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Introduction

BY AMBASSADOR AKBAR AHMED

The events of September 11, 2001 forced nations all over the world, 
America in particular, to confront a dramatically changing and 

dangerous world. Phrases that defined and celebrated America’s great-
ness, such as freedom of religion, representative democracy, and civil 
liberty, suddenly seemed aggressively challenged. These are noble prin-
ciples indeed, but in the face of threats to security and comfort, and 
with religious extremism on the rise, Americans are being forced to 
face important challenges to them. How do we understand the mean-
ing of words like “freedom,” “democracy,” and “civil liberty”? How do 
we uphold and protect such principles in today’s America amidst grow-
ing tension over deep religious differences?

The reality is that America has faced these challenges and questions 
since her inception. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with cer-
tain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pur-
suit of Happiness.” With a single sentence, Thomas Jefferson formed the 
framework for a civil society, a society in which people with the deep-
est and most meaningful differences would be unified under a specific 
code of liberties. 

During the Revolutionary War, George Washington was charged 
to defend and protect a young nation that at the time was little more 
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than a grand idea written on paper. Americans had no historic claim 
to the land. Their property and money were mostly indebted to wealthy 
English citizens. All that remained were words, and when words 
are all that remain, the manner in which those words are applied is 
supremely important.

Washington realized this, and it impacted the way in which he acted. 
Even though the British tortured the American troops they captured, 
Washington insisted that Americans treat captured British soldiers 
with civility and dignity. What would a watching world say about a 
new country founded on principles of dignity and civility if the meth-
ods used to establish that country were contrary to those principles?

As people who believe in the God of Abraham, Muslims, Jews, and 
Christians also intimately know these tensions. What are we to do with 
the words of the Koran, Torah, and Bible? Each of these books holds 
fundamentally different ideas about what it means to believe and to fol-
low God—and of even greater significance, each religion believes that 
its ideas are absolutely true. The question that Dr. Os Guinness poses 
and begins to answer so eloquently and thoughtfully in this reading 
bears repeating: How do we live with our deepest differences, especially 
when those differences are religious and ideological?

If we seek truly to protect and to advocate for the words of our faith, 
the answer is not clash or conflict, but rather, civility. In the context of 
our times, we need a new understanding of civility, in Dr. Guinness’s 
words, “in the public square.” This concept, however, cannot be just 
theoretical. It must be lived out in society. In civility, we find space 
for dialogue, which in turn fosters true understanding, true friendship, 
and true reconciliation. 

At the Buxton Initiative, we continually strive to live out this ideal. 
When Ambassador Doug Holladay and I met in the difficult and con-
fusing months following September 11th we both recognized the need 
for civil dialogue. Every time we turned on the television, news reports 
warned that “Islam is a religion of evil” and warned to look out for 
Muslims, which insinuated that all Muslims were terrorists. Having 
recently moved to Washington D.C. and having few friends in the area, 
I was extremely thankful that Ambassador Holladay reached out and 
befriended me and my family. It was yet another sure sign of faith 
from just one of the wonderful Christians I have met in my lifetime. 
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In seeking to understand our differences, our conversations spawned 
a friendship that would form the foundation of the Buxton Initiative. 
Now through Buxton’s dialogues and events, friends from a variety 
of backgrounds and experiences are reaching out to understand each 
other and discover both common ground as well as differences. 

In doing so, the Buxton Initiative offers a model that we hope will 
influence elected officials, policy makers, and fellow citizens. Oth-
erwise, by failing to practice the founding ideals of our nation as we 
simultaneously seek to protect them, Americans reduce the efforts of 
Founding Fathers like George Washington to a tragic irony. In excus-
ing our behavior on the basis of protection of property, wealth, and 
power, we fail to achieve the true vision of America. The Founding 
Fathers had seen many impressive examples of power, but power did 
not impress them. Power comes and goes. Only by living up to the ide-
als of a civil society can a Republic endure.

In this spirit, we are extremely grateful for Dr. Guinness’s work. 
Just like Alexis de Tocqueville, Dr. Guinness’s outside perspective of 
America is greatly appreciated. Combined with his compassionate 
insight and clear intellect, this reading is of tremendous value to all 
Americans. 

