslims. It also opposes 

interfaith dialogue with the Christians and the Jews as it would open up the doors 

for Muslims to convert to these religions. Fethullah Gulen strongly opposes this 

perspective and says that Islam advocates dialogue with the followers of other 

faiths from the very beginning. He also opines that, being the products of the age 

of knowledge and science, interfaith dialogue is among the duties of Muslims to 

work for peace and prosperity in the world.
9
 

The reasons, Gulen points out, which are creating hurdles in dialogue processes 

have been summarized by Turan Kayaoglu as: 

I. Western assaults on Muslims since the crusades 

II. Domestic political repression of Muslims 

III. Politicization of Islam 

IV. Misrepresentation of Islam in the West
10

    

In addition, Christendom‟s historical portrayal of Islam has also weakened 

Muslim‟s audacity with respect to interfaith dialogue. For a long time, Christians 

were told that Islam was a nebulous and distorted version of Judaism and 

Christianity. And even Prophet Muhammad (SAW) was considered the Antichrist 

or an idol worshipped by Muslims. With the result, the already existed wedge 

between Muslims and Christians got widened further. This is another impediment 

for interfaith dialogue.
11

 

Though there are many challenges to interfaith dialogue in the present scenario 

keeping in view the contemporary international relations, Fethullah Gulen still 

holds fast that interfaith dialogue is a key tool which would prove fruitful in 
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liquidating the hatred and enmity between the people of different religions and 

ideologies and would bring them together for the collective cause of humanity.  

Journalists and Writers Foundation: 

To materialize his dream to bring people from different faiths together, leaving 

behind the past stories, incidents, clashes and wars, Fethullah Gulen personally met 

many known religious and political personalities from time to time to pioneer and 

champion the cause of interfaith dialogue. Not only this, he also advocates to 

create congenial atmosphere for interfaith dialogue and wherever possible, to 

establish dialogue platforms whereby people would be able to chalk out further 

course of action in order to bring people closer to each other. In this direction 

Gulen and his followers apart from establishing hundreds of schools all across the 

world, formed a few platforms which work altruistically and tirelessly to bring 

people of different faiths to a common platform for welfare of the human family. 

The Journalists and Writers Foundation is one of the important platforms 

established by Fethullah Gulen and his followers to bring people from different 

backgrounds to a common platform to liquidate the enmity, hatred, clashes 

between them. 

When Fethullah Gulen retired from his official assignments in 1980, he 

concentrated his efforts to establish dialogue among the factions representing 

different ideologies, races, ethnicities, cultures, religions and nations. He has 

written a paper “The Necessity of Interfaith Dialogue” which was presented to the 

Parliament of World‟s Religions in Cape Town, Africa on December 1-8, 1999.
12

 

At first he started his dialogue activities by organizing Ramadan dinners and 

meetings with people of all fields- scholars, scientists, religious people, members 

of the arts, state officials etc. in order to discuss social, religious and cultural issues 

confronting the society, with a constructive spirit to arrive at amicable solutions 

which have caused inter personal, inter cultural and inter religious rifts and clashes. 

His civilizational dialogue project spread and expanded to other parts of Turkey in 

which different social and intellectual groups were brought together, ignoring their 

individual differences. In his emphasis upon interfaith and inter cultural dialogue, 

he often refers to the harmonious inter religious relationships that existed in the 

Ottoman Empire which was composed not only of Muslims, but of many 

Christians, Jews as well as some Zoroastrians. Until the emergence of modern 
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national states, these religious groups lived together peacefully and productively 

throughout the Ottoman times. This peaceful coexistence was promoted by many 

of the Turkish Sufi masters, Gulen was inspired of, who championed the ideas of 

inter religious tolerance. Gulen realizes that the pluralities prevalent in the 

contemporary world will continue to exist. So, it is pragmatic to recognize these 

pluralities as they are but the need of the time is to foster a bond of union among 

these pluralities.  

