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Noel Schoonmaker 
 

 Over the last few years, my daughter Maggie has made friends with some 

Muslim students at her elementary school. She became good friends with one girl, 

who invited her to an event that her Muslim youth group was having. They were 

meeting on the town square to pass out flowers to random people as a way of 

showing love for the community. Maggie wanted to go, so Dayna and I talked 

about it. As Christians, should we let her go to a Muslim youth group event? 

Should we encourage her friendships with Muslims? This particular instance 

pointed to a broader question: “How should Christians relate to Muslims?” 

The question requires clarification since Christianity and Islam are each 

gigantic faith traditions with vast internal variety. Which Christians are we talking 

about, and which Muslims? I am talking about Muslims who represent normative 

Islam, specifically our Muslim neighbors here in Middle Tennessee. I am talking 

about Christians who represent normative Christianity, specifically us. How should 

we as Christians relate to our Muslim neighbors? 

Before we talk about our local neighbors, I should note that, lamentably, 

both Islam and Christianity have been co-opted by persons with evil intentions. 

Last week, in New York City, a man turned a truck into a weapon and drove it into 

a crowd, killing eight people. He is affiliated with ISIS, a group with wicked 
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beliefs and practices that claims Muslim identity. It’s important to understand that 

ISIS does not represent normative Islam. As Christian theologian Miroslav Volf 

notes, “Normative Islam condemns…the killing of the innocent.”1 This is why the 

Islamic Center of Murfreesboro issued a statement strongly condemning the New 

York attack. It read in part, “We stand strong and resolute with our fellow citizens 

against such actions. We pray for the victims and their families. We as Muslim 

Community in Murfreesboro and in the whole nation as well as all over the world 

strongly believe that these actions are against the fundamental principles and 

teachings of Islam. Islam is a religion of peace…Killing innocent people is murder 

in Islam.”2 

Regrettably, Christianity also has been co-opted by persons with evil 

intentions. Adolf Hitler, for example, claimed to be a Christian, and the Nazi party 

touted what it called “Positive Christianity.” The KKK claims Christian identity 

and has used the symbol of the cross to terrorize people for 150 years. In 2010, 

when I was pastoring in North Carolina, a man named Justin Carl Moose, who 

lived an hour down the road from us, was arrested by the FBI for a bomb plot. He 

identified himself as a Christian and even called himself “the Christian counterpart 

																																																								
1 Miroslav Volf, Allah: A Christian Response (New York: HarperOne, 2014), 112. 
2 Facebook post by Islamic Center of Murfreesboro, Nov. 1, 2017, https://www.facebook.com/ICM1997/ [accessed 
Nov. 4, 2017]. 
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of Osama Bin Laden.”3 You and I know that Hitler, the KKK, and Justin Carl 

Moose are not true Christians but people with evil motives who claim to be 

Christian. It’s only right, then, in my view, to allow our Muslim neighbors to say 

about ISIS that they are not true Muslims but people with evil motives who claim 

to be Muslim. Both Christianity and Islam have some noble practitioners and some 

horrible self-proclaimed representatives. It is unfair to judge Christianity by its best 

expressions and Islam by its worst associations. Resisting that temptation is 

fundamental for those who seek to relate to Muslims in a Christian way. 

 Understanding biblical background is also important. Christian-Muslim 

relations can be traced all the way back to Genesis 21. Abraham and his wife Sarah 

had a son named Isaac. Abraham and Sarah’s handmaid, Hagar, had a son named 

Ishmael. When Sarah saw Isaac and Ishmael playing together, she told Abraham to 

kick Hagar and Ishmael out of the house. Abraham was distressed, but God said, 

“Don’t worry. Do what Sarah says because your offspring will come through Isaac. 

I will make a nation of Ishmael, too, because he is your offspring.” Sure enough, 

God worked in the lives of Sarah and Isaac, and God worked in the lives of Hagar 

and Ishmael. In light of subsequent history, Christians are spiritual descendants of 

																																																								
3 See http://www.beliefnet.com/columnists/jesusneedsnewpr/2010/09/the-christian-osama-bin-laden.html [accessed 
Nov. 2, 2017]. 
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Isaac and Muslims are spiritual descendants of Ishmael. Both groups trace their 

spiritual lineage to Abraham. 

As a result, there are major similarities between Christians and Muslims. 

Both believe there is only one God, the God of Abraham, the creator of all things. 

