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This article reassesses Pope Francis’s contribution to Catholic–Muslim 

Nostra aetate developments and highlights his focus on the culture of encounter 
and universal fraternity, central to  and the Document on Human 
Fraternity. For Francis, dialogue is an ethical vocation grounded in recognition, 
humility, and shared responsibility. The study places his vision alongside al-Kindi, 

-

dialogical global order.

 Pope Francis. Interreligious Dialogue. Fraternity. Islamic Philo-
sophy. Encounter.

 A comemoração do primeiro aniversário da morte do Papa Francisco 
convida a reavaliar sua contribuição ao diálogo inter-religioso com os muçulmanos. 

Nostra aetate e 
destaca sua ênfase na cultura do encontro e na fraternidade universal, centrais 
em  e no Documento sobre a Fraternidade Humana. Para Francisco, 
o diálogo é uma vocação ética fundada no reconhecimento, na humildade e na 

*
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Introduction

T -

p
endeavor that he pursued both conceptually and practically. In contrast 
to earlier models of interreligious engagement that often emphasized 
tolerance in the minimal sense of forbearance, Francis articulated a more 
demanding vision rooted in the culture of encounter and the principle of 
universal fraternity. These notions framed dialogue as an ethical vocation 
of recognition, humility, and shared responsibility, and they found con-

This paper argues that Pope Francis’s interreligious legacy is best un-

of mutual recognition and cooperation. To support this claim, the paper 

Nostra aetate (1965), highlights its concrete enactments in documents such 
as  (2020) and the Document on Human Fraternity (2019), 

other” that transcend toleration, insisting instead on epistemic openness 

insistence on encounter as a condition of fraternity.

While scholarship on Pope Francis has already underscored his dis-
tinctive role in interreligious engagement, much of the literature has 
approached it from theological or pastoral perspectives. Studies such as 
Cornille (2008) and Race and Hedges (2008) emphasize the importance 

responsabilidade compartilhada. O estudo o coloca em diálogo com al-Kindi, al-

que a cultura do encontro oferece recursos para enfrentar a islamofobia e o nacio-

Papa Francisco. Diálogo inter-religioso. Fraternidade. 
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(Abu Dhabi, 2019), often interpreted as a milestone in Catholic-Muslim 

-
cially the classical models of epistemic openness and ethical responsibility 

bridging this gap, the paper contributes to a more philosophically grounded 

for understanding Francis’s interreligious legacy beyond the language of 
pastoral diplomacy, emphasizing its normative and conceptual dimen-

and complementary insights that can enrich contemporary discussions of 

conceptual foundations of Francis’s interreligious vision and situates them 

actions. The third provides a critical assessment of the limitations of his 
-

legacy can continue to serve as a resource for deepening Christian-Muslim 
cooperation and cultivating 

1 Conceptual Foundations of Dialogue and Fraternity 

A central feature of Pope Francis’s interreligious vision is his insistence 

-
ference is not a threat to be managed but an opportunity for recognition, 
enrichment, and shared responsibility. As he states in (n. 213): 

The dignity of others is to be respected in all circumstances, not because that 
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being possesses an inalienable dignity is a truth that corresponds to human 
nature apart from all cultural change. For this reason, human beings have 
the same inviolable dignity in every age of history and no one can consider 
himself or herself authorized by particular situations to deny this conviction 
or to act against it. The intellect can investigate the reality of things through 

transcends it, the basis of certain universal moral demands.

This passage highlights the philosophical depth underlying Francis’s 
notion of encounter. His insistence on the intrinsic dignity of every hu-
man being provides the foundation for dialogue that transcends cultural, 

-
tacle to be overcome but a condition for realizing the richness of human 

of human nature. From this premise, dialogue ceases to be a concession 

both parties to engage one another sincerely. 

