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It is great with regret that I have had to renounce the privilege of being with you here today and of participating in what I know from experience to be the thoughtful and constructive discussions of the Interfaith Foundation and those associated with it.

My regret is the greater because my absence is due to the fact that I feel unable to leave my beloved homeland at a time when unprecedented violence threatens to engulf not only my region, but to impact upon the future of the entire globe.

As I write, news has just come in of another suicide bomb in Haifa, killing some fifteen people, devastating their nearest and dearest, and reducing further any remaining elements of trust. Irrespective of the appalling facts on the ground - the suffering of all parties to the conflict, and I note with dismay Peter Hansen’s (The Commissioner General of the UN Relief and Works Agency) recent report highlighting the stark fact that as a result of two years of checkpoints, closures and curfews that have ravaged their economy, over half of the population of Gaza and the West Bank are now unemployed and more than two-thirds are living below the poverty line, while almost a quarter of Palestinian children are suffering from acute or chronic malnutrition for purely man-made reasons – violence is not the solution. Violence ultimately destroys faith. The two are immiscible. And violence, purportedly justified by faith is perhaps the greatest threat to faith that we know. The spirit of revenge offers no alleviation of suffering. Now, more than ever we need to talk.

The ‘Swidler-age’ (Professor Leonard Swidler, Temple University, Global Dialogue Institute) of monologue must become the age of dialogue. Yet unless dialogue leads to change, it remains irrelevant to those on the ground for whom ongoing trauma and reactive emotional response remain the overriding factors. In this context, I cannot overemphasise the importance of the principles of democracy (and equality) to genuine dialogue. Thus it is extremely important that the universal desire of peoples to be involved in their own government be realised, and that ‘democracy’ not be ascribed to any one nation, culture or ideology. 

A major challenge for the mainstream and moderate traditions therefore must be to promote democratic participation, based on the principle of equality. I participate; therefore I am. If I do not participate, I do not exist as a citizen. This is how democracy deteriorates into market research, oligarchy, plutocracy, bureaucracy and technocracy. Peace, development, and democracy should be built up by education, not by force; and they should not be regarded as a gift. Education is the key to liberty. If we wish to reduce the social disparities that are a source of conflict; if we wish to improve the quality of life; if we wish to guarantee food and education for all citizens; if we wish to provide employment and to mitigate poverty, then we must stop paying the price of war and pay the price of peace.

Our current systems of governance, whether authoritarian, monarchic, or totalitarian, have not reached the people with what they need – transparent and participatory government, education towards altruism and tolerance, and clearly defined human values instituted through schools, media and legislation as the basis for a dynamic civil society. Moreover, the absence of a coherent formula providing universally acceptable guidelines for future global governance makes extremism a threat to the stability and security of all states. 

Where do we go from here? The immense challenge facing us all is whether we can manage the transition from a culture of war to a culture of peace (and I’ll admit that the signs do not look promising at the present time).

There is no denying that today, where I come from, and possibly where you come from too, there is a feeling of hopelessness, that the inevitability of war will force new realities on us in the absence of an ideology or system that we trust. For the world that we desire is surely not a world dominated by war, poverty and unhappiness. Unless we cease to work against this or that faulty ideology and instead work for a positive vision, the new realities of war will simply sweep us along on a tide of realpolitik. 

Just as fundamentally, while we are facing critical international problems and issues, we lack an international terminology with which even to identify them securely. Boaz Ganor, the prominent Israeli thinker, addressed the question of terrorism today and demanded that there be ‘no prohibition without definition’. Let us be very clear in acknowledging that, just as one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter, so one man’s ideology is another man’s terrorist manifesto. Let us accept no prohibition of any approach without very clear definition of what, exactly, we are referring to as an ideology and to what exactly we object — which specific people, places, times, texts and actions. 

