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1
Introduction: Every Society and Civilization is Religious

1.1
Religion is not an optional extra; it is part and parcel of being human. The world is God’s creation and we are his creatures. We have been designed to respond to God and will do so in obedient or disobedient ways. In Biblical language, we all live by faith; the only question is whether that faith is directed to God or to some idol(s).

1.2
We recognize the religious nature of Islam and Hinduism. We may even recognize the religious features of Communism. But recognizing that our secular Western civilization also has its foundational religious commitments is much harder. But we must try, for what we are seeing today is a battle of religions.

2
Western Religion

The Elements of Western Religion
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2.1 Naturalism

We might call the dominant Western religion ‘secular humanism’ or ‘secular liberalism’. A better name (following Lesslie Newbigin in Newbigin et al, 1998:163) is naturalism since the core belief is that the whole of reality can be explained without reference to anything beyond the natural world.

2.2
Humanism

Western naturalism is humanistic. It is assumed that we must live as if only humans exist. Or, putting it another way, we must live as if God does not exist. We must rely on our own resources, strength and skills to achieve the goals that we (humans alone) have set. In practice this is the fundamental religious commitment that colours all else. It was at the heart of the very first temptation (Genesis 3:1-6). Even then it was played out individually (first Adam, then Eve) and that individualism has also coloured the whole tradition.

2.3
Rationalism

In the Western tradition, human autonomy (independence) is defined in terms of human reason. Reason is regarded as both necessary and sufficient for all of life. It is believed that by our reason alone we can obtain all the knowledge we need to control nature and order human society. Over recent centuries 'reason' has come to mean the human powers of mathematical and scientific analysis. Science, it is held, generates knowledge that is not linked to any religion, nor to any ideology or political program. Science is truly universal, unaffected by particular histories, languages, cultures, geographies, races, societies, or anything else. Only science gives 'neutral' knowledge that is the same for everyone. Only science enables everyone to function as part of the same (secular) society.

2.4
Recognizing Rationalism At Work

That can all sound very commendable. We all experience the pressure to accept the claim that science can enable us to transcend the differences that divide us. But we will submit at our peril. The claim is a religious one. It belongs to a secular faith that seeks to promote itself and undermine all other faiths. To see this more clearly we must probe a little deeper. The faith in scientific reason operates through at least four major assumptions:


2.4.1
Practicalism – the assumption that if we know (intellectually, in our mind) that something is right then we will do it. When stated so baldly, almost everyone recognises that it is a false assumption, yet it is implicitly taken for granted in modern Western education. It is taken for granted by most churches in their teaching programmes.

2.4.2
Elitism – the assumption that only the experts or professionals can know and teach the truth and so only they can be trusted as our guides The experts are, of course, those accredited as such within the Western secular tradition, i.e. those who have been given access to scientific knowledge and who have been thoroughly trained in scientific methods. Even Christians will give preference to secular professionals, or – dare we add? – to those who have received academic theological training and been ordained (see Stevens, 1999). Remember the words of James (James 2:1-4). The Biblical standard is quite different. A life experience fashioned under daily obedience to Christ is the fundamental qualification (e.g. John 8:31-32). No believer, however poor or uneducated (by the world’s standards) is excluded.

2.4.3
Dualism – the assumption that the public and private, secular and religious, reason and faith, facts and values can be separated. Public life must be based solely on secular reason and scientific fact. Implicit here is the further assumption that the secular and scientific are philosophically and religiously neutral. The truth is that to separate Christian faith from any aspect of our lives is the fundamental sin (Rom 14:23). There is no part or aspect of our lives, whether cultural, historical, social, political, educational, scientific, artistic, communal or familial which is not called, through conversion, to come under the Lordship of Christ.

2.4.4 Autonomy – the assumption that knowledge can be divorced from the character of the knower and from the use, if any, to which they put that knowledge. Indeed, it will be urged that knowledge ought to be so divorced. Secularism denies that any item of knowledge can warrant a distinctiveness of personal or corporate life. Reason is autonomous: it can and should operate aright regardless of beliefs, regardless of character and regardless of use. This is also a very individualistic assumption. In contrast the Bible takes it for granted that what we live is what we know, and that what we know is what has changed us more into the likeness of Christ (and thereby changed the world around us).

