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Rivalry or Dialogue? 

The discussion on whether Samuel Huntington
1
 was right in his analysis of data that made 

him warn of the dangers of an impending clash of civilizations will undoubtedly continue for many 

years.  Regardless of where one may stand regarding that thesis, it is clear-- not just because 

Huntington wrote about it but because of the simple common sense observation-- that the 

borderlands, i.e. crossroads, where civilizations with their respective religions intersect are prone to 

antagonism and bloody confrontations. Surely these regions have a different experience of living 

along with their neighbors than homogeneous areas. 

 Southeastern Europe is anything but homogeneous with its great cultural, ethnic, religious, 

social, economic, and geographic diversity.  That may be and should be regarded as a blessing. 

However, many consider it a curse. And, indeed, its history has rarely been harmonious and 

peaceful. There were, of course, times and places when the diverse peoples of the Balkans could and 

did live peacefully alongside each other. Usually this was accomplished by living in parallel isolated 

communities—which in the past was possible but no longer is—or even having good personal 

neighborly interactions. Naturally people were aware of their differences but generally they were not 

intensely inquisitive about each other. However, there was always the awareness of the rivalry of 

ecclesial and ethnic bodies that provided an undercurrent of intolerance and attempts at religious 

proselytism and pressure to ethnically assimilate into the dominant nation. Macedonian as well as 

other Balkan readers will recognize these practices of the past.  Leaders, political or religious, could 

always manipulate the situation by resurrecting grievances, past and present, which exist in every 

community and turn neighbor against neighbor. Hence intense rivalry between Eastern Orthodox, 

Roman Catholic, and Islamic communities persisted through the centuries. Regretfully, distrust and 

hatred had almost become a hobby. 

                                                
               1 ―The Clash of Civilizations?‘ in Foreign Affairs, Summer 1993.  See also 

http://www.lander.edu/atannenbaum/Tannenb…gton_clas_of_civilizations_full_text_htm   Accessed 1/31/03.  

Huntington expanded it into a book, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order. (London: The 

Free Press, Simon and Schuster, 2006). 
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 Communist control altered the situation but not drastically. While ethnic amity and concord 

was being promoted both verbally and in action, severe intolerance was fanned against certain socio-

economic and ideological strata, as well as against all religions, though not necessarily 

evenhandedly. Religious communities that had began to realign themselves and adapt after the 

retreat of the Ottomans and the Hapsburgs and cope with the onslaught of the Nazis, were suddenly 

traumatized by Communist persecution and anti-religious propaganda (only Greece partially escaped 

this destiny). While far from being completely successful in exterminating religion (except nearly so 

in Albania), a rather significant segment of the population became secularized and impacted by 

antireligious sentiments.  

 With the collapse of Communism and the violent disintegration of the Yugoslav federation, 

along with orientation toward democracy and independence, the religious communities began the 

slow and bumpy road back to a more prominent place in society.  Psychological baggage and scars 

still burdened both religious leadership and followers.  The religious revival was accomplished 

differently by the large religious communities which benefited from the ethnoreligious symbiosis so 

typical of countries of Eastern Europe, yet which played such an aggravating role in the wars of the 

1990s and early 2000s. Minority religious communities had to adjust to the new conditions usually 

with some assistance by their co-religionists from abroad. 

 During the Communist period, when all religious communities were being attacked, a 

certain degree of collaboration and mutual acceptance characterized interreligious relations. It varied 

from location to location but generally it did not go beyond what I call ―protocol and photo 

opportunity ecumenism,‖ namely, a posture of politeness and superficial friendliness displayed at 

brief formal meetings. One might have expected that under conditions of religious liberty which the 

political and ideological changes brought about that these contacts would be nurtured and 

intensified, but the opposite occurred. Those who opposed cooperation were now free to actively 

propagate exclusivism and promote suspicion and discord.  Such people could be found both among 

politicians and in churches and religious communities. While in the West enormous strides had been 

made in ecumenical and interreligious relations both before and after World War II these innovations 

and improvements were only slowly penetrating eastward. And when they did there was suspicion 

and resistance to it. The quick sequence of events after the fall of Communism that led to the wars 

for the tragic demise of Yugoslavia has impacted not only the territory of that country but also its 

neighbors. It radically affected Orthodox-Catholic-Muslim relations often leading to sharp 
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antagonism.  It even affected the relationship within these communities as is evident in the clash 

between the hierarchies of the Macedonian and Serbian Orthodox Churches and the schism in the 

Bulgarian Orthodox Church or the alienation between the Catholic hierarchies of Slovenia and 

Croatia. 

