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I am very grateful to you for the invitation to address you this evening, and for the warmth of 

the hospitality shown to me since I arrived.   

 With the tearing down of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and the impending collapse of 

Soviet Communism and the Cold War, the intellectual Francis Fukyama in “triumphalistic 

notes” confidently announced ‘the end of history’.
1
  By this he did not mean that the process 

of change that we experience as time had come to an end.  Rather, following the early C19th 

German philosopher G.W.H. Hegel, he was thinking about the ‘meaning’ of things or the 

meaning of ‘history’.  So he speaks of “history … as a single, coherent, evolutionary 

process”, and it is this which has come to its end, its fulfilment, its goal at least in ideological 

terms.
2
  According to Fukuyama, that goal is “the universalization of Western liberal 

democracy as the final form of human government.”
3
  Fukuyama’s thesis is that while stable 

liberal democracies have not yet become universally politically available, philosophically 

“liberal democracy remains the only coherent political aspiration that spans different regions 

and cultures around the globe.”
4
  And so, unconstrained by Soviet Communism the future 

would be characterised by the universal implementation of the superiority of liberal 

democratic politics and the global economy by regimes throughout the world.  “The next 

century, he insinuated, would be a time when individuals the world over would be at last free 

to cultivate, express, and develop themselves as individuals and to achieve the kind of 

recognition that authoritarian and totalitarian political structures since the beginnings of 

history had denied them. ... [D]eadly conflict [was] at an end”.
5
   

 Yet not only did critics attack his optimism, but many argued that the types of liberal 

political and economic values he promoted would actually serve to undermine the project of 

doing justice.  For instance, many critics decried “the social injustices wrought by the 

relentless march of market economies and international corporate interests”.
6
  Others, like 

George Soros, argued that that free-market ideology in fact ironically threatens political 

democracy:   



By promoting market values into a governing principle, market fundamentalism has 

undermined our society.  Representative democracy presupposes moral values, such as 

honesty and integrity, particularly in our representatives.  When success takes precedence 

over integrity, and politics is dominated by money, the political process deteriorates.
7
   

 However, possibly the most powerful counter-thesis to Fukyama’s vision came not 

very long afterward with the highly influential but equally controversial book entitled The 

Clash of Civilizations by American political scientist of Harvard University, Samuel 

Huntingdon.
8
  What is distinctive about Huntingdon in comparison with Fukuyama is the fact 

that religion returns to the political agenda.  However, it does so in a particularly troubling 

way.  Huntingdon describes an impending clash of global value systems between the West 

and the Middle East anchored in conflicting religious belief structures.  According to 

religious scholar Carl Raschke, “What was at stake was no longer [as with Fukuyama] 

economic prosperity but ultimate truth anchored in the claims of faith.”
9
  Of course, what 

Huntingdon has assumed is that there is something of a singular Islam that receives and 

contests modernity, and Western modernity at that, in a uniform way; and equally he 

problematically assumes that there is a single West, united behind a common understanding 

of ‘truth’, ‘meaning’ and ‘purpose’.  As Edward Said recognises, “Partly because of empire, 

all cultures are involved in one another; none is single and pure, all are hybrid, 

heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated and unmonolithic.”
10

   

 Nonetheless, in the last decade Huntingdon’s book has generated further friction and 

tensions over Islam in the West, suspicions that continue to be deeply unwelcoming of the 

Muslim in many Western societies.  According to Huntingdon, “The underlying problem for 

the West is not Islamic fundamentalism.  It is Islam”.
11

  This kind of claim strengthens the 

hand of those secularising forces that now intensify their attempts to keep religious traditions 

out of the public setting – whether that be the publics of politics, economics, or education.  Of 

course, that refusal of religions to have public voices is complicated by the fact that many 

Western politicians, and not only in the United States, appeal to religious traditions come 

time for electioneering or at moments of national stress.  Moreover, there are notable 

pressures to continue to maintain a particular kind of religious presence, largely a 

conservative Evangelical Christian one, in the public education-system in the states of 

Victoria and New South Wales.  The Special Religious Education, or SRE for short, and the 

Chaplaincy programme both have some prominent and powerful political supporters in this 

country.   



