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Abstract

Abstract This article undertakes a comparative analysis of Christian
ecumenism and Islamic rapprochement as two theological responses
to the challenge of intra-religious plurality and conflict. The central
question of the study is whether, from the perspective of Islamic
theological foundations, ecumenism can be regarded as possessing a
form of theological legitimacy, and what the boundaries and
conditions of such legitimacy might be. Employing a descriptive—
analytical approach and relying on documentary analysis, the study
reconstructs the conceptual structures of both discourses through an
examination of official ecumenical documents (including those of the
World Council of Churches and the Second Vatican Council),
contemporary Christian theological literature, and classical as well as
contemporary Islamic juridical and theological sources. The findings
demonstrate that while ecumenism and rapprochement display
conceptual convergence at the level of a “theology of unity” and the
“management of disagreement,” ecumenism, as a doctrinal model of
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unity, cannot be considered theologically legitimate as a model for
emulation within Islam, due to its incompatibility with Islamic
monotheistic principles and the revelatory—ijtihadi logic of Islamic
theology. Nevertheless, certain procedural and managerial aspects of
ecumenism, once subjected to theological delimitation and critical
contextualization, may be selectively utilized within the framework of
the discourse of Islamic rapprochement.

1. Introduction

Religious plurality and intra-religious conflicts have long been among
the most persistent challenges in the historical development of
Abrahamic traditions. Both Christianity and Islam have experienced
numerous doctrinal, institutional, and jurisprudential divisions that, at
various moments, extended beyond scholarly debate and resulted in
social fragmentation, political rivalry, and even episodes of religious
violence. Within such contexts, the pursuit of unity, whether in the
maximal sense of institutional reconciliation or in the minimal sense
of peaceful coexistence grounded in mutual recognition, has emerged
as a central concern for theologians and religious intellectuals.

Two notable responses to the problem of intra-religious division
are the Christian ecumenical movement and the Islamic discourse of
rapprochement among schools of thought. While these two traditions
developed in different historical and theological contexts, both
represent attempts to redefine the relationship between unity and
diversity within a shared religious horizon. Each approach seeks to
reinterpret the “Intra-religious other” not merely as a rival or doctrinal
adversary but as a participant within a broader community of faith.

2. Research Questions
The study is structured around three primary research questions:
1. What theological and conceptual foundations underlie
Christian ecumenism and Islamic rapprochement respectively?
2. To what extent do these two frameworks converge in their
approaches to unity and the management of intra-religious
diversity?
3. From the standpoint of Islamic theology, can ecumenism be
regarded as a legitimate model for inter-sectarian engagement,
and if so, what are the limits of such legitimacy?
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3. Literature Review

Western scholarship on Christian ecumenism is extensive, tracing its
modern origins to the Edinburgh Missionary Conference (1910) and
the creation of the World Council of Churches (1948). These works
examine the movement’s theological motivations, institutional
arrangements, and doctrinal negotiations, with figures such as Walter
Kasper and the Faith and Order Commission emphasizing "Visible
unity" as its core aim. In contrast, Persian scholarship on ecumenism
is limited, consisting mainly of descriptive studies or translations, with
only a few deeper analyses, such as those by Mohammad Masjed
Jamei, offering more than historical overview.

Research on Islamic rapprochement is broader, covering Qur anic
foundations of unity, historical Sunni-Shi‘i relations, and
twentieth-century efforts to promote scholarly cooperation. Yet much
of this literature remains either historically institutional or normatively
apologetic. English-language studies sometimes use the term "Islamic
ecumenism,” though "Rapprochement” more accurately reflects
Islam’s emphasis on cooperation rather than sacramental unity.
Notably, few works provide a systematic comparative study of the two
traditions, a gap this article seeks to address.

4. Methodology

The study employs a qualitative descriptive-analytical methodology
grounded in documentary research. Primary sources include official
ecumenical texts such as Unitatis Redintegratio of the Second Vatican
Council and major documents issued by the World Council of
Churches. In addition, classical and contemporary Islamic sources,
spanning jurisprudence, theology, and intellectual history, are
examined to reconstruct the conceptual foundations of the
rapprochement discourse.

The analytical framework proceeds in three stages. First, the
conceptual structure of Christian ecumenism is reconstructed,
focusing on its theological foundations, historical development, and
institutional mechanisms. Second, the internal logic of Islamic
rapprochement is examined through its historical evolution, doctrinal
premises, and normative principles governing intra-religious relations.
Third, the two paradigms are compared through a set of analytical
criteria including the concept of unity, the understanding of doctrinal
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difference, mechanisms of conflict management, and the role of
religious institutions.

5. Conclusion

The analysis reveals both meaningful convergences and significant
divergences  between  Christian  ecumenism and  Islamic
rapprochement. At the conceptual level, Christian ecumenism seeks to
promote what is often described as "Visible unity" among churches.
This vision does not necessarily require the elimination of historical
and doctrinal differences; rather, it aims at a form of communion in
which churches mutually recognize one another’s sacraments,
ministries, and apostolic traditions. The theological foundation of this
approach is commonly expressed through the concept of koinonia,
which refers to a shared participation in the life of the Trinity and the
apostolic faith.

Islamic rapprochement, by contrast, is grounded in the concept of
the Ummah as a unified community of believers. Within this
framework, unity is not defined through institutional integration but
through adherence to the core principles of Islamic belief, including
the oneness of God, prophethood, and the authority of the Qur’an.
Differences among legal schools and theological interpretations are
generally viewed as the result of diverse interpretive methodologies
rather than as threats to the essential unity of Islam.

Institutionally, the two traditions also differ. Christian ecumenism
is supported by formal inter-church organizations, structured
theological dialogues, and jointly issued doctrinal statements. Islamic
rapprochement, in contrast, largely develops within decentralized
scholarly networks and relies on juridical principles, ethical norms,
and academic dialogue rather than supranational institutional
frameworks.

Despite these differences, three areas of convergence can be
identified. Both traditions treat unity as a theological imperative, seek
to transform religious disagreement into manageable diversity within a
shared faith framework, and establish normative guidelines for
regulating discourse and conduct toward intra-religious others.
Overall, while ecumenism cannot be directly transferred to the Islamic
context due to theological and institutional differences, certain
dialogical and procedural aspects of the ecumenical experience may
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still offer constructive insights for strengthening contemporary efforts
toward rapprochement among Islamic schools of thought.

Keywords:  Christian  Ecumenism, Islamic  Rapprochement,
Theological Legitimacy, Theology of Unity, Management of Intra-
Religious Disagreement.
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