2.4.5 Rationalism in Context. Rationalism does contain elements of truth. Very few idolatries would win followers if they didn’t. The irony is that the rise of these assumptions presupposed that the world is an objective reality and that there is absolute truth that is compelling enough to command assent. Those views ground securely only in a Creator God. In God’s world and in the context of His Word and of His life in human beings, reason has its true place. Once God is denied the security evaporates. With no transcendent anchor, the more we learn to control nature, the more we are led to conclude that we are controlled by nature (e.g. by natural selection, by our genes, or by hormones). Any hope that there is truth out there, or if there is that we could know it, withers away. We are seeing that ever more clearly as our culture descends into individualism and ultimate anarchy.

2.5
Science, Technology and Economics

In our modern world the dogma of scientific reason has been refined into a trinity of idols: science, technology and economics. Today we believe that we need science in order to develop the technologies to control nature. We want that technological power in order to achieve constant economic growth. And we want constant economic growth in order to produce ever-increasing consumption and affluence, with (it is expected) resulting peace, happiness and security. In the Western religion, the goal is a materialist ‘heaven on earth’ - a hedonistic consumer paradise (‘lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God’ 2 Timothy 3:4). Hell is the abject poverty that thwarts that outcome. Many young people today certainly give the impression that this is all they live for. Is it really so very different from the sensual heaven of Islamic tradition (e.g. Qur’an Sura 37:40-49; 38:49-53) that Western commentators effect to despise?

In the Western religion the language of economics is the language through which we understand the world, the language by which human and social problems are defined and by which solutions are expressed. Individual self-interest and the satisfaction of individual wants are key axioms and growth is the basic organizing principle. The great irony is that the pursuit of the materialist heaven has had the paradoxical effect of enslaving people to long hours of hard (often soul-destroying) work.

2.6
The Implications of the Western Religion for Christian Faith

These religious commitments are no small matter. To the extent that we live by them as Christians we chain the gospel. We cannot live by them and be the body of Christ in our land. We cannot accept them and still build Christian community or culture. We cannot hold to them and expect to be salt and light in a dark and decaying world. Churches that do not expose and condemn these idolatries cannot speak prophetically to our age. Little wonder that since around 1800 there has been no prophetic critique of Western culture that has penetrated public consciousness and since about 1860 there has been no revival in the Western world that has come anywhere near the Wesleyan revival, or the Third World mass movements.



If we live by the Western Religion:



(
We will fail to be the Body of Christ



(
We will not build Christian community



(
We will not be salt and light in the world

For non-Christians in the Western world it is a very seductive and heady vision. It is a very religious vision. The American-led West is not just an economic grouping of nations, but the embodiment of a religious ideal. Implicitly the West sees itself as the first ‘universal nation’, the harbinger of a borderless, global society where all cultures will be absorbed into secular liberalism. Whilst some of the symbols may remain, Christianity has long since been abandoned in Western public life. Even in America, the dominant religion is this naturalism. We are even assured that we have come to the End of History, that Western secular democratic liberalism has conquered the world for ever.

2.7
The Central Importance of Education

Here in Britain the tradition into which the young generation is initiated – through the media and in school and college – is Western naturalism. Even in homes where the parents are committed Christians, it is hard, to the point of impossibility, for children to maintain belief in the reality of the Biblical story. Outside of home and church they will live out the Western story. If, against the odds, they maintain a Christian commitment, they will be secularized Christians. To an ever-increasing extent their homes and churches will be secularized too. Never before has the education of our Christian young people been so crucial.

  The tradition into which the young generation is initiated

  is Western naturalism.  Never before has the education

  of our Christian young people been so crucial.

2.8
Western Religion and Terrorism

In relation to terrorism, the crucial point is that we judge everything by our religion. If anything cannot be understood in its terms then we will fail to understand. The term ‘evil’, for example, is today often applied to something that horrifies us, but that we cannot understand. Our religion is also the last thing we will question, and in the meantime we will defend it with everything we have. We will reserve our most violent responses for those who attack it.

  We judge everything by our religion. It is the last thing we

  will question.  We will defend it with everything we have.

  We will reserve our most violent responses for those

  who attack it.

Thus does the West defend its naturalistic religion. By that criterion, what, really, is our religion?

3 
Understanding Islamic Terrorism

3.1
Introduction

We have tended to fall into two traps in our responses to September 11th. One trap is to follow the world in resorting to secular analyses of world affairs. The other trap is to recognise God at work, but see too little too late.