Previously many people in Turkey were associated with various groups who had 

fought each other throughout 1960s, 1970s and later in 1980s.
13

 Gulen motivated 

them to attend various meetings in the 1990s and hence provided them an 

opportunity to come together. Because of these meetings, the people who were 

previously of various political backgrounds and in war with each other, shared now 

common table for the welfare of the community. Ultimately, these meetings paved 

way for establishment of a common platform with the name of Journalists and 

Writers Foundation in 1994, Gulen was a founding member of. The platform has 

many offshoot platforms like the Literature Platform, Dialogue Eurasia Platform, 

Women‟s Platform, and Abant Platform which are meant to discuss specific 

relevant issues. These platforms are sometimes commonly and collectively known 

as the Abant Platforms. The Journalists and Writers Foundation aims to promote 

inter personal, inter cultural and interfaith dialogue and tolerance among people of 

different identities and has received applauses and appreciations from people of 

almost all walks of life. Gulen frequently visits and receives leading Turkish and 

international personalities: the Vatican Ambassador to Turkey, the Patriarchs of 

Turkey‟s Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, and Armenian communities; the Chief Rabbi 

of Turkey‟s Jewish community; Pope John Paul II at the Vatican, the late John 

O‟Connor, Archbishop of New York, Leon Levy, former president of The Anti-

Defamation League are among many leading representatives of world religions 

with whom Gulen has met to discuss dialogue and take initiatives in this respect.
14

 

When Gulen met Pop John Paul II at the Vatican in 1998, he presented a proposal 

of collaborative work to him for taking initiatives to stop the conflict prevalent in 

the Middle East, a place of origin of Islam, Christianity and Judaism, the world‟s 

three major religions. In his proposal, he stressed the fact that science and religion 

are two different aspects that spring from the same truth.
15

He did not limit his 

dialogue activities to Turkey alone but he invites leading journalists, columnists, 
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television and movie stars, and intellectuals all across the globe for dialogue. The 

foundation also organizes seminars, conferences, workshops, symposia etc. on 

diverse themes to bring people of different faiths from all parts of the globe 

together in order to dilute the hatred and enmity between people to make the world 

a better and peaceful place. 

To spread the message that Islam is the religion of peace and to lessen the gap 

between Muslims, Christians, Jews and the people of other faiths, Fethullah Gulen 

condemned the September 11
th

 terrorist attacks on the US twin towers and declared 

that such acts are unfair and are a great threat to the world peace. He also added 

that because of these acts of terror, the credit of believers gets tarnished. He says, 

“…terror can never be used in the name of Islam or for the sake of any Islamic 

ends. A terrorist cannot be a Muslim and a Muslim cannot be a terrorist. A Muslim 

can only be the representative and symbol of peace, welfare, and prosperity.”
16

 

Fethullah Gulen‟s perspective of dialogue can be better understood in his own 

words as: 

“Different beliefs, races, customs and traditions will continue to cohabit in this village. Each 

individual is like a unique realm unto themselves; therefore the desire for all humanity to be 

similar to one another is nothing more than wishing for the impossible. For this reason, the peace 

of this global village lies in respecting these differences, considering these differences to be part 

of our nature and in ensuring that people appreciate these differences. Otherwise, it is 

unavoidable that the world will devour itself in a web of conflicts, disputes, fights, and the 

bloodiest of wars, thus preparing the way for its own end.”
17

 

The Journalists and Writers Foundation with its sophisticated and active media 

outreach is very active in creating congenial atmosphere for the promotion of 

dialogue activities, pluralism, tolerance, coexistence, peace and prosperity not only 

in Turkey but also in other countries of the world as well.     

 Conclusion: 

Since 1990s Fethullah Gulen and his followers are very active in interfaith 

dialogue activities not only in Turkey but in other parts of the globe as well. He 

opines that people of different religions are divided in every country and are even 

in arms against each other because they have not forgotten the past mistakes of 

history. The Western assaults on Muslims since decades, domestic political 
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repression of Muslims, politicization of Islam and misinterpretation of Islam in the 

West are some of the hurdles and challenges to interfaith dialogue but still he is 

quite optimistic about the future of the world, negating the Clash of Civilization 

Theory of Samuel P. Huntington. Gulen stresses that interfaith dialogue is one of 

the important needs of the hour as it is the key driving force to bring people of 

different faiths on the same table to chalk out strategies in order to liquidate hatred, 

enmity, clashes, rifts, wars etc. He advocates that we should formulate a common 

minimum programme based on the similarities between different religions and 

ignore the differences, which are very less, for the betterment of humanity. To this 

end, he and his followers have established few platforms like Journalists and 

Writers Foundation where on people of diverse faiths and ideologies sit and 

discuss collectively the problems confronting the human family and chalk out the 

solutions accordingly  
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