  One can easily find examples of those who propelled conflict, almost always under the 

guise of defending their threatened ethnoreligious community. Many of them come from nationalist 

scholars.
2
 Others by politicians.

3
 Still others by religious leaders.

4
 More widely one can encounter it 

among younger people who are either under the influence of militant Islam emanating from the Near 

East, or the writings of Bishop Nikolaj Velimirović  or Justin Popović
5
 or yet the stern asceticism 

and exclusivism of some of the Orthodox monks of Mount Athos.  These exclusivist stances are 

frequently connected by a feeling of threat from globalism from the U.S. and the West, from Turkish 

and Islamic expansionism, or whichever other enemies are perceived by the respective group. 

 It is natural that national and religious groups seek to protect their identity and that they 

seek to defend or acquire power (even religious leaders are not immune from that impulse—with 

some saintly exceptions). The combination of the fear from those who seem to threaten their ident ity 

and the eagerness to defend their national or religious interest leads many political and religious 

leaders into an isolationist and confrontational attitude toward the ―Other.‖  Some churches and 

religious communities are both unwilling and incapable of dialogue, because if a group believes that 

it and it alone has all the truth while the others are utterly in error (a common trait of 

fundamentalism, regardless in which group it is manifested), there can be no dialogue and probably 

not even cooperation except perhaps in some extreme situations. 

 Another impulse leading in the opposite direction perceives that the protection of one‘s 

national or religious interests is not incompatible with the common good. To the contrary, it is 

perceived that the very best way for promoting one‘s community interest can be found in principled 

                                                
2 Some examples are given in Paul Mojzes, ―Orthodoxy and Islam in the Balkans: Conflict or Cooperation?‖ in  

Religion, State & Society (Oxford, UK), Vol. 36, No. 4 (December 2008), pp. 408-410. 
3 Paul Mojzes, ―The Religiosity of Radovan Karadzic,‖ in Religion in Eastern Europe. Vol. 15, No. 4, (August 1995), 

pp.17-22.  Alija Izetbegović‘s Islamic Declaration, [Islamska deklaracija  (Sarajevo: Bosna. 1990)] perhaps 

unintentionally, contributed to apprehension among Balkan Christians. 
4 Bishop Artemije of Raška and Kosovo , ―Srpska Crkva protiv ekumenizma‖ [Serbian Church Against Ecumenism], a 

lecture delivered at Thessaloniki, Greece, 20-24 September 2004, previously published in Sveti knez Laxar(Gračanica), 
No. 47 (3, 2004), pp. 29-46. Not only does Bishop Artemije say that ecumenism is a heresy but claims that it is the 

greatest heresy in Christian history. Heretics are usually expelled from the Church, which means that Bishop Artemije 

calls for excommunication even of Patriarchs of the various Orthodox Churches who are ecumenically engaged. 
5 Thomas Bremer, ―The Attitude of the Serbian Orthodox Church Towards Europe,‖ in Eastern Christian Studies3 

(Leuven, Paris & Dudley, MA: Peeters, 2003), pp. 425-428. 
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dialogue with those whom we encounter, regardless as to whether they live in the same country or 

across the border. Such people understand that the best protection of their own community consists 

of seeking understanding, tolerance, cooperation, and dialogue with others, including rivals and 

enemies. 

 

Historical Circumstances of Recent Dialogue in the Republic of Macedonia 

The need for dialogue became evident to scholars studying other than their own religion 

when their more profound understanding of the complexities of other religions and cultures slowly 

switched from the erstwhile desire to convert them to a far more nuanced position of appreciation 

and understanding. Many religious leaders in the late 19
th
 and the beginning of 20

th
 century began to 

promote Christian unity (which is the narrow meaning of the word ‗ecumenism‘) and then, with 

some delay, to engage themselves in promoting interreligious dialogue (which we call ‗wider 

ecumenism‘). This has lad to numerous national councils of churches and to the World Council of 

Churches, the organization of which was delayed by World War II until 1948 when the first 

Assembly took place in Amsterdam.  It should be noted that in addition to the many Protestant 

