Three Things I Learnt During my First Year in Oman
Last week, the Times of Oman, one of
our main English newspapers, announced that Oman had been the hottest place on Earth for a day. Official
temperatures reached 49.6C (121.3F)
and people were advised to stay inside.
These are exciting times for many reasons. Not only for the rising temperatures, but also for many other reasons.
Muslims embarked on the last week of
Ramadan, the holy month of fasting
and for us at Al Amana Centre, this is a
time when we look back and evaluate
our program year 2017-2018. It was
the first full program year for me in
Oman and I have to admit that I have
learnt a lot. I have learnt a lot from the
friendly and hospitable people of
Oman, I have learnt a lot from my coworkers at Al Amana Centre and I have
learnt a lot from the visitors who have
travelled to Oman to learn more about
peaceful coexistence in the Sultanate
of Oman and experience interfaith encounters facilitated by us. So, thank
you, Shukran, everyone!
As the first program year for me has
come into an end, I want to share three
things I have learnt from my journey in
Oman so far.
Firstly, as the number of conflicts globally is increasing, there is so much everyone can learn from our hosting country, Oman. Their approach is that dialogue is always needed, dialogue is
always possible and dialogue is something that begins with open arms and
hearts. You cannot dictate preconditions for dialogue but you can come
and discuss. You can stay and learn.
It is a mutual commitment from all the
parties in the dialogue. I have been
working a long time with religious actors who are needed in peace and reconciliation work in their own context.
But the approach Omanis have in their
encounters and interactions, is something we can continue to learn so much
from. I am blessed to be living in Oman
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and learn all the time from their approach and commitment.
Secondly, I have learnt that there are
four million Christians living in the Gulf
countries. Whilst being a Muslim majority region, Christians are living and
practising their faith openly here in
Oman and in many other countries
around us. Expatriates who live here,
have travelled from far away and it is
important for all of us to keep connected with our own faith traditions and
communities. Al Amana Centre has the
privilege to act as Secretariat for the
Gulf Churches Fellowship, which is a
loose umbrella network for church leadership from different traditions within
the Gulf. Pastors, priests and bishops
from Anglican, Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox and Protestant
churches gather together and share
their hopes, dreams and challenges.
This kind of peer-support group for
church leaders helps them to serve
their flocks even better. It is also important for us to keep reminding people
around the world that there are so
many Christians living here in this region. When people talk about churches
in the Middle East, they tend to talk
about churches in the Levant area: in
countries like Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and
so forth. Many Christians in those
countries are living in very challenging
circumstances and we need to keep
them in our prayers. This doesn’t
mean, however, that we should forget
the Gulf region. Please also keep the
four million of us, living and practising
our faith here, in your prayers.
Thirdly, I have learnt that we need to
open our arms and hearts for collaboration with other actors. We want to learn
from each other and become even better servants for building trust, peace
and reconciliation. And this learning
happens always in interaction with others. During my first full programmatic
year in Oman, we have established a
number of new partnerships which I

Rev. Aaro Rytkönen
Executive Director
hope will guide and help us in serving Christians and Muslims better.
One of those partnerships is explained in a bit more depth in this
newsletter. Al Amana Centre and
the Centre of Excellence in
‘Reason and Religious Recognition’ within the University of Helsinki began a cooperation at the beginning of 2018. The cooperation
is built to support both sides in their
joint efforts to understand and develop the role of religions in enhancing dialogue and peaceful
coexistence. The first phase of
cooperation is materialized through
co-teaching of the students hosted
by Al Amana Centre. In 2018, Ms.
Anna-Liisa Tolonen visited Al Amana Centre twice to familiarize herself with its work and mission. She
also introduced the students to the
history of Christian minorities in the
Middle East and their present challenges. Later, the collaboration will
deepen through organizing joint
seminars on topics relevant for the
expertise of both sides. In August
2018, I will visit Helsinki for a seminar that explores dialogue understood as a resource and a tool for
constructive coexistence in gen-
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eral. It will also give me an opportunity
to provide participants of the conference
some more insight on the special value
of what our history in Oman can provide
to people seeking peace, tolerance and
understanding.
As I said, temperatures in Oman are still
rising. Whilst I lived the whole summer
of 2017 in Oman and enjoyed the company of Omanis there, it has been Al
Amana Centre tradition to visit family
and supporting churches in the US and
in Europe during summer. It is not always possible for everyone to visit beautiful Oman and therefore we (myself and
my colleague Justin) want to make it
possible for people to hear more about
our work and our context in the Sultanate of Oman. Please check our facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/
AlAmanaCentre) to find out where you
can meet us between June and August.
Peace and all good wishes,
Aaro

