‘It should be
remembered
that Christianity,
as Islam, was
borninto
contexts

where multiple
religions existed.
We need
therefore to go
back to our roots
in reflecting
theologically

on how to
relate to the
Islamic presence
in Europe.”

also report a phenomenon they name as “Christianophobia,”
where Christians are mocked and denigrated.

The Internet. Positively, the Internet enables dialogue and
education: for example, the use of Facebook enables cross-
religious conversation, and so do international programs
through BBC, Doha Talks, and the Al Jazeera English chan-
nel. These programs often consist of challenging films of a
social or documentary kind, though they are not marketed
widely. At the same time there is a danger that Muslims in
Europe (and, indeed, Christian immigrants from Africa and
elsewhere) watch only or mainly satellite TV programs from
their countries of origin. Doing this may be harmless, but
it discourages integration and may create a linguistic and
generational gap. Some programs also may not be fair about
political developments in Europe. Worse, they can fire up
radical movements, particularly amongst the young.

Schools and education. In some countries, schools now
provide routine teaching about Muslims and Islam along with
Christianity and other faiths. In other countries the school
system divides religious teaching, or includes it in history
orart or literature (e.g. France). In some countries there are
government-financed Muslim schools (e.g. England, Sweden,
Holland). In a range of countries in Europe there are private
Muslim schools, some residential.

Changes within Muslim Communities

A number of important changes have taken place within

Muslim communities across Europe over the last century.

The following five areas are key to understanding these shifts.

L. Some have a growing self awareness and wish to identify
with being European, French, British, Norwegian, etc.,
and to take part in local and national politics. They have
been working at what it means to live as a minority Mus-
lim community within a plural society. In general, and
at differing speeds in various countries, Muslims have
become more organized. This is partly their own wish,
and partly responding to government needs for partners
to work with. At the same time they remain diversified
in culture, ethnic background, language, educational
proficiency, Islamic tradition, and degree of identity with
modern society. At times these can lead to significant
divisions. A minority wish to have nothing to do with
European life and values, though benefiting economically
from living in Europe.
Probably the largest group of Muslims have adjusted
to life in Europe, and are making their way as workers,
shopkeepers, restaurant owners, etc, Their children are
rising in the educational field, and the local language
is now their first language. In some countries, such as
Germany, France, Britain, there are a growing number of
Muslim entrepreneurs, professionals, and attorneys. Also,
financial capital from Muslim entrepreneurs does much
to undergird the investment markets. They are beginning
to be elected as members of local, regional, or national
parliaments in Germany, France, Holland, Britain, and
Denmark, and have taken up ministerial responsibilities
in some cases.

3. Other Muslims feel marginalized, economically depressed,
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he Christian VU University (Vrije

Universiteit) Amsterdam has a diverse
theological department. It houses seminaries
and institutions of several different Christian
denominations and religious traditions:
Reformed, Anabaptist, Pietist, Pentecostal,
Eastern Orthodox, and also Islamic. Pietist,
Reformed, and Islamic students take some of their
classes together. Significantly, far from this being
a perversion of the Christian tradition of VU
University, this plurality has been its trademark
since its inception in 1880. Originally, the ideal
was to found an institution for higher education
that was free from the state and its requirements
and from the church and its confessional or
church-political restrictions. Behind this was
the Christian idea that academia would only
flourish when different worldviews were accepted
as a prerequisite for good science. In this view,
academia was a sphere of its own, where all
worldviews were welcome but at the same time
debated. This idea was never fully realized in
the history of the VU University, but the present
theological department comes close.

This model of education is unique in the
world. There are no Islamic universities that
train Christian clerics, and there are no Catholic
universities that train Imams. Most Christian
schools founded in the nineteenth century were
set in opposition of—or were at least critical
of —modern culture. But the VU University
presented itself and its model of plurality as
a fruit of modernity. The message was that
religion had to be understood as part and parcel
of modernity and that modernity had to learn
to respect religion as belonging to its make-up.
How did this come to be historical, especially
since Christians have often struggled to come
to terms with modernity?

Modernity is a lovely word. It is associated
with the present, with dynamics, and with being
at pace with the times. Although Christianity is
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conservative by nature—the historical event has
already happened—many churches proclaimed
their aggiornamento and social gospel movement
to stay in pace with modern times. We love or at
least have got accustomed to the benefits (health
care, communication, etc.) and dynamics that
come with modernity. But when this modern
idea of a world enfolding instead of a world
as a given structure first got hold of Western
culture at the end of the eighteenth century,
many Christians did not accept it. That was all
the more understandable when we realize that
this idea was accompanied by a critique of the
supernatural. The world as a creation of God
was not compatible with the dynamics of reality,
according to some Enlightenment thinkers. So,
Christians often associated modernity with anti-
supernaturalism and criticisms of the Church
and the Bible. To them, modernity was not a
lovely word at all.