We stand today at a crossroads and the choice appears stark: either we move further away from one another, basing our sense of self and our self-interests upon the idea of a threatening other, or we move closer together and, taking our common humanity as the starting point, move towards an organic whole. The first road involves a sort of ‘international apartheid’ – an absence of meaningful dialogue between groups, but I know that most of you here, as I do, believe in the second road, that of bridge-building, in an inclusive civil society that appreciates a holistic approach, and in the belief that our human interdependence is our community.

The new millennium echoes with the familiar cries of hatred, anger and violence.  My greatest fear is that if we continue to depend on the rule of force, on power, as a deterrent, we will eventually be unable to disable violence.  We must become more sensitised to the concept of consequences: the consequences of poverty, illiteracy, oppression, lack of opportunity, despair and anger, which can all lead to the contemplation of violence.  To my mind, as a citizen of the world, intolerance, prejudice and bigotry can also be seen as forms of illiteracy and ignorance, eroding social values, eating away at our humanity and stamping on our sense of ethical obligations and duties – to one another and to the world as a whole.

If the world cannot grow beyond the new ‘tribalism’ of ‘regionality’ or unilateralism that has developed apace over the last year, we are going to face a very uncertain future.  However, if we can search for commonality through a dialogue of universal values, and establish a code of ethical conduct, we could perhaps achieve the security that safeguards human dignity and enables the fulfillment of human needs through solidarity, ridding society of its erroneous need for individuals who seek to terrorise us.

In this context it is crucial that we avoid all notions of cultural or religious triumphalism. Competition is not a valid model for all human activity. What Arnold Toynbee referred to as the ‘industrialisation of history’ provides a parallel to what happens when the capitalist model of competition for material results is superimposed on every area of human existence. 

I concur wholly with the Reverend Kenneth Cragg when he quotes George Elliott, emphasizing her conviction that faith should be a moral emotion, a commitment to humanity, unconfined by dogma:

“I have too profound a conviction of the efficacy that lies in all sincere faith, and the spiritual blight that comes with no faith, to have any negative propagandism in me. I have lost all interest in mere antagonism to religious doctrines. I care only to know, if possible, the lasting meaning that lies in all religious doctrine.” 
In a major foreign policy speech delivered in January of this year, the British prime minister, Tony Blair, warned the United States that chaos could “come from the world splitting into rival poles of power; the US in one corner; anti-US forces in another. It can come from pent-up feelings of injustice and alienation, from divisions between the world’s richer and its poorer nations.” Global interdependence, he suggested, works both ways and the United States needs to show “the desire to work with others,” whether the issue is poverty, the environment, the moribund Middle East peace process, or even the status of the United Nations.

And I recall not only Tony Blair’s speech, but also Joan Didion’s observation that, since 11 September, American discourse on “postmodern relativism” has been replaced by a rhetoric of “moral clarity.”
 Didion is describing what occurs when reality is filtered through the lens of ideology. And that, I believe, is what has gone wrong with the ‘new world order’ become empire: ideology is threatening to turn peace into war and stability into anarchy.

Jews, Christians and Muslims must insist upon the ethical dimension and demand that humanitarian factors be placed at the forefront of all other considerations. We must seek a new kind of politics, capable of ending humanity’s ancient wars against itself and against nature. Politics for people, or anthropolitics, if you will.

When we talk of the ethics of human solidarity, it is impossible not to talk simultaneously of altruism, of interfaith as well as intrafaith outreach, of humane political and economic strategies (inclusive of poverty-alleviation), of peace conditional on justice, of cultural security and identity, of universal codes of ethics.

Humanitarian outreach requires a holistic approach, inclusive of the all-important experiential component, the encounter with the other. A holistic approach recognises too the pain and suffering of the other and acknowledges fully our different histories and cultures, and I cite Rabbi Ronald Kronish, Director of the Inter-religions Coordinating Council in Israel (ICCI) who once said (in the context of Arab-Israeli historiography): 

“Reconciliation  is to understand both sides…  In the Arab-Israeli conflict, both sides have suffered greatly for a long time; but I am struck by how little either side has recognised … or even tried to recognise the pain and suffering of the other. We tend to recite history so ideologically that we have very little consciousness about how the other side understands its own history in its own terms.”