3.2
Trap One: Following the World

3.2.1
Many Christians have followed the world in refusing to countenance a religious explanation. Instead they resort to secular analyses of world affairs:

· The terrorists are the alienated or marginalized victims of economic development and globalisation. If we work to overcome the economic, social and political inequalities then terrorism will wither away.

· The terrorists attack us because they hold us responsible for supporting the oppression of Muslims in various places around the world - in Chechnya, in Kashmir, in Afghanistan and especially in Palestine. If we stand up for human rights in all these places, the terrorists will go away.

3.2.2
In reality these are religious explanations. What we are doing, of course, is putting forward only those explanations that are allowed by our religious commitments. Given those commitments we are bound to believe that the causes of fundamentalist violence and terrorism are the economic, social and political inequalities that can be overcome by the application of science, technology and economics. Our instinct is to believe that if the rest of the world accepts our Western institutions and markets – experiences our market freedoms and prosperity – then the socio-economic roots of terrorism will be removed and the threats to global security will wither away.

3.2.3
We fail to understand because we assume our secular liberal assessment will be universally accepted, if only people will put aside their religious prejudices! We, of course are unbiased. We have convinced ourselves that our secularism is neutral. It is a delusion. We abhor the colonialism and imperialism of the past, yet our vision remains inherently imperialistic. What we are saying is ‘Become like us – embrace our religion in your public affairs – and all will be well’. That is the real root of the problem we face.

3.2.4
In any event, the secular analyses won’t work:

· The terrorists are not alienated or marginalized victims of globalisation, but Arabs who have benefited from globalisation and from Western education and training. They reject a Western liberalism they have experienced at first hand. More foreign aid, or a more equitable global economy would not eliminate the terrorism.

Indeed, Daniel Pipes (1995) has underlined the paradox that the Islamic radicals (‘Islamists’) who seem so intent on taking the Muslim world back to the seventh century “also excel in Western ways and seem very much to appreciate at least some of them … Despite themselves, the Islamists are Westernizers. Even in rejecting the West, they accept it. However reactionary in intent, Islamism imports not just modern but Western ideas and institutions. The Islamist dream of expunging the Western ways from Muslim life, in short, cannot succeed.”

· The terrorists are not greatly concerned about Palestinians or Chechens, Kashmiris or Afghans. If these situations were all resolved the terrorist attacks would still continue.

3.3
Trap Two: Recognising God at Work, but Too Little, Too Late

3.3.1
A popular response in some Evangelical and Charismatic circles is to see a pattern in recent disasters that indicates forewarnings of impending judgment on Western societies. We rightly judge that our Western nations are fallen nations, as evil as those we oppose, but in different ways. We also rightly judge that we (churches) are guilty because we have not spoken up in the public square as we ought. But the evils are identified in very limited, if familiar terms: abortion, adultery, pornography, homosexuality, teenage pregnancies, violence etc. Of course these are sins, but they are also symptoms of the real illness. The real disease is the Western religion. By focusing on the symptoms we hide our acquiescence in the idolatries of our societies. Worse, we fail to recognise the extent to which our churches are devoted to the same idolatries.


By failing to recognise the Western religion:


(
We hide our acquiescence in the idolatries of our society


(
We fail to recognize the extent to which our churches



are devoted to the same idolatries

3.3.2
The Old Testament prophets speak to us today. Whatever our profession of faith, most of us do live as if God doesn’t exist. We tend to live by the secular faith, not by faith in Christ. Our churches were called into being to be colonies, outposts of heaven. We were called to be examples of the Kingdom of God, setting forth His Rule in every area of life, both as individuals AND as communities. It has been only too easy to tacitly identify Western and Christian culture. But today, as we see the terminal damage all around us, it is surely arguable that our secular Western culture is more damaging to spiritual health than either Islam or Hinduism.

3.3.3
A little history. Through to the early 20th century there was significant Evangelical involvement in public life and Evangelicals were leaders in social reform. But all the time secular dualism was gaining ground and in the 20th century we entered that long period (from roughly 1920 through to 1980) which scholars have called the ‘Great Reversal’ (see Stott, 1999:8ff). This was when Evangelicals almost totally neglected the public responsibilities of Gospel obedience. For a time the accompanying decline in Christian commitment was hardly noticed and Church-going in this country probably reached a local peak in the 1950s at the time of the early Billy Graham crusades. Satan’s answer was the cultural revolution of the swinging ‘60s. In response God brought the charismatic renewal, but it was – all too easily - sidetracked by Satan into the Christian ‘good life’ of middle-class affluence combined with charismatic worship and celebration (all too obviously a Christian reflection of the Western religion). God spoke often about the real purpose of refounding churches as culture-challenging Christian communities (as, indeed, in the days of the first apostles, or of Luther or Calvin, or of Wesley or Carey). Finding deadened ears, God spoke more loudly by sending the Asians into our midst, especially the Muslims. The Muslims quickly recognized British Christianity for what it largely was and is: a week-end private diversion for those who are otherwise indistinguishable from their secular and materialistic neighbours.