By grounding fraternity in universal dignity, Francis also shields dialogue 

fraternity is not about diluting truth but about creating the conditions in 
-

other is endured but not valued. Francis’s perspective instead promotes an 

-

(FT, n. 272), thereby grounding social ethics in theological conviction. This 

of it, especially of the Second Vatican Council’s declaration Nostra aetate 
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-

-

fasting (NA, n. 3)

This recognition of the shared monotheistic heritage of Christians and 

for Islam’s devotion to the one God, its reverence for prophets and Mary, 
and its practices of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, the Council reframed 

to recognition and respect, Francis insists that fraternity requires active 
engagement, mutual responsibility, and collaborative action. His culture 

enactment, as the Bishop of Rome and one of the most prominent Muslim 
leaders together presented a common vision for humanity. For Francis, 
dialogue thus entails a double commitment that involves recognizing 
shared human dignity and embracing the practical responsibility to act 
in solidarity across religious divides.

a theological anthropology of universal dignity and a tradition of ecclesial 
-

-

transcends confessional boundaries and prioritizes the intrinsic value of 
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truth over inherited loyalties or doctrinal positions. In this light, enga-

toleration, but a necessary condition of philosophical integrity. If truth 
can emerge from any source, then openness to alternative perspectives, 
regardless of their religious or intellectual provenance, is not optional 

On First 
Philosophy

haqq), 

Al-Kindi’s vie haqq) 

or non-Muslim, but from its intrinsic clarity and correspondence to reality. 
Philosophical inquiry therefore demands methodological humility, a rea-

privileges sameness or familiarity. In modern terms, he advocates a form 

Placed alongside Francis’s vision, al-Kindi’s stance demonstrates a re-

is not a threat but an opportunity for enrichment and shared responsibi-

truth. Both perspectives refuse to reduce the other to a tolerated outsider; 
instead, they treat the presence of the other as a philosophical and ethical 
gift. Francis’s culture of encounter and al-Kindi’s ethics of truth from any 

provides an early Islamic articulation of the same principle that Francis 
embodied; the other is not an obstacle to overcome, but a partner in the 

If al-Kindi grounded openness to the other in a philosophical com-
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in engagement. In Moderation in Belief

the truth and guide them to correct belief—not in a spirit of disputation or 
fanaticism. For that only strengthens the causes of error and stirs the motives 

hearts of the masses because certain ignorant partisans of the truth have pre-

 ).

in a spirit of disputation or fanaticism” demonstrates that truth cannot 
be advanced through coercion or humiliation. Polemics and contempt, he 

tendency to frame the religious other as an enemy to be overcome. Inste-
ad, he urges empathy, compassion, and moral responsibility. In this line 

 ).

for recognition, compassion, and shared responsibility. For al-Ghazali, as 

al-Kindi’s philosophical openness into a more theologically structured 
-

but its necessary condition.

If al-Kindi emphasized the universality of truth and al-Ghazali unders-
cored the ethical manner of engaging others, Ibn Rushd brought these 
themes into a systematic vision of intellectual humility and pluralism. 

prior generations and other communities. This conviction leads him to 
argue that even the most brilliant minds cannot arrive at truth alone but 
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Fasl al-Maqal: 

 

This passage illustrates Ibn Rushd’s epistemic generosity. Truth is not 

not the origin of an idea but its correspondence to reality and its capac-

errors. Ethically, this posture avoids arrogance and cultivates gratitude. It 

Placed alongside Pope Francis’s culture of encounter, Ibn Rushd’s rea-

Francis insists that religious and cultural diversity is part of the divine 

act in solidarity across divides. Ibn Rushd, centuries earlier, articulated 
a comparable insight. That is, truth is discovered not in isolation but in 

-

concession but a moral and epistemic obligation.

Francis and the classical Islamic philosophical tradition. Francis situates 
-

ing the legacy of Nostra aetate into a vision of fraternity and encounter. 

-
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same conviction that Francis advanced, namely that the other is not an 
adversary to be endured but a partner in the shared pursuit of truth and 

ethos of humility, responsibility, and encounter, an ethos that remains 

2 Francis in Practice and Encounters with Muslims 

-

practical action. His legacy in Christian–Muslim dialogue is therefore not 

rooted in the values of peace; to defend the values of mutual understanding, 

This declaration captures the theological depth of Francis’s vision. 
Fraternity here is not presented as a pragmatic arrangement for peaceful 

-

enactment. The Bishop of Rome and the Grand Imam of al-Azhar stood 

thereby advanced beyond the respectful recognition of Nostra aetate

become partners in addressing global challenges.
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Plain of Ur, the traditional birthplace of Abraham. There he mentioned that 

-

heirs of a single divine summons. Ethically, his presence in Mosul, among 

gestures of mourning, solidarity, and hope.

and fraternity” (Francis, 2024) This architectural image captures Francis’s 

-

embodied in everyday life. 