As men and women of faith living in America, we have a deep 
responsibility to consider the implications of our religions and ideolo-
gies. As Dr. Guinness explains the importance of maintaining a world 
safe for religious diversity, we would be wise to heed the urgency and 
relevance of his wisdom. Then, by seeking to understand our differ-
ences through dialogue and relationships, we can begin to implement 
a fitting vision of civility in the American public square. �

Ambassador Akbar S. Ahmed, cofounder of the Buxton Initiative, is the Ibn 
Khaldun Chair of Islamic Studies and Professor of International Relations at 
American University in Washington, D.C. He is the former High Commissioner 
of Pakistan to Great Britain and earned his Ph.D. from the University of London. 
Among his books are Islam Under Siege and Journey into Islam.
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A World Safe for Diversity

DR. OS GUINNESS

So, let us not be blind to our differences—but let us also direct our attention 
to our common interests and to means by which those differences can be 
resolved. And if we cannot end now our differences, at least we can help 
make the world safe for diversity. For, in the final analysis, our most basic 
common link is that we all inhabit this planet. We all breathe the same air. 
We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.

President John F. Kennedy, commencement 
address, American University, June 1963

It would be a safe but sad bet that someone, somewhere in the 
world, is killing someone else at this very moment in the name of 

religion or ideology.
Currently, the world’s newspapers give us each day our daily read 

of the Sunni Muslims ferociously slaughtering Shia Muslims in Bagh-
dad, and of Shia Muslims ferociously slaughtering Sunni Muslims in 
revenge. Elsewhere it might be Muslims and Hindus killing each other 
in Kashmir, or Buddhists and Hindus in Sri Lanka, or Muslims and 
animists in Sudan. Earlier it would have been Protestants and Catho-
lics in Ulster, and Muslims, Orthodox, and Catholics in the Balkans. 
These are just some of the infamous examples of the carnage, and the 
devil is usually in the detail of the images and words. As one radical 
Muslim’s placard declared with a stunning lack of self-consciousness: 
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“Behead those who say Islam is a violent religion.”
But before anyone drifts off into the well-rehearsed litany of blam-

ing it all on religion, we should remember that modern “terror” began 
in France in 1789 in the name of secular Reason, killing several mil-
lion in its wars and committing a near-genocide in the Vendée on its 
first outing. Nearer our own time, close to a hundred million people 
were slaughtered in the twentieth century by secularist regimes, led by 
secularist intellectuals, in the name of secularist ideologies—far more 
than the deaths from all the religious persecutions and repressions in 
Western history combined.

In the world’s most murderous century, about one hundred mil-
lion human beings were killed in war, another hundred million under 
political repression, and yet another hundred million in ethnic and 
sectarian violence.1

Unquestionably, religion can be divisive, violent, and evil. But, also 
unquestionably, secularism can be oppressive, murderous, and evil, 
too. Leaving aside Hitler, who was anti-Christian but not an atheist, 
Lenin, Stalin, Mao Tse-tung, Pol Pot, the Young Turks, and the Span-
ish Republicans were all secularist, though cut from the same cloth as 
Osama bin Laden and Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi. When priests and nuns 
were slaughtered by the thousands and churches sacked and destroyed 
in the Spanish Civil War, a Republican wrote: “These burnings were 
the autos da fé necessary for the progress of civilization.”2

This is no moment for crowing by either side, or for cheap attacks 
and mindless finger-pointing by anyone. There is enough blame to go 
around to sober us all, and the urgent need is for solutions, not scape-
goats. As Ambrose Bierce pronounced with bitter accuracy in The Dev-
il’s Dictionary, “The defining feature of humanity is inhumanity.”3

But the point at which we must begin to respond is to face up to the 
core of the dilemma today: How do we live with our deepest differ-
ences, especially when those differences are religious and ideological? 
The place at which we must begin to search for answers is the United 
States. Not because the problem is worse here than elsewhere—on 
the contrary—but because America has the best cultural resources, 
and therefore the greatest responsibility to point the way forward in 
answering the deepest questions.

This short essay is a proposal for restoring civility in America, as 
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one model for fostering civility around the world and helping to make 
the world safe for diversity. But civility must truly be restored. It is not 
to be confused with niceness and mere etiquette or dismissed as squea-
mishness about differences. It is a tough, robust, substantive concept 
that is a republican virtue, critical to both democracy and civil society, 
and a manner of conduct that will be decisive for the future of the 
American republic.4

LET AMERICA BE AMERICA

“Let America be America.” That maxim is not a statement of jingoism 
or empty bombast when written by a foreigner. Yet if ever there was a 
time for Americans to live up to the saying and save it from becoming 
a cliché, let alone a form of rank hypocrisy, it is now. The alternative is 
to let things slip, and accelerate the moment when the need will be to 
save America from herself.