  British Christianity is largely a week-end private diversion

  for those who are otherwise indistinguishable from their

  secular and materialistic neighbours.

Listen to the British Muslim Scholar, Ziauudin Sardar: “Christianity, it appears, always chooses as secularism wills … it now seems the rationalistic world view of Western man has almost totally devoured Christianity … its spiritual content has all but evaporated as the faith is continuously reinterpreted in terms of secular ideals … there is hardly any difference between the attitudes and morals of most Christians and those of the liberal secularists … this means that Muslims have to take Christians not as their friends but as a part of the disease that is – at least for them – the fundamental problem of our time.” (1991:59-61)

3.3.4
No modern prophet has spoken this out more clearly than Lesslie Newbigin. In 1989, he wrote that, “The explosion of Muslim wrath [over Salman Rushdie] ought to be seen by Christians as a sharp word from the Lord about our failure to challenge the public life of our society with the Gospel” (1989:9) Just before his death in 1998, he concluded that, “In the face of the manifest signs of fragmentation and moral confusion in British society, we find ourselves bound to confess that the whole question of religious identity which Islam articulates is a question which the church ought to have been articulating. We are convicted of having allowed the Christian witness to be so domesticated within British culture that it has ceased to be heard as the radical message that it is.” (1998:ix)

3.3.5
But we were still not prepared to listen, so God has begun to send signs of impending judgment. And judgment begins with the church (1 Peter 4:17):

“The numbers in this book show a haemorrhage akin to a burst artery. The country is littered with people who used to go to church but no longer do. We could well bleed to death. The tide is running out. At the present rate of change we are one generation from extinction.”

(Brierley, 2000, p 236)

“It took several centuries (in what historians used to call the Dark Ages) to convert Britain to Christianity, but it has taken less than forty years for the country to forsake it. ( In unprecedented numbers, the British people since the 1960s have stopped going to church, have allowed their church membership to lapse, have stopped marrying in church and have neglected to baptise their children. Meanwhile, their children, the two generations who grew to maturity in the last thirty years of the twentieth century, stopped going to Sunday school, stopped entering confirmation or communicant classes, and rarely, if ever, stepped inside a church to worship in their entire lives. The cycle of inter-generational renewal of Christian affiliation, a cycle which had for so many centuries tied the people however closely or loosely to the churches and to Christian moral benchmarks, was permanently disrupted in the ‘swinging sixties’. Since then, a formerly religious people have entirely forsaken organised Christianity in a sudden plunge into a truly secular condition.” (Brown, 2001, p 1)

“[T]he culture of Christianity has gone in the Britain of the new millenium. Britain is showing the world how religion as we have known it can die.” (Brown, ibid, p 198)

“Britain is one of the most secular countries in the world” (Bruce, 2002, p xii)

3.3.6 Those Christians who live in Islamic and other cultures know their enemy. We in the West have absorbed our idolatries unawares, but hardly excusably. In short we have sinned greatly and unless we repent only the prospect of final judgment remains.

4
Islam and the West: Together in the Dock

4.1
Claims to Universality

4.1.1
Islam makes absolute claims for world domination, but so does the West. Seen from the perspective of the other world civilizations, the West acts in the world to defend its religion. It uses international institutions, military power and economic resources to run the world in ways that will maintain Western predominance, protect Western interests and promote its Western values of democracy, economics and liberalism as if they are universal values.

4.1.2
The superiority of Western democracy, for example, is not unquestionable. Three points to ponder:

First, even in the Western world, what we now call ‘democracy’ is very recent. Until well into the twentieth century democracy in Britain was really a form of aristocracy. The modern idea that our political representatives should be exactly like the people they represent (in age, gender, class, race etc) is more recent still. God instructs us to choose as leaders in his church only those who have shown that they spiritually mature and capable of leading his people (e.g. 1 Timothy 3). Should we not choose as our political leaders only those who have shown themselves to be politically mature and capable of governing justly? This leads on to the second point.

