Clash of Civilisations?
Building Alternative Futures

Benazir Bhutto, the Pakistan political leader, was assassinated on the 27 December, 2007.  Early that morning she completed the manuscript of a very remarkable book now published.  It’s called ‘Reconciliation:  Islam, Democracy and the West’.  For Bhutto the two central forces of the 21st century are the battles between democracy and dictatorship and between extremism and moderation.  She also believed that her cherished religion, Islam, was being politicised and exploited by extremists and fanatics.  Tragically her concern is shared in relation to other Abrahamic faiths.  Judaism and Christianity are also being exploited by extremists.  Bhutto’s book is a positive statement of reconciliation among religions and nations.  As a Muslim she boldly asserts the true nature of Islam and she offers a practical road map for bringing societies together.
Chapter 5 asks a question:  ‘Is the Clash of Civilisations Inevitable?’  In 1993 a political scientist, Samuel Huntington, put forward the idea that after the Cold War, we were entering a new era of conflict, not between nations, but between conflicting civilisations and therefore a conflict between fundamental values.  A civilisation is defined, not in terms of nationalism or nation states, but by religion, language, customs, traditions and institutions.  These are the primary bearers of values and conflict will be defined by a conflict of values.  The big conflict for Huntington will be between Western civilisation and Islamic civilisation.  He believes it has been on-going for 1300 years and the conflict between the West and Islam is not going to decline but get worse.  Whatever impact Huntington’s idea had originally, after 9/11 and the Twin Towers many have turned again to his argument and continue to believe that his thesis is correct.
Bhutto questions his thesis by asking is the clash inevitable?  She describes those who believe the clash of Western and Islamic civilisations to be inevitable as the ‘clashers’, and those who believe the contrary as ‘reconciliationists’.  Bhutto is clearly a reconciliatonist as her final far-reaching and incisive chapter on ‘Reconciliation’ shows.

Huntington’s thesis asserts that Islam is particularly prone to armed conflict.  But that is about taking the speck of dust out of your neighbour’s eye while ignoring the great plank of wood in one’s own eye.  It ignores the reality that the most devastating and brutal conflicts in human history were the two 20th century wars fought between nations, supposedly rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition.  And God has since made a public comeback in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.  The West, including the USA have serious questions to ask of themselves.  What truth is in the Islamic world’s perceptions of the West, its legacy of colonialism and its neo-colonialism, which may be both military and economic?  The Islamic world also has major questions to ask itself and someone like Bhutto was deeply aware that ‘We are dealing not with a clash between civilisations but rather with a clash within a civilisation’.  Those of us from the West with our mainly Judeo-Christian tradition, however now secularised, need to hear and transpose her self-critical questions.  Put your own tradition into the following quote:
The most critical battle for the hearts and souls of the successor generation of Muslim leaders, and for the passion of the Muslims around the world, is not a battle with the West.  The debate is between different interpretations of Islam, different visions for the Muslim Ummah (community).  It is about the lack of tolerance that some interpretations show for other interpretations within Islam or other religions outside Islam.

I would want to apply every word of that to Christianity in the West and North America.  The big clash is internal to our culture which includes our religious culture.  Inter-faith dialogue is critically important today as we try to build a peaceful planet.  So too is intra-faith dialogue and we need strategies to engage that more intentionally and creatively.  Bhutto is also right when she says:

It is the value of tolerance that will be the deciding factor between the forces of extremism and the forces of moderation, between the forces of dictatorship and the forces of democracy, between fanaticism and education, between pluralism and bigotry, between gender equality and gender subservience, between inflexible traditionalism and adaptable modernity.1
Global tolerance and respect, therefore are key values, as are equity, diversity and interdependence.  Socio-economic justice is also a prerequisite for peace.  Poverty breeds despair, extremism, militancy and terrorism.  We need some sense of equalisation among the world’s economies.  Ways need to be found to break the cycle and the chains of poverty, extremism, dictatorship and terrorism.  Critical moral questions and challenges need also to be put to superpowers, to empire, to military and economic domination systems, whatever claims are made to be models of democracy.  The planetary vision is of shared justice and peace.  The world’s religions can have a major role in taking the inevitability out of the clash of civilisations solely by moral force.
If there is no real peace among nations unless there is real peace among religions, then we need an inter-religious road map.  We need dialogue which will develop an inter-religious cartography of peace.  The dialogue we need is a dialogue of word and action, exploring with openness and honesty the word between us and acting together with social concreteness towards the earth-human community.  I am not suggesting a sequence of word and action but an interaction of both, more a spiral of reflective praxis.  In that way we can create a shared inter-religious road map for peace.  Our cartography will need to address particular issues, some of which are roadblocks to peace, others opportunities to build a just peace and a shared future for the planet.