Churches, Orthodox Church leaders participated in these efforts since the late 1920s and early 1930, 

while the Roman Catholic Church at that time was yet strenuously opposed to ecumenism.  The 

Roman Catholics had to wait for the election of Pope John XXIII and his convening of the Second 

Vatican Council to embrace the idea and practice of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue, but once 

it had done so, it did so decisively, massively, and irrevocably. Unfortunately this cannot be said for 

the Orthodox Churches among which, especially since the fall of Communism, there had been a lot 

of vacillation and retreat from ecumenical participation. Nevertheless, it does not seem that the 

Orthodox Churches are going to reject their involvement, but they may continue to experience an 

internal struggle over this issue. 

 As to Christian-Jewish dialogue, it began as a trickle between a few scholars from the two 

faith communities before WWII, but after the end of the war, seeing the catastrophic results of the 

Holocaust, the trickle developed into a mighty river. It can be said without reservation that Jewish-

Christian relations have never been better in the two thousand years of our common, often tragic 

history. There are, of course, still pockets of resistance in both communities. Remnants of anti-

Semitism, regretfully, can be found in some Christian theological formulation and even among some 

leading church leaders. 
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 The relationship between Jews and Muslims and Christians and Muslims, and the so-called 

dialogue of Abrahamic religions, i.e. the Jewish-Christian-Muslim trialogue, was yet later in origin 

and is still experiencing its birth pangs. To be sure there had been some bright spots in the past, such 

as Cordova in Spain, and the tolerance and even bestowing of high public positions by some of the 

caliphs to Jews and Christians, but it is fair to say that these bright spots are greatly overshadowed 

by a history of bad relationships. Sometimes the encounter was civil and polite, sometimes it was 

down to earth practical, but it is fair to say that there was always an undercurrent of suspicion and 

hostility marking these relationships.  Instead of improving these relationships have become far more 

strained and even violent due to the activity of terrorists and the outbreak of wars, the most recent 

being the Bosnian and Kosovo conflicts of the 1990s and the low intensity war in the Republic of 

Macedonia in early 2000s. Perhaps because of our ever increasing mingling, migrations, and 

political and other contacts, more as the result of necessity than benevolent desire, scholars, political 

and religious leaders, and common people realize that there is no real alternative to dialogue.  Hans 

Kűng was right in saying, ―dialogue or death.‖  He did not mean it as a threat but as a forewarning. 

Nowadays one can find prominent individuals, such as Prince Hassan of Jordan, Ayatollah 

Mohammed Khatami of Iran, and King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia promoting dialogues of 

civilization and religions. Jewish and Christian leaders are too numerous to mention--political and 

religious leaders of the Republic of Macedonia being among them-- who likewise urge that we move 

in that direction. Such appeals have found support ranging from many ordinary citizens throughout 

the world to organizations such as ―Religions for Peace‖ (or World Council for Religion and Peace--

WCRP‖) and  the United Nations, which had proclaimed 2001 as the year of ―Dialogue Among 

Civilizations.‖
6
  By now the initiatives for such dialogues are so numerous that they defy listing. 

 To focus more specifically on the Republic of Macedonia, it is well known that the fall of 

Yugoslavia and the war over Kosovo greatly increased tensions, especially among the two largest 

nations, namely Macedonians (predominantly Orthodox) and Albanians (predominantly Muslim). 

Soon after his election as President, Boris Trajkovski, with whom I had contacts at least a decade 

earlier, who knew of my involvement in Jewish-Christian-Muslim international trialogues, 

telephoned me saying that the tensions were increasing and that it would be greatly desirable to 

prevent the religious communities from contributing to tensions but rather to explore if they could 

                                                
6 E.g. ―The Kyoto Declaration on Confronting Violence and Advancing Shared Security: Religions for Peace Eighth 

World Assembly, 29 August 2006. Also ―Dialogue Among Civilizations‖ http‖//www.unu.edu/dialogue  11/28/2008. 
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help create a climate of greater trust and confidence building. There had been previous attempts by 

the WCRP and the European Council of Churches in Geneva, Switzerland, to convene the leaders of 

Macedonia‘s five major religious communities (Macedonian Orthodox, Islamic, Catholic, 

Evangelical Methodist, and Jewish) to work on peacemaking, with limited success. President 

Trajkovski was determined to push more vigorously for such cooperation and asked my colleague 