Christians have been trapped by the anti-
clericalism and naturalism of the Enlightenment—
today this image of the movement is still present
and communicated by historians like Jonathan
Israel. But there have also been Christian
thinkers who have welcomed modernity as a
new opportunity for Christianity to present itself
anew in Western culture—to them it was a lovely
word after all. In their opinion those who depicted
modernity as being set against Christianity were
mistaken, misled by the warnings of their fellow
believers or by the utterings of supporters of the
anti-supernaturalist agenda of Enlightenment.

Modernity presented itself as a liberation
movement. It would set you free from
superstitions and from anything that was not
compatible with reason. The Dutch theologian
Herman Bavinck (1854-1921), and the neo-
Calvinist movement to which he belonged, did
disagree with this modernist drive and criticized it
as being inconsequential. The liberal theologians,
but also liberal politicians in the Netherlands,
had decided that orthodox Christianity did
not meet the standards of reason and therefore
had to be ostracized. Bavinck objected to this
limitation. Life could not be reduced to the
intellectual. He defended that the importance
of religion in human life could not be denied
by modernity. If modernity really meant liberty,
then by consequence it had to grant equal rights
to everyone, and not only to those of their liking;
so orthodox Christianity should also have its
share of freedom.

By nature the freedom of modernity could
not exist without plurality. This did not mean

granting limited room for orthodox Christianity,
but granting it full freedom to develop according
to its own parameters, just like the freedom
liberalism required for itself. The cultural change
that liberalism had brought had been halted
halfway according to Bavinck: liberalism simply
had replaced Christianity as the ruling public
opinion. Real freedom required the abolishment
of a dominating liberal or Christian character
of the public square, and instead required
plurality. This radical idea showed that Bavinck
had taken the modernist teachings to heart.
Many of his fellow orthodox Christians did not
accept such a self-confident kind of Christianity
that would go out and claim its public place
among many other opinions, and defend the
right of other religious groups to do the same.
They simply took the dominant presence of
liberalism in state and church for granted and
gave up in the public face of Christianity. But
according to Bavinck, these Christians did not
fully understand that the abolishment of the
old order meant not only freedom of opinion or
democracy, but also the obligation to engage in
the public debate and make your opinion known.
A proper development of modernity meant a
radical inclusion of plurality that asked more
from Christians than just relying on the existing
order of society or the church, or rendering the
public square to the liberals.

To guarantee that freedom, Bavinck and his
colleagues recommended their neo-Calvinism
as the safeguard for pluralism in the public
square. Compared to the Calvinism of older
days, it was “neo” in that it accepted modernity’s
separation of church and state and full freedom
of religion. Modernity had ended Constantinian
domination of the Christian church over society
and politics. Instead of a Christian society, there
now was a religiously and ideologically diverse
society in which Christians participated. Bavinck
considered this a liberation, for now Christianity
could present itself more independently of
political authorities and develop more freely.
In premodern times Christians could never
have founded their own school and defined
their own curriculum, but now, in 1880, the
VU University Amsterdam was founded, where
orthodox Christianity was not excluded from the
faculty and curriculum—as was the case in the
Dutch state universities.

Today this religious inclusion is still
recognizable. Muslim students prefer the
VU University to other Dutch and European
universities, for they are accepted without being

Is there a conflict between being
a devout Muslim and living in a
modern society?
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forced to give up their religious commitments
and beliefs. At Dutch state universities, for
example, the Muslim worldview and approach to
science is rejected a-priori, and neither is space
provided for Muslims to worship. This is in stark
contrast to the Muslim experience at the VU
University where both intellectual and physical
space is provided for Muslim beliefs and practices.
Modernity still copes with the consequence of its
stance on freedom: true freedom must include
religion, be it orthodox or modern, Muslim or
Christian. And to the neo-Calvinists, freedom
cannot do without religion. The VU University
with its Christian roots at least tries to address this
complex issue of religious pluralism. It may have
failed many times, but it still has that potential of
guaranteeing and safeguarding freedom today.
More work needs to be done in terms of creating
venues for engaging in interfaith dialogue and
to ensure that we Christians and Muslims do
not live together, separately. How can the VU
University make the best use of these freedoms
provided for by its heritage? Questions like
these need to be explored as we explore the new
realities of religious pluralism. As Christians and
Muslims learn to respect each other, so too must
modernity learn to respect religion. Modernity
is a lovely word indeed. ewo
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