Magnificent sunset in Oman

Cooperation between Al Amana Centre and the Finnish Centre of
Excellence in ‘Reason and Religious Recognition’
In the spring of 2018, I had two opportunities to visit Al Amana
Centre. Firstly, I was invited to join a visit of RCA women in
leadership to Oman and warmly welcomed by the group! Everything about Oman and this part of the Middle East was new
to me. But I could say the same about the Reformed Church
of America. Since our first lunch, sitting in a closed room on
the floor in a circle and tasting camel meat and Omani dates
with only the right hand in use, we dwelled not only on life in
Oman but on our lives. We needed each other in order to explore this country and in order to learn about its people in a
way that could be transformative to us.
During my second visit later in the spring, I could engage in
the learning process of five American college students whose
semester in Oman was turning towards its close. We discussed theologies of religions, trying to form and formulate our
own. Some of us kept their thoughts organized, others felt
they were getting step by step more thoroughly confused. The
questions that we sought to answer in theory, – such as, how
much of a common ground is needed for a true dialogue? –
were very much present in the classroom and characteristic of
our stay in Oman. If each of us did not feel frustrated at times,
I’d say that we have failed that course.

Interfaith encounters are the highlight of Al
Amana short term programs
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Cooperation between Al Amana Centre and the Finnish Centre of
Excellence in ‘Reason and Religious Recognition’
These two visits were due to the newly established cooperation between Al Amana Centre and the Centre of Excellence
in
‘Reason
and
Religious
Recognition’ (University of Helsinki) (https://blogs.helsinki.fi/
reasonandreligiousrecognition/) and the earliest materialization thereof. This research unit is led by Risto Saarinen,
Professor of Ecumenism, and it consists of some thirty-five
researchers who work in the fields of theology, philosophy,
and history. Our aim is to explore encounters between
people of different faiths and worldviews in historical and
contemporary perspective and to reflect on religious phenomena and thought that could be relevant for recognition.
What is recognition and what does religion have to do with
it?

Hospitable recognition acts, thus, have a transformative
potential for everyone involved. The Omanis whom I have
had a chance to meet through Al Amana Centre master
the art of being a host. They know who they are and their
willingness to share from it forms the core of my Omani
experience so far. If you visit Al Amana Centre, sooner
than later someone will tell you, “You can ask anything.”
The exercise of asking anything is a recommended practice here, based on the mutual trust between Al Amana
staff and their local friends. But it may also become a spiritual exercise that I can take home with me. Not only does
it educate me on things I did not know about, it also nurtures my skills of being interested in another person and
cultivates the everything-ness about them – I did not
come to have all the answers but to learn what it feels like
Theories of recognition have been developed in response to ask.
to the challenges of multicultural societies (esp.
Charles Taylor). Recognition has been introduced as a paradigm that would allow for difference and, yet, promote integration and social
cohesion. As part of identity politics, acts of
recognition often become almost synonymous
with attempts to integrate those who are (to be)
recognized to the reality that is determined and
governed by the recognizer. Thus, it is common
to evaluate the effects of recognition acts on
those who have been recognized. Yet, on a
deeper level, everyone is in need of recognition
and every self takes shape by way of relating
other others, through recognition.
Liberation, feminist and postcolonial theologies fit
well into the history of recognition, insofar as they
have enabled and continue to enable marginalized individuals or groups to make their voices
heard in the mainstream western Christian white
male discourse. Saarinen suggests, however,
that historically Christian theology might be more
accustomed to view recognition and its effects
primarily from the perspective of the recognizer
and claim the recognizer as the one who is transformed by the act of recognition: the recognizer is
joined to a new reality determined and governed
by the recognized (Saarinen, Recognition and
Religion: A Historical and Systematic Study, Oxford University Press 2016, pp. 247–8).