Leonard Swidler and myself to facilitate this process as we had a lot of experience in interreligious 

dialogues.  So, beginning in 2001 we traveled frequently to Skopje, sometimes just the two of us, 

sometimes with religious scholars matching the five above mentioned religious communities of 

Macedonia to work with President Trajkovski and the church or religious leaders.
7
 We were right in 

our conviction that we should start with a big public event that will grab the imagination of a 

somewhat larger group of participants and will be noticed by the media. So, in May 2002 we 

organized an international Jewish-Christian-Muslim conference in Skopje with the theme 

―Confidence Building Between Churches and Religious Communities in Macedonia Through 

Dialogue‖ with much of the funding from the U.S. Institute of Peace and the Foundation Open 

Society Institute, with President Trajkovski opening and closing the conference.
8
 By skillful 

negotiation of religious leaders, facilitated by those of us from abroad, The Council of Interreligious 

Cooperation, consisting of representatives of the five above mentioned denominations started 

functioning.
9
 Regretfully it met somewhat sporadically and it is unclear whether it will persevere. 

 Another qualitative jump was made by President Trajkovski by organizing the ―Regional 

Forum on Dialogue Among Civilizations‖ at Ohrid, August 29-30, 2003.  He moved boldly to bring 

together three groups that do not habitually interact, namely politicians, humanistic intellectuals, and 

clergy and theologians.  It wasn‘t the speeches themselves that were groundbreaking, but the fact 

that the heads of state of Hungary, Bulgaria, Albania, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia-Montenegro, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, and, of  course, Macedonia, in their speeches all profusely used the word 

                                                
7 Metropolitan Stefan, Reis Arif Emini, Bishop Joakim Herbut, Rev. Mihail Cekov, and Mr Viktor Mizrahi, and their 

representatives, such as Rev. Ratomir Grozdanoski, Rev. Jovan Takovski, Dean Ismail Bardhi, and Rev. Kiro Stojanov . 
8 All the major papers from the conference were published in Paul Mojzes, Leonard Swidler and Heinz-Gerhard 

Justenhoven, Interreligious Dialogue Toward Reconciliation in Macedonia and Bosnia. (Philadelphia, PA: Ecumenical 

Press, 2003). The papers also appeared in a bilingual book, Gradenje doverba pomegu crkvite i verskite zaednici vo 
Makedonija preku diajlog/ Ndertimi i besimit perms dialoguet ndermjet kishave dhe bashkesive fetare ne Maqedone, 

same press in 2004.   
9 These developments were described in Paul Mojzes, ―Peacemaking Through Interreligious Dialogue in Macedonia‖ in 

Religious Contributions to Peacemaking ed. by David R. Smock  (Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace, 

2006), pp.29-34. 
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―dialogue‖ and not a few stated that instead of the recent wars in the Balkans, it is dialogue-- 

civilizational, political, and religious-- that is needed to extricate the region from strife. 

 The government of Macedonia proceeded after President Boris Trajkovski‘s untimely 

tragic airplane crash, continued his vision and organized a World Conference on Dialogue Among 

Religions and Civilizations ―The Contribution of Religion and Culture in Peace, Mutual Respect, 

and Cohabitation‖ also at Ohrid, October 26-28, 2007, with the intention of organizing one every 

three years. The Second World Conference at Ohrid from May 6-9, 2010, was on the theme 

―Religion and Culture—Substantial Relations Among Nations.‖ Real efforts are being made by the 

government of Macedonia and its churches and religious communities to spread the information 

about the conference to the wider public. 

 

A Provisional Definition of Dialogue 

Some people make no effort to explain what they mean by the word dialogue. Some use it 

vaguely, applying it to almost any meeting between religious groups, regardless of the attitudes and 

motives brought to the meeting. Thus for instance, a protocol meeting between a bishop and an 

imam might be described by them as dialogue. Some more correctly identify dialogue as a specific 

type of encounter characterized by the equality and freedom of the participants, by a give-and-take 

situation, by an attempt to solve common theoretical and practical problems without aiming to 

misuse the partner or win a victory. 

