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Fundamentalism: An Enemy
0f the Gommon Good

By FR. GERALD A. ARBUCKLE, SM, PhD

ope Francis said, “Fundamentalism is a sickness that is in all religions ... Religious fun-
damentalism is not religious, because it lacks God. It is idolatry, like idolatry of money
... We Catholics have some — and not some, many — who believe in the absolute truth

and go ahead dirtying the other with calumny, with disinformation, and doing evil.

We are seeing something close to a global epi-
demic of fundamentalism. Pope Francis is right:
“Fundamentalism is a sickness that is in all reli-
gions.” And it strikes at the heart of the common
good, because it prevents people from growing
as individuals and contributing to the welfare of
others.?

Fundamentalism is “a religion of rage.” Fun-
damentalists are people who are outraged when
they see the world around them disregarding
their revered religious values. They respond
in dangerously simplistic but militant ways to

The atmosphere is ready for the

unsophisticated solutions offered by
fundamentalist populist and often

demagogic leaders.

fears that they will lose their identity. They use
words, or recourse to the ballot box, or, in extreme
instances, bullets and bombs. Those who dare to
question them are intolerantly scapegoated as
enemies of the truth.

REACTING TO CULTURAL CHAOS

Fundamentalist movements are most active and
culturally apparent whenever there are periods in
which radical political, social or economic changes
cause cultural trauma in a nation as a whole or
in smaller institutions or communities.* These
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changes threaten to devastate treasured personal
and cultural identities and respected moral values.
Feelings of bewilderment and frustration result.
People then search for quick explanations of what
is happening and ways out of their overwhelming
confusion. The atmosphere is ready for the unso-
phisticated solutions offered by fundamentalist
populist and often demagogic leaders.

For most people, fundamentalism in the
modern world has become synonymous with a
radical form of Islam. Islamic fundamentalism
has replaced communism as the specter plagu-
ing Western minds. It is a menace that
looms ever larger following the Sept. 11,
2001, terrorist attacks on New York and
Washington D.C.° and the more recent
terrorist assaults in London, Paris,
Brussels, Orlando, Istanbul, Baghdad,
Dhaka, Nice and Saint-Etienne-du-
Rouvray and the ostensible inability
of the Western nations to destroy the clandes-
tine and brutal al-Qaeda network and the Islamic
State (ISIS). In the Middle East, Islamic extrem-
ists are killing fellow Muslims and persecuting,
even murdering, Christians and other minorities.

The West, however, has yet to understand
that a military response may give temporary
answers to terrorism, but, in the long term, it is
most likely to increase religious rage and extrem-
ism. We first need to understand the multifaceted
political, economic and social causes of Islamic
fundamentalism.
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ON THE COMMON GOOD

e, in the ministry of Catholic health care in Canada,

implicitly affirm the common good in question-

ing how our country can establish legal access to

voluntary euthanasia and assisted suicide, while at the same

time entertain calls to establish a national strategy for suicide

prevention. But beyond wagging a finger in disappointment and

moral outrage at this absurdity, we continue working tirelessly

to ensure Canadians receive quality mental health services or

palliative and hospice care, and that the voice of the silent major-

ity is not overshadowed by the few. There is nothing common or

vanilla about this understanding of the common good. Rather,

this is the risky social teaching that calls Catholic health care to

step up, and stand out, helping shape the future of our country as

a truly just society.

Gordon Self, Covenant Health Canada

Because of the violent nature of their actions,
Islamic fundamentalist movements have received
an undue amount of media attention in recent
times. However, fundamentalism in multiple dif-
ferent expressions is very much present in our
Western societies, though most often less visibly
and physically violent. There are fundamentalist
economic, political, nationalistic, religious move-
ments aplenty in the West. Right-wing, popu-
list, anti-immigrant movements are on the rise
in Europe, the United States, Australia and else-
where, and the Western world has significantly
contributed to the tragic development of Islamic
fundamentalism.®

GENERAL QUALITIES

Among the many definitions of fundamentalism,
the following is particularly useful here: Funda-
mentalism is an “aggressive and marginalized
religious movement which, in reaction to the
perceived threat of modernity, seeks to return its
home religion and nation to traditional orthodox
principles, values and texts through the co-option

NOVEMBER - DECEMBER 2016

www.chausa.org

of the central executive and legislative power of
both the religion itself and the modern national
state.””

Though they may differ in the degree of
emphasis they give, fundamentalist movements
share these qualities:

Religion-inspired: Religion has resurfaced as a
global force in the rise of fundamentalist move-
ments. But our understanding of religion must be
broadened. Religion is whatever offers people an
all-embracing means of interpreting the world.
Understood in this sense, people can change any
belief into a religion. For example, people can
become so attached to markets unrestrained by
governments, or to nationalism, that they turn
them into religions.

