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Islam is both a personal religion and a political system. The Quran says “There shall be no compulsion in things religious,” (my paraphrase; I don't know the verse nor chapter) and yet Muhammed would never have said, as did Jesus, “My kingdom is not of this world; otherwise, my servants would fight.” 


That is a crude and overly simplified explanation about why there is a civil war going on within the Ummah, or the worldwide Islamic community: the tension between Islam as a personal religion, in which its adherents can live peacefully and productively in or outside of a majority Muslim society, and Islam as a political system whose destiny and purpose are to supplant all other political systems, by any means possible, and to impose Sharia, or Islamic law, on all subjects, Muslim or otherwise. There is plenty of Quranic support for this goal too (Some Quranic scholars divide the Quran into pre-Meccan and post-Meccan chapters to explain why some verses advocate tolerance, and others domination and conquest). The long history of Western colonialism, and the more recent history of post-colonial economic imperialism, in which the Muslim world has been mistreated, as Thomas Friedman described it, “as a bunch of dummies at a convenient gas station,” have given jihad, the Muslim concept of holy war, the extra energy of a grudge, and a death wish for vengeance and vindication.


Under Sharia, no one is faced with the choice of death or conversion to Islam,  except for worshipers of idols. As “people of the book,” Jews and Christians are allowed the right to remain as they are. But the political, economic and social costs of being a “Kuffir” (infidel) minority in an Islamic setting are high, and often result in demoralized and ghetto-ized minority communities, such as the Jewish and Christian communities in some heavily Islamic countries like Northern Nigeria, Indonesia or Pakistan. The costs of enforcing Sharia are frightening enough, for both non-Muslims and many Muslims, to discourage the majority of Muslims, who identify with the more latitudinarian ideas in the Quran and Islamic tradition, from following their brothers in Al Qaeda into their type of jihad. That again is the source of the civil war within Islam, between a militant minority that has a voice, and a mostly silent majority which believes that jihad begins (and stays) at home, in their own hearts. This divide is at least as deep and explosive for the Islamic world as is the divide between Sunni and Shia branches of Islam. And it runs across those two groups. 


This civil war has cost the lives of many more Muslims than it has of “kuffirs.” But at times it boils over and scorches the rest of the world, as it did on September 11, 2001. One intention of that attack was to inspire the rest of the worldwide Islamic community to rise up and do more of the same. To that end, the nineteen Al Qaeda hijackers failed miserably. Another aim was to provoke the Western, secular world to react in such a way as to encourage and justify more Muslim jihad. To that end, Bin Laden has succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. And still the jihadist response has been minor, compared to the number of potential jihadis.


Such in-depth and historical analysis (which may be mistaken in whole or part) is what I find missing from the mass-mailed CD, Obsession. In spite of the requisite nods to Islamic moderates and the casualties among their own ranks, Obsession is a symphonic ode that pulls out all the stops to play up all our fears about Muslims and the Islamic world,. The fact that it came, unsolicited, to so many people's doors in political swing states in the last months of the presidential campaign, when one candidate was being accused of “palling around with terrorists,” can't help but leave one wondering if there was another target in mind beside the Islamic jihadis.


Its not that there is no threat from “islamo-fascism.” There really are people out there who would like to impose Sharia on the whole world. There even are some who would like to set off a nuclear weapon in a major American city in the name of Allah. By selective use of images and vignettes, Obsession leaves us thinking that there are more than there probably are. What's left unexamined are questions such as:

·  Who is most and first at risk?

· Where does this risk fall in relation to other risks we face?

· What are the best ways to deal with it?


As for the first question, Who is most and first at risk? the statistical answer seems to be other Muslims. The struggle for control, between jihadis and more moderate Muslims, is being carried out first in the Islamic world, as we can tell by the sheer numbers of Iraqi civilians, soldiers and police officers killed almost daily by suicide bombers. Israelis, foreign aid workers, and commuters in London and Madrid, and the victims of the September 11 attacks, are also featured prominently in Obsession as victims of jihad. Their fears and sufferings, and those of their loved ones, are in no way to be minimized. But the Muslim woman in Baghdad or the Muslim man in Kabul or Islamabad or Nairobi is on the front line of the Islamic civil war.


As for the second question, Where does the risk of Islamic terrorism fall in relation to other risks? it is ironic that, on the same day that I watched Obsession on my computer, I could almost hear the wheels of the international banking system freezing up and the stock markets crashing. This is all the result of another kind of extremist and religious ideology, called by many, “market fundamentalism.” It is the belief that greed is always good and that market forces will always regulate themselves, at least in the long run. Therefore, public regulation of market players is always worse than any of the excesses and abuses that greed might push one to do. 


Markets do correct themselves. And they do punish over-reaching and evil-doing. In the long run, however. And in un-affordably extreme and drastic ways, often without regard to the distinction between perpetrator and victim. But people only starve or freeze to death in the short run. When the costs of the current global banking and finance system collapse are tallied up, we may find that more lives were lost or ruined all around the world than on the tragic day of September 11, 2001, and by an ideology that was every bit as blind, ruthless and unbending as islamo-fascism. We already know that 18,000 Americans die prematurely every year because of non-existent or inadequate health care. What about the casualties to come when foreign aid is cut back, or renters are put out on the streets because their landlords defaulted on their mortgages? Its always easier to recognize someone else's extremism.


