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• Article 1:  It's all happening in Amman: The impact of modernity on a Muslim 

community.  
(Gregory Johansson, 953 words)  

 
• Article 2:  The revolutionary ethic and the evangelical church in France.  

(Steve Cox, 2274 words)  
 
 
• Review 1:  Islam the Challenge to the Church.   

(By Patrick Sookhdeo; Isaac Publishing) 
 
• Review 2:  Kissing Cousins? and Touching the Soul of Islam.   

(Two books by Bill Musk; Lion Hudson) 
 
• Review 3:  The Changing Face of World Missions: Engaging Contemporary 

Issues and Trends.   
(By Michael Pocock, Gailyn Van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell; Baker)  

 
 

 
 
Go to the Encounters website at www.redcliffe.org/mission to read what others are thinking 
on the Discussion Board.  Use the Voice your comments form to add to the debate. 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
An Introduction and Summary by the Editor 
 

Author:  Dr Jonathan Ingleby, Editor of Encounters 
 
 
The heading says it all. How do we, as those concerned about the mission of the church in 
today’s world, see the complex phenomenon of Islam? This is such a complicated issue and 
such an important one, I thought we needed a spectrum of opinion from a variety of 
commentators. So I asked six mission scholars and practitioners to respond to some 
questions about Islam and its relation to Christianity and modernity. They all received the 
same questions and their answers are given in this edition of Encounters in full. None of 
them saw each other’s answers so there is inevitably a small amount of repetition. Below is 
my summary of the contributions under each heading (with the questions), but it is quite brief 
and I do urge you to find time to read the responses in full. One warning: all the respondents 
are Christians. I did think about inviting Muslim scholars to take part, but that was not the 
way it worked out – another day perhaps. Also one request: rather to my surprise most of the 
respondents agreed with each other about taking a fairly relaxed and unthreatened approach 
to contemporary Islam. I wonder whether the Christian public at large agrees with this 
approach. If you are one of those who disagree, and I know some of you are out there, do 
write in (via our web-site) and let us know.  
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships? 
 
Because Islam has a more integrated understanding of faith and society, the historical legacy 
is more important to it than to Christianity. This legacy includes: the way that Islam rose as a 
response to Byzantine imperialism and discrimination, at the same time profiting from that 
Empire’s weakness; interaction with Nestorian Christians; the key role of the Middle East in 
mediating between the wealth of the Orient and the West (until the discovery of an alternate 
trade route – a key moment); the massive effort of the Roman church to retain its dominance 
in the Mediterranean and allied lands; the Christian philosophic interaction with Islam via 
Averroes and others on one side, and Aquinas on the other leading to a rationalistic Western 
outlook (and perhaps thence to the Reformation and the Enlightenment); the end of the 
Ottoman Empire together with the rise, after the First World War, of Middle Eastern 
nationalism and the discovery of Middle Eastern oil (a period which coincides with the rise of 
the key Islamist thinkers of the twentieth century). No wonder we are in a power stand-off, 
indeed we have experienced ‘fourteen hundred years of misunderstanding’. It may be also 
that Islam finds it extremely difficult to accept a period when it is politically at a disadvantage, 
possibly because there was no initial period (contrast Christianity) of suffering as a 
persecuted minority. It is the movement from initial dominance to a more or less equal 
tension to contemporary disadvantage which is such a troubling legacy for Islam. On the 
other hand, some have suggested that recent hostility is a product, quite specifically, of 
Western colonialism. Finally, perhaps Islam despises Western decadence and looks back to 
the early days and the collapse of the Byzantine opposition as a portent of the collapse of 
another decadent Empire – the secular West. 
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2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 

 
We must distinguish inter-communal strife within Islam and persecution of non-Muslims. The 
former is an occasional feature of Islam but it is common enough in the history of all religions 
(including Christianity: think of Northern Ireland). In any case we must allow for political 
tensions, the likely genesis, for example, of the strife between Shias and Sunnis. With regard 
to the persecution of other faiths, first of all Muslims themselves disagree about this issue 
and, of course, local factors (such as Western imperialism) often play an important role. 
Under the right conditions change in the direction of greater tolerance (i.e. where that is not 
already the case) may come, though it may take time. Meanwhile we should remember that 
Christians, or those perceived to be so, have continued to be persecutors.  Muslims have not 
forgotten Bosnia, for example, nor Chechnya. Also Muslims may define the attacks of 
Western secularist thought as a form of persecution. Secular ideologies are often violent, too. 
The twentieth century bears witness to that and Muslims see secularism as a product of the 
Christian West. Nevertheless Islam does have a problem. Forgiveness is not generally part 
of the picture. Attacking Christians may be seen as an act of ‘cleansing’ or as legitimate 
revenge. As for all of us, religious reasons can be used to cover up less honourable motives. 
Finally Muslim relations with other faiths can be, and indeed have been, friendly. India 
provides some examples. 
 
 
3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future? 
 
It would be wrong to think that Islam is incapable of change. For example, in the past it 
experienced a profound Rationalist movement, so much so that this was seen as a challenge 
to the rational basis of the Christian faith. Besides Islam is busily modernising today. There 
are a number of examples. Muslim intellectuals are grappling with modern realities and 
migrant Muslim populations are learning to adjust where appropriate. Even the current 
resurgence of more conservative approaches (e.g. Wahabism) is an evidence that change is 
possible. Sadly, change in an unhelpful direction may be the creation of Western 
insensitivity. It is important to be patient, however. Religious changes are often the most 
gradual. Think of the slow process of change in the Roman Catholic church. Not all change 
has to have the explosiveness of the Protestant Reformation. (Some scholars, it should be 
added, feel that Islam has already had two Reformations: the introduction of Neoplatonic 
philosophy in the Middle Ages and later – in the eleventh century – the introduction of 
philosophical mysticism associated with Al Ghazzali.) Finally, in what direction do we want 
Islam to change? Is Enlightenment thought really something we want Islam to accommodate 
to? Modernity has a massive record of intolerance too. 
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4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this? 
 
An important reminder to begin with is that there is no single ‘soul’ of Islam. There always 
have been many discourses. However it is true that there are important struggles going on 
within Islam, and at the moment they are very ‘public and world encompassing’ ones. These 
can be characterised in a number of ways: between Shias and Sunnis (possibly more 
important than differences over the response to modernity), between a minority of extremists 
and a majority of moderates, and between those with different responses to the part that the 
West is playing in catalysing and complicating the conflict. 
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way? 
 
One view is that there is a threat from Islam, but in a sense it is a good threat (perhaps it 
might be better to call it a ‘challenge’) as it may help Christians identify and stand up for a 
just world community. This in turn may give an opportunity for others to discover the gospel. 
Islam is certainly a competing ideology, but there are many of these in the world. We cannot 
use ‘threat’ in a more dangerous sense. Others might say that Islam is not so much the 
problem but rather the whole question of violence in religion which is a world-wide 
phenomenon. We would therefore be unwise to pose the problem in terms of a ‘clash of 
civilisations’, particularly in the light of the amazing interdependence of modern times. Again, 
the fault is not all on one side. Muslims feel alienated by their marginalisation in the West, 
and their quarrel is more with the secularising tendencies of the West than with Christianity 
per se.  
 
 
6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness?  
 
Muslims will continue to feel threatened (and respond in threatening ways – the whole 
doctrine of jihad is based on the idea of defending the faith ) when the attitudes we in the 
West display to them continue to be colonial. Of course there can be over reactions and the 
Danish cartoons affair may be one such (both sides certainly needed a dose of better cross 
cultural communication), though it may also have helped Muslims to feel that they had 
international support. The protest certainly had global dimensions. What the affair also 
revealed was the inability of secular thinkers to understand the power of religion.  
 

 
  

 
 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
Question and Answer 
 

Rev Colin Chapman, former Head of Crowther Hall and Author of ‘Whose Promised Land?’ 
 
  
Though there is a good deal of thought going into questions about how we can ‘reach’ 
Muslims, perhaps a deeper and more difficult issue is: what is our starting point as far as 
Islam as a religion is concerned? What do we think about Islam and its relationship to 
Christianity and to Western modernity? 
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships?  
 
Three things, I suggest, are particularly significant: 1. Muslims look back to a Golden Age in 
the first centuries when Islamic rule stretched from Spain to the borders of China and India. 
2. For several centuries Islam and Christendom in Europe were eyeing each other across the 
Mediterranean with fear and suspicion and there was an uneasy balance of power, which 
was upset (for example) by the Crusades, which had a serious effect on Christian-Muslim 
relations generally and on Christians in the Middle East in particular. 3. Centuries of 
European imperialism produced a great reversal, in which the vast majority of Muslims all 
over the world came under the power of western 'Christian' powers. And now, although the 
old empires have gone, western domination - political, economic and cultural - continues, 
and is seen by many Muslims as more pervasive and pernicious than the old imperialism. 
This historical legacy is all bound up with questions about political power.  
 
 
2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 
 
I think we need to separate (a) inter-communal violence among Muslims from (b) persecution 
of non-Muslims. These are two quite separate issues. Regarding (a) while there are some 
serious and significant differences between Sunni and Shi'ite Islam, where there has been 
conflict between the two communities there have been particular local factors, both political 
and social, which have contributed to the conflict. With all that has happened in Northern 
Ireland, we should be careful about making too much of these conflicts between Muslim 
communities! People in glass house shouldn't throw stones!  
 
Regarding (b) there has always been a tension within Islam between positive attitudes 
towards Christians, who are regarded as 'people of the Book', and negative attitudes which 
see them as unbelievers, guilty of 'shirk' (association) and therefore as unbelievers. While 
many of the scholars today tend towards the first view, many ordinary Muslims on the street 
tend towards the second. Muslims have always assumed that, in an ideal world, Christians 
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and Jews should live under the political rule of Islam, but their official teaching has always 
told them that there should be 'no compulsion in religion'. In all the situations where there is 
persecution of Christians, I believe it is important to look not only at the legacy of the 
negative attitudes towards Christians, but also to particular local factors which have 
contributed. For example, the fact that Christians in many parts of the world today are 
inevitably associated in people's minds with America, its Christian president and its foreign 
policies, is bound to make them a special target for attack. 
 
