A Clash of Civilizations? Some Thoughts on Islam, the West, and Multi-Cultural Understanding

By Dr Christoph Marcinkowski*
Living in an increasingly globalized world of diverse cultures and civilizations, it becomes more and more imperative to rediscover and live the values of tolerance and forbearance. The focus of this presentation shall be on the currently rather strained relations between the Islamic world and the West – however, not so much with emphasis on political issues but on civilizational ones instead. In spite of what we are witnessing now in Iraq, Palestine, and Afghanistan, for instance – the resistance of local Muslims to the occupation of their homeland by foreign non-Muslim powers, and in spite of sectarian violence even among the Muslims themselves in some parts of the Middle East, there are also light spots that give reason to hope. 


Dialogue and peaceful cooperation between citizens with a different religious and ethnic background is not only possible and necessary, but very often also enriching and even beautiful. Malaysia, for instance, which celebrates in this very year 2007 its 50th birthday as a nation, is perhaps the most enlightening example for this. Although often an outspoken critic of certain generalizing attitudes from the part of major Western powers, Malaysia has shown that it is a serious partner of dialogue with them as well. At home, Malaysia is promoting with its Islam Hadhari (‘Civilizational Islam’) concept not a new sect but rather a return to the original virtues of Islam, some of its core values being faithfulness to and understanding of the tenets of true religion, development and scientific enquiry, and just and efficient administration which have won it the admiration among the other developing countries, especially in the Muslim world. The Islam Hadhari approach is aiming at bringing benefit to all Malaysians, Muslims as well as non-Muslims. It is also firmly rooted in traditional orthodox Sunnite Islamic thought, such as that of Imam Ghazali (d. 1111), who achieved within and firmly based on the Islamic tradition a synthesis of a theological and mystical approach towards Reality. In the more practical sphere, one could add Ghazali’s contemporary, the vizier Nizam-al-Mulk (d. 1092), author of a well-known tract on Islamic administrative ethics, to name only one more outstanding character.
 I have tried to elaborate a bit further on this elsewhere.
 


On the international screen, too, there are signs of hope. A meaningful intellectual climate of dialogue that does not shun away from addressing points of difference appears to be more pressing than ever. Thinking representatives from the world’s two largest religious communities – Islam and Christianity – seem to see the need for understanding better each other’s often sharply differing positions. Former Iranian President Mohammad Khatami, for instance, said that the full text of Pope Benedict XVI’s highly controversial 2006 Regensburg speech should be read before making any comments on its contents. “I hope that the reports in this regard are misinterpreted as such remarks are usually made by uninformed and fanatic people, but my impression of the pope was rather that of an educated and patient man,” Khatami said after his return to Tehran from his much-anticipated 2006 two-week visit to the United States. This was perhaps the first balanced statement to come out of the Muslim world on the “Regensburg speech issue”. 

In his September 2006 speech, the Pope quoted a 14th century Byzantine emperor as saying Islam had only brought evil to the world and that it was spread by the sword, a method that was unreasonable and contrary to God’s nature. Benedict used the quote to launch into a much longer discussion of the key influence of ancient Greek philosophical reasoning on the early Christian faith and invited Muslim scholars to enter into a dialogue about faith and reason with Christians. The Pope later said he regretted any misunderstanding it caused among Muslims, after protests including attacks on churches in the Middle East and the killing of a nun in Somalia.


Very recently, on May 4, 2007, Khatami even met Pope Benedict in Rome and said the wounds between Christians and Muslims were still “very deep”, including those caused by a controversial papal speech last September. Khatami became one of the most prominent Muslim clerics to visit the Vatican since the Pope's controversial Regensburg speech which angered Muslims by appearing to link Islam and violence. “These wounds are very deep. There are many wounds and they cannot heal that easily,” Khatami told a conference in Rome just before the papal meeting, when asked if the wounds that followed the Pontiff's speech in his native Germany had been healed. “For sure, a meeting with the Holy Father cannot be enough to heal all these wounds but at least we are making a joint effort in order to start healing them,” he said. Khatami and the Pope met for about 30 minutes and spoke through interpreters about the “dialogue among cultures” to overcome current tensions and promote peace. Khatami, speaking through a translator, said that Christianity and Islam needed to rediscover their common roots as monotheistic religions in order to improve relations”. He added that “if Christian and Islamic societies could only rely on love and justice and get back to these founding principles and if together we fought against violence and extremism […] then we can lay the foundations to heal any wound”.
 He also said that no one could use God’s name to “instigate war or hate or speak ignorantly of crusades” and that “both religions must enter a sincere and practical dialogue and commitment to achieve peace and eliminate terrorism and war”.

It should be noted that Benedict’s controversial remarks on Islam during his lecture have stirred anger among parts of the Muslim community worldwide as it was perceived as misrepresenting the very essence of the religion of Islam. In several of his previous less publicized utterances on Islam, Benedict used to lament what he considered a “lack of authority among the Muslims”, by which he seems to be referring to the difficulty of finding a dialogue partner who is acknowledged to represent Islam at large. However, already during the pontificate of Benedict’s predecessor, Pope John Paul II, Shi’ites and Catholics, for instance, had initiated a project of intellectual exchange that went largely unnoticed by the wider public. More significantly, in particular to the political observer, to deepen contacts with Shi’ism would indeed make sense in the light of the present crisis surrounding the unsettled future of Iraq and the controversial stand of Iran in terms of its nuclear activities.