The following working definition of dialogue is proposed:  dialogue is a way by which 

persons or groups of different persuasions respectfully relate to one another in order to bring about 

mutual enrichment without removing essential differences between them. Dialogue is both a verbal 

and an attitudinal mutual approach which includes listening, sharing ideas, and working together 

despite the continued existence of real differences and tensions. Dialogue is a conscious process in 

which partners seek to give and take without recourse to force and intimidation. Mere cooperation 

for practical purposes, in which ideological or religious views are of no concern to the partners, is 

not dialogue.  

Dialogue comprises both theory and practice.  Dialogue is an effort to surmount limits 

imposed by present social relations. It goes beyond mere influence by another view, even if that 

influence drastically alters or profoundly shapes one‘s own world view.  Unless two or more distinct  
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groups or persons are consciously involved as distinct protagonists in the give and take of theory and 

practice, something other than dialogue is taking place.  Being aware of partnership in a joint 

enterprise is of crucial importance for the definition of dialogue. 

It is evident that there is a good deal of overlapping in discussions of the purpose, motives, 

and method of dialogue. It should be thus. Without some commonality no success could be expected, 

because the notions and expectations would be at complete variance.  It is most helpful, however, to 

see not merely the points of overlapping but also the novel points introduced by the various 

contributors to dialogue. It is, in fact the composite impact which most enriches our understanding of 

dialogue. Taking a comprehensive view is most helpful. By applying the principle of coherence, it is 

possible to utilize the accumulated contributions of various dialogue partners, leaving out only those 

that are logically incompatible or deficient, and thus gain a very rich understanding of the purpose 

and nature of dialogue. 

Dialogue is a method, a path, a way, by which one person or group relates to another. Our 

understandings of reality differ. Differences are not to be removed, but are to serve as mutual 

enrichment. Both partners must be open to insight gained in the joint endeavor. Tension, dissent, and 

even conflict are seen as part of the process. No attempt should be made to camouflage differences 

for the sake of the appearance of a superficial agreement.  Partners in dialogue must seek to know 

one another directly by listening, by speaking, by working together. 

 

Additional Reflections on Dialogue 

Since the word ―dialogue‖ has a number of different meanings in literature, philosophy, and 

political discourse, it is important to distinguish it from debates, negotiations, and conventional 

discussions or conversations. Nor does dialogue mean parallel monologues, disputations, devious 

ways of proselytizing, merger, appeasement, involuntary exchange of ideas or antagonistic 

confrontation. Surely all these may have some ingredients of  dia – logos, ―words between people‖, 

but the many efforts to conduct dialogue between religions have brought about a much more precise 

and hopefully deeper comprehension of dialogue.
10

 

                                                
10 For a much more thorough discussion of dialogue in the Macedonian language see ch. 11 ―Od erata na monolog do 

erata na globalen dijalog‖ in Leonard Svidler i Pol Mojzes, Izuchuvanjeto na religijata vo errata na globalniot dijalog 

(Skopje, Templun, 2005), 239-289. This is a translation from English of our book  The Study of Religion in an Age of 

Global Dialogue (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2000), 145-178. 
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 Two major characteristics of dialogue is the willingness to LISTEN to what our partners 

have to say and to have some critical thinking skills. The latter is desirable in order to make the 

dialogue really effective but since a very large number of people have not been trained to think 

critically for the time being we may have to rely on the good-will of dialogue participants that they 

can and will be fair and respectful to their partners, as we try to be toward them.  This means we 

should follow the ―Golden Rule‖ –―do unto others as you want them to do unto you,‖ which is found 

in every major religion of the world in one form or another. Thus we are true to one of the central 

guidelines in our religions when we participate in dialogue. 

Fruitful or effective dialogue is unlikely to occur by happenstance.  Here one must learn from 

diplomats who know that in order to be really effective they have to study in some diplomatic 

academy. One might say that we need more formal education in why, how and when to conduct 

dialogue. 

In order for dialogue to take place there need to be certain external and internal conditions. 

Among external conditions are historical circumstances that either may prevent and obstruct 

dialogue or create the proper climate for it. Internal conditions are the attitudes of the partners that 

can either impede or promote such a relationship. 

Dialogue cannot be coerced; if a partner comes to the table with a ―knife at their throat‖ true 

dialogue cannot take place. Thus all partners in dialogue must have freedom to decide whether they 

wish to participate, which means that persecution or hostile propaganda against a partner will not 

yield good results. Nor would true dialogue take place if one side desires to fully conform to the 

other as this leads to a false sense of solidarity. The need for dialogue must be mutual; the desire of 

one side alone for dialogue will not produce a positive encounter.  