The engagement of Muslims with the West and its approaches to human rights is making 
many of them much more sensitive to the issue of the persecution of Christians, and a 
number of Muslim leaders in recent years have challenged the traditional Islamic teaching 
about Apostasy. It will take many decades - even centuries perhaps - for this new thinking to 
filter down to the village level. But Christians must be honest enough to recognise that this 
re-thinking is going on in certain circles. 
  
 
3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future?  
 
Of course it's possible for Islam to modernise! It may not have had its Reformation, but it has 
had its Rationalists in the past, and the impact of Western influence led in the 19th century to 
the movement of Islamic Modernism or Liberalism, in which a number of Muslims did their 
utmost to demonstrate that Islam could be very rational and adapt to the modern world. At 
the present time I think we are witnessing an enormous struggle going on within the Muslim 
world between the traditionalists and the modernises. Some really do feel torn apart over 
issues like human rights.  
 
 
4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this?  
 
I would express it differently and say that what we are seeing is an attempt by Western 
powers (particularly the USA) to dominate people who happen to be Muslims. And there is a 
very fierce struggle going on within Islam for the soul of Islam. Gilles Kepel's 2004 book has 
an appropriate title: 'The War for Muslim Minds: Islam and the West'.  
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way?  
 
My first response is to challenge the use of the word 'Islam', because it can so easily suggest 
that Islam is monolithic (which it isn't) and that all Muslims think the same way (which they 
don't). I try to speak much more these days about 'Muslims' than about 'Islam'. And we need 
to trying to separate all the different factors which go to create the feeling that there is a 
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threat - the question of numbers, the cultural questions, the theological questions and the 
political questions and so on.  
 
One of the major problems has been that many of the Muslims in Europe don't want to 
integrate and that Europeans haven't always made them feel welcome. Of course it's true 
that some Muslims in Europe have a missionary agenda and we mustn't be naive about that. 
But the Christian churches have hardly got their act together very well, and many secular 
people in public life simply don't know how to handle these people who want to bring God in 
to the public sphere.  
 
I personally don't like to use the language of 'threat' but rather the language of 'challenge'. It's 
much better to try to train and equip Christians to relate to Muslims if we are responding our 
of genuine understanding and love than if we are responding out of fear.  
 
 
6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness? 
 
I believe that Muslims all over the world do feel threatened. They feel they are in a weak 
position because of the enormous power of the West. The cartoons seemed to them one 
more example of the arrogant, secular, irreligious West trying to humiliate Islam. And it is this 
sense of humiliation which lies at the heart of the reaction of many Muslims. But the protests 
over the Danish cartoons have also given them a certain feeling of strength in that they 
realise that their protests can and do make a difference in some situations. Globalisation 
makes a local issue very international and their voices can be heard so quickly right across 
the world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
Question and Answer 
 

Dr Theodore Gabriel, Honorary Research Fellow and formerly Senior Lecturer in Theology and Religious 
Studies, University of Gloucestershire  
 
 
Though there is a good deal of thought going into questions about how we can ‘reach’ 
Muslims, perhaps a deeper and more difficult issue is: what is our starting point as far as 
Islam as a religion is concerned? What do we think about Islam and its relationship to 
Christianity and to Western modernity? 
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships?  
 
The Qur’an states that among the People of the Book and pagan Arabs, the Christians are 
the ones best loved by Muslims (Sura 5:85). I need not point out shared beliefs and 
scriptures: Jesus as a revered prophet, the Virgin Birth, monotheism and many others.  The 
Crusades were more politically than religiously motivated.  It was the Seljuk Turks hated by 
Arab Muslims also, who prevented access to the sacred sites and they were restored by 
Salah al Din after conquest of the Crusaders’ kingdom.  Christians were treated honourably 
by the Muslim kings of Spain, and their rule was often looked upon as the golden age of 
Spain and led to highly beneficial interactions in science, arts and philosophy.  However, the 
history of Christian-Muslim relationships becomes vitiated when colonialism and now neo-
colonialism of Muslim lands by the West happened.  Muslims are enraged that in the 
Palestinian question the Palestinians are not treated fairly by the West, both in the initial 
settlement of Jews there, and supply of arms and unstinting support for Israel, in spite of 
many of its actions being unfair to the Palestinians, and the various atrocities. 
 
 
2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 
 
Muslim orthodoxy is strongly committed to its beliefs and does not take heresies lightly.  This 
has been manifest in relationships with the Shi’a, the Ahamadiyya and even Sufism of earlier 
days.  However it is my opinion that Muslims do not seek out deliberately to attack and 
destroy other faiths.  In India, for example, in spite of some earlier iconoclastic ventures, they 
had good relationships with the Hindus, and Muslim rulers even married Hindu princesses.  
This accounts for the fact that even after four centuries of Muslim rule Islam is a minority 
religion there.  I have already mentioned Spain under Muslim rule. In Kashmir it is political 
domination by India against the wishes of many Muslim citizens that is the cause of religious 
strife.    On the other hand India has mutually harmonious relations with Bangladesh, a 
neighbouring Muslim state as well as many states of the Middle East.  
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3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future?  
 
In my opinion Islam has not been static. It has absorbed much from indigenous cultures and 
practices, manifesting its myriad forms from region to region.  There may not have been a 
Lutheran reformation, but Shiism, Sufism and Ismailism are examples of the diversity of 
thought in Islam.  In the current context there has been a resurgence of Wahabism, with its 
more fundamentalistic and rigid attitudes to law, mainly due to the influence of Saudi Arabian 
finance, and secondly as a reaction to the perceived threat of globalisation through Western 
culture.  But there are many thinkers such as Muhammad Abduh, and in more recent days 
Fazlur Rahman whose ideas about the need for flexibility in Islamic law are making an 
impact.   I think there is a vast silent majority of Muslim opinion that subscribes to the need 
for reform.  The West’s war on terrorism and the blundering, insensitive way the USA and its 
collaborators have gone about in countering terrorism, have not helped the cause of this 
section of Muslims. 
 
 
4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this?  
 
In the light of my comments above it will be clear that I agree totally with Prof. Said.  There is 
a struggle within Islam. As I have pointed out, we have the extremists and inflexible sections 
on one side, who are retrogressive, and, on the other, the vast, but not so vociferous section 
who would favour flexibility and reform and progressive changes.  
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way?  
 
Certainly not.  The reasons for the present insurgence have to be examined closely to 
ascertain whether there is an inherent hostility among Muslims to Western nations.  In spite 
of the incidence of the Crusades, the Reconquista and colonial occupation, the history of 
modern interaction of the West and Islam seems to be one of symbiosis.  Western 
technology has led Muslim nations to utilise their natural resources usefully and bring 
advanced technology and thus economic prosperity.  The substantial influx of Muslims into 
the West also contradicts allegations of hostility to the West.  On the other hand the issue of 
Israel and Palestine and the American quest to dominate Islamic nations of the Middle East 
and interference in their internal affairs have led to considerable Muslim angst, not against 
the West as such, but against some nations of the West.  The theory of the clash of 
civilisations has to be discredited in the light of the amazing interdependence of modern 
times.  
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6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness? 
 
Islam has a reason to feel threatened over certain developments.   A spirit of neo colonialism 
among some western nations – mainly the USA and the UK, the attempt to control and 
manipulate events in the Middle East, the often unjust championing of Israel and its 
highhanded activities in Palestine.  In addition there is the general tendency of Muslim youth 
to be influenced by Western media, television, the cinema etc.  to the detriment of their own 
religious and cultural values. I feel the Danish cartoons is an isolated instance, and there is 
generally no attempt by the West to denigrate the religion itself.  On the other hand there is 
plenty of criticism of Islamic culture and norms, the treatment of women for example.   
Muslims are very strongly committed to their religion and keenly defensive of its values.  I 
feel that this is a strength, in that it supports cherished institutions in society - morality, piety 
and the family for instance.  However, anything can be a weakness if taken to an extreme 
and if it breeds intolerance and lack of fair consideration and appreciation of other types of 
culture and values.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
Question and Answer 
 

Gregory Johansson.  Gregory has worked for almost fifteen years in Amman, Jordan 
 
 
Though there is a good deal of thought going into questions about how we can ‘reach’ 
Muslims, perhaps a deeper and more difficult issue is: what is our starting point as far as 
Islam as a religion is concerned? What do we think about Islam and its relationship to 
Christianity and to Western modernity? 
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships?  
 
Judging from my children’s school books, many Muslims would tend to see the crusades, 
colonialism, the state of Israel, and the recent wars in Iraq, as all contributing to a single 
historical theme – that of western imperialism and exploitation couched in pseudo-religious 
terms such as “winning back the Holy lands”, the Christian “white man’s burden”, and the 
“just war” of 1991.  
 
Whereas early Christianity spread for the first 3 centuries as a persecuted grassroots 
movement, I think it is Dudley Woodberry who suggests that because Islam became an 
empire very rapidly, it perhaps did not have time to develop a “theology of suffering” with 
which to guide it in its current less-than-prosperous context. 
 
 
2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 
 
Since our worldview forms the basis of our religion, perhaps a more helpful name for the 
“Wars of Religion” during the 16th and 17th centuries would be the “Wars of Worldview”. 
During this period, modern and humanistic influences in Europe were impacting the way 
people viewed their world, and as theology was contextualised within these new paradigms 
divisions began to occur. As a simplistic example, it was entirely natural that increasing 
individualism would lead some to change their theology in the area of baptism; changes in 
worldview led theologians to “notice” verses that perhaps seemed under-emphasised in the 
existing religious traditions. 
 
History shows that these divisions were often exploited politically by rulers in their power 
games. Mankind has always been reasonably happy to go to war ‘in the name of truth’. And 
so there were many bloody clashes between Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists, as well as 
the brutal persecution of minorities such the Anabaptists, Quakers, Jews etc. The slaughter 
of tens of thousands of Huguenots during this period is just one sad example of this. 
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If we understand these events as “Wars of Worldview”, then it seems unreasonable to say 
that this sort of killing in the name of truth “is no longer the case” in the West. The Western 
worldview is now more secular than religious perhaps, but our leaders are still apt to exploit it 
in their power games. An example would be the atrocious government-backed abuse of 
coloured and native peoples that was occurring well into the twentieth century. How many 
millions have Westerners killed in the name of the “white man’s burden”, “civilisation”, 
“democracy”, “human rights”, and “freedom”? It strikes me as a little ironic that we should 
distinguish this violence originating out of a secular worldview from that coming from a 
religious worldview. It would be more honest to admit that as humans we all struggle to relate 
well with those of differing worldviews, and that this “tribalism” is a weakness that opens us 
up for exploitation by those who would benefit from inter-tribal war. 
 