Reactive to crises: Fundamentalists achieve
power in times of actual or perceived cultural or
national crises. During the late 1940s and early
1950s, the identity of the American nation was
under severe threat from communism in the
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Soviet Union and elsewhere. This provided an
environment for the rise of the charismatic and
demagogic anticommunist Republican senator
from Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy (1908-1957).

Simplistic solutions: Fundamentalists’ interpre-
tation of the world’s problems and their solutions
admit no ambiguity. For example, Donald Trump,
when seeking the 2016 presidential nomination,
repeatedly gave simplistic solutions to com-
plex political and economic problems facing the
United States. His responses were meant to reas-
sure his audiences that he could quickly resolve
their anxieties.

Aggressive and intolerant of dissent: Not all fun-
damentalist movements are violent, but because
they are intolerant of dissent, they have the poten-
tial to be violent. Terrorism is the worst form of
violence; terrorists feel the need to express their
violence through killing to “prove” authentic
commitment to the values they stand for.?

Political aims: To achieve their aims, funda-
mentalists seek to dominate the central execu-
tive and legislative power, either through

COMMON GOOD

Federal Building in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma,
believed that the U.S. government was conspiring
to undermine people’s liberty.

Populist charismatic leadership: Commonly, fun-
damentalist movements are led by populist, fre-
quently anti-gay,? male charismatic or authoritar-
ian leaders who show bullying qualities, such as
Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini (1902-1989). Followers
see in their leaders all the qualities they yearn for.?

FUNDAMENTALISM: PASTORAL RESPONSES

The disturbing fact is that every individual and
culture is capable of fundamentalist attitudes and
actions. Christ once used an incident to help his
disciples understand how they themselves had
unconsciously become trapped in fundamen-
talist thinking. The disciple John said to Jesus:
“Teacher, we saw someone driving out demons in
your name, and we tried to prevent him because
he does not follow us” (Mark 9:38). John, like a
good fundamentalist, thought that only the dis-
ciples could have such noble power, but Jesus is
quick to respond: “Do not prevent him. There is
no one who performs a mighty deed in my name

democratic processes — for example, the People with an authentic gift of

Tea Party that around 2009 emerged in the

United States, or by recourse to extreme humor and self—mockery have a

violence, for example the 1979 Islamic rev-
olution in Iran.’

healthy skepticism; they are wary

of simplistic answers to today’s

Skilled use of media: Ironically, funda-

mentalists often combine acommitmentto  Challenges.

a selectively imagined utopian past with a

ready ability to use modern technology to propa-
gate their beliefs. Following the March 22, 2016,
bombing in Brussels, ISIS effectively seized con-
trol of the world’s media to circulate their admis-
sion of responsibility.*

Text selective: Fundamentalists select particular
statements from the sacred texts of their religion
or of their tradition, such as the U.S. Constitu-
tion, to legitimate their actions and ignore other
important points.!

Conspiracy-oriented: Not uncommonly, funda-
mentalists develop paranoid fantasies about the
dangers their movements face. They see enemies
where there are none. Timothy McVeigh, con-
victed of the 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah
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who can at the same time speak ill of me. For who-
ever is not against us is for us” (Mark 9: 39-40).

Here is a series of pastoral axioms that will
help readers avoid fundamentalist attitudes and
movements:

Axiom 1: Self-knowledge: We are all in danger of
becoming fundamentalists.

Imprisoned in their prejudices, fundamental-
ists are absolutely certain they are right. We need
to be alerted to the danger that our own preju-
dices, if left unchecked, can solidify into funda-
mentalist behavior. The poem “We and They,” by
English journalist and author Rudyard Kipling
(1865-1936), is correct: Through absorbing, so
often unconsciously, the prejudices in our own
culture about other people and things, we learn
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that “All nice people, like Us, are We/And every-
one else is They.”

Axiom 2: Be self-critical by fostering laughter of
the heart.

Fundamentalists cannot live with ambigui-
ties because they demand impossible certitudes.
There is little humor in their lives; they take
themselves far too seriously. This is why the gift
of authentic humor is necessary. People with an
authentic gift of humor and self-mockery have a
healthy skepticism; they are wary of simplistic
answers to today’s challenges.**

Axiom 3: Be alert: Receive without prejudice
migrants and parishioners with cultures differ-
ent from our own, as Christ would wish.

Many immigrants to Western countries today,
particularly Hispanic and Muslim peoples,
encounter xenophobia and discrimination, some-
times made worse by racist politicians and popu-
list speakers.” The Pew Research Center, based
in Washington, D.C., disturbingly reported in late
2015 “that 41 percent of all Americans see immi-
grants as a ‘burden’ on our society, but 55 percent
of white (i.e., non-Hispanic) Catholics do. More
than a third of white Catholics do not think undoc-
umented immigrants should be permitted to stay,
even when the strict conditions included in immi-
gration reform proposals are met.”