As a Muslim whose faith and culture currently suffers a particularly ‘bad press’, I would urge the avoidance of stereotypes. It is not unusual these days to read of Islam as a global threat, a menace to civilization that should be shunned or confronted. To suggest distinct boundaries between civilisations is surely to ignore the ongoing debate about their very definition. I, for one, object to the concept of civilisations in the plural. I refer to one civilisation and ten thousand cultures. I believe in a continuous process of interaction and dialogue between cultures. To presume that the identity of a civilisation never countenances change is to obscure centuries of synthesis and symbiosis. Islam is no monolith now, it never has been. Muslim societies and expressions of faith have undergone centuries of change. The long evolution and development of Muslim civilisation contradicts the assumption that Islam labours under unbending theological rigidity.

Many Muslim scholars point to the early Islamic period to indicate not only “that some notion of democracy was present from the outset and that this notion has been perceived as something positive all along.” Khalid Duran eschews anachronism to describe this notion as “crypto-democracy,”
 although “proto-democracy” does just as well. ‘Democracy’ is not the property of one nation or culture, to be propagated as part of a hegemonic cultural package. It is a system in which human beings contribute to their own government, based on an ideology of equal rights in that contribution. I do not believe in taking a comparative approach in order to find common ground. The common ground is what we share as human beings.

There are inherently universal values that we all share no matter what tradition we belong to. To say that one specific tradition is the progenitor of universalism is illogical since there are certain values that all human beings recognise as being universal in and of themselves. The universalist/cultural relativist dichotomy may therefore be a false proposition: whilst there may be different civilisations and cultures in the world today, all have contributed to universalism and the values that we share today have a sound basis in many different traditions. Thus, the Western libertarian philosophy will recognise the inherent values of universalism within Ubuntu African tradition, just as Ubuntu will recognise the inherent universalist values within Islamic tradition; and Islamic tradition recognises - indeed preserves – the values and advancements (ethical and material) of other civilisations and systems; and so on and so forth.

I have recently developed the beginnings of a values survey in our region, whilst monitoring the numerous value surveys that exist worldwide – the common matrix should prove interesting. While in the past we have talked about truth, perhaps now is the time to emphasise virtue. Here, working by analogy (qiyas) can lead to a common code which aligns with the various religious truths. 

Yet, despite what we may call the universality of universalism, we see there are still, alas, too many unacceptables remaining in our world: an unacceptable level of illiteracy; an unacceptable lack of women's empowerment; an unacceptable North-South divide, with the rich getting richer and the poor poorer; an unacceptable level of inequality; unacceptable demands on the environment due to, among other things, an unacceptable level of pollution exacerbated by an unacceptable lack of international agreement on policy. In the Club of Rome we refer to ‘limits to poverty, but no limits to knowledge’.  

Dealing with such unacceptables is therefore, one of the main challenges. A Common Minimum Agenda to tackle these and associated problems is essential for the well-being of the people of our planet. And I am pleased to say that we are working on just such an agenda within the context of the South Centre which should form the platform of both North and South. 

It is nonetheless clear that Muslim countries today stand accused of supporting and in some cases of funding extremism – that is to say, of funding the parallel economy which in many countries is more effective than the state economy. Such blanket accusations do little to build bridges in an increasingly polarised world and nothing to counteract the politics and economics of despair. Numerous commentators (with some notable exceptions, and I must here applaud the words of Prince Charles when he exhorted the British public to celebrate the contribution and sacrifices of British and other Muslims, both now and during the last world war), numerous commentators – whether scholars, politicians or media analysts – maintain that Islam is entirely hostile to the West and its matrix of cultures. Islam is almost invariably associated, in contemporary media accounts, with extremism. The very word ‘Islam’ conjures up the notion of ‘terror’ among some Western circles. At a time when Muslims comprise almost three quarters of the world refugees, the innocent victims of conflict, this is a deeply disturbing trend. Three quarters of the world’s refugees are Muslims and yet we are stereotyped as extremists.