  
3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future?  
 
The Islamic world is modernising. One only has to switch to al-Jazeera, or nose around the 
internet a bit, to see that modernity, postmodernity, reformation, pluralism, and secularisation 
are all hotly debated subjects. 
 
However, I think there are many possible responses to modernity. We need to be careful 
about prescribing how Islam should respond to modernity and then using that to judge 
whether they have or not – like insisting on an Islamic Reformation for example. It is like 
asking “Is it possible for the Catholic Church to modernise?” A large proportion of Christianity 
did not make that radical break we call the Reformation, but one could hardly say that the 
Catholic Church has not responded to the Enlightenment or modernised. A more gradual 
response is also possible – perhaps preferable. Why then should we demand such radical 
breaks within other religions? 
 
Incidentally, it is quite common these days to hear people railing against the intolerance of 
monotheistic religions. One wonders how far such people are willing to go to rid the world of 
such primitive intolerance! Actually, Modernity has been just as intolerant a worldview as any 
other religious one – perhaps worse. The worst aspects of Colonialism, Nazism, and 
Communism have all had their roots in modern thinking. Accommodating with the 
Enlightenment in no way guarantees tolerance and non-violence.  
 
 
4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this?  
 
I’m not sure there is a single “soul of Islam” to be fought over these days. The Islamic World 
is definitely going though major changes right now, as is the rest of world; we are all 
struggling with the implications of globalisation and pluralism, and these paradigm-shifts are, 
in turn, transforming our institutions and ideologies. For example, everywhere one looks the 
“network” paradigm is undermining and breaking up traditional religious and societal 
hierarchies. The Internet and satellite TV networks are acting as catalysts here, and so 
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perhaps more clearly than ever before, the average Muslim is able to hear the many voices 
and interpretations – or ‘souls’ – that make up Islam.  
 
Perhaps this was the most important aspect of the Reformation: the breaking up of 
monolithic Christianity into many interacting discourses. If this is the case, then maybe Islam 
has experienced the equivalent of the Reformation already? 
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way?  
 
Every worldview makes absolute claims about reality or truth, and defines what it is to be 
human. I think it is quite natural for people to feel threatened by another group that are 
making different truth claims. Islam does offer an alternative lifestyle to that of European neo-
paganism. In fact, many of the aspects of the Islamic value system, for example the value 
placed on family and community, seem much closer to Biblical models and are a needed 
challenge to the rampant individualistic selfishness and nihilism in society today. 
 
I believe the massive influx of Muslims into Europe and their higher birth-rates etc. will bring 
many changes. As they interact, European society, Christianity, and Islam will be forever 
changed. But is that a threat, or an exciting challenge? Many in Luther’s day felt his “Biblical” 
truth claims were a threat to Christianity, Europe, and civilisation itself. Now as we look back, 
we can see that was not the case. Instead, new paradigms have been incorporated into our 
worldviews, the interaction between different denominations has been enriching, and 
“civilisation” has stumbled onwards. European beliefs, lifestyle, language, architecture and 
culture are forever changed by the Reformation, yes - but who would want to revert to life in 
the 16th century? As we look back, what really stands out as a threat is not the dialectic clash 
of worldviews, but the selfish actions of opportunists that would exploit the inevitable tensions 
by scaremongering. These people are truly dangerous. 
 
 
6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness? 
 
Yes, I think most Muslims would feel that there are some very real threats facing them at this 
time. “Gee thanks Bin Laden” is the title of a popular Arabic book these days, and that would 
well describe how many feel: misrepresented by the actions of the self-designated 
representatives of Islam and by the unfair western stereotypes that they have strengthened.  
 
I think many on both sides of the cartoon incident felt their cherished worldviews were 
threatened, but we need to get used to that. It’s not so much a matter of strength or 
weakness, but more that globalisation has made us all neighbours and so we all need to get 
a lot better at cross-cultural communication. Some, quite rightly, defended the free press 
because it is a rare source of unbiased truth (at least potentially!), and hence it is an 
unassailable – in fact a sacred - pillar of our society that must be defended at almost any 
cost. Some Muslims defended the Prophet Muhammad for these exact same reasons. I think 
the real problem, however, was that people on both sides naively assumed that what they 
were saying was obvious truth that must be completely understandable and acceptable to 
the other side. These same people however, seemed uninterested in listening respectfully in 
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order to understand and empathise with the other side; the other side’s words and actions 
were written off as incomprehensible – and therefore inhuman. The most elementary steps in 
cross-cultural communication are to put aside these ethnocentric attitudes.  
 
Better cross-cultural communication is the answer, not more “tolerance”. Many of us in the 
West have exalted tolerance to the most saintly of virtues, yet we are blind to the hypocrisy 
we display in only bestowing our tolerance on those who share our worldview. That’s hardly 
enlightened – even “primitive” jungle tribes do that! In a large proportion of the articles and 
comment I read during the cartoon affair, the true face of “tolerance” showed itself as merely 
the paternalistic arrogance of know-it-all modernity. As the writers of these articles let slip 
words like “barbaric”, “primal rage” and “uncivilised”, they betrayed the same old 
ethnocentrism that sanctioned our colonial fore-fathers’ suppression of the natives when they 
got “restless at night”. I would personally feel threatened if this sort of attitude was projected 
at me! Do we really want Islam to modernise and become like us? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
Question and Answer 
 

Dr David Singh, Research Advisor at the Oxford Centre for Mission Studies (OCMS) 
 
 
Though there is a good deal of thought going into questions about how we can ‘reach’ 
Muslims, perhaps a deeper and more difficult issue is: what is our starting point as far as 
Islam as a religion is concerned? What do we think about Islam and its relationship to 
Christianity and to Western modernity? 
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships?  
 
The rapid expansion of early Islam was a result of a number of factors: The Eastern Roman 
Empire’s ideological and cultural separation from the West, its continuing conflicts with 
Persia, new invaders, and internal fissures between the representative Christian theological 
positions, all contributed to the weakening of the Empire. When Islam, with its nascent zeal 
for the expansion of ‘the model theocratic state’, founded by Muhammad in Madina, reached 
its shores, the Byzantine Empire was simply not able to put up a robust resistance, and it 
was finally absorbed by the Ottomans. The so-called Modern West is religious and morally 
defunct, economically ambitious, and politically divided. It seeks to create a semblance of 
unity through its awkward subscription to the principles of modernity where religion is 
marginalised or removed from the public sphere. Far from perceiving the West as a threat, 
revivalist Islam sees the West as the object of it mission, a sphere where the early expansion 
of Islam as a religio-political ideology can be re-established. 
 
 
2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 
 
Muhammad is said to have himself predicted the division of Islam into over 70 sects. The two 
of the major sects are the Sunni (majority) and Shia (minority). The fundamental reason for 
the division between the two was the issue of succession. The divine right to ‘rule’ 
predominated in the early Islamic theocracies (Caliphate) and although the Shia too 
succeeded in establishing their own centres of theocratic power, they were, despite 
representing the ‘family of Muhammad’ initially a much persecuted group. This conflict 
continues, as the essential nature of the disjunction between them has never been religious 
or theological but political.  
 
There are different types of violence; physical violence is one. I do not think, Christianity is 
free of violence anymore than Islam, and this is despite the cross. A closer study of intra-
denominational relations within Christianity may reveal serious problems among us. Many 
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Muslims see the ‘Western’ military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan as a new wave of 
the Crusades.  It is a moot question as to whether there is any sense in which the inherent 
motives for war in Iraq were religious. 
  
 
3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future?  
 
The reality is that Islam has had at least two reformations: one took place with the 
introduction of Neoplatonic philosophy when the concrete theological worldview of Islam was 
challenged through Islamic Neoplatonism. Many would argue that this was essentially a Shia 
(Ishameli) phenomenon and hence, marginal, but actually the introduction of Neoplatonism 
went beyond the Shia as it touched off Arab Philosophy whose representatives, al-Kindi, al-
Farabi, Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and Ibn Rushd (Averroes) preserved the knowledge of the world 
during a time when the West was passing through the ‘dark ages’. The second reformation 
took place in the 11th century through the efforts of the great Mystic-Philosopher-theologian, 
al-Ghazzali. Arab philosophy survived largely in Islamic Mysticism which was tolerated by the 
increasingly traditionalised Sunni Islam but was finally reconciled with the mainstream 
theological and juristic traditions by al-Ghazzali. Mystical Islam survives in the majority 
Islamic world of South Asia, SE Asia, North Africa, Syria and Turkey… and is characterised 
by its moderate and eclectic ethos. Not much emphasis is laid on this tradition in Western 
writings on Islam. 
 
Even traditional Sunnism has not been monolithic. Internal debates and ‘schools’ of theology 
and jurisprudence have ranged from strict to moderate and liberal traditions. For example, 
the traditional Islamic jurisprudence that defines South Asian Sunni Islam has always been 
the moderate Hanfis School (followed by approximately 45 % of the Muslim world) whereas 
the stricter school of Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal is followed by approximately 5% of the Muslim 
world and is located largely in Saudi Arabia. 
 
 
4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this?  
 
I think what I say below partially addresses this question. 
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way?  
 
I think violence associated with religion and ‘religiously motivated conflicts’ transcends the 
simplistic polarity of ‘Islam and the West’, ‘Islam and Christianity’. The bases for this are: 
Firstly, ‘religious violence’ is a much broader phenomenon.  It manifests in more than one 
centre, both inter and intra-religiously, all over the world. The fact is that we live in a very 
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West centred world and hear mostly about things if they are related to us. Religious violence 
between Hindus and Muslims, Buddhist Sinhalese and Tamils, Muslim Janjawid and Ethnic 
Muslims, Shia and Sunni, the Rwandan genocide etc. have seen millions dead. The prime 
example of religiously motivated violence is not the 9/11 and 7/7. More people are killed in 
the name of religion in the majority world than in the West. 
 
