SPIRITUAL PATHS

[s Religion
the Problem?

Martin Marty

he vear 2002 should find Americans looking

ahead, despire our natural instinet to revisit the

scenes of the vear past. Yet past and Tuture are

wedded. and facing some unfinished business

of 2001 can help us face, though of course not tinish,
some of the business of the years ahead.

The business | am most interested in is that of reli

sion, which has been my profession and vocation. So

preoccupied have we become with asking why religion

has been so i.'t.*llll'-.'l] L4 |&i”i[l; 1|1:lt Most Gl us |‘::11'+.'

MCE ected to L'x]iqﬂl'r the I wential for |'lt"l'l]JIL' ;H.‘1i|!|j_‘, In Its
name to heal. In such times. it also seems particularly
casy to single out one religious tradition for criticism,
Islam appears to be the candidate of the moment., tol
lowed by the other monotheistic religions. However,
having spent six vears on the Fundamentalist Project,
where my colleagues and | explored and compared funda
mentalist-like movements in a score ol religions, | can say
with confidence that the killing dimension ol religion 1s an
interfaith phenomenon. [t's not only something that “they”
do, something that is only in “their” seriptures. Nor is the
lethal side of religion a monopaoly of monotheists, the peo
ples of the Book, as a quick look at religions of the world
will reveal.

Thanks to Osama bin Laden, 2001 was the vear in which
awarencss of terror in the name of God went global. Bur the
voice vou will hear next is not hin Laden's voice: “Take up

with

arms and protect religion. When one is tuce to lace

the enemy ] they should be slaughtered without hesitation

Not the slightest blame artaches to the slaver. ['hough
these words may sound familiar, they are not said in the
name of Allah, but in the name of a goddess: “Lay down
vour lile but first take a life...." *The worship of the god-
dess will not be consummuted if vou sacritice vour lives at
the shrine of independence without shedding blood.”
Eighty years ago in India, Hindu extremists, using the
Blapavad Grta as a sacred script, used these words as they

invoked Kali, the * Black Goddess,” in their hght against the
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British Rai, In 1948, a former member of one such extrem

st group, RSS (Rashtriva Swavamsevak Sangh), assassinated
Mohandas Gandhi. In 1992, led by the BJP (Bharatiya

Janata Party), some 200,000 Hindu militants destroyed the

Babri Mosque at Avodhva. Hundreds of Muslims were
among those killed in subsequent riots.

Are Eastern religions peaceful? Some self-critical West-
erners think so. Yet Theravada Buddhist monks n Sri
Lanka, long active in Sinhalese affairs. have been at war with
Tamil Hindu separatists since 1983, The monk Anagarika
Dharmapala (d. 1933) had urged “Young Buddhists of Asia”
to *Arise, awake, unite and join the Army ol Holiness and
Peace :I!'l-.l deteat the hosts of Ewl.” H"IL‘-. did.

As for Sikhism, followers of Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale,
a Punjabi maverick preacher, believe their enemies “are
perpetrating atrocities on us, ... burning our Holy Book..
There is no need to get a license for arms.” Bhindranwale,
who was killed when the Indian government sent its army
co attack the Golden Temple at Amritsar in 1984, accused
the Hindus of trying to enslave Sikhs and to commit atroct-
ties, so he LJ[';;L‘J his It lowers to “]'II"-.'1'H.II'4.;' Lor war, He told
them that the concept of “peacelul means™ “cannot be
tound together in any part of the Sikh scriptures, in the his-
tory of the Gurus, nor in the history of the Sikhs.”

Clsewhere in Asia, Japanese Buddhism “has never
declared a holy war,” says u scholar, vet it has nonetheless

proclaimed all Japanese wars holy.” The religious atrocity of
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devotees of Shinto, which inspired lapanese militarism
through Weorld War 11, is too notorious to be overlooked.

Does one look South tor religious peace? Traditional or
“tribal” African expressions characteristically invoke their
gods and spirits to wage war, as do counterparts in Latin
America,

Pointing a finger closer to home, at the “peoples of the
Book "—Islam. Judaism, and Christianitv—finds a similar
storv. Monotheists, as mentioned, have no monopoly on
violence. But it is true that seripturally revealed monothe-
ism can serve those minded to be lethal in distinctive ways.
Believe in one all-powertul God. Believe that this God has
enemies. Believe that you are charged to serve the purposes
of God against those enemies. Believe that a unique and
absolute holy book gives vou directions, impulses, and
motivations to prosecute war. You have, then, the formula
for crusades, holy wars, jihads, and, as we relearned in the
year just passing, terrorism that knows no boundaries.

