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Religious Conflicts:


Jews, Christians, and Muslims all believe in one G-d (monotheistic), and their holy writings share many themes and ethics.  However, despite these similarities, these groups have often come into conflict.  There are countless examples throughout history of conflicts that have arisen out of religious differences.  Oftentimes, even members of the same religion have come into conflict.  People from the same religion who belong to different sects (like Christians who are either Protestant or Catholic, or Jews who are either orthodox or conservative) come into conflict over religious issues.  

The Types of Religious Conflict:

Throughout history, there have been 3 main types of religious conflict:

1) One Religion vs. Another – conflict between two different religions that share the same space when one is trying to dominate the other.  For example, in the 1940's in Europe, Jews and Christians lived in the same communities.  However, the dictator of Germany, Adolf Hitler, believed that Jews were not as good as Christians and that they should be killed.  He succeeded in killing over 6 million Jews before losing World War II.  Another example is the Crusades in Europe from 1000 to 1200 A.D.  We will learn about this more during our 6th unit of the year.  However, briefly, the Crusades were a series of religion driven military campaigns by Christians in Europe against other religious groups. Crusades were fought mainly against Muslims, though campaigns were also directed against pagans, Jews, Russian and Greek Orthodox Christians, Mongols, and political enemies of the Popes.  A third example is the current situation in Israel, which will be described in more depth below.   

2) Religion vs. Change – conflict between a religious organization(s) and a movement that is trying to promote change, such as conflicts between religion and science, or religion and social rights.  For example, in the 1500's when Galileo said that the Earth was NOT the center of the universe, as the Bible suggested, he was arrested by Roman Catholics and forced to "take it back."  Also in Ancient Greece (around 500 B.C), a philosopher named Socrates was put to death for being a non-believer when he rejected the many Greek gods.  There have also been conflicts between a religion and a group attempting to obtain equal rights (like with slavery, women's rights, and equal rights for homosexuals).  There have also been huge conflicts between those who believe in evolution (that humans evolved over millions of years from monkeys) and creationism (that the world was created in only 7 days as it says in the Bible).  In America in 1925, the Scopes Monkey Trial is an example of how a teacher was brought to trial for teaching evolution in school.     

3) Two Sects from the Same Religion fighting one another:  Within every religion, there are people who practice the religion differently.  Every religion has what are called fundamentalists or radicals who interpret their religion in the strictest form, focusing on keeping traditions the same and viewing as sacred the literal word of G-d.  For example, evangelical Christians are considered fundamentalists or radicals because they believe in the strictest interpretation of the Bible.  For example, the Bible says that the purpose of marriage is to have children.  Therefore, fundamentalist Christians do not believe in using condoms or birth control. When most Americans hear the word "Islamic," they think of Islamic fundamentalist and terrorists, although the great majority of the people who practice Islam are not fundamentalists nor terrorists.  Likewise, when many Americans think of Jews, they think of fundamentalist Orthodox Jews, although most Jews are not Orthodox nor fundamentalist.  Often times, people of the same religion get into conflict when fundamentalists and liberals (people who believe in change) disagree on social and political issues.  For example, in Israel, most liberal Jews resent the fact that Orthodox Jews try to settle in Arab communities, which causes conflict for the whole country.  In America, fundamentalist and liberal Christians often disagree about social issues, like the merits of evolution vs. creationism, the right to abortion, gay rights, and interracial marriage.  In 1800s America, some Christians used quotes from the Bible to support slavery, while other Christians from the same sect wanted to abolish slavery. 

Current Religious Conflicts in the Middle East:


The Middle East (at the junction of Asia and Africa) has been source of much of the current religious conflict.  Many religions consider this area "holy" and claim the land for themselves.  We will look briefly at the religious conflict between Jews and Muslims in Israel (one religion vs. another) and the religious conflict in Iraq (two sects of people from the same religion in conflict with one another).  

I) Israel / Palestine:  There has been a long historical conflict between the Israelis (Jews) and Palestinians (Muslims).  Both of these groups have claimed that the land currently called Israel (previously called Palestine) is their promised land.  Jews claim that they had the land first, dating back to almost 4000 years ago.  Palestinian Muslims claim the land is rightfully theirs because they have lived on the land for hundreds of years. After World War II, many Jewish survivors of the Holocaust moved to Palestine.  Since Jews had been through so much violence during WWII, many people believed that Jews needed their own Jewish homeland.  However, Palestinians were living there.  Both groups therefore claimed the right to control the land.  Violent clashes occurred between the groups.  


In 1947, the United Nations (an independent world group of leaders) made a plan to divide the land into a Muslim Arab state for the Palestinians and a Jewish state for the Jews.  The Jews accepted the plan but the Muslim Arabs did not.  Since they could not find a compromise, the Jews claimed the land and called it Israel.  Arabs vowed to drive the Jews out and restore Palestine as an Arab nation.  


The first Arab-Israeli war occurred in 1948.  The Jewish Israelis won and many Palestinians were not allowed to return to Israel.  Arabs became angry that they could not live in the land they’d had for so long.  Many Arab pro-Palestine groups formed.  Some of these groups were peaceful but some (like Hamas) used terrorist suicide bombers as a way to fight Israelis and get back the land they believed was rightfully theirs.  Since the first Arab-Israeli war in 1948, there have been 3 other wars and incidents of violence have increased on both sides.  Many peace agreements have been created, but none have worked.  Both groups commit violent acts against the other.  The Israeli army uses military missions to bomb Palestinian communities that they believe harbor terrorists and Palestinians use terrorist suicide bombers in heavily populated Israeli areas.  The United States has sided with Israel and refuses to recognize a Palestinian state until the suicide bombings stop.       

II) Iraq:   Iraq is a nation now suffering from religious conflict between different sects of the same religion, Islam.   Iraq is an excellent example of how religion can become a factor in dividing people, promoting violence, and leading to social breakdown. Iraq is roughly composed of 60% Shia Muslims and 40% Sunni Muslims.  Sunnis had most of the political and economic power.  However, under Saddam Hussein, many were oppressed and there was no open conflict between the Shia Muslims and Sunni Muslims.


After the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, violence has erupted between the Sunni and the Shia.   After Saddam's violent rule came to and end, the Sunni and Shia began to fight for power of the country.  Today both Sunni and Shia Muslims are still fighting, which tears apart families, neighborhoods, and communities.  Since there is so much unrest and change happening in Iraq, some Shia Muslims are looking for revenge for decades of being out of power at the hands of Sunnis; and the Sunnis are afraid that they will suffer if the Shia Muslims get control of Iraq.  Caught in the middle of this religious civil war are the Christians and the Jews, who have lived in Iraq for thousands of years (remember, Abraham, the founder of Judaism was born in what is now Iraq), but are now the targets of religious hatred from the Muslims.


The Sunni/Shia line is not the only one dividing Iraqis, and even without it there would still be some forms of violence in Iraq.  However, the role of religion cannot be underestimated here.  Violence is committed by members of one religious group against another and the violence won't stop without directly addressing the problems of religion, religious bigotry (hate), and religious division. These examples point out the dangers that religious divisions can cause for the human race.
 

