1
Roadblocks to Peace
We are under no illusions about the historical image of religion, in all its shapes and forms, being closely connected to war, violence, conflict, intolerance and exclusion.  That is part of the history of all our religions and it remains a characteristic of many of our 20-21 century conflicts.  The current conflict regions of the world have a religious strand.  We may protest that our religions are being highjacked for nationalistic, ethnic, tribal and imperialistic ends.  That undoubtedly is true but we do not cope well with the Western modernist confusion over the relationship between religion and politics.  The secular insistence is to separate the two into the dualism that religion is private and politics is public.  It’s a false dualism and is not true to life.  We are holistic people who live in a holistic world, and therefore faith and politics have never been separate.  And they are certainly not separate when religion is frequently identified with war, violence, conflict, intolerance and exclusion.  All pretensions towards theocracy or a religio-political hegemony distort the essence of our religious traditions and are more often about abuses of power by both political and religious leaders.

Fear is roadblock to peace.  The fear that there is not enough for all, a scarcity of human resources and rights underlies much of our religiously sanctioned violence.  The greed of expansionism, gold, guns and god is often underpinned by fear.  Fear and insecurity also underlie our religious fundamentalism, the need for absolutism and certainty in an ever-changing world.  Behind this religious exclusivity and delusory need to defend god from all error is the religious use of language.

Research suggests that ‘there is no necessary connection between religion and intolerance, but that there is a connection between a literal, orthodox belief on the one hand and intolerance, xenophobia and ethnocentrism on the other’.2  The difference seems to be between those who take a literal attitude towards their religion and those who take a more symbolic attitude.  The latter tend to see their religious commitment not as absolute certainty, but a never-ending quest for meaning and truth, and therefore more open and tolerant towards the experiences of others.  Literalistic, absolutist religion tends towards violence through fear of others and an incapacity to deal with differences.

To deal with the roadblocks to peace we need to analyse critically and deeply the psychology of fear.  We also need to analyse critically and deeply the pathology of religious violence, including the violence and violent God in our sacred texts.  We need to deal with the reality of fundamentalism in all our religions, and the way in which we use religious language.  When we articulate the heart of our religious faith, is our language literal, metaphoric/symbolic or programmatic?

2
Roadmaps for Peace
Recently I watched a television documentary of a number of people driving from London to the Mongolian capital of Ulaanbaatar.  The journey through Outer Mongolia was a nightmare, a road infrastructure not really existing in a country largely desert.  Frequently they literally ran out of road.  It took many extra days to reach Ulaanbaatar.  There were many obstacles and often the roads were not there.  Maps were of little use.  The route to Ulaanbaatar may be like our inter-religious journey to peace.  Key to our cartography though, will be a socially concrete dialogue of reflective praxis.

All of our religious traditions are concerned with moral and ethical formation.  At the heart of our religious beliefs, liturgies, rituals and practices is ethical responsibility.  Faith, however it is expressed, is ethically responsible.

Inter-religious dialogue happens at a number of levels and it is not just about searching for our commonalities, crucial as that is.  It is also about understanding and respecting our particularities and distinctive emphases.  When we engage in socially active, ethical dialogue3 we will discover and ought to discover common, shared ethical perspectives, and we should also discover that we speak our ethical perspectives in distinctive accents.  The inter-religious cartography of peace will include particularity and universality with the ability to welcome and celebrate both.

Socially active, ethical dialogue is the response to the live issues of our time.  The core issues threatening the peace and well-being of the earth-human community are poverty, violence, including militarism, injustice, including political abuses of power and gender inequalities, and environmental destruction.  These are the shared sufferings of earth-human community which block and destroy the vision of peace.  These are the big causes of fear, the primary fear factors, all of them forms of violence locking us into spirals of violence.  Socially active, ethical dialogue commits us to acting, struggling and suffering together to build justice and peace and remove the sufferings and injustices of the whole community of life.  It is about shared action and shared ethics, not in spite of, but because of our distinctive accents and common ethical language.  Inter-religious dialogue for peace is centred on an ethics of responsibility, a dialogue of reflective praxis as we speak and act together in a divided, broken world.

The roadmap to peacebuilding will be about highlighting our shared ethical values.  Justice, peace, compassion, mercy, trustworthiness and truth-telling are common to all our religions.  They are core values and more than that.  They represent the spirituality, the inner ethos of our religious traditions.  Whatever our outward forms and organisational structures these are the heartbeat, what really makes us all tick.  Spirituality is essential for peace.  The politics of peace and the spirituality of peace require greater integration.  Politics without spirituality is unsustainable.  Spirituality without politics is in the clouds!  For the Abrahamic faiths this can focus on the shared social vision of God’s covenant.  Can Jews, Christians and Muslims rediscover covenant together as a socio-spiritual vision for a shared, peaceful planet?

Whatever else goes into our inter-religious cartography of peace, the roadmap will include significant and active commitment to dialogue and inter-cultural understanding, shared ethical responsibility for healing the sufferings and injustices of the world, shared socially concrete action underpinned by our core spiritual values, our shared spirituality of peace.
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