I think the clash is between two ‘secular’ ideologies. These ideologies represent a sort of 
abstraction of religion: Islamist and western modern secularism. These have been 
simplistically represented as the clash between Islam and the West. European experience, 
as sociologists suggest, of modernity leading to the marginalisation of Christianity does not 
seem to have affected other parts of the world. The majority world is learning to live with 
modernity without necessarily letting secular humanist values govern societies. Islamism is a 
reaction against this western abstraction of Christianity and Christian values and not against 
Christianity. Islam can never justify violence against Christians – it is simply not part of the 
equation. Islam also cannot be against religion – it opposes what it perceives as a lack of 
religion and seeks to fill this vacuum with faith in God as the hall mark of life in its totality.  
 
 
6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness? 
 
Islam does not, Islamists do appear to be threatened, but that does not fully explain the 
Danish cartoons affair. Secular humanism can never understand the power of religion. (The 
closest it comes to recognising it is in the principles of ‘self-censorship’, ‘political correctness’ 
and ‘fairness’ which were obviously trespassed!) God, his messengers, his revealed books 
(and indeed those who are appointed as guardians) are objects of absolute veneration and 
not ridicule. What the cartoons did was to strengthen the Islamists as the ordinary Muslims 
felt drawn in to the debate. Muhammad, like Jesus is above reproach.  Islam has had a long 
history of ‘church-state’ alliance, and ideological Islam sees political power and religious faith 
as inseparable. Criticism of Islam (God, prophets, scriptures) is seen as a criticism of that 
which represents the highest and noblest of human inheritances – just as a secular state 
dispenses justice for errant behaviour such as paedophilia, rape and murder, a theocratic 
worldview dispenses ‘justice’ for those who are, according to its laws, seen to be erring. This 
is not to suggest that criticism and innovation are not permitted in Islam. Early Islam was 
defined by plurality of theological and legal opinions. Sects manifest the power of internal 
critiques and this plurality still defines Islam. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
Question and Answer 
 

Dr Kang-San Tan, Head of Mission Studies, Redcliffe College 
 
 
Though there is a good deal of thought going into questions about how we can ‘reach’ 
Muslims, perhaps a deeper and more difficult issue is: what is our starting point as far as 
Islam as a religion is concerned? What do we think about Islam and its relationship to 
Christianity and to Western modernity? 
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships?  
 
My reflections are limited to living and studying Christian-Muslim relations in South East Asia.  
In its origins, both Islam and Christianity are missionary religions sharing a common 
Abrahamic heritage.  In their separate histories of expansions, Islam and Christianity went 
different routes, succeeding in establishing different centres of power, but intersecting and 
clashing at key historical moments such as the Crusades, Islam’s occupation of Spain, and 
Western colonisation of Islamic states during the early twentieth century. However, the way 
Muslims interpreted these historical events seemed to be significantly different from the way 
Westerners considered these “historical legacies.”  Instead of looking at past conflicts as 
purely historical events to be reflected on dispassionately, Muslims (even moderate 
Muslims!) imbibed these events as part of their narratives for present and future 
engagements with Christians.  For the Westerner, factors such as separation of state and 
religion, individualism, and the decline of Christianity contributed to a greater distance 
between the individual and Western historical legacy. Moderate and even secular Muslims 
take past conflicts such as Crusades, and nineteenth century Western colonisation more 
closely to heart than Christians in general.  
 
 
2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 
 
Persecutions still occur in a number of Muslim countries in the Middle East, North Africa and 
South Asia, though far less so in countries such as Turkey, Malaysia, and Central Asia.  
There are both theological and social reasons for persecutions on Christians.  Theologically, 
the Islamisation process must include the building of ummah (nationhood) and enacting 
shariah laws.  Socially, Islam offers non-Muslims an opportunity to embrace the Islamic faith 
or to come under the Islamic covenant.  Persecution often takes place when former Muslims 
convert to Christianity or when Christian missionary activities are perceived as a direct threat 
to the Islamic faith. Apart from these isolated cases, we must not forget that the majority of 
non-Muslims practise their faith freely within certain restrictions. 
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I think it is true that traditionally, direct persecutions against other religious minorities for 
religious reasons are less common in the northern hemisphere of the Western world, mostly 
due to prevailing Western values such as human rights, tolerance, and freedom of religion.  
However, I think Christians fail to comprehend the deeper and subtler forms of persecutions 
against Muslims.  The majority of Muslim minorities in Europe, Russia and USA feel deeply 
marginalised and neglected by Western governments, societies and media.  From the 
Muslim perspective, persecutions against Muslims are now initiated by Western Christian 
powers in Afghanistan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Somalia.  Even among moderate Muslims, 
there is a suspicion that Western powers continue to attack Islam through sophisticated 
means.  Some examples include United States’ role as protector of Israel instead of 
Palestinians, the European Union’s perceived bias against Turkey, and the WTO and IMF 
roles as tools of the Western powers to marginalise Muslim countries in international trade.  
The West may forget the persecutions of Chechnyans in Russia, Bosnian Muslims in former 
Yugoslavia, and Uyghurs in China (which obviously is not under Western domination) but 
Muslims know that the Western media and Christian powers are less interested in applying 
standards of religious liberty for these persecuted Muslim minorities. 
  
 
3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future?  
 
Yemen, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Turkey, Brunei, Malaysia, and Indonesia are examples 
of countries applying a progressive brand of Islam in the modern world.  Muslim intellectuals 
such as Fazlur Rahman and Suha Taji-Farouki are engaging with modernity and applying 
critical studies to reform Islam.  Modern realities such as the existence of migrant Muslim 
communities in the West and the increased trade and communication between Muslim 
people and other faiths, should provide the social context for such attempts at rethinking and 
repositioning Islam as a progressive faith. 
 
 
4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this?  
 
I don’t think we can separate the two, but I think Said is right from the perspective that the 
real fight is within Islam. However, the struggle is not primarily between moderate and 
fundamentalists engaging with modernity.  The struggle for the soul of Islam is really 
between the shia and sunni brand of Islam: will globalisation bring them together in peaceful 
coexistence, in new synergistic theologies, or push them to radical unresolved conflicts? 
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way?  
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Islam is a treat to Christianity as a competing ideology, just as Buddhism, Atheism or 
Materialism poses a treat to the Christian vision of civilisation and world order.  However, I 
think the kind of fear (Islamophobia) in Western minds are misplaced.  Christians in Asia 
have lived peacefully with Islam, thrived and in some quarters emerged fairly strong. 
 
 
6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness? 
 
I think Islam is threatened by the pressures of living out its faith in a modern world, whereby 
truth-claims are questioned and challenged by adherents in a multi-religious and post-
modern world.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam, Christianity and Modernity  
Question and Answer 
 

Carol Walker, Learning Manager, Church Mission Society (CMS) 
 
 
Though there is a good deal of thought going into questions about how we can ‘reach’ 
Muslims, perhaps a deeper and more difficult issue is: what is our starting point as far as 
Islam as a religion is concerned? What do we think about Islam and its relationship to 
Christianity and to Western modernity? 
 
 
1. Historical legacy  
 
In what ways does the history of Islamic civilisation, in particular its dramatic expansion but 
also its sense of being under threat with the rise of the West, contribute to Christian-Islamic 
relationships? In other words what is the historical legacy that we carry with us into the 
twenty first century with respect to Muslim/Christian relationships?  
 
Historical Legacy – The legacy is the struggle of a religion that has an integrated 
understanding of faith and society confronting other social and political systems.  The first 
great struggle was with Imperial Byzantium.  The rapid early spread of Islam was on the back 
of ‘Christian Byzantium’ (Christendom) having disenfranchised other groups who understood 
themselves as Christians.  The ‘heretics’ (Copts, Syriac & Armenians) were paying high 
taxes to the Christian Roman overlords, when they were within the boundary of Byzantium.  
The Christians outside Byzantium (e.g., in the Saudi Peninsular and Persia) were politically 
viewed as outsiders.  Their initial responses to the political power and armies of Islam was to 
be grateful for a power stronger than a decaying Rome, that would reduce the taxation they 
faced.  In some ways, it was the serious failings within the Christianised world that laid the 
foundation for the rise of Islam, and the political shape of Islam was but an echo of the model 
of Byzantium. 
 
Popular understanding of Islam seems to forget that it did not rise up in a vacuum.  Even the 
dhimmi system had its roots in practices that already existed, as did the way respectable 
women identified themselves by veiling their heads.  The high culture that developed through 
interaction with Aristotelian philosophy, most notably in Baghdad and in Spain, was mediated 
by (probably) Nestorian Christian thinkers who had positions in the employ of the Baghdad 
Caliphate.  Prayer patterns and religious habits of Muslims mirrored those of the Christian 
communities and the ascetics of the Middle East.  David Kerr poses the idea that we could 
consider Islam as the first expression of ‘Liberation Theology’.   
 
Islam never has had a history without Christianity (or Judaism) and defines itself in 
relationship to them.  We belong to the foil against which Islam defines itself.  It can be a 
relationship of love: “Nearest in love to the believers are the Christians”, or it can be one of 
hate, in response to not being accepted.  The defining document (the Qur’an) holds both 
parties to a relationship of uncertain tension.  The history of Christian – Islamic relationship 
has demonstrated how difficult it is to sustain peaceful coexistence based on the premise 
that the human choice to differ ideologically is acceptable.   By definition, Christianity ought 
to be able to find ways to do that.  Some would want to say that as there is ‘no compulsion in 
religion’ the same freedom should be there in Islam, but the ways in which it is defined and 
constructed make that very difficult.  Islam doesn’t really have guidelines as to how to live as 
a minority, non-politically powerful, faith.  Whilst Christianity does, the understandable 
outcome of social and political structures built on Christian foundations is that they are 
resistant to Islamicising aspirations, and so tension has and will occur.   
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Western threat, in relation to Islam and to the Arabs, has always been related to economic 
power.  The Saudi Peninsular and the great Middle Eastern cities were key links between the 
wealth of the Orient and the West in the 7th century.  During the European ‘dark ages’, the 
Muslim world had a significant hold on international commerce.  The opening up of the sea 
routes, around the southern tip of Africa, by European powers, changed the balance of 
power.  They also opened the way to Christianising different parts of the world.  Trade and 
the spread of faith communities have always gone hand in hand.  The partnership has fed 
the Islamic understanding of Western hegemony.  It is easy to see how Christian motives 
and aspirations can be misunderstood. 
 