Thus, in Allah’s name, some Muslim fundamentalists
have fought other Muslims, and , as everyone knows and in
ways that need no further documentation at year's end.
non-Muslims.

The Muslim tundamentalists’ enemies in Israel, Jews in
movements such as Gush Emunim (*Bloc of the Faithful ™),
have in turn cited the Torah to define the boundaries of
their Israel and to inspire militant policies and actions. They
don't need Muslims to point out the many Bible stories,
such as those in the Books of Joshua and Judges, that tell of
divinely sanctioned war for anciem Israel and were used tor
battle in the birth of mainly secular modern Israel.

As for Christians, Muslims, especially Arabs, retain a
fresh memory of the Crusades, the blood-shedding disasters
that, beginning in 1095, rallied troops with the cry “God
wills it!™ Modern Christians will protest that these desecra-
tions occurred very long ago; indeed, some Christians con-
tend that Christianity at its root lacks a tradition of vielence.
But even the Jesus of the gospels. who blessed the peace-
makers, stll did speak ar times of bringing not peace but
the sword. Later, tollowers sang, “Onward, Christian sol-
diers....” Christians have used Christianity to justity the
slavery of Africans and the removal to reservarions, or
death, of Narive Americans. In the American Civil War, the
North acted with God's “terrible swilt sword” and the
Southern cause came to be “baptized in blood.” Alterward,
Protestants in the Ku Klux Klan employed chaplains, read
Bibles, and mounted crosses as they set out against blacks,
(Catholies, and Jews.

Today, with the exception ol some attackers ol abortion
clinics, almost no American Protestant Fundamentalists
have appealed to arms. Fundamentalist rhetoric, however, is
often violent in its calls for action against the infidel at home
and abroad. Meanwhile, on the left, only two decades ago
some Latin American Catholic “liberationists” allied them-
selves with terrorist movements in the name of God. For
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decades Protestants and Catholics have fought each other
in Northern Ireland.

o much for the map of sacred belligerency. Killers in all

faiths cite their scriptures against those they artack. It is
hard to ind durable and complex communities of religious
faith that in their extremes have never killed in the name of
the gods. The faithful who admit that fact may seem guilty
of contributing to bad public relations tor religion. Bur the
first call for the religious is to be honest and, honestly, the
record is full of violent chapters.

Get rid of religion! counsel the weary and the cynical
alike. And replace it with what? The twentieth century’s ide-
ological replacements. Soviet Communism, Nazism. Fascism,
Maoism. Shintoism, and the other ‘isms’ were the greatest
ideological killers. The record of people acting in the name of
Democracy and Capitalism is also not unstained.

Ger rid of religion, faith, and spiritual communities?
They will not disappear. They are in fact prospering in the
new millennium, as year-end polls show. Why? Those of us
who do commit ourselves to one or another of these faiths
perceive that the positive side of each offers benefits to bil-
lions who would not do without them. In the name of God,
millions minister to each other and serve publics beyond
their circle. Their faiths otfer patterns ol meaning and com-
munity in a world ot alienation. They comfort, console,
offer hope, inspire humanitarian endeavors, and can inspire
work for justice. Witness their roles in New York,
Washington, and nationally after the destructions of
September 11, Listen to the appeals by Christians to “the
Prince of Peace” in this season to hear the dream of recon-

ciliarion repeated.

At the end of this year such citizens are busy trving to
understand exactly what moves factions within faith com-
munities to erupt with terrorism, as those in al-Qaeda’s ver-
sion of [slam have done. The mix of matives behind such
violence includes many impulses that are not particularly
religious in themselves: the impulse for revenge against
those who represent real or imagined threats; the desire to
enlarge one’s own territory: the desire to rally behind charis-
matic leaders who promise a future tull of hope in the face
of manitest injustice; the all-too-human endency 10 be
seduced into blind followership, to succumb to simple
hatred. Not all killing in the name of God beging with a
claim on God's will. Armies tight tor whatever reason—to
purge outsiders or claim turf or etfect revenge—and then
call on divine powers. Doggerel from World War I made
cynical tun of such madness;

Gott strafe Enfand, England, and God save the King,
God this, and God that, and God the other thing,
“Good God,” said God. “I've got my work cut out,”

Yet. if we are to be honest, we will hnd that some of the
impulses to violence do have their roots in religion itself,



Reliptous people base thetr commitments on tounding
myths, decisive stories. inspiring narratives, and torthright
commands 11 their scriprures. Lt is clear thar v all religions
that are durable and complex, these myths and stories dis
play what | call 4 dark nether- or under-side. In the earliest
records ol religion, trom Babylon and Assyria, theolopies of
war identity the Enemy with the evil powers that God has
set out to vanguish. Ever since, some have heard God call
for human allies. who are goaded o conquer the enemies
and bring order where there had been chaos.