 Tonight I would like to address two main matters:  firstly, the inhospitality of 

modernity to religious traditions, which is simultaneously a way of welcoming fractious 

guests in order to keep them at peace with one another as far as is possible.  This involves a 

certain kind of way of one speaking of the ‘end of religion in the West’.  In the second place, 

I would like us to consider the ways in which Western cultures are now being seen to be more 

open and embracive of, or hospitable to, matters of religiosity or spirituality.  This involves in 

a certain type of way one speaking of ‘the rebeginning of religion in the West’.  What I 

would invite you do is make some suggestions for thinking about how religious traditions 

such as Islam or Christianity can fruitfully address the serious issues raised by this end and 

rebeginning of religion in the West.  What it is that is rebeginning is of crucial concern to all 

who are committed to taking responsibility, in some shape or form, for the flourishing of our 

near and distant neighbours.  To cite English contextual theologian Graham Ward, when he 

critically responds to Huntingdon, “religion may be the hope for the making of a new world 

order rather than the dry tinder awaiting ignition”.
12

  Ward’s provocative thesis is worth 

holding in the back of our minds as we progress in this lecture:  “what unites the faithful 

communities of these different religious traditions is a common enemy – the godlessness of 

cultures driven by secular ideals, capitalist rapaciousness, decadent levels of wastage, and a 

hypocrisy that points to the abuse of human rights abroad and closes its eyes to the 

inadequate provision for the socially vulnerable at home.”
13

   

 

Hospitality to the Stranger 

David Ford, Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, reflects on among other things the 

ethical challenge of the idea of personhood as involving an hospitable self.  What impressed 

Ford most about some of his own theological teachers was less the obvious depth of their 

erudition and the unquestionable impressiveness of their theological imaginations than their 

hospitality, a “hospitality undreamt of”.
14

  This may seem to be a world away from matters of 

systematic theology, theology proper as one prominent theologian once described it to me.  

But Ford suggests that there is something theologically at stake here.
15

  What I think he was 

testifying to was not something like ‘be nice and people will be more inclined to listen to you 

and believe what you say’, but rather something about theology as a lived performance – the 

life reflecting the theology, and the theology articulating and grounding the life lived before 

the faces of others.  This would be a reflection of the peace-making designs of God for the 



justice or well-being of all people who are the product of the lavish compassion of God’s 

creative hand.   

 In another paper, Ford connects the theme of hospitality with the practice of 

conversation between Jews, Christians and Muslims as they engage one another in reading 

each others’ sacred scriptures.  He cites Jewish scholar Steven Kepnes’ work on Hagar and 

Ishmael from the Torah’s Genesis tradition in order to encourage Jews and Christians to 

engage in fruitful conversation with Muslims.  According to Kepnes, texts such as Gen. 16:7-

14 significantly are  

a warrant for Jews and Christians to take Islam seriously, not only as the third monotheism, 

but as a tradition that is rooted in Genesis and whose origin and destiny is intertwined with 

Israel …. Jews and Christians have a warrant in their scriptures to engage with the 

Muslims not as strange Others but as long lost members of the great family whose destiny 

is to be a light of truth and healing to all the nations of the earth.
16

   

 There is an ancient Abrahamic tradition which implies that the very way we treat the 

stranger is revealing of who we are, and indeed the expressiveness of the very will of God’s 

Self.  By instinct we are inclined to self-protection and the protection of our nearest and 

dearest, in other words, those who are like us and who share something of who we are (our 

genes, interests and desires, common history, and so on).  Encountering the alien, in contrast, 

is a whole new affair.  In the 18
th

 chapter of the Hebrew text known as Genesis, there is 

related a story from the mists of the patriarchal formations of the Hebrew consciousness.  

