














founded in 1974, invested the land
claim with a metaphysical ultimacy
that allowed for no pragmatic com-
promise. According to the Gush, the
full spiritual redemption not only of
Israel but of the entire world rests
upon the Jewish reclamation of virtu-
ally every square inch of biblically
defined ancient Israel. Jewish funda-
mentalism had become opposed to—
and locked in a decidedly hotter war
with—a far more comprehensive
Other than earlier in the century.

In Armstrong’s Egyptian Sunni
Muslim narrative we glimpse a similar
pattern, an intracultural war of ideas
among Muslims over just how much
accommodation is acceptable of the
secular modernity that grows, at one of
its edges, into a global declaration of
war on just about everything non-

Islamic. Set in the context of British
colonialism and the steady deteriora-
tion of economic and social conditions
for the vast majority of the people,
Armstrong’s analysis of twentieth-cen-
tury Egyptian Muslim disquiet can be
read as a genealogy of al-Qaeda and is
alone worth the price of the book.

THROUGHOUT her book, in

the Jewish and Muslim sections as
well as in the Christian and Shiite
Muslim cases, Armstrong consistent-
ly portrays fundamentalism as arising
out of the experience of great suffer-
ing. It evolves, she shows, as a frus-
trated reaction to despair born out of
disruptive change and disorienting
social anomie, or as a desperate coun-
teroffensive to dignity-destroying

physical impoverishment, or as a
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defiant resistance to an erosion of val-
ues experienced as nothing less than
an attack on life itself. Many of us
applaud the courage of Tibetan and
Burmese monks who, in the name of
the dhamma, take to the streets to
protest conditions they find painful-
ly devoid of the sacred values the
word dhamma enshrines. I think we
must perceive a degree of kinship
between them and those who, in the
name of the Torah, or Shariah, or
Christ, attempt to reclaim a world
they find perilously drained of all
sense of the sacred. But lest I leave
the wrong impression, Armstrong is
no apologist for extremism. She
pointedly censures the paranoid
xenophobias,  distorting liter-
alisms—in her terms, misconceived
efforts to turn mythos into logos—and
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pathological hatreds that too often
turn fundamentalist forms of politi-
cal theology into counterfeits of gen-
uine religious faith. Moreover,
Armstrong categorically condemns
violence. When fundamentalists
murder in pursuit of their goals,
they violate compassion, in her view
the sine qua non of religious legitima-
cy. Nevertheless, fundamentalism’s
often rash campaign to resacralize
what is seen as an increasingly
desacralized world, Armstrong
warns, “represents a widespread dis-
appointment, alienation, anxiety,
and rage that no government can
safely ignore.”

I suspect Armstrong wrote Battle
not only because she saw that the
world needed such a study but also

because, by demarcating fundamen-

talism, she could help keep it from
eclipsing that to which most of her
oeuvre pays tribute: the constructive
power of religion and the perennial
importance of the spiritual life.
Armstrong’s work stands in the spir-
it of pluralist historians and philoso-
phers of religion like Wailfred
Cantwell Smith and John Hick, who
have equipped us to see that there
exists a single planetary spiritual
history of humankind, and that our
own Islamic, Buddhist,
American, Jewish, and Christian tra-
ditions are but strands in that single

Native

history. From this vantage point, the
world’s religions are culturally var-
ied responses to an ineffable Real,
functioning as vast enabling contexts
for the ethical education of humani-

ty and inviting us to discover in our-
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selves a limitlessly better condition
as we move from natural self-cen-
teredness to a re-centering in a high-
er order of existence, a movement
that everywhere authenticates itself
by essentially the same signature
virtues: justice, honesty, generosity,
patience, kindness, compassion.
Armstrong’s efforts help us to recall
that despite the abuses to which the
God-idea can succumb, it remains
most of the world’s preferred way of
saying that the selflessness to which
we all at our best aspire abides in the

very nature of things. ¥

Philip Novak is the Sarlo Distinguished
Professor of Philosophy and Religion at
Dominican University in San Rafael,
California. His most recent book is The
World’s Wisdom.
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