This “dark underside” survives because satstying mvths
or stories must account for the full scope of good and evil,
laughter and tragedy, despair and hope, and whatever else
human existence brings, Sunny, pastel, promise-everything
myths would not endure or satisty.

Most scholars agree that reli
gion has 1o do with awe. with the wys-
terigm tremendum et fascriany, with
something like Moses at the burning bush
hearing “Take the shoes ol vour feet, for the
ground on which vou are standing is haoly
pround.” That awe, that wonder, which can be
transmitted through texts and oral traditions
where there is no immediate experience, is empow
ering. The one who has something revealed is in pos-
session of something others do nor have, and can well
be possessed by it

That power can be used o reconeile or to kill.

Second, the religious tollow up their response by torm-
ing community. The originating experience is 1oo strong to
be borne alone, or is in need ot reinforcement. Did vou see
what | saw? And as community forms. it can easily creare
the “we” that heals as well as the “they” who become the
repulsive other, the inhidel, the abhorrent, 1o be distanced,
persecuted, or killed.

Third, as already noted, religion gets transmitted
through myths and symbols, rites and ceremonies. And
these serve to bond the group and push the other, the dif-
terent [ar away. Their stories get to be seen as second-rate,
as threats to what one believes. But the same myths and
rites almost alwavs have healing dimensions which can be
shared. They are also empowering.

Making war in the name ol the gods 1s casy. People need
justtheations lor their most vile acts, and erediting or blam-
ing God is the strongest way to do it Making peace in the
name of the gods is dithicult. Tt means going against the
arain ol conticted societies and human impulses to protect
and enlarge territory or to hnd evil in the other

Fortunately, the dark underside of religion is not the
UHF}' side.

Most adherents of religions envision ultimate shalom,
peace. and reconciliation under a benign Gaod or gods. They
lknow they will not fully realize this peace within history, bu

they see themselves called 1o help produce it, Thev otten

need and sometimes hnd allies. And at their best, people ot
taith drawn by their taith 1o a better, more peacetul world,
minister 1o others in sick rooms, act as counselors, as
empathic fellow-sufferers, and as institutors of healing agen-
cies. And doing all that demands sell-examination, repen-
tance, and resolve,

Some features of political arrangement can help make
possible the opportunities tor healing. So many Americans
have difficulty understanding sacred violence in others
because they have seen religion moderated closer to home.
The torces of “secularization,” “modernity.” and “Enlighten-
ment” in the guise ol “the American way of life™ have, it is
true, often made it possible for Americans to fail 1o examine
themselves: yet these forces have also helped American
Christians, Jews, and others of faith reach lor latent resources
that promote peace in their own scriptures and traditions.
II‘I]L‘ aoutcome h:lb hll':t:ﬂ I!-JL' L][."".-'[_*Ill[]]nl_'nt Ui trﬁf{_il_-ll"-fﬁ ﬂn{,l

new forms of tolerance, of calls to “live and let live,” and,
among believers, resolves such as “let’s understund each

other let's cooperiate.

o ]:1 is not likely that global militants in [slam, Judaism,
i

Christianity, or any other taith will bow 1o the words
of an American President. The words of Abraham
Lincoln. however, should at least find some resonance

among thoughtful Americans. He complained tha

“religious men” of his time opposed each other,
- “equally certain that they represent the Divine will.”
11 his Second Inaugural Address Lincoln dismissed
the relisiously sell-confident with the simple state-
ment: “The Almighty has his own purposes.”
Todav citizens are being told by some

that we represent that Divine will. In irs

name, we are told 1o counter-atrack ter-

rorists by converting our necessary mili-
tary tasks into elements of a Holy War,
Americans who Jdo this are not likely to acknowl-
colpe evils in their own religious past or present.
They will not hnd any resolve to go bevond the “dark side”
ol their tounding stories and devote themselves to the posi:
tive or healing sides.

In one terse line of his First Inaugural Address, President
Lincoln made an appeal, unheeded during the next hve
vears, for people in the North and South to look for a time
when they would be “again touched. as surely they will be,
by the better angels of our nature.” I like that phrase about
human nature and like to apply it by analogy to the nature of
their beliets. Do the religions themselves have “benter angels
ol thetr nature” on which followers might draw [or inspira-
tion? Those who proless faths athrm that they do. The early
vears ol this new millennium should find them acting on
such affirmations. Otherwise, those who call on the dark
underside will prevail unchallenged, and only devastation
will result. N
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