Abraham, or Ibrahim, saw three men standing nearby his pitched tent.  His response was to 

prostrate himself before them in an act of humble submission, offering himself in service to 

them.  He subsequently lavishes the extravagance of his hospitality upon them.  And so the 

text indicates that it was the fine flour that was used for the bread [v6] and a tender calf [v7], 

and so on, images of an abundant welcome through the gift of his best provisions.  The image 

here is one of effusive generosity, and it contrasts acutely with the account of the reception of 

two strangers by the townspeople of Sodom that follows in chapter 19.  The hospitality of 

Lot, Ibrahim’s nephew, was not shared by the town’s other inhabitants.  So we read in v4 that 

the people surround Lot’s house, a sign of an act of aggression; in v5 they assert that they 

will perform what was in the ANE world an act of ritual humiliation of an enemy; and when 

in v9 Lot defends the honour of his two guests the people dismiss him as an “alien” and 

therefore unable to overrule or avoid their law.   



 In making claims about conversation as a form of hospitality one must notice what 

Ford is not claiming.  He is not declaring that conversation is about consensus – it is not a 

way of claiming that the three Abrahamic traditions are all essentially the same, and that at 

heart their differences do not matter.  What he resists, then, is for conversationalists to meet 

on secular or ‘neutral ground’ which demands that “particular religious identities ... be left 

behind”.
17

  Universities and public schools are too frequently shaped by such a ‘neutral 

ground’, and as Ford recognises,  

They do not on the whole educate people to engage intelligently in this multi-faith and 

secular world, nor do they foster the high-quality religion-related study and debate across 

disciplines necessary to make thoughtful critical and constructive contributions to the 

public sphere or its various dimensions (political, economic, cultural, technological, 

religious).
18

   

 ‘Neutral ground’ implies that differences do not matter, and in this regard they 

demonstrate a lack of “respect [for] the integrity of all participants and [dis]encourage them 

to contribute from the riches of their traditions.”  That is not hospitality at all but a form of 

violence against the things that make us who we are, and thus against the identity of different 

persons and their religious traditions.   

 In contrast, Ford offers the intensive notion of ‘mutual ground’ as the place to meet in 

order to listen and understand strangers, discuss and argue with one another, and develop a 

deeper understanding of one’s own sacred texts and traditions of interpretation.  “Mutual 

ground does not have to require prior agreement on fundamentals:  the point is to have a 

space where differing fundamentals can be discussed. … [I]t is where there can be critical, 

affirmative and collaborative engagement.”
19

  So for Muslims, Jews and Christians “this is 

three-way mutual hospitality:  each is host to the others and guest to the others as each 

welcomes the other two to their ‘home’ scripture and its traditions of interpretation.”
20

   

 Now we will turn to ‘modernity’ in order to see in what senses the modern West has 

been and is inhospitable to religious traditions.   

 

A Deathly Change in the Air 

Bob Dylan wrote his song entitled ‘The Times They are A-Changin’ at a particularly 

tumultuous period in American history, although it can serve well as a motto for what 

happened to religion in modernity in general.  When the song appeared in January 1964 John 

F. Kennedy had been assassinated, the Cuban missile crisis had brought close the real threat 



of nuclear-conflict, the conflict surrounding civil rights movement had been a decade old, and 

the US had been slowly offering support to the anti-communist factions in Vietnam.  Dylan’s 

piece was a recognition of huge forces that were clashing, resulting in a sweeping away of a 

cherished old life:  “Then you’d better start swimmin’/Or you’ll sink like a stone/For the 

times they are a-changin. ... Your sons and your dauthers/Are beyond your command/Your 

old road is/Rapidly agin’”  But it was also an expression of Dylan’s own protest, an anthem 

against generations of irresponsible leadership in his call for change:  “Come senators, 

congressmen/Please heed the call/Don’t block at the doorway/Don’t block at the hall. ... 

Come mothers and fathers/Throughout the land/Don’t criticize/What you can’t understand.”   

 We live today after the results of the massive social and cultural shifts that took place 

in the late 1960s and 1970s.  In most major urban centres the world of today would be almost 

unrecognisable to the world of the early 60s.  Not only have the technological advances 

transformed the urban skylines, but non-trivial social and cultural values have intensified the 

consumerist spirit that was largely the product of business changes in the 1920s and then 

1950s.  Children are now marketed to as young adults, thus denying them the innocence of 

their childhood, and adult males are now marketed to as children with what previous 

generations would have considered juvenile tastes and interests.  Everything has been 

commodified or reduced to the commodities of the market – from sexual relations, to politics, 

to religious traditions.   

