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To ignore religion
is policy disaster

Deep secularism has caused the West to make disastrous foreign policy
decisions. Ignorance of religion and the assumption that it is merely a
private hobby, the normal mindset of the western politician, blinded the
USA and the UK over the consequences of the Iraq war. Our political
leaders assumed that all would be sweetness and light, that a sudden
liberal democratic mood would plant itself into the hearts of the Iraqis,
and that overnight we
would have a harmonious
nation state. Instead what
was revealed was deep reli-
gious tribalism and the
immeasurable strengthen-
ing of Shia power with its
links to Iran.

It is hard to imagine a
greater blunder in terms of
foreign policy and indeed of
social wellbeing. And even
now, when the newly
announced inquiry into this
invasion takes place, in
secret, alas, it must be doubtful whether religious experts who know
the culture, such as Canon Andrew White (pictured), will be invited to
share their wisdom. We must add that for Christianity in Iraq this war
and its aftermath has been catastrophic — but again our politicians
care nothing at all for these victims of their adventurism.

Another example of religion shock was the victory of Hamas in Gaza
over secularist Fatah: the BBC were made to look foolish, as well as the
political classes here, all because they fail to take religion as a public
truth that does matter for most people in the world — however stupid
our liberal elite thinks they are for that view. Khomeini’s Islamic revo-
lution in Iran was a terrible surprise to the West with its naive faith in
the inevitable advance of secular liberal democracy and all its benefits,
from benefits to abortion. Francis Fukuyama’s book The End of History
claimed that this form of nation state was now wholly victorious and
was the future of humanity — then ‘9/11” happened and religious fanat-
ics destroyed the ‘Twin Towers’ iconic of western capitalist culture.

The ‘clash of civilizations' is not a phrase wanted by anyone, but some
version of it is being played out now in Iran as the democratic impera-
tive clashes with the Mullahs. Our politicians and pundits need to
watch Turkey in this regard: a similar tension is building there, and
religion is the key yet again. Ignorant secularism is failing western pol-
icy analysts — just as political Islam is failing Muslims worldwide.
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My hope for the new President of America was that
he would take America out of an ever-worsening
relationship with the Middle East. For me, part of
the appeal of Barack Obama was that he promised to
do so. It is evident from his recent speech in Cairo,
however, that he has set his sights on more than just
peace on a diplomatic level. He appears to be striving
for a new relationship; not just one of “mutual
respect” but one of friendship ... and ‘actual’ mutual
respect.

Obama has daringly used his mandate to both
apologise for past wrongs and to seek a depth of rela-
tionship. This is more than what has happened in
Northern Ireland where peace is more of a mutual
agreement to let bygones be bygones in the inter-
ests of moving forward. Nobody said they wanted to
be friends. Surely this is the stuff of reconciliation?

If I had to use one word to describe his Cairo
speech it would be ‘balance’. For every criticism
there was a complementary concession. As if trying
to refute the accusation of not being fully briefed,
Obama attempted to cover every possible argument
and counter-argument. No wonder it took 55 min-
utes to deliver!

Some commentators have criticised Obama’s
address as lacking in substance and failing to outline
new policy initiatives. I think that Obama has
shrewdly identified the prerequisite for moving for-
ward: honesty.

Difficulties in the Middle East, though complex,
can be explained by historical events. We have found
it hard to understand why politicians can’t be open
and honest, just setting aside their national pride to
admit that we haven't always done things in the best
way. We wonder why their personal agendas are
more important than our safety and happiness. So
when Obama tells us that he seeks “a new begin-
ning” with the Muslim world, we need him, on behalf
of America, to acknowledge past mistakes before we
can begin to trust him. We need it and the Middle
East needs it.

The address in Cairo was a good. beginning.
Obama’s next challenge will be to persuade other
parties to reach out to each other in vulnerability.

As Obama underlined in his speech, his Muslim
background and experience give him an inherent
suitability to communicate with Muslims. But I am
more struck by his willingness to empathise in pub-
lic with their grievances against America. As well as
asking Muslims to recognise the reality of the Holo-
caust, he spoke of “civilization’s debt to Islam”. And
he admitted that the war in Iraq was a “war of
choice” that had “reminded America of the need to
use diplomacy and build international consensus” to
resolve its problems.

We know that God blesses peacemakers (Matthew
5:9 ‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be
called sons of God"). I pray that Obama will retain a
vision for peace beyond these early days of his presi-
dency for a time when God himself will be the
world’s peacemaker (Micah 4:3 ‘He will judge
between many peoples and will settle disputes for
strong nations far and wide’).

There will be barriers. His speech has already
been condemned as treachery by some politically
active groups. But the ground now gained will be
lost if Obama changes his tone. He may have to
make costly domestic sacrifices to pursue his ambi-
tions for the Middle East.

I sincerely hope that Obama will succeed in forg-

ing a new connection with Muslims. The UK needs
to support him and be inspired to come up with its
own initiatives. Some of this is already happening.
The Civil Service has made a public commitment to
make itself the number one employer for Muslims in
the UK: not to give Muslims preferential treatment,
but to present the Civil Service as a possible voca-
tion that they may not have considered. Government
funding has been made available for a large number
of initiatives aimed at improving community rela-
tions. For example, last year the Government com-
missioned Cambridge and Oxford universities to
facilitate discussions by leading Muslim theologians
on contentious issues.

These efforts will be most effective if they are
embraced by the wider society.

As an institution that crosses national borders, the
Church of England plays an important political role.
A significant part of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s
ministry, for example, is spent in inter-faith dialogue.
Church of England schools in the UK enable chil-
dren to interact with those of other faiths from an
early age. There is some evidence that Muslim par-
ents are opting for Church of England education in
preference to local secular alternatives, some
because they like the fact that religion is taken seri-
ously in the classroom. And although the mosques
would disagree with their message, missionary
organisations like Sat-7 and UFM Worldwide, which
work in Arab countries, do much to educate Chris-
tians about Muslim culture.

Through its new president, America has taken a
brave step forward. As a friend, let us support them
constructively and pray that a genuine reconciliation
will open up opportunities to glorify God.
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