The whole process of the European Enlightenment, French Renaissance etc, has as its 
background not only extreme practices of the Roman Church as they impacted those on the 
inside, but the influence of the Islam of Andalusia.  The Spanish Inquisition, including the 
expulsion of Jews and Muslims, is one part of the massive effort by the church to assert full 
geographical control.  Christian Theism can also trace its roots to the need to respond to the 
impressive rational philosophy of Averroes (Ibn Rushd), with Thomas Aquinas commissioned 
by the then Pope to produce a response, which he did by writing Summa contra Gentiles 
(see e.g. ‘Engaging Unbelief’ by Curtis Chang, IVP).  Arguably European rationalism, and the 
consequent development of the ‘modern’ mindset, where God becomes consigned to private 
religion, is the product of this process.  There is a case to be made for understanding the 
way in which the modern western world developed as being at least to some extent due to 
the perceived threat of Islam as the Middle Ages drew to a close. 
 
I am not familiar with the content of the writing of the main Islamist ideologues.  I have the 
impression that they are conscious of aspects of the relationships between Christendom and 
Islamic nations over the centuries, and that people like Sayyed Qutb had a reasonably astute 
understanding of the development of modern Western thought, to the extent that this actually 
promoted his resolve to know and live out a true, non-dualistic monotheism as defined by the 
Qur’an and Sunna; the West had not got the answers.  It was for Muslims to find the answer 
in their own faith.  (see John Esposito ‘Islamic Threat’, and Bill Musk ‘Holy War’) 
 
The break up of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the First World War might look like the 
dismantling of anything that was left of Islamic power (controlling trade from the East to 
Europe), but in retrospect it seems more like the stirring of the ashes that provoked the phoenix 
to arise.  The ending of colonial role and the need for independent countries to find their own 
identity, along with the discovery of major oil reserves, have all contributed to the emergence 
of our present situation, where once more at an international level we are trying to find ways 
to get along (or to use and exploit one another, etc.).  Most of the key Islamist thinkers of the 
twentieth century were approaching adolescence when the Ottoman Empire was being 
dismantled, and were significant influencers when, at the close of the Second World War, 
countries gained colonial independence, and the State of Israel was formed.  Whilst the 
historical convergence of events might have had a variety of outcomes it is not difficult to see 
how, given the wealth advantage of the West up until the discovery of oil, significant parts of 
the Islamic world have wanted to re-establish their own identity distinct from the West.  
Standoffs have always been bound up with issues of social and economic power. 
 
 
2. Violence and persecution 
 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Christians routinely persecuted other Christians 
and fought wars about doctrinal differences. They also persecuted those of other religions 
(Jews etc.). On the whole this is no longer the case. However, inter-communal violence (e.g. 
Shias and Sunnis) and persecution of those of other faiths do quite often continue to be the 
case as far as Islam is concerned. Is this a fair representation of the situation and if so, why 
does this happen? 
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Northern Ireland still comes up in conversation, and Bosnian atrocities are too recent for the 
Christian World to deny culpability.  The wider Islamic World is conscious of Bosnia.  I have 
seen collection points for Islamic charities collecting for Bosnians in shopping malls in the 
Gulf, and car stickers declaring ongoing solidarity with them on many a parked vehicle in 
Cairo, certainly in the last five years.  So, the world does look a little different depending on 
where on the earth’s surface you stand.  Nevertheless, there does seem to be difficulty within 
the present Islamic world to find ways to break the cycle of violence and revenge.  The 
interpretations of the Sunna that are most prominent and influential seem to be those that 
give priority to assertiveness and punishment.  Even though there are Muslims who would 
want to define jihad in terms of personal internal struggle to be obedient, it would be unusual 
for that struggle to be defined in terms of being able to forgive someone.  Issues of honour 
and shame, both individual and of community, are major forces shaping the nature of 
response that the West tends to forget or ignore.  They make the issue of forgiveness 
complex and difficult. 
 
Persecution of Christians can be ‘cleansing of the land’ kind of acts.  They can be acts of 
jealously (because of the way local Christians seem to have a link with the wealthier West), 
but are more likely to be an anti-Western act.  The West is opposed for both economic 
reasons and because its values and influence have the potential to undermine the unity and 
‘purity’ of the Umma.  Local Christians can seem like the leading foot-soldiers of the Western 
advance into a region, and are therefore targets.    There are acts of persecution which are 
plain opportunistic, as with false use of the blasphemy law in Pakistan: if you want the land of 
local Christians then stir up trouble with one of them by accusing them of blasphemy, and the 
community will have to leave.  Religion gives an excuse, but is not actually the reason behind 
the persecution. (Greed and selfishness are). 
 
 
3. Islam and ‘modernisation’   
 
Is it possible for Islam to modernise? Some have noted that, unlike Christianity, Islam 
appears to have had no Reformation and to have made little effort to accommodate with the 
Enlightenment. Firstly, is this a fair characterisation of Islamic history and secondly, if it is, do 
we see such changes as something likely in the future?  
 
From the very beginning there have been divergent positions in Islam, including those who 
argued for the role of reason in making judgements about right and wrong, and those who 
understood that the Qur’an and traditions were sufficient without ‘reason’ being needed for 
their interpretations.  The Rationalists who were seen to be such a threat to European 
thought at the time of Aquinas were deemed heretics by some of the more fundamental 
Muslims of their time.  It is hard to know whether there will be a fresh pendulum swing that 
brings a change in the major emphasis world wide.   Aggressive opposition to Muslim 
communities will not promote it.   But then it is perhaps true of both Christendom and the 
Islamic world that their greatest times of peaceful existence with people of other faiths have 
been when they have enjoyed a secure dominance.  (It is equally true of international 
capitalism, Hinduism and Communism, as far as I can see, and is not particularly a comment 
on religion, but on the way even lions are of little danger when they are not under threat.)  I 
don’t expect we will ever be free from the threat of difficulties. 
 
 
4. The ‘soul’ of Islam 
 
Edward Said, among others, has suggested that what we are seeing today is not so much an 
attack by Islam on the West but a struggle within Islam for the ‘soul’ of Islam. Do you agree 
with this?  
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Yes – but I think that Islam has always had a troubled soul. The thing is that at this point in 
world history it is very public and world encompassing. 
 
 
5. Is Islam a threat? 
 
Is Islam a threat – to Europe, to Britain, to Christianity, to Western civilisation? Why has it 
become, apparently, an increasingly fearful proposition in Western nations? What evidence 
is there either way?  
 
What do we mean by threat?  Disruptive to static patterns of existence? ‘Yes’.  Likely to take 
over? ‘No’ 
 
Western civilisation is going to have to come to terms with China and with the global south in 
new and different ways.  The best outcome would be to find new ways of being a just world 
community, which is what the new heaven and the new earth will be; I guess that is a threat 
to Western civilisation.  Islam certainly pushes the west to check out its premises and 
aspirations. 
 
Christianity remains Christianity.  Islam resists the spread of Christianity, but there are 
Muslims who become Christians because the very resistance by Islam to Christianity reveals 
the nature of the Gospel to them.  How much the growth of one in comparison to the other 
will affect respective numbers I do not know.  There will be a time when the love of many will 
grow cold, and kingdom will be divided against kingdom, but Jesus will be vindicated.  In the 
meantime, the presence of Islam can be a great stimulus for helping people to discover the 
wonderful message of the Gospel. 
 
 
6. Are Muslims threatened? 
 
Does Islam feel threatened? Is its present behaviour – for example over the Danish cartoons 
– an indication of strength or weakness? 
 
Yes, to feeling threatened - see above – and note that ALL jihad is firstly about the struggle 
to keep the faithful faithful.  Sometimes the way to do this is seen to be through opposing the 
outsider. ‘Its present behaviour’ does indicate it has at least enough significance for us to 
notice when it cries out.  I’m not sure I really understand the ‘strength / weakness’ language.  
For example, are Danish cartoons an indication of strength or weakness on behalf of the 
West?   
 
 
 
 

 
Post Script. I would like to recommend two books to accompany this conversation as a whole: 

 
Bill Musk, Kissing Cousins  (Reviewed in this Edition of Encounters) 
Meic Pearse, Why the Rest Hate the West 

 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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It’s all happening in Amman: 
The impact of modernity on a Muslim community 
 

Author:  Gregory Johansson 
 
 

Gregory Johansson, writing under a pseudonym, has lived and worked  
in Amman, Jordon, for nearly fifteen years. 

 
 
Background 

 
We have lived for nearly 15 years in a lower middle-class area of east Amman called Hai al-
Arman (the Armenian Quarter). Just before the turn of the 20th century, the population of 
Amman was around 200. These were mostly Circassian farmers who had fled the Czarist 
massacres in the Caucasus and Crimea. The Armenian community dates back to the Turkish 
massacres of 1915. Refugees drifted south over the following years as the Ottoman Empire 
shrank away northwards.  
  
Today, at the turn of the 21st century, the population of Amman is well over 2 million – an 
average growth rate of 15% per year! The Armenians of Hai al-Arman are long gone.      
Most have emigrated or now live in the richer western suburbs. Taking their place are        
the Jordanian Arab families moving in from the villages; the Iraqis waiting for their wars        
to end or their immigration papers to be processed; and the Palestinians overflowing        
from the enormous U.N. refugee camp hidden from view on the back-side of the hill.         
Has there ever been a time where the globalising forces of some form of colonialism    
haven’t affected Amman? King David, Nebuchadnezzar, the Romans, the Byzantines, the 
Umayyads, the Ottomans, and the British, have all at some stage added this city to their 
empires. 
 

_______ 
 

 
A small state with few resources such as Singapore or Dubai can acquire incredible wealth 
by merely becoming a ‘node’ in Globalism’s network. With Globalism desperate to find a 
friend in the Middle East, Churchill’s custom-designed buffer state may have a chance         
of becoming a node. Each night on the news we get to watch the signing of yet another    
new trade agreement and hear some spokesman for the WTO telling us just how wonderful  
it is.  
 
Well, by “we” I mean just my wife and me actually. We feel incredibly privileged that Jordan 
TV is going to such effort to put on the news – a whole channel in fact – just for us, while 
everyone I know is watching al-Jazeera on satellite TV. Our landlord tells us that life was 
better before TV. “We used to visit each other much more, but now we just sit in our homes”, 
he says.  
 