philosophers’ insistence that the other may harbor truth and must be ap-

-
mitments, symbolic actions, and mutual care. The same reasoning found 
in al-Kindi’s openness to truth, al-Ghazali’s ethic of gentleness, and Ibn 
Rushd’s intellectual generosity reappears in Francis’s public ministry. For 

Francis reiterated this ethos durin
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to come may do so in a spirit of friendship, harmony and fraternity” 

the conviction that interreligious relations must not be reduced to polite 

cultivating friendship across boundaries. 

mandate and a moral necessity. Through documents, speeches, and sym-
bolic gestures, he moved Catholic teaching from tolerance to encounter, 
from recognition to shared responsibility. His actions demonstrate that 

-

found in classical Islamic philosophy. That is, the other is not a threat to 

critical assessment of Francis’s legacy in light of today’s pressing challenges.

3 Contemporary Challenges: Islamophobia and Nationalism

 
interreligious dialogue is rooted in a theological anthropology of univer-

-
, the real measure of this vision lies in its capacity to confront 

-
ism. Both are not merely political or cultural issues but embody deeper 
epistemic distortions and ethical failures. They misrepresent truth, foster 

-
counter provides a corrective.

3.1 Islamophobia 

discourses that position Islam and Muslims as a problem to be managed, 
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-

Islamophobia functions through distortions as it reduces a diverse faith to 

From an epistemic perspective, Islamophobia represents a failure of 

religious identity is a form of epistemic chauvinism. Pope Francis consis-
tently resisted this distortion. In 

on their respect for each human person as a creature called to be a child 

in society” (FT, n. 271) directly challenges the Islamophobic narrative that 
religion, and particularly Islam, is inherently divisive.

dignity that Francis describes as the basis of fraternity. His denunciation of 
the persecution of Muslims in Myanmar and his repeated appeals against 

-

not in a spirit of disputation or fanaticism” (al-Ghazali, 2019, p. 110) mirrors 

that compassion is a moral necessity. The ethical failure of Islamophobia lies 
precisely in its refusal of compassion and its cultivation of disdain. 

Thus, Islamophobia is not simply a political problem but an epistemic 
-

insisting that the other has something to teach and an ethical correction 
by grounding dignity in the universal gift of God.

3.2 Nationalism 
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that privileges the nation over universal values. As Calhoun (2017) notes, 

-

or religious homogeneity as a political ideal, casting minorities as threats 
to national cohesion.

-
re.” It privileges inherited identity and tradition over openness to truth, 

belonging is treated as the ultimate criterion of truth, dialogue across 
boundaries becomes impossible. Francis directly critiques this tendency 
in 
aggressive nationalism” (n. 11) that undermines fraternity and blinds 
communities to the dignity of outsiders. 

Ethically, nationalism violates the principle of universal dignity by 

solidarity to ethnic or national lines. Similarly, al-Ghazali’s insistence on 
-

In this sense, nationalism is not only a political ideology but also an 
-

others. Francis’s counter-vision reorients both dimensions by calling, episte-

for recognition of every person as a brother or sister. His insistence that 
-

-
ges to interreligious dialogue in our time. Both distort reality epistemically 
and corrode solidarity ethically. They thrive by portraying the other as 

theological counter-narrative. By grounding fraternity in universal dignity 
and practicing a culture of encounter, he provides resources for resisting 

-
 the other is not to be silenced but 



14 Perspect. Teol., Belo Horizonte, v. 58, n. 1, p. 1-16, e06268, 2026 

-

and fraternity can be realized.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that Pope Francis’s legacy in Christian–Mus-
lim relations is best captured by his culture of encounter, a theologically 
grounded commitment to universal dignity that reframes interreligious 
engagement in terms of recognition, humility, and shared responsibility. 

Nostra aetate and is 
 and the Document on Human 

Fraternity. Practically, it is embodied in gestures and visits such as Abu 

steps, Francis moves Catholic discourse from mere tolerance to fraternity, 

the other is never reduced to a tolerated outsider. Al-Kindi’s ethic of 

and compassion in disagreement, and Ibn Rushd’s call to gratitude and 

is not a concession to pluralism but a necessary condition for discovering 

dignity of every human being. In this sense, his legacy provides a cohe-
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-

ensuring that dialogue remains a living and transformative practice.
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