Second, in the absence of overarching just values that command universal (or near universal) assent, what is there to stop democracy becoming a tyranny of the majority?

“It is not without reason that ancient writers regarded democracy as the last station on the line to anarchy and tyranny. … it does seem reasonable to hold that the development and persistence of democracy in Western Europe has been made possible by the continuing persistence of a residual Christianity among its people, and that as this fades into the pure individualism of the consumer society the future of democracy will become increasingly problematical.” (Newbigin, 1998:145)

Without the transcendent Christian reference, the likelihood is that our leaders (in all realms of public life, including education and the judiciary) will bow to whatever is deemed by the majority (or by the opinion-formers in the media) to be ‘politically correct.’ We are increasingly seeing just that as the hold of the Christian heritage continues to weaken. It makes no sense at all to impose ‘democracy’ on other countries that have never had a supportive religious background.

Third (though not unrelated to the second), in the Arab world it is highly likely that Western democracy would strengthen anti-Western political forces.

4.1.3
It has not gone unnoticed that the West uses the phrase “the world community” (as it once used “the Free World”) to give legitimacy to actions reflecting the interests of the United States and its Western allies. The very idea that there could be a universal civilization is a Western idea that is hardly understandable from, say, many Asian perspectives. Comparative studies support the suspicion that the values that are most important in the West are least important worldwide.

“Western ideas of individualism, liberalism, constitutionalism, human rights, equality, liberty, the rule of law, democracy, free markets, the separation of church and state, often have little resonance in Islamic, Confucian, Japanese, Hindu, Buddhist or Orthodox cultures.” (Huntington, 1993). Western attempts to propagate these ideas (usually through colonialism, imposition or coercion) only provoke a reaffirmation of indigenous values and encourage fundamentalism.

4.2 The Historical Burden of Islam

4.2.1
Until the 17th century, Islamic civilizations held great power in the world. But by the 19th and early 20th centuries, Britain, France and Italy had established Western control over most of North Africa and the Middle East. After WW2 the West, in turn, began to retreat. Colonial empires disappeared. The West became heavily dependent on Arab oil. Wars occurred between Arabs and Israel (a state created by the West). France warred in Algeria for most of the 1950s, Britain and France invaded Egypt in 1956, America invaded Lebanon in 1958, returned again later, attacked Libya and engaged militarily with Iran. The peak of involvement came in the Persian Gulf in 1990. This military activity has won many Muslims to the anti-West cause. It has left many more feeling humiliated and resentful of the West’s military presence in their heartlands (especially in Saudi Arabia), of the West’s overwhelming military and economic dominance, and of their apparent inability to shape their own destiny.

4.2.2
The West is culpable (4.3 below), but so is Islam, and past history, however awful, can never absolve terrorists, or their sponsors, of their guilt.

Christian violence against Islam has a long and terrible history during the Crusades as does Christian anti-Semitism and Christian aggression against other Christians during the Wars of Religion. This is historical fact and undeniable. Equally undeniable are the Muslim crusades, some long before the Christian Crusades of the Middle Ages and some long after them during the time of the Ottoman empire. The embarrassment of history is pretty even; the important question is our response to our history.

The terrorising of innocent civilians is indefensible and the reasons for the present state of poverty and powerlessness experienced by many Muslims include far more than can be laid at the feet of Western Governments. The gap between the general Muslim poverty and the immense riches of the Muslim elites in oil-producing states has not been produced by the West, nor has the oppressiveness of regimes such as the Taliban and others like them who are still in power.

4.2.3
Muslims have expected the Blessing of Allah to be upon them. Perplexed by the conquest of Muslim lands by the European powers, they have had few options. Some Muslim leaders such as Attaturk in Turkey, the Shah of Iran and Ibn Saud of Arabia have sought to combine elements from Islam with others from the secular West. Their attempts have only added to the sense of unrest within Islam, unravelling the good they have tried to accomplish.

4.2.4
At heart the problem is the fact that Islam developed historically, not as a traditional religion, but as a medieval, Middle Eastern Arab socio-political system (see the companion paper, Islam – An Introduction). That system, stamped with the time and place of its origin, is proclaimed as the perfect system for all times and all peoples. No allowance is made for the possibility that it might be at fault. No criticising or questioning of Islam, the Qur’an, or Muhammad is allowed. The Qur’an cannot even be translated into any other languages. Few Western books have been translated into Muslim languages and those that have are commonly bad translations. The result is that until quite recently the ordinary Muslim was trapped in a world of romanticism.