Both believe God is transcendent, God is almighty, and God is good. Both have 

commands to love God and to love your neighbor as yourself.4 Both practice 

prayer and worship. Both emphasize caring for the poor.5 Both believe in a final 

judgment. And Volf observes that, “for every one of the Ten Commandments—

except the Sabbath commandment…there is a corresponding commandment in the 

Qur’an.”6  

Despite these similarities, Christians and Muslims understand God quite 

differently. There are major dissimilarities between the two groups as well. 

Christians believe Jesus was God in human flesh. Muslims believe Jesus was a 

prophet but not God in the flesh. Christians believe the Bible is divinely inspired. 

Muslims believe the Qur’an is the holiest book. Christians believe God became a 

human being to save the world. Muslims do not believe God became human. 

Christians believe in the Holy Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Muslims do 

not believe in the Holy Trinity. Christians do not revere Muhammad as the 

																																																								
4 Volf, 14. 
5 David W. Shenk, Christian. Muslim. Friend. Twelve Paths to Real Relationship (Harrisonberg: Harold Press, 
2014), 77-82. 
6 Volf, 106. 
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ultimate prophet. Muslims do. Christians do not have a sacred language. Muslims 

elevate Arabic. Christians celebrate Christmas and Easter. Muslims celebrate 

Ramadan. Christians believe Jesus died on the cross, was buried, and rose again on 

the third day to save humanity from sin. Most Muslims deny that Jesus died on the 

cross, because there is a statement in the Qur’an that denies the crucifixion.7 

Given the similarities and dissimilarities between Christians and Muslims, 

many become preoccupied with the question of whether Christians and Muslims 

worship the same God. Instead, I want to focus on three practical questions 

concerning Christian-Muslim relations. 1) Should Christians worship with 

Muslims? 2) Should Christians witness to Muslims? 3) Should Christians work 

with Muslims for the common good? 

First, should Christians worship with Muslims? While both groups trace 

their spiritual lineage to Abraham, Christians worship God as revealed in Jesus 

Christ. Moreover, Christians worship God through Jesus Christ, our Lord and 

Savior. My own view is that Christianity is too different from Islam for Christians 

to worship with Muslims. Visiting a mosque and observing Muslim worship can be 

a valuable learning experience for Christians. It has been for me on multiple 

occasions. And I think it’s fine to attend an occasional inter-faith prayer service 

																																																								
7 The Qur’an states, “They slew him not, they crucified him not…they did not really slay him, but God took him up 
to himself” (Q4:157). Shenk, 107. 
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where clergy from Christian, Muslim, Jewish, and other traditions lead prayers on 

behalf of the broader community. But generally, I think it’s inappropriate for 

Christians to worship with a group that denies the incarnation of God in Jesus 

Christ. This is the same reason I think Christians should avoid worshipping with 

Jehovah’s Witnesses. As a Baptist, I certainly affirm religious freedom for 

Muslims and for all people. But in my view, Christian worship and Muslim 

worship are better left distinct than conjoined. 

Many Muslims would agree. A couple of years ago, I attended an 

educational event at the Islamic Center of Murfreesboro. A Christian scholar, a 

Jewish scholar, and a Muslim scholar each gave a lecture on the Scriptures in their 

own tradition. Then there was a break before the question and answer period, and 

the imam invited Muslims to have prayer in the worship space while non-Muslims 

were directed to the lobby for refreshments. I went straight to the lobby, not only 

because of my theology but also because I was hungry. The imam wasn’t being 

rude or exclusive. He was showing hospitality to guests while operating under the 

assumption that Christians and Jews do not worship with Muslims. 

Since Christians and Muslims are so different in their beliefs about Jesus 

Christ, the second practical question I want to address is: Should Christians witness 

to Muslims? I would answer in the affirmative, but I would draw a distinction 

between witnessing and proselytizing. To witness is to represent the gospel of 
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Christ in word and deed. To proselytize is to aggressively try to convert someone. 

To witness is to share Christ humbly and allow the Holy Spirit space to work. To 

proselytize is to pressure someone into switching belief systems. I do not think 

Christians should proselytize Muslims but I do think we should witness to them. 

Christians are called to be gospel witnesses to all people. We don’t withhold our 

witness because someone has different beliefs, but we witness in accordance with 1 

Peter 3:15, which says, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who 

asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness 

and respect.” Our witness is always to be seasoned with gentleness and respect. For 

example, it would be disrespectful to disparage the Qur’an in witnessing to 

Muslims. Perhaps a more respectful approach might be to cite the Qur’an in order 

to share our convictions about Jesus. Missionary David Shenk notes that in the 

Qur’an, “Jesus is called the Messiah and he is born of the virgin.”8 Christians can 

cite these claims and then share our own beliefs about Christ. 