It’s not quite that bad. On the east side, we still chat with the neighbours, and invite     
passing strangers in from the street to drink tea. We’ve never been burgled by            
outlaws. The neighbours see everything, absolutely everything. There are no secrets in     
our street.  
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However, the streets on the west side are vertical: multi-storey buildings with a lift to bring 
you to your door. You can’t hang around in the stairwell. Besides the odd visit from the next-
door neighbours during the ‘eid, the only people that pop by are in-laws, burglars, and Burger 
King reps selling VIP cards. Though it’s hard to tell, morality seems to be slipping. No one 
cares what their neighbours think. 
 
At sunset, the crescent-like silhouettes of thousands of satellite dishes stand out on 
Amman’s skyline as the ‘idthan rings out calling the faithful to prayer. From the comfort of 
your home you can watch your favourite cleric preach, as the stock market indices scroll by 
at the bottom of the screen. Aware of western criticisms, the sheikh quite rightly points out 
that although the Qur’an permits you to beat your rebellious wife, you should only use a 
toothbrush…1 
 
Amman is rapidly becoming a modern, cosmopolitan city as money floods into the country 
and real-estate prices soar. Bedouins become millionaires over-night. With 20000 empty 
apartments in the city you would think rental charges and the building boom would slacken – 
but they haven’t. Entrepreneurs and multinationals are flocking to Amman to set up their 
regional offices in time to get a slice of the ‘Re-build Iraq’ pie. Eye-catching, and perhaps 
ominously symbolic, the enormous ‘La Royale’ hotel, where the UN sponsored Iraq 
conferences are held, is shaped like the tower of Babel. The tourists are coming too. I 
recently talked to the governor of a Jordanian town that receives many tourists; a 1/3 of his 
pupils are skipping school to beg or hawk in the streets. 
 
The latest addition to Amman is ‘Mecca Mall’. Here you can drop your kids off at ‘Jungle 
Bungle’ while you either have a cappuccino worth half an east-ender’s daily wage; join the 
rich Gulf Arabs buying French lingerie; buy an anti-globalisation book at the Mega store;      
or see the latest Hollywood movie. If you feel nostalgic, you can get in touch with your     
roots by decorating your hands and feet with henna at the Bedouin tent set up on the       
third floor. There is no need to worry about the kids - your Sri Lankan maid will be watching 
them. 
 
The Mecca Mall food court and cafés are crowed and noisy until late at night. Above the 
tables, a huge poster showing a scantily clad woman winking at her Motorola cell-phone, 
encourages the youth to “Moto-flirt”, and they do. Camera-phones, SMS, and Internet 
chatting provide anonymity and cyber-mobility. These are the new digital veils through which 
Arab youth find freedom from their watchful families. 
 
The car-park outside Mecca Mall is full of young shebab driving the latest BMWs and 
Mercedes. Hundreds of them. Where is all this money coming from?  
 

                                                 
 
1 Al-Jazeera weekly program 'The Shar'ia and Life' 5 October 1997, Al-Qaradhawi said: “Beating is permitted [to 
the man] in the most limited of cases, and only in a case when the wife rebels against her husband… The 
beating, of course, will not be with a whip, a stick, or a board. The beating will be according to what the Prophet 
said to a servant girl who annoyed him on a particular matter, 'If it were not for fear of punishment in the 
Hereafter, I would have beaten you with this miswak.”  A miswak is a small wooden stick used in Muhammad’s 
day, and today by Muslims, as a toothbrush. (al-Qaradhawi quoted by Steven Stalinsky and Y. Yehoshua, Muslim 
Clerics on the Religious Rulings Regarding Wife-Beating, The Middle East Media Research Institute, 22 March 
2004, Special Report No.27) http://memri.org/  
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The next morning, back on the east side, I greet Abu Muhammad as he sits in his usual spot 
on a stool outside his carpenter shop. He has no work – everyone buys Malaysian furniture 
these days - but at least he can get out of the house for a while. “The middle class has all but 
gone”, he tells me.  
 
Still, the WTO seem pleased. They’ve even let Jordan join their club. I guess it really is 
wonderful… for some. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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The revolutionary ethic  
and the evangelical church in France 
 

Author:  Steve Cox, involved in Ministry & Church Development in Vierzon, with European Christian Mission 
 
 
Children of the revolution 
 
“Just remind me what year we’re in.  Is it still 1789?”  The journalist sitting next to me smiled 
and assured me that we were still in the year 2000.  Yet the scene that I saw before me that 
night 6 years ago could have come straight from that turbulent year when the Revolution 
changed the face of France.  One of the town’s deputy mayors was chairing a 
neighbourhood meeting to discuss local grievances.  It was a noisy affair.  Men shouted, 
wept, gesticulated, rallied others to their cause.  There was no sign of deference to authority.  
The deputy mayor is, after all, one amongst equals.  That is one of the legacies of the French 
Revolution.  “No master, no God”.  Bow the knee to no man. 
 
 
1789, a year that changed the world 
 
The events in France in 1789 and the years that followed shook the complacency of other 
European states.  The groundwork had been done earlier in the century in what has come to 
be known as ‘the Enlightenment’.  This very term is not without significance, implying that all 
that went before was darkness and ignorance.  Philosophers such as Rousseau, Voltaire and 
Diderot published works that lit a flame in men’s hearts.  “Man was born free and is 
everywhere in chains”.  What a call to action!  What’s more, Rousseau’s Social Contract 
gave men a plan to restructure society along radically new lines.  Legitimate political 
authority and freedom in civil society he argued can only come from a social contract agreed 
by all the citizens. 
 
With the Revolution royal authority was overthrown and symbols of oppression were 
destroyed.  The grim fortress of the Bastille was razed to the ground, the palace at Versailles 
abandoned and on 22nd September 1792 the 1st Republic was proclaimed.  The 
revolutionaries believed they were starting something completely new and of great 
significance.  Their boldness must have horrified neighbouring states.  1792 became Year 
One in their new calendar.  The names of the months were changed reflecting a desire to 
return to nature – Thermidor, the hot one, Brumaire, the misty one, and so on.  There was an 
attempt to replace Christianity by a religion of nature.  It was a violent time.  There were 
purges.  The Reign of Terror (1793-4) saw over 40,000 executions in 9 months.  Before long 
the violence consumed those who had unleashed it.  The Revolutionary experiment came to 
grief after just 16 years and on a cold December day in 1804 Napoleon was crowned 
Emperor of the French. 
 
 
The Revolution through French eyes 
 
The seeds sown in those Revolutionary years however took root.  In France it set a sort of 
precedent for how change comes about.  Other revolutions followed.  The column in the 
centre of the Place de la Bastille commemorates not the events of 1789 but the July revolution 
of 1830.  Another followed in 1848.  The Paris Commune of 1871 was a failed revolution 
after France’s humiliating defeat by the Prussians.  May 1968 saw barricades on the Paris 
streets once again.   The recent violence in French cities in protest at the government’s 
employment reforms showed that even immigrants have adopted the French way of initiating 
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change. There have been 5 republics in France since 1792.  There is talk now about a 6th.  If 
past history is anything to go by there’s no promise of a smooth ride for the future. 
 
The idealism of the Revolution is firmly rooted in the French mentality.  The French are proud 
of being a republic.  It was interesting to note the number of times that President Chirac 
referred to “the Republic” when he spoke to the nation on TV during the recent troubles in 
French cities.  In difficult times when they need to bring people together again leaders can’t 
waste time talking about peripheries.  They have to go for what’s important.  The Republic is 
a basic part of French identity and affects much of what people think and do.   
 
Quite recently in a Christian conference I heard the main speaker, an Englishman, repeat the 
claim that the Wesleyan revival saved Britain from a French Revolution.  That would make no 
sense to many French people.  Firstly they have never heard of Wesley and secondly why 
should France have wanted to be saved from something that lies at the very heart of its 
character today, something that put liberty, equality and fraternity at the head of the agenda.  
It’s not insignificant that the national day is 14th July, the anniversary of the storming of the 
Bastille, that the national anthem is “La Marseillaise” written in 1792 as the war song of the 
French Rhine army, and that many roads in France bear Diderot and Rousseau’s names.  
True there were some regrettable incidents in the Revolution but doesn’t the end justify the 
means?  Wasn’t it worth paying a price to strive for Liberty, Equality, Fraternity?   
 
 
Everyday examples 
 
There’s no need to look far for proof that the revolutionary ethic is still alive and well in 
France.  Here are a few examples: 
 
To obey or not to obey 
 
On a warm spring day earlier this year I sat outside a small backstreet café in the very heart 
of Paris, just a few yards from a bar that 250 years ago counted Diderot amongst its 
customers.  At the table next to me 2 students were engaged in a passionate debate about 
philosophy.  To my right a group of locals were gathered around a sign which that day had 
made its first appearance at the entry to a passageway.  It read “No cycles beyond this 
point”.  There were hoots of derision from the crowd.  “Something else that’s banned in 
Paris,” one of them called out. 
 
It is estimated that there are more laws in France than in any other country in the European 
Union.  This could well be a hangover from the revolutionary past.  Revolutions can change 
situations but leave men’s character untouched so they have to resort to laws to try to 
remould society.  Yet revolutions are supposed to be about freedom so it’s not surprising that 
citizens don’t like them or refuse to obey them. 
 
A woman in a church where I was pastor told me that a verse in Paul’s Epistle to the Romans 
was causing her problems.  “It’s where he tells us to obey the authorities,” she said.  “He 
can’t be serious!” 
 
“I would carry on driving even if I lost all my points,” a friend protested. “The government is 
exceeding its powers in confiscating a driving licence.” 
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Freedom of speech 
 
“A man should always have the right to say what he thinks” is a sentence that is often heard 
and regularly put into practice.  It means that liberty and equality can sometimes be uneasy 
bedfellows with fraternity but public meetings are rarely boring and often very vocal affairs.  
 
“If you want evidence of the revolutionary ethic at work, “said a local pastor, “come to one of 
my church meetings.”  
 
Church and state 
 
“Is it right” a local politician asked me recently “that in an état laïc like France public holidays 
should coincide with religious festivals?” 
 
It’s important to understand what it means for France’s identity when it calls itself an “état 
laïc”.  It’s a phrase that’s not easy to translate.  “Secular state” doesn’t really do it justice.  It 
describes the strict separation that there is in France between state and religion.  Religion is 
a private affair.  If a man chooses to believe in God that’s his affair.  The state can only be 
involved in the public domain.  So it would be unthinkable for a French president to talk about 
his faith in the same way as say George W. Bush does.  At local level this separation has 
very practical implications.  A church cannot hire a school hall for its Sunday service. 
 