SomSome commentators appear to be replacing the word Islamism with “Jihadism”, which actually shows a lack of understanding or awareness of the subtleties of defining such concepts within Islam. I do not believe that such analyses are based upon any objective enquiry but rather are beholden to particular pre-set worldviews, influenced perhaps by a neo-orientalist urge to explain complex phenomena in simplistic terms. One thing we cannot do is try and simplify the complex – and crazy – minds of what are essentially cultist movements with political motives. Hardly any religion can claim to be immune from the cultist threat which preys on the physical and emotional vulnerabilities of individuals, even communities. The ‘cultic milieu’ has been described by academics as a parallel religious tradition of disparaged and deviant interpretations and practices that challenge the authority of prevailing religions with rival claims to truth. These upstart movements are dynamic and novel, but usually short-lived. They adhere to an alternative theology that they regard as more authoritative than the laws, rituals, and interpretations that define their parent religions. Thus we might think we are sensing the emergence of a global jihad in many parts of the Muslim world, it could be argued that it is not a jihad that has any basis or legitimacy among the majority of the international Ummah. 

Indeed, Muslim legal scholars often refer to Imam al-Shatibi who, six centuries ago, developed guidelines for developing and applying Islamic law (shari’ah) in the form of a set of Islamic universal principles (kulliyat), essentials (dururiyat), or purposes (maqasid), and explained that the number and inner tectonics of these maqasid are flexible according to time and place. For purposes of agenda formation, the universal principles of Islamic thought are seven responsibilities. When observed, they produce corresponding human rights. The first, haqq al-din, is the duty to respect and maintain the purity of divine revelation, without which human reason is unreliable. The next three, which promote human survival, are haqq al-haya, the duty to respect human life and the human person; haqq al-nasl, the duty to respect the human family and group rights at every level of human association; and haqq al-mal, the duty to respect private property and the universal human right to individual ownership of the means of production. 

The second set of three maqasid promotes quality of life. These are haqq al-hurriya, the duty to respect group self-determination through political freedom, including the second-order principles of governmental responsiveness (shura), representative government (ijma’), and an independent judiciary; haqq al-karama, the duty to respect human dignity, including freedom of religion and gender equity; and haqq al-‘ilm, which is the duty to respect knowledge, including freedom of thought, speech, and association, subject to the other six universal principles. These universal principles of Islamic law constitute a definition of justice, which, in turn, is the Islamic definition of human rights.

Islamic tradition enjoins mutual tolerance and coexistence among and between human communities. It also stresses the equality and dignity of each and every human soul. Sayyidina Muhammad is reliably reputed to have said: “All people are equal. They are as equal as the teeth on a comb. There is no claim of merit of an Arab over a non-Arab, or of a white over a black person, or a male over a female. Only God-fearing people merit a preference with God”. Furthermore, the idea that rights of citizenship accrue on the basis of residence was well known to Islam. For example, the Holy Qur’an rebukes Egypt’s Pharaoh for discriminating against the Jewish community in Egypt.

The Constitution of Medina, which articulated the agreements concluded between Sayyidina Muhammad and the non-Muslim tribes of Medina, for instance, not only enabled each party to keep its own laws and customs, but conferred rights and obligations of citizenship among members of the community on the basis of residence and religious belief. The Constitution of Medina is thus at base a civil code and a blueprint for Islamic pluralism. In later times, the millet system granted non-Muslims a bill of rights and empowered them to run their own communal affairs. 

Terrorism is not islamocentric. It is islamophobic. And terrorists cannot be allowed to hide behind the religion of a fifth of humankind. Muslims have now to wake up to the enemy within and expose these evil fanatics for what they are. Those who commit such atrocities and claim to do so in the name of any religion shame us, and shame our heritage. Such people do nothing for religion. They have, on the contrary, taken up arms against true people of faith. 
In confronting the threat posed by extremists of all tendencies however, we might do better to concentrate less on the words of “those self-appointed prophets of xenophobia and militancy” (Professor Shimon Shamir, “Acceptance of the Other: Liberal Interpretations of Islam and Judaism in Egypt and Israel,” Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies, Occasional Papers 5) and more on those notable thinkers who “step forward to propose a different reading of their religio-cultural heritage, and to uphold a system of values and beliefs that converge on acceptance of the Other… to turn our attention from the threat posed by the radicals, to the promise indicated by the liberals.”