   Islam developed historically as a medieval, Middle

   Eastern, Arab socio-political system, which does

   not work in the modern world.

But now that isolation has come to an end. Globalisation is bringing enormous changes to Islamic peoples. In the modern world, the Islamic system simply does not work. Given the information onslaught (especially via the internet and satellite TV), Muslim youth can no longer be confined to the self-sufficient world of Islam. With no framework for understanding such change and development, there have been only three main Muslim responses (The first two usually go together.):

4.2.5
The first response is to blame themselves and become more fundamentalist. Since about 1800 there has been a growing radicalization of Islam as renewal movements have sprung up to purify it, including the Wahhabi, Sunnusiya, Muslim Brotherhood, Jamaat-e-Islami, Hamas, Hizbullah and Islamic Jihad. Osama bin Laden, for example, is a Wahhabi. The oppressiveness of a Taliban is one outcome. After several decades of independence, modern Islamic states have had enough time to prove that they can deliver, but have failed to do so. This failure and the continuing success of the modern West have further fuelled the development of Islamic fundamentalism.

4.2.6
The second response is to blame others for the failure of the Islamic system to meet the needs of Muslim people in the modern world. Globalisation is then interpreted as an enemy to be destroyed, or at least kept out. The traditional response of the weak – terrorism – is one inevitable outcome. September 11th 2001 should not have been a surprise. Unlike Christianity, Islam has no moral code based on the revealed character of God. For many Muslims the end justifies the means. Hence young men who grew up dressed in classical Arab clothes and with long beards, chose to shave and dress like Americans and get drunk on the nights before their martyrdom.

4.2.7
The third response is to deny themselves and leave Islam intellectually, emotionally and sometimes physically. New waves of immigrants to the West are nearly always Muslim. The irony is that once they are settled in the West, their children are prey to the fundamentalist preachers and are recruited to the terrorist cause.

4.2.8
The hope for the future is that September 11th 2001, like nothing before, has forced Muslims to face the issues. Do Western Muslims support terrorism? Do they desire the adoption of Shari’ah law, which would require the death penalty for Muslims who convert from Islam? Why do Muslim countries have such appalling records on human rights? (Of the 41 countries whose population is at least 70% Muslim, only two protect political and civil rights as defined by the UN Declaration of Human Rights.) Why do so many Muslim countries deny rights to Christians and Jews that they want - and have – for Muslims living in Western countries? As Muslims begin to question their heritage, we may have a unique opportunity to reach them with the love of God revealed in Jesus Christ.

4.3
The Historical Burden of the West

4.3.1
In the engagements with Muslim countries, the West has financed and established (‘sponsored’ in the jargon) regimes at least as brutal and repressive as those they replaced.

The West has sponsored regimes at least as brutal and

repressive as those they replaced.

4.3.2
Throughout the 1980s the CIA, with the cooperation of Pakistan, funded, trained, armed and provided political cover for the Mujahideen in their struggle against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. More than 35,000 Muslim radicals from forty countries made up this force, including a Saudi dissident, Osama bin Laden, as well as others later suspected of terrorist attacks on the USA. The Pakistani military regime of General Zia ul Haq was reinforced.

4.3.3
The ramifications are astounding, involving the Golden Crescent drug trade, especially the worldwide trade in heroin, the destabilisation and disintegration of the Soviet Union, the emergence of the new Central Asian Muslim Republics and the war in Chechnya (see Chossudovsky, 2001). Most Americans will have been ignorant of all that has been, and still is being done in their names, but after September 11th 2001, ignorance can never again be bliss.

4.3.4
In the face of such Western hypocrisy, we should not be surprised at the radicalisation of the Muslim world, nor that many extreme groups, undoubtedly supported by governments, have employed the traditional weapon of the weak – terrorism.

4.3.5
The targets hit on September 11th 2001 – the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon - were potent cultural symbols of the world dominance of the Western religion. The World Trade Center was the foremost icon of Western corporate capitalism and international banking - and of the arrogance, greed and unconcern that God detests. The Pentagon is the most famous symbol of self-dependent military might.