Such practical issues are manifestations of a way of thinking that pervades French society.  
Its origin is focused on the 1905 law that put this separation into the statute books so as to 
put an end to the bitter conflict going on at the time for the hearts and minds of French 
people.  This struggle is often characterised by representatives of the opposing camps – the 
local priest, traditional, conservative, rooted in the past, versus the local schoolmaster, 
atheistic, republican, firmly attached to the inheritance of the Revolution and zealous to rid 
the country of what he considered to be superstitious nonsense.  The 1905 law calmed the 
situation eventually and while the village cure has lost much of his influence the 
schoolmasters have left their mark.   
 
The notion of the separation of state and religion is a subject of debate at present.  The 
authors of the 1905 law dealt with a specific situation belonging to their epoch.  The 
significant proportion of Moslems in France today has changed that.  Some are asking if the 
law needs to be modified, adapting the basic principle to today’s challenge.  Whilst the 
details are open for debate few would envisage any radical change in what is in effect one of 
the foundation stones on which life in republican France is built. 
 
 
The evangelical response 
 
The ministry of Jesus 
 
Palestine at the time of Jesus was a hotbed of political activity carried out in God’s name.  
The memory of the Maccabean revolt still inspired extremists who sought to rid the country of 
the Roman oppressors.  In the Dead Sea scrolls there is mention of a holy war.  Bar 
Kochba’s revolt in 70AD led to the destruction of Jerusalem.  Jesus must have been a big 
disappointment to a good many of his compatriots.  He didn’t fit into their mould.  He didn’t 
match their expectations of Messiah.  Even John the Baptist had his doubts.  “Are you the 
one to come,” his disciples were sent to ask Jesus, “or should we expect another?  Jesus did 
not get involved in the politics of the State.  Instead he preached the Kingdom of God.   
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Revolution attempts to change things from the outside; the Kingdom of God works from the 
inside firstly of the individual and then of his community.  Revolution is dramatic and often 
violent.  God’s Kingdom is likened to yeast transforming dough.  Revolutions are generally 
godless affairs exalting man, reason, nature or whatever.  Jesus told his disciples to put 
God’s interests first. 
 
The ministry of the apostles 
 
So how did the first generation church under the leadership of the apostles go about seeking 
God’s Kingdom?  One of the themes that runs through the Acts of the Apostles is that of 
Christians being good citizens.  Paul says to the guards in Philippi, “We were not found guilty 
of any crime.”  In Corinth the governor Gallio dismisses the case brought against the 
Christians before even hearing Paul’s defence.  In Ephesus the town clerk defends the 
Christians before an agitated crowd.  Governors Felix and Festus have a problem with Paul 
in that they have difficulty formulating a charge against him. 
 
Paul takes up this theme in his letters.  To the Thessalonians he writes, “Make it your aim to 
live a quiet life, to mind your own business, and to earn your own living… In this way you will 
earn the respect of those who are not believers”.   To the Romans he wrote, “Everyone must 
obey the state authorities, because no authority exists without God’s permission, and the 
existing authorities have been put there by God.”  Yet it was said of these early Christians 
that they had turned the world upside down.  The Christian gospel is a revolutionary message 
but it works in a strange way within existing structures to transform rather than to replace. 
 
The ministry of evangelicals in France today 
 
In 2004 there was a big 9 page spread in the Nouvel Observateur, an influential French 
weekly magazine, under the title “Evangelicals: the sect that wants to conquer the world”.  It’s 
not difficult to imagine the sort of message that conveyed to the French public who tend to 
believe that all that George W. Bush does is automatically endorsed by evangelicals the 
world over.  It’s the fear that Evangelicals are coming out of their private sphere and 
operating as a group in the public domain.  That goes against one of the founding principles 
of the Republic.  There lies the tension.  This concept of the separation of church and state, 
of the public and private domains of life is not easy to grasp, especially for those of us who 
grew up outside of the French system.  Yet as the New Testament shows, the Christian’s 
role is to seek God’s Kingdom, to transform things from the inside and not impose anything 
from the outside.  Structures don’t need to change.  People do. 
 
Evangelicals have been a tiny minority in French society for a long time.  Sustained growth 
since the 1960s has however given them more confidence.  The visit of interior minister 
Nicholas Sarkozy to the annual general meeting of the French Evangelical Federation in 
2004 was recognition that evangelicals have a role to play in society and need to play it to 
the full.  What is surprising is that a country with such a militant history has not produced 
more militant leaders in the Christian church and in the evangelical wing in particular.  That 
may be a result being small in number but it may also be a reflection on the proportion of 
church leaders made up of American and British missionaries with their more deferential 
approach; It takes a long time to learn a language and even longer to understand a culture.  
Yet evangelical missionaries in France have every interest in doing that if French churches 
are to play their role in transforming French culture rather than attempting to impose a model 
imported from elsewhere. 
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If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Islam the Challenge to the Church  
By Patrick Sookhdeo 
 

Review by:  Rev Dr Colin Bulley, Academic Dean and Head of Practical Studies, Redcliffe 
College. 
 
 
Islam the Challenge to the Church is a fascinating and frustrating book! It 
is fascinating in that it encompasses in very short order a large number 
of issues that are vital for assessing the challenge of present-day Islam 
to the church, it is very up-to-date and it is not afraid to say the 'hard 
thing' regarding Islam, something much needed today. It is frustrating in that it does not have 
(or make?) the space to justify adequately all its statements or to qualify them - though the 
author may well not wish to do the latter.  
 
Islam the Challenge to the Church has all the advantages and disadvantages of having been 
written by Patrick Sookhdeo, the greatly experienced and knowledgeable founder and 
director of the Barnabas Fund, established to care for Christians persecuted by Muslims. 
There is no doubt that Sookhdeo has done the world a service by presenting a side of 
present-day Islam that is usually underplayed or ignored in both the church and the general 
Western media. He is right to stress: 
 

• the way in which Islam's theology is that of a majority so that it expects to hold 
power reducing minorities to second-class citizens via 'institutional injustice' 
(p.66);  

• its aim to make Dar al-harb ('house of war') Dar al-Islam ('house of Islam'), 
often via violent jihad;  

• its fixing of women's status at a basically 7th-century level;  

• its misrepresentations of its own theology for Western consumption, not least 
in Western schools;  

• the predominance of conservatives in it;  

• Islam's irreconcilable differences from Christianity;  

• its pressures for better treatment in the West while withholding equal 
treatment for Christians in countries it controls;  

• the dangers posed by Muslim schools;  

• Islam’s advocacy of Shari’a as the code by which Muslim life should be 
ordered;  

• its seeking to protect itself from all criticism;  

• the considerable difficulties involved in Christians cooperating or dialoguing 
with Muslims and in apologising to them, etc.. 

 
On the other hand, there are a number of issues concerning which Sookhdeo does not 
provide adequate justification and/or discussion, leaving the impression that an at times 
alarmist and unfairly negative view of Islam is being presented. A few examples: 
 

• the omission of American and British foreign policies as one of the major 
reasons for the politicisation of Islam in the West (p.2);  

• the implication that the Western church could disappear in the face of Islam 
(pp.2-3);  
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• the lack of a reference and so of justification to support the assertion that 'two 
versions of the Qur'an remained as late as the mid-twentieth century' (p.15);  

• the same regarding the statement that 'mosques, in contrast to churches, have 
always been centres of political agitation and intrigue' (p.23): no doubt some 
have at some times, but have they all at all times, including now?  

• the lack of assessment or estimation of how widespread the Muslim use of 
taqiyya ('dissimulation, permitted deceit') is (pp.33-37);  

• similarly regarding the influence of Muslim curses on Christians and Jews as 
compared with the length and prominence of Patrick’s treatment of them 
(pp.37-40);  

• the almost exclusive focus on the differences between Islam and Christianity 
(pp.48-54);  

• the lack of recognition of any justice in the Muslim claims to equal rights in the 
West (pp.55-56);  

• the implication of the danger of Islamic schools without any discussion of the 
danger of Christian schools (p.58);  

• the lack of recognition that some (many?) Muslim women appreciate the 
protection afforded by Muslim treatment of women (pp.59-60);  

• the overwhelming emphasis on the difficulties involved in Christians 
befriending Muslims, difficulties that arise solely from within Islam and from 
Muslims desires to demonstrate superiority over Christians and Christianity 
(pp.71 ff). 

 
Sookhdeo might well argue that he wanted to present the challenge of Islam in a very brief 
compass and so he did not have time and space to qualify some of the above as he might 
have done in a larger book. He might well want to justify some or all of the matters I have 
criticised above. 
 
I thoroughly enjoyed, and was stimulated by, reading this highly informative and timely book 
and recognise that 'getting the balance' regarding the depiction of Islam is difficult and varies 
from person to person. However, that does not lessen the obligation to try to get it right and 
I'm sure Sookhdeo has sought to do that, though I may disagree with him in some 
particulars. 
 
 
Buy Islam the Challenge to the Church from St Andrew's Bookshop. 
 
Author: Patrick Sookhdeo 
Publisher: Isaac Publishing, 2006 
ISBN: 0 95478 354 9 
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Kissing Cousins? and  
Touching the Soul of Islam  
Two books by Bill Musk 
 

Review by:  Name withheld.  The reviewer and his family are shortly 
to join a team overseas working amongst Muslims.  
 
 
Kissing Cousins? and Touching the Soul of Islam are 
two comprehensively researched and complementary 
volumes that will prove enormously stimulating to those already in the process of training 
(formally or otherwise) for ministry to Muslims. Neither aims to be a 'beginners guide'.  
 
Of the two, Touching the Soul of Islam is the more readable, helped by regular real-life 
illustrations. It is an anthropological study, full of wisdom and experience, and difficult to 
contradict. Musk states that the core of the book lies in Chapter 4 - required reading for all 
those who have any regular dealings with Muslims. It is an essential sweep of the heart of 
the Islamic worldview, focused on the place of honour and shame in Islamic societies. 
Reading this chapter alone will help any Christian to understand not only his Muslim 
neighbour, but also to have realistic cultural expectations of new brothers and sisters, who 
have come from an Islamic background.  
 