Thus, one cannot resist but concur with former US Ambassador Robert Dickson Crane when he argues that, “The greatest challenge to Americans’ commitment, courage and creativity lies not in enforcing stability through military might, which can never succeed in the long run, but in building security through foreign policies that address the political roots of terrorism. It is this unilateral militarism vs multilateral justice dichotomy that needs to be contextualized intellectually in order to galvanize an effective response to global terrorism”. 

At this moment of desperate crisis, and the perception in my part of the world is that Muslims are being asked to reform, to change and to mould themselves so that they may be acceptable to a western definition of global society, the need for clarity is paramount. Islamic intellectuals (as noted in last year’s UN report) have long been aware of the need, highlighted in our own code of conduct, to re-examine the ideas of the enlightenment and modern western culture and seek some form of accommodation with them. Such accommodation will not be assisted by further military defeat and control by the West – to the contrary, this can only exacerbate extremist tendencies and the very violence that it seeks to control. 

But all need not be gloom and doom. We can act decisively to deal with the unacceptables on the ground – war, terror, violence and disregard for the inherent dignity of humanity. We can develop a common agenda, as currently in the South Centre. There are concrete steps to be taken to alleviate poverty and restore basic human rights and dignity, tackle AIDS, provide access to clean water – the list goes on. We can take measures to improve our understanding of one another. And I would like to suggest here that it is the 25-35 year olds who should be the core of a new international media corps that could report issues the way they are. It is also time to promote further citizens’ conferencing – participation, and not only between the elites. I mention these things in reference to concrete examples of what can be done. 

We must learn to work together globally, recognising our common ground.  This means respecting the sanctity of life that is inherent to all faiths.  People of all faiths and none must recognise a sense of our shared history on this one fragile planet that we inhabit together.  That should motivate us to move towards a new human agenda for a better world of compassion, reconciliation and understanding.  At the very least, we have to evolve a civilised framework for disagreement; at best we must aim to attain a common perspective for global initiatives and a global response to times of crisis.

It is my personal hope, obviously shared by millions, that never again will we see something as tragic as the billowing smoke that enveloped the collapse of the twin towers and all who were in them on September 11th  2001.  We are going to be seeing reruns of that surreal sight for a long time to come and it should serve not just as a symbol of a heartbreaking day, but also of a tragic schism in humanity.  It is also my hope that the twin towers will be replaced, not just by the exquisite towers of light that were first conceived, a year later, to fill the horrible void where they used to stand, but also by a common perception of the twin concepts of civilisation and culture.  That would mean that we had finally risen above the hostile energies revealed on that day, to a higher plane of insight into the steps to be taken to ensure our shared future.

Today, I know, that vision looks a far off dream, but in conclusion I would like once again to quote my dear friend, Rabbi Jonathan Magonet (Principal, Leo Baeck College, London) for whose recent book Talking to the Other, I had the privilege of providing a foreword and which I cannot recommend more highly - Speaking at his Rosh Hashanah service on 18th September 2001, he reminded us that: 

“At a time when extremism seems to be on the increase, when stereotyping blunts any hope of recognising the humanity of 'the other',… (although) There are no simple answers to the political conflict.   But there are possibilities of meeting each other at the level of religious understanding. Whenever we read the hallel, that Psalm can also be a call to us to escape the narrowness of vision that lumps all people together, that denies their uniqueness and humanity, and reduces them to a label or a slogan, the other, the enemy. 

‘To get out of this narrowness I called on God.

God answered me with a broader vision. 

Give thanks to the Eternal who is good. 

For God's love is l'olam, for the whole world.’”
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