Of the internal conditions for dialogue the most important ones are to know one‘s own views 

well, to believe that truth is attainable, to have respect for the partner, and to consent to the notion 

that reality is greater than any one person or group can grasp and interpret. 

To know well one‘s own views means to have convictions as well as to allow one‘s partner 

to have convictions. Dialogue won‘t succeed if one or both parties are required to change the content 

of their own views in order to make dialogue possible.  In the course of dialogue one‘s own views 

may change if one becomes convinced that the former view was wrong, but this should not lead to 

utter relativism. The partners also need to examine whether they are using the same terms or 

concepts for different realities, because this leads to confusion. Should partners enter the dialogue 
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with the purpose of rethinking their conceptual framework, the consequences may be to confuse 

their own partner or to alienate themselves from their own milieu. However, some rethinking may be 

necessary if one takes the search for truth seriously. 

Both partners in dialogue need to acknowledge that their aim is truth and that they are 

entering into dialogue for the sake of truth. A more comprehensive and accurate form of truth is 

being sought. Truth in this sense is neither looking for an exact middle position nor a superficial 

syncretism. Complete skepticism of any truth-claim will not help the dialogue, nor will a claim that 

one must never, under any conditions, depart from one‘s own stated positions. Both partners need to 

acknowledge the rules of logical thinking as well. 

Respect for the partner means the willingness to trust the partner. The authenticity and 

sincerity of the partner is presupposed. Respect for the partner demands that the partners listen to 

one another rather than prejudge or depend on third sources for information. The freedom of other 

humans must be implicitly or explicitly recognized. 

Should any partners dogmatically assert that they possess the entire experiential truth and can 

interpret it infallibly and unchangeably, no dialogue can take place. Only the admission that 

something can be learned from a partner can enable us to enter subjectively into dialogue. Both sides 

must be able to acknowledge this. 

 

Motives and Purposes of Dialogue 

One of the purposes of the dialogue is to deal theoretically with certain problems, including 

practical ones, which emerge from the struggles of everyday life. This discussion should encourage 

more effective common action. Otherwise the dialogue may degenerate into mere quibbling or 

wasteful academic discussion. 

It is obvious that dialogue needs a goal.  Purposeless dialogue is hard to envision.  The basic 

question is whether it has a worthy purpose. Under specific historic conditions different purposes 

may be listed:  (1) attempts to better grasp the truth; (2) the achievement of greater justice, human 

freedom, brotherhood or sisterhood; (3) action for the welfare of all or part of humanity. The purpose 

of the dialogue should never be to endanger any group, e.g., Christians, Muslims, Jews, agnostics, 

atheists, or dissidents.  Only a method such as dialogue, which is infused with humility, openness, 

selflessness, friendship, care, respect, and responsibility (which can all be assumed under the term 
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love), when carried out in conjunction with the search for truth can yield results consonant with the 

intended goal. 

Dialogue can advance various goals including that of getting to know the other, of enriching 

and completing their own vision, of fighting the dogmatists in their own institutions, of humanizing 

the world by changing it, and, finally, of making it possible to engage in useful joint actions. 

Finally, one must not forget the political motives or purposes of the dialogue. This may be to  

gain a greater measure of religious or political freedom, to obtain political support for specific 

measures, especially those unpopular and not so easily achievable without the support of the other, 

to protect one‘s people from a common threat, and so forth.  Sometimes such purposes are not 

primary and often they are part of a ―hidden agenda.‖ When political motive emerges as the primary 

purpose of the dialogue, the chances are that no real dialogue will take place or that it will soon 

deteriorate into a power struggle. The fate of the dialogue often depends on oscillating political 

contingencies. 

 

Guidelines for More Successful Dialogue 

The following guidelines are offered to those seeking to engage in a successful dialogue, 

without claiming to be comprehensive or that all of these conditions must be met in order to succeed:  

1.  Both partners must have a need for dialogue 

2. Have a clear understanding of your own position. 

          3. Have preliminary knowledge of your partner and position with which you are going to 

dialogue. 

          4. Be well informed about the topic to be discussed and present it clearly. 

          5. Set concrete areas of discussion ahead of time. 

          6. Emphasize the things you have in common. 

          7. Face issues which cause conflict, but emphasize those things upon which partners agree. 

Antagonistic relationships may then give way to cooperation. 