Engaging with the Semester students

I relate to Saarinen’s suggestion in the following way.
When I take into account another person, who previously
was a complete stranger to me, they begin to exist in my
world and matter to me in a way that broadens my perspective on human life. This small act, which may have
little if any relevance for that other person in question, may
turn out to have a transformative impact on me. In various
religious traditions that put emphasis on the individual’s
inner search for God, such a transformative impact is considered reminiscent of and possibly even related to the
impact of encountering something holy and divine; “Do not
neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that
some have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb
13:2).

The transformative potential of hospitable recognition acts
also entails reconciliation and renewal. Defending each
other’s humanity, we seek to grow in mutual respect, esteem and love. Yet, the world is far from a trust-based
place and the more insecure we feel, the more instinctively we tend to reject chances to learn, keep our questions
in control, kill curiosity and forget that we are guests. Safe
havens such as Al Amana Centre are certainly needed
but they are only the beginning of the journey.
--Anna-Liisa Tolonen, MTh, works at the University of Helsinki. She is a member of the Finnish Academy funded
Centre of Excellence ‘Reason and Religious Recognition’ (2014–2019).
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The Summer Vacation

Al Amana Board Meeting

The tickets are booked, the countdown commences. The
weather gets hotter and hotter. Then when it’s only a
month away, I mentally start ticking the days off on the
calendar. We go to an end of year party at church, some
families start to return to their home countries. I dream of
walking in the cool grass, of gentle rain, of going to a café
and getting a proper cup of coffee. I make lists, I make
appointments, I think of all the things we need to do over
the summer. I go out in search of gifts for all the friends
and relatives that we will visit. We say goodbye to friends
who are leaving the country and either going back home or
moving to a different place. We say goodbye to all our
friends who we hope will be coming back after their holiday. Circumstances change and in the 2 months that we
are gone, some families choose to leave and some have to
leave. You never know quite who will be missing after the
summer break so it’s as well to say goodbye properly to
everyone.
We talk about packing our suitcases, what will the weather
be like? Even though you can not ever imagine wearing a
jumper, you remember that last summer you needed it. I
prepare an itinerary; the children check if they can squeeze
in a visit to a friend who doesn’t live ‘that far away’. People
in your home country start counting too! It’s at least a year
since you’ve seen them.
Then comes end of year assessments, music exams, concerts, reports, finding out who will be the next teacher and
who will be in the next class.

“I was encouraged to see our Board contributing to the
topics of reconciliation and interfaith collaboration in such
a dynamic way. Thanks also go to the staff members
who have tirelessly worked for reaching out to new people to collaborate with," concluded Rev. Dr. Peter Ford,
the vice-chair of Al Amana Centre Board after the meeting in May. Rev. Dr. Ford, who is a professor at the Near
-East School of Theology in Beirut, was chairing the
Board meeting this time while the chair of Al Amana
Centre Board, Rev. Andy Thompson MBE, sent his apologies due to other commitments.
During the Board meeting which took place in Muscat,
Oman, on May 21-22, Al Amana Centre Board received
a progress report compiled by the staff of Al Amana Centre. The Board welcomed the expansion of the program
to include a variety of groups hosted by Al Amana Centre
and encouraged the staff to continue in the same direction. The Board also thanked Rev. Aaro Rytkönen and
his team in managing to break even financially last fiscal
year.
The Board had long discussions about the role of Al
Amana Centre in the work of reconciliation which the
organization is considering. It was stressed that the role
of religious actors, including Christian and Muslim communities, is crucial when dealing with intra- and interfaith
peace and trust building. The Board also engaged in
discussion about the role of Al Amana Centre in interand intrafaith dialogues. For Al Amana Centre it is important to make a distinction between intra- and interfaith
discussions whilst committing to both levels.