Pope Francis exhorts us: “Migrants present a
particular challenge for me, since I am the pas-
tor of a Church without frontiers ... For this rea-
son, I exhort all countries to a generous openness
which, rather than fearing the loss of local iden-
tity, will prove capable of creating new forms of
cultural synthesis. How beautiful are those cities
which overcome paralysing mistrust, integrate
those who are different and make this very inte-
gration a new factor of development!”?

Axiom 4: Cultivate the difficult art of dialogue
as an antidote to fundamentalism.

Dialogue is that “address and response
between persons in which there is a flow of mean-
ing between them in spite of all the obstacles that
normally would block the relationship.”® Dia-
logue is authentic if three conditions are met:
People feel they understand the position of others;
they also feel that others understand their points
of view; and there is a readiness on the part of all
to accept what is decided because it was reached
openly and fairly.
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The capacity to listen places people in contact
with the wider dimensions of the world in which
they live. Authentic listening is able to break
through the rigid borders that imprison funda-
mentalist thinking; this allows people to engage
with the world beyond. In most attempted dia-
logues, “we don’t listen; we just reload.””

Axiom 5: Recall the examples of Jesus Christ
and St. Paul; they challenged fundamentalism
in word and action.

Jesus Christ, sensitively aware of prejudice
and discrimination among fundamentalists of his
time, deliberately challenges these crippling real-
ities in various ways.?’ While strongly disagree-
ing theologically with the fundamentalist scribes
and Pharisees, Jesus nonetheless remains open
to them and engages in dialogue with them. We
even see him dining with a Pharisee, overlooking
at first the fact that his host had given him no spe-
cial welcome. Jesus uses the occasion to point out
gently what true conversion means; he reflects on
the deep repentance and love of the woman who
washed his feet with her tears and then “wiped
them with her hair” (Luke 7:38).

St. Paul fought hard at the Council of Jerusa-
lem to stop the early church communities from
becoming fundamentalist groups. Jewish Chris-
tians were demanding that non-Jews adopt Jew-
ish customs as a condition to being received into
the faith. St. Paul responded to the challenge with
courage, respect and dialogue. If he had not suc-
ceeded, the church would have become a sect,
inward looking and lifeless. “There is neither Jew
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person,
there is not male and female; for you are all one in
Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). “But now that faith
has come ... through faith you are all children of
God” (Galatians 3:25-26).%

Axiom 6: Following Christ’s example, approach
other cultures and also fundamentalists with
patience, respect and a willingness to listen and
engage in dialogue.

Prejudice in all its forms is potentially highly
emotional, because people’s identity or security
can be so dependent on maintaining their preju-
dices. Therefore, it is recommended not to con-
front large groups of people directly with what
you know, or feel to be, their prejudices. There
may well be emotional and hostile reactions, thus
further reinforcing their prejudices.

Work instead in small groups, where people
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feel less threatened and more open to listening
and dialogue. The advice Pope Francis offers is
highly relevant in relating to any religion and cul-
ture, fundamentalist or not. He writes: “In order
to sustain dialogue with Islam, suitable training is
essential for all involved, not only so that they can
be solidly and joyfully grounded in their own iden-
tity, but so that they also can acknowledge the val-
ues of others, appreciate the concerns underlying
their demands and shed light on shared beliefs.”?

Axiom 7: Remember, violence in all its forms —
for example, terrorism and bullying — is con-
trary to the Gospel.?

The universal guideline in relating to oth-
ers is: “Do to others whatever you would have
them do to you” (Matthew 7:12). Love must be the
motivating force: “But I say to you, love your ene-
mies, and pray for those who persecute you ... For
if you love those who love you, what recompense
will you have? (Matthew 5:44, 46). Love for one’s
persecutors, not the “eye for an eye” directive of
some terrorists, is to be the principle of action:
“You have heard that it was said: ‘An eye for an
eye and a tooth for a tooth.” But I say to you, offer
no resistance to one who is evil” (Matthew 5:38).

ON THE COMMON GOOD

COMMON GOOD

Axiom 8: Beware of moral panics fueled by the
media.

“Moral panics” refers to the way parts of the
mass media exaggerate and overreport an action
or event by unpopular individuals and subgroups,
including actual or potential fundamentalist sub-
cultures, which then provides the foundation for
apublic and official backlash against the individu-
als or groups. %

Axiom 9: Critically assess the biases against
Islam projected by politicians and the mass
media.

The fact is that Muslim terrorists represent
only a tiny fraction of 1 percent of the world’s 1.6
billion Muslim people.

Axiom 10: Be mindful of the complex causes of
Islamic terrorism.