The World Trade Center and the Pentagon were the

foremost icons of the Western religion

4.3.6
Civilizations rise and fall; they divide and merge. In the end most disappear into the sands of time. Why do we find it hard to believe that one day Western civilization could be found finally wanting and be consigned to the dustbin of history? Consider: if Western naturalism is the truth then there is no meaning and purpose of human life that can be known. There is then no basis for moral judgment, for calling anything either ‘good’ or ‘bad’. All such ascriptions become mere personal opinions, ‘values’ in the modern jargon. Much as we might dislike the fact, there is then no argument except those of the gun and the bomb.

  “a nation with no shared belief about the truth will simply

   crumple under the assault of real conviction”








(Newbigin, 1989:9)
5
Conclusion

5.1
In the light of Scripture (see also the companion paper, A Biblical Perspective on History) I believe that the events of September 11th 2001 and other events of recent times (In Britain: BSE and CJD, Swine Fever, the train disasters, devastating floods, foot and mouth, economic recession) are warnings, calls to repentance. Jesus’ words concerning a disaster of his day come vividly to mind “Those eighteen in Jerusalem the other day, the ones crushed and killed when the Tower of Siloam collapsed and fell on them, do you think they were worse citizens than all other Jerusalemites? Not at all. Unless you turn to God, you too will die.” (Luke 13:4-5 The Message) 

5.2
To think simply in terms of ‘good guys’ (us) versus ‘ bad guys’ (them) is to refuse to listen. But as in Jesus’ day, so now: there is still time. Final judgment is still held back. On September 11th 2001 not all the planes reached their targets (one crashed and possibly two never took off) and the computer back-up systems created to withstand the Y2K catastrophe that never was withstood the onslaught. The very date (‘911’ as Americans write it, their equivalent of our ‘999’) was itself highly symbolic “Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for His compassions never fail.” (Lamentations 3:22). But we dare not presume. We are called to repentance and to radical holiness, both personal and communal. Hitherto, our churches have not equipped their members for the Gospel task. A Christianity that is geared to the bunker may survive for a time, but it is ultimately doomed. But if, even at this late hour, the world can see Christian communities (churches!) that do not apologise for living by faith, but are confident in the truth of Christ-faith over against the idolatry of Western faith, communities that will live out the truth in every area of life, then who will dream of what God may yet do?

Addendum

There are a few other matters to be borne in mind on this issue.

(1)  Persecution

There has been a steep rise in the persecution of Christians throughout the Muslim lands:

“In Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria and across the Islamic world many Christians are terrified. They are living in fear and intimidation, facing the prospect of widespread, massive and violent reprisals from angry Muslims if America and its allies attack Afghanistan. At a time when Church and political leaders in the West have, quite rightly, rushed to condemn attacks against Muslims, they cannot understand why these leaders have not also spoken up on their behalf, or come to their defence. They feel betrayed both by their fellow Christians and by Western Governments.

Dr Patrick Sookhdeo, International Director of the Barnabas Fund commented, ‘The situation is extremely serious and demands urgent attention. Never in living memory has the situation for Christian minorities in the Islamic world been so precarious.’” News from Barnabas Fund, Pewsey, Wiltshire, 03 October 2001

(2)  Qur’anic Support for Violence

For Muslims, Islam must be politically dominant. It is the will of Allah. (see also the companion paper Islam: An Introduction) Many Muslims believe that He will richly reward those who destroy the icons of Western idolatry. Undeniably, there is much Qur’anic support for violence against non-Muslims (taken from the translation of Ali, 1934):

Qur’an, Sura 5:54
“You who believe!




Take not the Jews




And the Christians




For your friends and protectors:




They are but friends and protectors




To each other.  And he




Amongst you that turns to them




[For friendship] is of them.”

Qur’an, Sura 9:29
“Fight those who believe not




In God nor the last Day,




Nor hold that forbidden




Which hath been forbidden




By God and His Apostle,




Nor acknowledge the Religion




Of Truth (even if they are)




Of the people of the Book [Jews and Christians]




Until they pay the Jizya [poll-tax]




With willing submission,




And feel themselves subdued.”




(see also Suras 2:193, 212; 5:36; 47:4)

The question facing Muslims is whether they can separate these Qur’anic commands from support for terrorism. Muslims can justly claim that their traditions do unequivocally condemn both suicide and terrorism (the unprovoked, unannounced slaughter of uninvolved civilians). But in the Muslim world, the suicide bombers are widely seen not as terrorists, but as martyrs, devout Muslims responding heroically to the demands of their religion. Muslim leaders across the world (including many in the UK) have praised Osama bin Laden as a hero. America (‘the Great Satan’) may catch and destroy bin Laden, but with this background, military actions against Muslims and Muslim countries will call forth many more to replace him.