Finally, the day comes, the day you have been preparing
for, the day you leave. After what seems like an eternity
you are gone. On the plane back to the familiar. You go to
the supermarket and gaze in wonder at all the items that Long-time friend of Oman, Ms. Margaret Shurdom and
you can’t get: all your favourite foods that are not available Rev. Bill Schwartz MBE, both Al Amana Board members,
in your host nation. The kids spend the first two days run- enjoy a coffee break
ning around outside. They’ve been inside in the air conditioning for so long. Everything looks so
green. You visit family and friends, they
completely spoil you and the children.
Gradually, everything gets ticked off the
list. The time goes so quickly. You take
up where you left off with your friends and
the children do too. You pick up the
things that you forgot last year and leave
some other things behind in their place.
After all that waiting and anticipating, the
weeks just whizz past. Before you know
it, it’s time to get back on the plane and
return ready to catch up with nearly everyone you said goodbye to before you
left.
Hilary Hull,
Newsletter Editor
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Love your Neighbor as Yourself
“Love your neighbor as yourself.”– Jesus in the Gospel
according to Mark
“None of you have faith until you love your neighbor as
you love yourself.” – Hadith
“Love your neighbor as yourself. This is the great principle of the Torah” - Jerusalem Talmud
These three references were recently made by Sayyid
Badr, General Secretary of Oman’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, in a speech given at the Middle East Institute in
Washington, D.C. April 30, 2018.

know that there is nothing they could do to stop you from
loving them.
If we as Christians want to express the best of our faith to
other religions, we need to make sure that what we show
first and foremost is the love and unity of Christians. We
need to love each other, and our neighbors of other faith,
as much as, if not more than, we
love ourselves.
Peace

“I think Muslims in Oman may love me better than Christians in the U.S.” This is a quote from one of our recent
study abroad students made just three weeks into his
time in Oman.
Theological arguments are great and good theology is
needed as we dialogue with people from different faith
traditions. However, even the greatest theological treatise will often pale in comparison to genuine love of the
other. Don’t misunderstand me, theology, what we think
about God, is important and good works don’t cover up
bad theology. But if we don’t first love each other, any
theology we utter will likely fall on deaf ears.

Justin

A Muslim friend of mine confided in me that he almost
converted to Christianity, not because of any theological
argument, but instead because of the actions of Christians and the love they showed him. In the end, he remained faithful to Islam but he now has deep affections
for Christians and Christianity. Likewise, I recently met
an American Muslim who was raised as a Christian. He
converted to Islam because he saw a stream of justice in
Islam that he found lacking in Christianity. His experience of Christianity was judgmental and hypocritical.
Our Christian student who observed and experienced
love from Omani Muslims left Oman with a deeper Christian faith, but with a new appreciation of Muslims and for
Islam. The work of Al Amana Centre is not to convert
people from one religion to another, but to offer a place
for people to experience the best of each other, to foster
love and understanding between people, and hopefully
these things will create peace between them in such a
way that they can share these experiences with others.
As I begin my summer in the U.S., I will be preaching in
churches and speaking with fellow Americans. My goal is
to help foster love and understanding between people
who are from different religions but also between Christians who hold different theologies. Recently at the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America, we were
discussing whether a difference in theology would split us
as a denomination. My plea was that we remain unified
in our difference. I believe that a split in the church would
be harder to overcome than a divided church where
agreement in theology was made the highest priority.
Staying in fellowship with people with whom you disagree
is an act of love. It is loving them in such a way that they

If you would like to give towards the
work of Al Amana Centre, contact
us at:
info@alamanacentre.org
and we will direct you towards the
appropriate channels.
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