Religion in the world scene:
• We take our cue from the work of Samuel Huntington (his now highly controversial thesis of “the clash of civilizations”) –

There are only two civilizations which have been defined by religion; civilizations which are coterminous with a singular religious tradition – Christianity and Islam.  Of these two Christendom has over the past 500 years become the more inclusive, while Islam, while more tolerant in the past is much less so today.  Both today have been publicly “commandeered,” as it were, by spokespersons who claim that each is “the one true faith.”  Both within and between these two “religious civilizations” there are new tensions and conflicts….
Explanations for the clash of civilizations expressed as a religious contest:

• As noted earlier, part of the explanation lies in the difficult challenge of managing the incessant demands of modernism and of resisting the seemingly implicit anomie of post-modernism – tasks that require a tolerance of ambiguity, a comfortableness with relativism, and an appreciation of a complexity that many experience as exhausting.  In this context the secularism that has emerged out of earlier religious traditions may simply be neither emotionally nurturing nor spiritually sustaining enough to provide many, if not most, people with resources they need.
We have identified three of these most basic needs as order, meaning, and membership.  All three of these coalesce around the need for identity.

• In the 2002 Templeton Lecture on Religion and World Affairs, the Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the British Commonwealth, Jonathan Sacks, had this to say:

“Whereas the 20th century was dominated by the politics of ideology, the 21st century will be dominated by the politics of identity. The three great Western institutions of modernity — science, economics, and politics — are more procedural than substantive, answering questions of “What?” and “How?” but not “Who?” and “Why?” Therefore when politics turns from ideology to identity, people inevitably turn to religion, the great repository of human wisdom on the questions “Who am I?” and “Of what narrative am I a part?”

When any system gives precedence to identity, it does so by defining an “us” and in contradistinction to a “them.” Identity divides, whether Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland, Jews and Muslims in the Middle East, or Muslims and Hindus in India.”

• These tensions of identity historically have been often held in check by the overarching domination of colonial powers, and subsequently by at least nominally secular nation-states.  But many of these tensions are exacerbated by the increasingly complex relation between religion and secular power, an increase in the level of cross-cultural exposure to pluralism, the rise of what have been called “rogue states” (Bush’s “axis of evil”), the emergence of sub- or extra-national groups operating outside the cautiously constructed and still fragile framework of international governance, porous national borders, and an easy access to modern technologies of communication and destruction, all influenced by the aforementioned developments of modernity. 

• Another factor is a function of historical sequence – Christianity is seen (by Christians) as a fulfillment of Judaism and all that has come before; Islam, although not a fulfillment of Christianity, accounts for the latter’s existence by subsuming Jesus as one of many of God’s prophets.  But for true-believing (fundamentalist, literalist) Christians, Jesus is the final authority who pre-figures the end of time; while for equally true-believing (fundamentalist, literalist) Muslims, Mohammed is God’s final prophet who has ushered in the one righteous society. 
• This contest of religious identities is also a function of Western – i.e., Judeo-Christian cultural/religious (often expressed through economic and military) dominance – and more specifically, the world-wide hegemony of the United States, the only reigning superpower.
This is super ordination is especially notable because this is in painful contrast to the golden age of Islamic dominance which reached its culmination in the 14th and 15th centuries.

• In this context the State of Israel –which forcefully claimed and partitioned the land of Palestine, which controls one of the three most holy sites in the Islamic faith, which flies the Star of David, and which is sustained by the West – plays an increasingly crucial and pivotal role, both real and symbolic.

• And finally, of course, is the strange, almost diabolical relation of the West in its voracious appetite for oil – the primary economic resource of the Arab Middle East – that has led to as paradoxical a relationship between Western (i.e., Christian) capitalistic democracies and Middle Eastern (i.e., Muslim) oil-rich authoritarian regimes as between Christian Fundamentalists and Israeli Jews. 