          8. It is more promising to discuss specific issues than general. 

          9. Do not stereotype the partner‘s position. Be open to the presentation of your partner‘s 

viewpoint even if it differs from what you assumed it would be. 

        10. Interpret your partner‘s viewpoint in the best light. Look at the whole picture, and do not 

try to belittle his/her views. 
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        11. Look at the weaknesses and strengths of both views.  Listen to what your partner is saying. 

Strive for clearer understand of her/his position. Be willing to continually revise your understanding 

of the other‘s views. 

        12. There should be no hidden agendas, nor should there be tactical or selfish motive for 

initiating the dialogue. 

        13. Be open to constructive criticism, and avoid destructive criticism. Be aware of your 

partner‘s sensitivities. 

          14. If there is a need to compare, in fairness compare your ideals to theirs and your realities to 

theirs. Both the ideals and realities of each group should be taken into account.  

           15.  Each member of the dialogue should be self-critical and honest. This should not mean 

giving up dignity and self-respect. 

           16. Do not assume that conclusions reached are final. There will always be a need for 

continual dialogue regarding these views. 

           17.  Each partner must acknowledge the good and the bad his or her group has done or may 

still be doing. 

           18.  Challenge one another to be faithful to your own search for truth. 

           19. Soul-searching and mutual enrichment should be a part of the dialogue. Neither 

comprehension of truth is absolute. Each partner needs the other in order to get a more complete 

picture of the truth. Monopoly in thought leads sluggishness in thinking and to slanting of truth.        

          20. Dialogue is impossible if either partner claims to have already solved the problem for all 

time to come. 

          21. Dialogue should present a new appreciation for the value of both positions. 

          22. Dialogue occurs between persons or groups of persons, not between disembodied ideas. 

          23. Do not try to convert your partner, or the dialogue may turn again into a monologue.  

Differences must be maintained, although they should change from irreconcilable ones to a diversity 

of approaches for the common good. 

          24. Dialogue should enable easier cooperation. Work toward accomplishing something for 

the better. Work at improving the situation. 

          25. Observe the dialectical nature of dialogue. Both views should be included in final 

conclusions, though not necessarily in equal measure. Both partners ought to move to new positions 

(not necessarily convergent ones) which would not have been possible without the dialogue. 
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          26. Be aware that there are other people involved, who were not engaged in the dialogue. The 

dialogue should be for the benefit of the whole community. 

   Dialogue should thus be a dialectical engagement rather than a path to convergence.  No 

synthesis is to be expected.  While some differences may be reconciled and while the partners may 

reach agreement, even unanimity, on some issues, the goal is not to create a hybrid of the future. 

At best a good model would lead to partial convergence with continued dialectical 

engagement.  One should not expect the process to be forever progressively improving.  There are 

likely to be ups and downs, setbacks in some locations, and unexpected gains in others. 

   In this understanding, dialogue is not a mere prelude to cooperation.  Cooperation becomes 

part of the dialogue, because action can be viewed as the incarnate word (logos) between (dia) 

partners.  Hence dialogue should be the way of relating partners in the present and the future.  It does 

not become superfluous after practical cooperation takes place. Rather it is the constant approach in 

a pluralistic world to living and finding happiness through struggle. If this be true, one cannot speak 

of the ―death‖ of the dialogue, unless the partners decide to eliminate one another by warfare, or 

unless one or both of them should vanish as viable life styles. One should affirm that both partners 

will survive the foreseeable future and, being unable to ignore one another, must encounter each 

other in dialogue. The less sophisticated approaches to dialogue will simply be transcended, as the 

partners seek out those dialogue options which experience proves to be the most suitable.  Thus, at 

best dialogue is the encounter of committed but self-critical religious parties for the sake of a better 

future of all humanity.
11

 

                                                
11 Portions of this essay are adapted and reprinted from Paul Mojzes, Christian-Marxist Dialogue in Eastern Europe, 

copyright ©1983 Augsburg Publishing House reproduced by permission of Augsburg Fortress Publishers.  And from 

Paul Mojzes, ―The What and the How of Dialogue‖ in Inter-religious Dialogue: Voices From A New Frontiers, ed. by 

M. Darrol Bryant and Frank Flinn, copyright © 1989 by The International Religious Foundation used by permission of 

Paragon House. 