 Unlike with Islam and even Buddhism, the past 50 years have seen considerable 

decline in the attendances at the services of so-called ‘traditional’ Christian churches in the 

Western world.  A Christianity in decline has itself shifted into more diffuse forms of 

charismatic spiritualities, while the general climate has become largely post-Christian in its 

spiritual sensibilities.  So as early as the 1960s the public media and many academics were 

using the claim of the C19th German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche that ‘God is dead’.  

Modernity had supposedly become secular or post-Christian and its secularising forces had 

apparently killed off any meaningful and significant belief in ‘God’.   

 A good definition of is usually meant here by the term ‘secularisation’ is provided by 

sociologist of religion Peter Berger:   

for most purposes it can be defined quite simply as a process in which religion diminishes 

in importance both in society and in the consciousness of individuals. ... Put simply, the 

idea has been that the relation between modernity and religion is inverse – the more of the 

former, the less of the latter….
21

   



A number of reasons have been offered for the secularisation of the Western world:   

• Most often it has been ascribed to the emergence of scientific thinking, and with it the 

demystification of the world and its causal processes, the making of the world more 

rationally comprehensible and manageable, and thus supposedly leaving no room for 

the supernatural.  As Laplace once famously remarked to Napoleon, “God, I have no 

need of that hypothesis.”  On the other hand, as we will see later, this story of science 

against belief is a distinctly difficult one to maintain.   

• Importantly, the secularisation of Western Europe in particular cannot be separated 

from the experiences of the battlefields of 2 world wars, with the psychological angst 

that resulted – especially in the wake of opposing armies each claiming divine 

guidance in their struggle, and the political and religious authority figures who lent 

their support to the slaughter.   

• The severance of church and state in modern democratic regimes (in the USA and 

Australia, for instance) made religious affiliation a voluntary matter – moreover, state 

welfare systems took over areas traditionally controlled by the churches.   

• Similarly, economic and cultural shifts have provided modern societies with 

increasing time for leisure activities, activities voluntarily selected according to taste, 

interests, and personal commitments.   

• Matters were also significantly affected by massive modern processes of migration, 

urbanisation, and mass communication that have undermined so-called ‘traditional’ 

ways of life.
22

   

 

 The story of how the West got to that point is actually a long and complex one, 

certainly reaching back much further than the C20th.  I would like to introduce you briefly 

now to one of the main characters in the genealogical tale, the C17th French philosopher 

René Descartes (1596-1650).  Modern western cultures deny that religion is about Truth.  At 

most, it is about private feeling, or even, along with art and music, about the Beautiful.  

Religious scholars have frequently laid the blame for this change in the understanding of 

religion at the Descartes’ door, acknowledged to be one of the founders or fathers of modern 

thought.23   

 Descartes, born in 1596, became an accomplished mathematician as well as 

philosopher.  Impressed by the logical certainties of mathematics as he was, Descartes 

embarked on a philosophical project to provide secure grounds for our knowledge, so that we 



could confidently claim to genuinely know things.  Here he was pre-eminently responding to 

a wave of scepticism that had gripped the philosophical imaginations of many contemporary 

intellectuals.  But for our purposes, it is noteworthy to recognise one of the reasons for this 

scepticism.   

 In the second decade of the C16th Western Europe was gripped in a revolutionary 

ferment in which the one hegemonic religious power of the Catholic Church centred on the 

bishop of Rome fragmented.  Under the weight of a series of ‘reformations’ a number of 

Protestant Christianities emerged, and a situation existed in which a number of competing 

groups each claimed authority for different interpretations of the Christian tradition and its 

political embodiment in Western culture and society.  What is more, these fragmentations led 

to a century of military conflict, known as ‘the religious wars’.  European scepticism, and for 

the appeal to separate religion and state, came hot on the heels of this, and these were 

something of a reaction to it.  And this is revealing.  It is too easy for religious people to 

imagine that the emergence of anti-religious forces, agnosticism and atheism are wicked, and 

to forget that they are pre-eminently reactions to what are perceived to be unhealthy and 

problematic versions of religious thought and practice.  A little careful listening reveals the 

pain that drives many disbelievers and anti-theists – several forms of atheism are protests 

against the causes of this pain.  It has sometimes been said that behind every atheist lies an 

abusive religious fundamentalist.   