“Christian-Muslim wounds still ‘very deep’
Khatami with Pope Benedict XVI during his visit in Rome on May 4, 2007.


Khatami, in particular, has a record of contributions towards Muslim-Christian understanding. Khatami displays a deep reading not only in Islam but in Western philosophy as well, and his ideas are often in contrast to those of his more conservative peers in Iran. Already back in March 1999 he made a sensational visit to the ailing John Paul II in the Vatican – to my knowledge, the first such meeting ever between a Pope and a high-ranking member of the Shi’ite religious establishment. On a somewhat more “spiritual note”, the emotions of the moment were captured when one of the Shi’ite clerics accompanying Khatami spontaneously ran to the Pope and embraced him, kissing him on both cheeks. When they parted, Pope John Paul gave his blessing to his Muslim guests, saying that “it was an important, promising day”. 


The 1999 meeting between Khatami and John Paul was not just one of those myriads of “good-will gestures” with no follow-up. It resulted in a sequence of important conferences, attended by leading authorities from both denominations, as well in the joint publication of several books. In July 2003, a joint conference took place at University of London’s Heythrop College and Ampleforth Abbey. It was inspired by previous meetings between Ampleforth’s Benedictine monks and the scholars of the Imam Khomeini Education and Research Institute at Qom, Iran. The meeting, attended by twelve Catholic and thirteen Shi’ite scholars, produced a proceedings volume. Exactly two years later, another four-days-long conference took place at the same location. Simultaneously, Catholic scholars went to visit their Muslim counterparts in Iran. So far, the Shi’ite-Catholic dialogue has resulted in the publication of two books: J. A. Bill and J. A. Williams, Roman Catholics and Shi’i Muslims: Prayer, Passion, and Politics
 and A. O’Manony, W. Peterburs, and M. A. Shomali (eds.), Catholics and Shi’a in Dialogue: Studies in Theology and Spirituality
. The book by Bill and Williams appears to be the first attempt by Western Catholics to present a comparative approach towards basic features of Shi’ite Islam and Catholicism, in terms of devotional practices as well as basic beliefs. However, it also addresses the issue of Shi’ism and politics. The second book contains the proceedings of the earlier mentioned 2003 “Shi’ite-Catholic encounter”.


Catholicism, too, has many points to its advantage in terms of making this dialogue with Islam a reality. Through the Vatican and its diplomatic representations, it is also present as a sovereign State in most Muslim nations, thus placing it in the unique position to explain or correct misunderstandings as soon as they arise, such as successfully done in the aftermath of the “Regensburg issue”. Moreover, Catholicism can look back to about 2,000 years of an unbroken historical tradition, which – in the view of Rome – establishes its “teaching authority” and “authenticity”.


 It should also not be forgotten that Shi’ites also have a strong tradition of inter-Islamic dialogue, known in Arabic as taqrib al-madhabib or “rapprochement between the Muslim denominations”, such as during the 1950s with Egypt’s Al-Azhar University, the leading authority of Sunnite Islam. It appears that Shi’ite Islam has gone a long way since the excesses of the 1979 revolution in Iran. Today, its somewhat more open approach towards philosophy and its deep roots in mysticism are also becoming increasingly apparent as a sign for the rediscovery of Islam’s intellectual and spiritual tradition. A meaningful dialogue between Christians and Muslims is thus not only of relevance to those interested in purely religious matters, but could also be helpful towards diffusing some of the current tensions in the Middle East. That Mr Khatami was followed in office by “hardliner” Mr Ahmadinezhad might thus not discourage those looking into the future. In the light of what is usually presented as “daily increasing tension” between Islam and Christianity in many parts of the world, the “Shi’ite-Catholic encounter” project thus assumes a particular significance. It goes without saying that the pontificate of John Paul II saw also very important movements towards the direction of a rapprochement with orthodox Sunnite Islam, which represents between 80 to 90% of the world’s Muslims. The particular Shi’ite case has just been mentioned here in order to show that even during those times of tension between the Muslim world and the West the bridges of communication should never be destroyed unilaterally, following the simple wisdom which is expressed in the premise of “people who still talk to each other won’t shoot each other”. 

In sum, Islam and the – culturally-speaking – still Christian-dominated (but today rather secular) West might differ on the higher levels of theology and metaphysics. Nevertheless, more down to earth – and certainly more significantly – they share often common values in the ethical sphere. True tolerance, however, demands also that each partner of such a dialogue is allowed to draw from his own religious experience and cultural background. It is in this regard that we should always treasure the well-balanced approach of Malaysia’s leadership which is lived on a daily basis by its people, who have perhaps proven best what has already been said in the Qur’an about 1,400 years ago:

“O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of God is (he who is) the most righteous of you. And God has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all things).” 
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