Chapter 4 ends with a challenge to western Christianity's emphasis in gospel preaching, 
focused as it often is on John 3:16: 'Perhaps it is time to stop expecting the Muslim to see the 
love of God in the cross of Christ. It might be easier for him to glimpse there something of 
Christ's loyalty to his Father, something of the Father's glory in watching his Son obey him to 
the end, vindicating "family" honour and engendering providential acts that defend the Son's 
honour and true status.' (p.112). Alternatively, in Kissing Cousins?, Musk postulates whether 
it might be better to communicate the gospel 'through the lens of 1 John 3:8 - God destroying 
the devil's work' (p.360).  
 
The former idea certainly resounds with Scripture's testimony to God's primary concern for 
his own glory. The defeat of Satan does also seem to be a part of the NT gospel 
proclamation (Colossians 1:13; 2:15) - an aspect which I know I neglect from my Western 
cultural standpoint. Some questions remain, though, about the legitimacy of this kind of 
contextualisation. But I think this is one of the strengths of Musk's writing, provided the 
reader is prepared to engage in further study. He is good at flagging up potential ethno-
centricism in our reading of the gospel, and forces the reader to begin to work that through in 
an attitude of humility - excellent mission preparation! 
 
The specific aim of Kissing Cousins? is better understanding between Christians and 
Muslims, to enable more fruitful communication between them. In other words, he desires 
attitude change - if we change our attitude to Muslims, they might change theirs to Jesus. 
Whilst attempting to be careful to avoid pluralism, Musk wants to prevent the reader from 
simply writing Islam off as Satanically-inspired (p.382), forming a 'blind' to effective 
communication. He desires that Christians abandon a 'view of Muslims as simply rejecting 
Jesus of the Bible - begin with where they are and move them on from there' (p.15).  
 
Musk is clear that the two faiths are indeed cousins, since despite significant differences, 
they share much in common - both being Monotheistic and having shared Abrahamic 
ancestry. In his ensuing doctrinal survey, I found myself most discontented with this central 
contention. Concerning Abraham, Musk asks how we can say that he had a relationship with 
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God. His answer is that it was 'in a manner similar to the Islamic conceptualisation of Islam'; 
in other words that Abraham submitted to God, the essence of Islam. He is very vague about 
any knowledge Abraham may have had of the Saviour. 
 
Yet when we examine the Genesis account, we see quite a different encounter between God 
and Abraham. In Genesis 15:5 it is the Word of God who takes Abraham outside to see the 
stars. It is The Angel of the Lord who meets both Abraham and Hagar and is clearly 
responded to as if he were God - something angels are not normally comfortable with. Has 
God ever been seen or known except through the 2nd Person of the Trinity? Only pluralists 
can answer yes! Of course, Abraham's understanding was veiled, but it seems very difficult, 
and dangerous, to liken Abraham's faith in God to Islam. Furthermore, it seems manifestly 
inaccurate to claim that Christians and Muslims are monotheists alike. God's people have 
never been monotheists in the way that Muslims understand Allah.  
 
In propounding his 'cousins' idea, Musk stresses other similarities, both doctrinal and 
historical. Most importantly this concerns Muhammad, who in his proclamation of the One 
God in a polytheistic context is 'truly in the lineage of the biblical prophets' (p.82). In 
specifically answering whether we can conceive of Muhammad as a true prophet, Musk 
states that he is in that uncomfortable area in between (p.83) - typically Anglican we might 
jest! All of which fits his conclusion that Islam is rather more like one of the heresies of the 
early Church, that is, can be corrected rather than needing to be wholly rejected. For as 
Musk says, "Truth, after all, is truth, wherever it is found" (p.83). 
 
I wonder how many Christians will be able to give their assent to that definition of true 
prophethood? This is my other main disagreement with Musk, in the area of Revelation. 
Musk states that the truest comparison should be between the Qur'an and Jesus, rather than 
the Bible, for the Bible is not an end in itself - it is Jesus who is the perfect revelation from 
God. Such an idea, spiritually attractive from some angles, is in fact rather dangerous, for 
there is no Jesus other than the Jesus of Scripture. God's Revelation of himself has never 
been composed of 'event' only, as in the sending of Jesus, but always includes God's words 
of explanation. Musk's is a biblically-unwarranted dichotomy.  
 
These are my major reservations about Kissing Cousins?. On a lesser scale, I would also 
add that some sections require much fuller explanation, such as asking how the Qur'an can 
be God's eternal Word, when this comes so close to offending Muslim sensitivity towards 
placing anything or any attribute alongside God. Musk also punctuates these 'heavy' sections 
with lighter interludes in which he briefly recasts OT narratives to suggest how we might 
convince Muslims that they have a 'special place in the divine heart'. I am not sure what to 
make of these! 
 
Elsewhere, Kissing Cousins? is very strong in helping the Christian understand the historical 
roots of Islamic extremism, something which definitely helps to balance our media-saturated 
perceptions. There is also some helpful material on the Gospel of Barnabas.  
 
In summary, I have to concede that Musk's aim has been largely fulfilled in me, in terms of an 
attitude change towards Muslims. Although I disagree with many of his workings, these too 
have nevertheless stimulated my own preparation for mission service. 
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Buy Kissing Cousins? from St Andrew's Bookshop. 
 
Author: Bill Musk 
Publisher: Lion Hudson 
ISBN: 1 85424 675 5 
 
Buy Touching the Soul of Islam from St Andrew's Bookshop. 
 
Author: Bill Musk 
Publisher: Lion Hudson 
ISBN: 1 85424 652 6 
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The Changing Face of World Missions: 
Engaging Contemporary Issues and Trends  
By Michael Pocock, Gailyn van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell 
 

Review by:  Christopher, a Redcliffe student (full name withheld). 
 
 
The Changing Face of World Missions is the second book in a planned - 
and ambitious - eight-volume series, 'Encountering Mission', under the 
editorship of Wheaton's Scott Moreau (in Issue 11 we reviewed volume 
1, Introducing World Missions).  As the title and subtitle suggest, this instalment seeks to 
identify contemporary issues and trends within the global mission movement.  
 
The book rightly claims that now is a significant moment within mission, as the twentieth-
century fades from memory and new issues, even paradigms, are emerging. The three 
authors, Michael Pocock, Gailyn Van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell, together with 
contributions from Ted Esler, Mike Barnett and Scott Moreau himself, argue that there are 
twelve key issues and trends we must familiarise ourselves with, and then engage with. 
These issues are grouped into three categories: the global context (which covers 
globalization, demographics, and the challenges of 'multiple spiritualities' and postmodernity), 
the missional context (covering the shift within Christianity to the global South, motivations 
for mission, spiritual warfare and creative-access platforms), and the strategic context 
(networks of collaboration, financial support and partnerships, new technologies and 
contextualization). 
 
Each of the chapters from this comprehensive list is, very sensibly, divided into four sections: 
identifying the trend, evaluating it, reflecting on it in the light of scripture and theology, and 
engaging with it by proposing a practical response. This structure will be helpful to the 
undergraduate students and mission-newcomers this book is principally aimed at, the reader 
always knows exactly where he is. The downside, however, is that this structure sometimes 
serves as a straitjacket that artificially restrains and corrals the issue at hand. 
 
The Changing Face of World Missions does not strive for, nor achieve, any great depth or 
freshness of insight. Rather, it serves extremely well as an introduction to contemporary 
mission, one that is very up-to-date with a good number of references from the last 2-3 
years. The reader is assisted by each chapter including a case study, eminently suitable for 
seminar or small group discussion, in which one is invited to read oneself into the given 
scenario and respond appropriately - a device which works well. Throughout the book there 
are also numerous sidebars with pertinent information, website addresses, questions for 
reflection and key quotes. 
 
On the whole, this is a balanced book, which introduces each side of the arguments 
encountered. Sometimes, however, one is not clear whether Pocock, Van Rheenen and 
McConnell are making their own assertions or simply rehearsing others'. Often, and perhaps 
inevitably, a North American bias emerges in terms of language, theology and social analysis 
- for example, many Christians in Europe and the developing world would question the 
assertion that "The hand of God is discernible in globalization." The authors acknowledge 
that global religions will be radically altered by changing demographics and, in the case of 
Christianity, a paradigm shift in the orientation of mission. In outlining the nature of these 
shifts, however, the authors fail to paint a convincing picture of what global mission will be 
like in, say, twenty years' time. Such forecasting is clearly not a simple task - but the 
seriousness of the missionary undertaking should encourage practitioners to think 
strategically and long-term. 
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The book would have benefited from either an expanded introduction (just seven pages plus 
two pages of definitions) or a thorough conclusion. Instead, the reader is left with a series of 
helpful but disparate and unconnected chapters and the overall picture isn't really brought 
together. Also, there is little to indicate which of the twelve chapters' trends are the most 
important, or how they interact. 
 
The Changing Face of World Missions promises to help the reader "discover trends that are 
changing the shape of world missions," and it does just that - but this is at the surface-level, 
not a critical dissection. It functions well as an introductory volume, a signpost to deeper and 
more specialist literature, and culminates in a helpful 500-work reference list (although a 
short, key-works bibliography would have enhanced each chapter). Peppered throughout the 
book are quotes and references from the majority world, although not as many as one would 
hope for from a book on world missions.  
 
Ultimately, this book's strengths may also be its weaknesses: its great scope means less 
room for detail; its accessibility means less theological depth; and its barrage of provocative 
questions are often left unanswered. It speaks sensibly to those finding and feeling their way 
into mission, with a series of balanced points - globalization can ultimately be a force for 
good or ill; mission agencies and practitioners should cooperative closely and strategically; 
Christians must strive to contextualize the gospel for a now-pluralist audience; there is a third 
way between modernism and postmodernism; the Church's diversity and global nature 
should be celebrated and seen as a boon for mission; missionaries need to be alert to 
spiritual warfare but not overly distracted by it; mission agencies need an established model 
for the use of money; new technology should be welcomed where it can assist in mission - 
but the emphasis must remain on people. 
 
I would recommend this book to anyone studying mission for the first time, on the grounds 
that, despite its weaknesses and its somewhat restrictive North American perspective, it is 
highly accessible, relatively balanced and comprehensive in scope. 
 
 
Buy The Changing Face of World Missions from St Andrew's Bookshop. 
 
Authors: Michael Pocock, Gailyn Van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell 
Publisher: Baker Academic, 2005 
ISBN: 0 80102 661 X 
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