 In order to secure knowledge Descartes began with doubt, radical doubt, doubting that 

his senses could provide any reliable knowledge of things.  After all, it had been 

demonstrated that despite how things appeared to our sight, the world was spherical and not 

flat; moreover, Galileo Galilei had demonstrated that despite perceiving the world to be the 

centre of the universe it was in fact the sun that was the centre of the universe.   

 There was, however, one thing that Descartes felt assured he could not doubt – that in 

the act of doubting there was a conscious doubting subject.  In other words, he was clearly 

and distinctly aware that he was a rational consciousness.  This is Descartes famous formula:  

“I think therefore I am.”   

 With that in place he begins to make some great strides – next he provides a proof for 

God’s existence.  Descartes declares that he a concept of the perfect Being, and that Being 

must exist otherwise there would be something more perfect that does.  With God in place he 

moves to claim that since God would not deceive him therefore Descartes could rationally 

trust his sense experience.   



 Descartes’ philosophy is complex and makes a host of questionable assumptions.  But 

tonight I am more interested in discerning the considerable implications of his project for the 

shape and function of religion in the modern West.  On the one hand, he himself had no 

intention of displacing religious faith.  In his work he felt that he was providing rational 

support for Christian theology.  Yet on the other hand, what he articulates philosophically 

goes some way toward laying the ground for the ‘natural religion’ of European versions of 

Deism, and even for atheism.   

 In the first place, Descartes predicates all knowledge on the grounds of a knowledge 

of the self, the individual knowing subject.  Commentators have often referred to this as ‘the 

turn to the self’.  Subsequent versions of this have resulted in politics of national self-interest, 

liberal governments that serve to protect private property, art as self-expression, cultures of 

self-fulfilment and consumerist individuality.   

 Secondly, his attempt to make God rationally nothing more than the ground of 

knowledge of the world led Descartes to become the first thinker to compare the creator to a 

fine watchmaker, who plays a necessary role in the origin of the world but then has no 

apparent job to do in its ongoing history.
24

  His ‘God’, theologian Colin Brown argues, “is 

invoked as a kind of deus ex machina to guarantee the validity of our thoughts about the 

world.  Apart from that he remains eternally in the wings.”
25

   

 Thirdly, by becoming an object of thought, and thus as a principle invoked to explain 

how we know we know things, Descartes’ God is reduced to being an explanatory principle.  

Of course, once modern knowledge feels it had no need of this form of explanation atheism 

results.   

 Fourthly, and finally, since God is known through the process of reasoning, and 

performs a limited philosophical function, Descartes unwittingly challenges the need to root 

belief in God in concrete religious traditions.  In a similar vein, then, John Locke’s 

Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) argues that Christianity, for instance, is a reasonable 

supplement to ‘natural religion’ as opposed to ‘revealed religion’.  And as Herbert of 

Cherbury (1583-1648) had argued earlier, ‘natural religion’ is more than sufficient for human 

needs, providing us with a knowledge of Supreme Being and the life of virtue.   

 “The most significant intellectual forces in the German Enlightenment were ... 

directed towards the reshaping (rather than the rejection or demolition)” of religious faith 

traditions.
26

  It is simply a mistake to equate the birth of modern science with the birth of 

atheism.  C18th German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), for example, declared his 

philosophical intention to clear a space for faith to exist and operate freely.  Nevertheless, 



something happens to theology, both in terms of its self-presentation to a wider audience than 

those churched and also, more theologically importantly, to its content and self-

understanding.  In this respect, modernity welcomes religion only after it has domesticated it, 

tamed it so that it can enter as a guest under very strict limitations into the modern house.
27

  

Gone is the ability of the religious traditions to engage in the public arena of political policy 

making, of educational practice, and so on; and gone too is the deep sense of what historically 

makes a religious tradition.  At most religion becomes a glue that holds society together by 

giving it a common religious foundation (Durkheim), and a private matter that individuals 

choose to be a part of.   