In Obsession, we see a video clip of the film maker, Michael Moore, saying, “There is no threat from Islamic jihad.” That's not one of the brightest things he has ever said. But I'd hate to find out that, while we obsessed about Islamic militancy and extremism, we fell short in dealing with global warming, global poverty, the AIDS epidemic, and the current global financial crisis. While its true that some extremists cannot be reasoned with, my hunch is that dealing justly with some of these other crises will take some of the air out of the global jihad. Not dealing with them will only add steam to Al Qaeda's worldwide recruitment drive.


As for the third question, How do we deal with Al Qaeda and global islamic terrorism? Obsession gives us a few answers, most of which seem to be to check out the website of the producers and distributors, and to get your neighbors as scared as you are. Implied throughout the video is also the idea of staying the course of a primarily unilateral military solution, with no examination of whether that course is working or not. But history tells me that today's military solution is almost always the source of tomorrow's new problems. The Crusades were supposed to be a solution to Islamic control of Christian holy sites. Yet today's islamo-fascist jihadis talk as though they are still fighting the Crusaders, Round 73.   


No mention at all is made of energy conservation and independence from imported oil, which would de-fund some corrupt and despotic oil-rich regimes and the terrorists they either support or inspire, in reaction to their brutal regimes.


Soldiers can be defeated militarily, but not their ideas. Islamic militancy is a many-headed hydra that feeds and grows on military engagement, even on (temporary) defeats. Soon after the tragic attacks of September 11, 2001, the United States faced a choice between the patient policies of a global police response, and the quicker, more gut-gratifying response of a unilateral military strike. Our response depended upon whether or not we saw the terrorist attacks as a crime against humanity or as an act of war. We split the difference, with a military response in Afghanistan involving allies. Which at least goes to show that the world was with us. Even in Iran, spontaneous street demonstrations broke out, in which millions of Muslims declared their solidarity with the victims of the World Trade Center bombings. 


Yet our government declared the events of September 11 as an act of war. Which suited Bin Laden,  and Al Qaeda fine; that was how they intended it. And now we'll never know what might have happened if more Muslim countries had cooperated with the United States, Europe and the United Nations, in a multi-lateral police action that isolated and rounded up Al Qaeda and reinforced the global rule of law. After all, the governments of majority Muslim countries are at least as threatened by global jihad as are Western, secular governments. Had there been a cooperative pursuit of Bin Laden, Al Qaeda and their Taliban hosts, under international law, while sentiment in the Muslim world was mostly in America's favor, there would have been no invasion of Iraq, no Abu Giraib, no Guantanamo Bay, and no extraordinary renditions to  serve as Exhibit A of the worst stereotypes about us in Islamic cultures, and no aid lent on our part to Al Qaeda's recruiting efforts. You start to wonder how many players in this tragedy of hubris run amok are under the influence of some sort of obsession.


For a Christian, it not only fair to ask, What would Jesus do? Its what makes him or her a Christian. When Jesus faced jihadis of both the revolutionary, guerrilla type, and those of the pro-imperial camp, he spoke and acted in a way that seem to have made him a target of both. He was crucified as though he were a threat to Caesar's empire. Ironically, the mob in Jerusalem was ready to hand him over to Pilate, in exchange for a guerrilla bandit, precisely because he wasn't. His teaching, “to love your enemy and pray for those who persecute you,” was spoken in a context very similar in some ways to that of American-occupied Iraq or Israeli-occupied territory among the Palestinians. 


A Mennonite Central Committee worker in a Muslim country once observed that, in 1400 years of Islamic history, he was the first Christian there who carried no weapon and wore no foreign military uniform. If some jihadi had wished to kill him, he had no weapon nor bodyguard, either. He not only survived to tell the tale, he made good friends who will probably never join a jihad against him. I submit that he was fighting extremism in the way that Jesus advocated, and that he was at least as courageous as any soldier in uniform. But many Muslims still believe the Arabic proverb, “Poke the skin of a Christian and you will find a Crusader underneath.” As G. K. Chesterton observed, “Its not that Christianity has been tried and found wanting; it hasn't yet been tried.” Not often in relation to Islam and militant jihadis, at least. Of course, not every Al Qaeda militant will automatically lay down his weapons when loved by a Christian. Expect there to be martyrs. There have been some of late. But militant Islam has no response, not even any category, for dealing with the love of martyrs dying at their hands.


That sounds extreme in its own way. But its not a question of substituting a domesticated religious moderation for religious extremism, as though we could neutralize the threat of militant Islam by putting sedatives in the wells of Waziristan. Humans are incorrigibly religious, even if their religion comes in secular, ideological forms, like market fundamentalism. In that respect, some aspects of Islamic and western cultures are mirror images of each other, feeding upon and reinforcing the worst in each other.


What's needed is another kind of extremism, the kind given such poetic and inspiring description in Martin Luther King, Jr.'s Letter From a Birmingham Jail. While imprisoned in Birmingham, Alabama in in 1963 for disobeying an unjust order against public demonstrations, Dr. King wrote to his critics, fellow clergy (self-described religious moderates) who accused him of being extremist: “...though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice: 'Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.' Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: 'I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.' Was not Martin Luther an extremist: 'Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God.' And John Bunyan: 'I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience.' And Abraham Lincoln: 'This nation cannot survive half slave and half free.' And Thomas Jefferson: 'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal ..."'So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Are we to be extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremist for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill three men were crucified. We must never forget that all three were crucified for the same crime---the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thus fell below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, and thereby rose above his environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative extremists.” 


Before we dismiss such counter-extremism as unworkable and naive, let's ask ourselves how well the usual responses and military solutions are working. What is more creative than Christ-like love? Its an “extremism” we can live with.