Two theories commonly given for the radi-
calization of young Muslims provide govern-
ments with foundations for policies in their “war
on terror.” The first theory is that terrorism is
caused by the failure of Islamic cultures to adapt
to the realities of modernity and the demands of
globalization.

hen I think of the common good, I envision boats in

a harbor all afloat. Because we are all made in the

Imago Dei, we have the duty and responsibility to

ensure all people are provided for to reach their highest potential.

Oftentimes, I believe that people confuse the common good with

the ideology that we should only provide the greatest good for the

greatest number. This is contrary to the teaching of the common

good, as “haves” and “have-nots” are created. As people of faith

and leaders in Catholic health care, we must continually advocate

and promote the common good as well as provide for the most

poor and vulnerable among us.

Joshua Allee, Providence St. Joseph Health
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The second theory focuses not on Islamic cul-
tures, but on the fact that dangerous people such
as Osama bin Laden have distorted the tenets of
Islam. Poverty of Muslim migrants in Western
countries is another important factor, as is the
prejudice of Islamophobia that creates a danger-
ous mix, especially for young Muslims.?

Axiom 11: Understand that the vast majority of
Muslims in the West are model citizens, often in
the face of racism.

Millions of Muslims live in the West — close
to 2 million in Britain, 4 million in Germany, 5 mil-
lion in France. And Islam is the fastest growing
religion in the United States. The great majority
of Muslims live peacefully beside their neighbors
and do not threaten democratic values. Govern-
ments must be proactive in assisting immigrants
to integrate, but do so in ways that respect, as far
as possible, the immigrants’ cultures.?

Axiom 12: Remember: A simple greeting to a
stranger can change hearts.

For example, it is the personal views and behav-
ior of non-Muslim citizens, in countless small,
everyday interactions, that will decide whether
or not their Muslim fellow citizens begin to feel
at home in the United States, Europe or else-
where. Of course individual preferences of indi-
vidual Muslims and the leadership they receive
from their spiritual and political leaders is equally
important.

The story of Bartimaeus, a blind
man who “sat by the roadside beg-
ging” (Mark 10:46-52), is a won-
derful example of the power of a
simple greeting. The description
connotes that, because of his blind-
ness and economic condition, Bar-
timaeus has become a social out-
cast. Hearing Jesus approaching,
Bartimaeus cries out, “Jesus, son of
David, have pity on me,” but many
in the crowd rebuke the blind beggar. The crowd
has followed Jesus and listened to his words on
compassion and justice, but they remain blinded
by their prejudice against people like Bartimaeus.

Jesus will have none of this fundamentalist
nonsense. He calls Bartimaeus to his side. Bar-
timaeus detaches himself from his past identity
as a beggar by throwing off his cloak and running
to Jesus, an act that signifies the risk Bartimaeus
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took. The cloak is his only symbol of official iden-
tity; itis the equivalent of alicense to beg. Without
it, he is bereft of any identity that could give him
some minimum of protection: “He threw aside his
cloak, sprang up and came to Jesus.”

Jesus, the ritual leader, asks what Bartimaeus
needs: “Master, I want to see.” Jesus heals him.
“Immediately he received his sight and followed
him on the way.” The words “on the way,” in con-
trast to the opening verse where Bartimaeus “sat
by the roadside,” symbolically means that he joins
the community that had rejected him. His social
exclusion has ceased. All because someone lis-
tened and greeted him.

CONCLUSION

Fundamentalist movements are simplistic reac-
tions to cultural chaos. Enraged fundamentalists
try to escape the turmoil by nostalgically seeking
to return to an unreal utopian past. Because they
shun the real world and intolerantly condemn
those who refuse to follow them, they become
humanly stunted as persons. For this reason they
can no longer contribute to the welfare of others,
that is, the common good. Sadly, the institutions
they work for lose touch with the realities of a
changing world.

Health care leaders, trustees and boards must
be aware of how they unwittingly can develop
fundamentalist attitudes. If they refuse to dia-
logue among themselves and with the changing

The capacity to listen places people in
contact with the wider dimensions of
the world in which they live. Authentic
listening is able to break through

the rigid borders that imprison
fundamentalist thinking.

world around them, they risk isolating and stunt-
ing their organizations.

St. Paul was alive to the dangers of fundamen-
talist thinking in his day: “If you go on biting and
devouring one another, beware that you are not
consumed by one another” (Galatians 5:15). Yet
his remedy to avoid fundamentalist thinking is
inspirationally uplifting: “In contrast, the fruit of
the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
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generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control”
(Galatians 5: 22-23).

FR. GERALD A. ARBUCKLE, SM, is a cultural
anthropologist and author. His latest book is: Fun-
damentalism at Home and Abroad: Analysis and
Pastoral Responses (Liturgical Press, 2017). He is
co-director of Refounding and Pastoral Develop-
ment Unit, Sydney, Australia.
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