 

‘God is Dead’, Long Live the Gods:  The Re-enchantment of the West  

The ‘secularisation paradigm’ is now looking less sufficient as an explanatory paradigm, and 

it needs to be substantially modified in the light of the fact that in most places, especially in 

the non-West, religious traditions and practices remain strong, and if anything are growing.  

So, for instance, argues Berger, “resurgent Islam is the most vital, vibrant and growing form 

of religion in the world today.”
28

  Moreover, Berger notes, “The rapid spread of Charismatic 

Christianity around the globe [particularly in Latin America] in the twentieth century and 

beyond”.
29

   

 But not only is this true of the non-West.  A little earlier in the lecture I mentioned 

that massive modern patterns of migration, urbanisation, and mass communication have 

undermined ‘traditional’ ways of life.  This last point is important for our purposes here since 

these patterns are contributing to what commentators call “the re-enchantment of the 

[Western] world”.
30

  Consequently, religion scholar Malory Nye observes that “Hardly a day 

goes by when there is not some manifestation of religion (religious identity, religious 

practice, religious conflict) reported on the TV or in newspapers.”
31

  On the one hand, for 

example, identifiably religious themes saturate the popular media, and not merely in the more 

explicitly religious, such as with Mel Gibson’s Passion of the Christ, but in The Simpsons, 

the Harry Potter series, the Star Wars saga, the re-imagining of vampire mythology, and so 

on.  On the other hand, the West is also witnessing to rise of assertive forms of religious 

fundamentalisms, Christian as much as Islamic.  According to Harvey Cox, “Paradoxically, 

by some standards the world may be even less secular at the end of the twentieth century than 

it was at the beginning.”
32

   



 Yet there is a further factor that is complicating the relationship of religion to the 

West:  even in the more secular regions over the past few decades there has been an 

important phenomenon – the mutation of religiosity into more diffuse, and less institutionally 

recognisable, forms.   

[T]here is what Robert Wuthnow has called ‘patchwork religion’.  In one study after 

another in …[the West] one finds people who put together an individualized religion, 

taking bits and pieces from different traditions, and coming up with a religious profile that 

does not fit easily into any of the organized denominations.  Many of them assert that they 

are not ‘religious’ at all, but are pursuing a quest for ‘spirituality’. … [P]eople [are] putting 

together a religion of their own like children tinkering with a lego set, picking and 

choosing from the available religious ‘material’.
33

   

 Through mass migration, immigration, the increase in foreign travel, and the mass 

availability of radios and televisions, there has developed a pluralisation of religiosity  

 American ethicists Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon regard the changes as 

signs of hope and opportunity.
34

  They indicate a spiritual hunger among people in the West, 

indicating dissatisfaction with the rationalist story that has dominated the modern 

imagination.  And yet for Harvey Cox these conditions of contemporary religious and 

spiritual pluralism raise a considerable number of deep intellectual and practical questions of 

any and every religious tradition involved.  So Cox argues, “The fact is that atheism and 

rationalism no longer constitute (if they ever really did) the major challenge to ... theology 

today.  The challenge comes not from the death of God but from the ‘re-birth of the gods’ 

(and the goddesses!).”
35

   

 What is the challenge?  After all, Islam, Judaism and Christianity were all born into 

the religious multiplicity and syncretism of the Arabian Peninsula, the Fertile Crescent, and 

the Hellenised Roman Empire respectively.  One of the major difficulties is suggested by 

theologian Tom Frame when he reflects on Australian Christian religiosity:   

the culturally compliant strain of Christianity promoted in Australia does not compel 

people to grapple with ideas that will expand their horizons, nor does it oblige them to 

embrace lifestyle choices that might involve discomfort.  Much of what purports to be 