Of course, Christians are not to see Muslims merely as potential converts. 

We can see them as potential friends. My friend Aaron is a worship leader at an 

evangelical megachurch near Atlanta. Their church recently welcomed 25 Muslim 

students from Kosovo to stay in the homes of church members for a month. Aaron 

posted about this, saying, “You can have your polemics and apologetics. We’ll 

																																																								
8 See Q3:40-45. Shenk, 60. 
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have supper.” This relational emphasis reminded me of Paul’s words in 1 Thes 2:8: 

“Because we loved you so much, we were delighted to share with you not only the 

gospel of God but our lives as well.” 

I encourage Christians to build friendships with Muslims. This might sound 

like an odd thing for a Baptist preacher to say, but in John 4 our Savior went 

through Samaria, stopped at a well, and struck up a conversation with a woman of 

a different religion. For Christians to build friendships with Muslims in 

Murfreesboro is no more unusual than a Jew like Jesus building a friendship with a 

Samaritan woman in New Testament times. If you recall that story, he ended up 

spending two days in her Samaritan village, building relationships with people 

whose beliefs were different from his. Jesus did not avoid people of other faiths but 

went toward them (Jn 4:1-42). We follow Jesus as we seek inter-faith friendships. 

Friendships between Christians and Muslims have several benefits. First, 

they can help both parties to move beyond distorted perceptions and see each other 

truthfully. In this way, mutual understanding can increase while prejudice and 

stereotyping decrease. Second, talking with Muslims can give Christians a fresh 

perspective on our own faith. We can see ourselves more truthfully and refine our 

own convictions.9 Third, friendships can create opportunities to cooperate for the 

sake of the common good. 

																																																								
9 See Volf, 203.	
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Which brings us to the third practical question I want to address: Should 

Christians work with Muslims for the common good? I would answer in the 

affirmative. Working alongside Muslims for the good of the larger community can 

be part of how Christians operate as the salt of the earth (Mt 5:13). Working with 

Muslims for the good of the larger community can be part of how we fulfill 

Jeremiah’s charge to seek the welfare of the city in which we live (Jer 29:7). It can 

be part of following Paul’s injunction to do good to all people (Gal 6:10). 

A few months ago, I felt the Holy Spirit leading me to make a contribution 

to a certain group of people, a certain demographic living in Murfreesboro. I told 

Dayna about it and she said, “Let’s do it.” A Muslim man I know works closely 

with this group, so I contacted him. We discussed how I could make the 

contribution, and I told him I wanted to send a card to the recipients indicating that 

the gift is made in the name of Jesus Christ. He said, “Sure, this is part of your 

faith.” He made the arrangements, and it turned out that the contribution ended up 

going to a Christian family. In this case, my Muslim friend helped me to help my 

fellow Christians, and we both worked together to help our neighbors in need. I 

sensed God working through the whole situation. 

 In summary, my own theological sensibilities and my own experiences lead 

me to think that Christians should not worship with Muslims, that Christians 

should witness to Muslims but not proselytize, and that Christians should work 
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with Muslims for the common good. At the end of the day, I think the key biblical 

word on how Christians should relate to Muslims is found on the lips of Christ in 

Mk 12:31: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” We are called to love our Muslim 

neighbors. 

You may have guessed by now that Dayna and I allowed Maggie to go to the 

Muslim youth group event on the square. In fact, we took both Maggie and Nora. 

When we arrived, Maggie’s friend jumped with excitement and said, “Come with 

us!” So, Maggie and Nora walked off with about eight Muslim youth to pass out 

flowers. Dayna and I followed along because it was at night, downtown, and we 

wanted to stay close to our girls. We walked behind the group as they looked for 

someone to give flowers to. No one was walking on East Main, so they turned back 

down Church Street. At one point, I said to Dayna, “Are we sort of chaperoning a 

Muslim youth group right now?” She smiled. Then the kids spotted a young man in 

his twenties crossing the street. As he reached the other side, this group of Muslim 

and Christian kids ran up to him joyfully and extended flowers to him. The man 

smiled and said, “What are y’all doing?” The answer came, “We are showing love 

for the community.” He took the flowers and said, “Wow. Thank you. That’s 

wonderful.” Indeed, it was. Amen. 