(3)  Israel and the Jews

There is a danger events will play out so that Israel, and the Jews, will be seen as the problem: “If the Jews weren’t occupying Palestine the Muslims wouldn’t hate us like this.” It has to be remembered that it is Islam that unites the otherwise deeply divided Muslim world against Israel. No Arab map in the world admits Israel’s existence. It is only Islam’s claim that Ishmael, not Isaac, was the son of promise, and that the Holy Land belongs to them, which unites Arabs in their determination to destroy the Jews. Of course Israel is also a successful, essentially Western state in the midst of undeveloped Islamic states. On all counts it is an embarrassment to be removed. Western Muslims have missed no opportunity to make the connection. Faisal Bodi’s comment in the Times Educational Supplement is typical:

“In Muslim homes, last Tuesday’s events will have been viewed with just as much horror and abhorrence as elsewhere. But that will be accompanied by a feeling that, in the most terrible way, the chickens of United States foreign policy have come home to roost, that US civilians are reaping the harvest of the seeds sown by their government’s undeclared war against Muslims in the Middle East.” (2001:22)

Britain’s Prime Minister Tony Blair is one of several leaders who have explicitly supported that linking of Islamic terrorism to the question of Palestine and Israel.

The recognition of the implacable Islamic hatred of Israel does not justify the injustices done against Arabs and Palestinians (including many Christians) by Israel and the West. Certainly, there can be no lasting peace and security until Muslims accept the right of Israel to exist. But equally there can be none while Israel – supported by the West - continues to suppress Palestinian people and occupy their land.

(4)  The Call to Love the Muslim

We must go out of our way in these times to befriend Muslim colleagues and neighbours. The general situation will always be ambiguous and we must judge only as we find. There is another Muslim tradition that says ‘Let there be no compulsion in religion’ (Qur’an, Sura 2:256). Nor must we forget that historically Muslim states have been much more tolerant of religious diversity than many Christian states of the day. On the other hand, Muslims regularly kill those who turn to another religion or who commit what they call ‘blasphemy’. Where there has been tolerance, the scope of tolerated religion has been greatly restricted and the followers humiliated. Western tolerance, in theory at least (see below) has now left Islam behind. In the West where Islam is a small minority it behaves pleasantly and persuades local Westerners to fight for rights it will deny to those very Westerners when they come to a Muslim country.

But is the modern West very different? Secular Western governments have their own religious commitments as we have seen and can be just as intolerant of those who seek to create a different style of life.

Whether Islam is fundamentally about earthly power or not, we must never prejudge the Muslims we meet, or what God may do. Indeed we will find that many ordinary Muslims recoil from the terrorist outrages The same applies to our Western neighbours. We all stand naked before God. Each one of us is as capable of great evil, or great good, as any other. “There, but for the grace of God, go I” (English Protestant martyr, John Bradford, seeing criminals being led to execution) “If you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall” (1Corinthians 10:12).
“Islam stands at … a crossroads since September 11. The tensions it has been facing for centuries have risen to the surface. Is Islam a religion of peace? Does it believe in human rights? Can it find a way to be part of the human community without violently insisting on its own way?

We hear so many differing accounts of Islam today precisely because Muslims are in the midst of struggle for the soul of Islam. We would be wise as Christians, humbled by our own past, to remember that as we seek to understand and engage Muslims today out of love for Christ.”

(Beverley, 2002)

(5)  Hope for the Future

We will not destroy Islamic terrorism by destroying Islamic countries. For the world to be freed from Islamic terrorism it must be freed from false beliefs. For us, the call is to pray for our Muslim colleagues and neighbours, and to offer them unconditional friendship and hospitality. On the wider canvas the call is to radical mission and community, not to missiles and mayhem.

The world must also be freed from our culture’s false beliefs. For many Westerners it is also a time of confusion and disillusionment. They are repulsed by the naked greed and materialism of our Western societies and perplexed by the naturalism of Western science. They long for a secure place in the moral void. For us, the second call is to repentance and faith, and to the vibrant life of the community of Christ.

© Dr Arthur Jones, January 2002
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