Christianity in this country is a form of religious therapy whose aim is to make people feel 

better about themselves or help them gain more enjoyment out of life.
36

   

 Much of the spirituality or religiosity in the West today largely takes place outside of 

religious institutions and is consumerist in spirit – it involves an eclectic blend of religious 



stories and practices, constructed around the individual’s needs or desires for satisfaction, or 

for the soothing of a beleaguered soul.  So Graham Ward argues that “what we are witnessing 

is not a return [of religion] but a new religiousness that is hybrid, fluid, and 

commercialized.”
37

  This customised form of religiosity is, he continues, a ‘liquid’ spirituality 

tailored as a life-style for those accustomed to choosing their leisure and entertainment.  

Similarly Cox claims that this is not the “resacralization” of the Western world, or the return 

of the religions, so much as “a fascinating transformation of religion, a creative series of self-

adaptations by religions to the new conditions created by the modernity some of them helped 

to spawn.”
38

   

 In other words, Hauerwas and Willimon’s assessment of the situation is rather glib.  

The contemporary situation may well challenge the dominance of the secular paradigm, but it 

presents a number of significant difficulties for those seeking to live within and to promote 

the so-called ‘traditional’ religious faiths, those for whom the religious tradition is the ‘way 

of life’.  Firstly, are these new forms of religiosity not shallow, lacking depth beyond the 

provision of entertainment for a society that lives for leisure, therapeutic self-satisfaction and 

entertainment?  Secondly, can these religiosities be anything but arbitrary, since they lack the 

substance and history of the religious traditions like Islam, Judaism and Christianity.  Thirdly, 

without that substance, have they not reduced religion to something without content, 

something that cannot be reasoned, argued about, and studied because it is ultimately about 

little that is more important or substantial than a good meal, or a gym membership, or a piece 

of tasteful furniture?  Fourthly given that they are individualist in form, centred on the 

spiritual self, can they in any way practically imagine and encourage a just and 

compassionate society?  Fifthly, and finally, is there any sense in which they can imagine a 

form of transcendence that can ask critical questions about the character and performance of 

the spiritual self?   

 

Conclusion:  Challenging the Religious Traditions’ Ways into the Future 

I began tonight’s talk by discussing the vision of Francis Fukuyama, centred as it was on 

liberal democracy and free trade globalised economics.  There was no place for religion in his 

account.  Samuel Huntingdon, on the other hand, reintroduces religion in his particular 

vision, but it has been inhospitable especially to Muslims.   

 I then moved on to explain the importance of hospitality to the stranger in the 

Abrahamic traditions, and especially the notion that appropriate conversation between these 



traditions is an important ongoing form of hospitality that expresses the welcome and 

compassion of those who live in obedience to God.   

 Following that I attempted to explain how the modern West has developed in ways 

that are deeply inhospitable to the religious traditions – they are tolerated, but only insofar as 

they are kept out of the public setting.  This is what is meant by secularisation.  Descartes was 

selected as an important tributary in the stream of this story.   

 Finally, I have suggested that while religion, or spirituality, is now seen to be more 

prominent in the lives of people at the end of the C20th and the beginning of the C21st, the 

type of religiosity now directing the popular imagination is largely consumerist in ethos.  

Accordingly, it is intensely inhospitable to community attempts to engage in learning 

together, to responsibility and care for justice, to intensively deep and self-critical reading of 

the religious traditions, and to disciplined practices.  So according to Ward, “Postmodernity’s 

religion is not about discipline, sacrifice, obedience, and the development of virtue” or the 

demands of a good character good action.
39

  This, then, will prove to be no less of a challenge 

to those whose ways and practices seek to make public deep commitments to the religious 

traditions than did the more secular environment that has characterised much of the setting of 

the modern West.  In this, Muslims, Jews and Christians could, and perhaps should, fruitfully 

engage together in order to practically re-imagine what human flourishing in such a context 

might be like.  In that conversation perhaps there is reason to hope that God’s face will be 

less hidden in Western societies, and that honour of the divine name will be heard.   
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