As history’s first new nation and the current lead society in the mod-
ern world, the United States is distinctive for the way it was founded by 
intention and by ideas. American ideals and institutions do not trail off 
into the mists of antiquity as do those of many nations. They were born 
in an unprecedented burst of brilliant thinking and political building, 
and from the very beginning they engaged constructively with many of 
the central challenges and characteristic features of the modern world.

Freedom, equal opportunity, the rule of law, mutual responsibility, 
representative government, the separation of powers, freedom of reli-
gion, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, justice grounded in due 
process and the presumption of innocence, universal public education—
as words, these ideals trip off the tongue lightly; but as principles, they 
form the bedrock on which the greatness of America has been built.

Earlier, many people around the world were blind to the signifi-
cance of what George Washington called “the great experiment” and 
the founders declared “the new order of the ages.” Unlike Alexis de 
Tocqueville, such people did not see the meaning and importance of 
the rise of democracy in America. And while their traditional ways of 
life endured, they could afford to ignore it.

That is no longer the case. The global era has thrust almost all the 
world into the same avalanche of change and choice, so that many for-
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merly traditional countries are now scrambling to come to terms with 
modern problems for which their traditions and customs have not pre-
pared them.

Witness, for example, the once-homogeneous British and Dutch 
scrambling to adapt their traditional views of tolerance to a whirlwind 
of disruptive diversity undreamed of a generation ago; or the hauteur 
of the French at being forced to renegotiate their strictly secular way of 
public life under the impact of Muslim immigration while still press-
ing to keep any reference to Europe’s two-thousand-year Christian past 
out of the preamble to the European Constitution. Both of these are 
the sort of challenges that the United States has wrestled with from the 
very beginning; and for anyone willing to learn, the American experi-
ence is highly instructive.

Ironically, however, at the very moment when the world is ripe for a 
new appreciation of the significance of the American experiment, two 
things block the United States from being the “city upon a hill” so often 
cited by Americans from John Winthrop to Ronald Reagan. The more 
obvious but lesser problem is that recent American policies have alien-
ated the world as never before. The less obvious but larger problem is 
that the United States is not performing so well itself in areas where 
once its accomplishments were thought to be a proven success.

To put the point plainly, much of the world is not currently inclined 
to watch or listen as they might, and America is not modeling the 
American way of life as once she used to.

Nowhere is America’s failure to live up to her own promise more 
striking than over the thorny issues surrounding liberty, diversity, and 
unity—or the question of how Americans live with their deepest dif-
ferences. E Pluribus Unum has long been both America’s motto and 
its greatest triumph, but the troubled front lines of America’s culture 
wars show a very different reality. The challenge of living with deep 
differences is calling into question not only freedom and justice but 
America’s very identity—and this at a time when living with our deep-
est differences has become one of the world’s greatest issues, one that 
cries out for new and urgent solutions on a wider scale.

This essay is a proposal for reforging civility in American public 
life—a tough, robust democratic civility wrested from the jaws of the 
culture wars.
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I write as a longtime European admirer of the United States, with the 
deep conviction that the quest for civility in world affairs has to begin in 
America; but also with a growing sadness that America’s recent leader-
ship has not matched up to her global responsibilities. It is not that the 
American Way should be the world’s way, or that there is a one-size-fits-
all solution for world civility, for there are multiple modernities, and 
each nation must work out a solution that suits its own unique culture 
and history. It is rather that civility stands a better chance of success 
in America than in any other major country, because of the resources 
of American first principles, such as freedom of conscience. It is true, 
too, that success in the world’s leading society would provide a stronger 
example and be a brighter beacon to the rest of the world.

For who can doubt that living with our deepest differences is one of 
the world’s greatest issues?

PANDAEMONIUM

“Now the crusades have ended.” Those words, uttered by General 
Edmund Allenby when he entered the Holy City of Jerusalem on 
December 9, 1917, invoked the memory of Richard Coeur de Lion, 
leader of the Crusading forces of Western Christendom. Like a later 
American president’s “Mission accomplished” in Iraq, Allenby’s rash 
claim was soon to be contradicted but never forgotten. More accurate, 
though no less inflammatory, was the declaration of the French gov-
ernor who entered Damascus in 1919 and visited the tomb of the great 
Kurdish warrior Salah Ad-din Yusuf. Placing his gun on the sarcopha-
gus, he said, “Saladin, we have returned.”5

If there are ghosts in the Balkans, the ghosts in Palestine and in the 
wider Near East are older and even more implacable. For three thou-
sand years, believers and infidels of one faith or another—from the 
Israelites and Philistines, to the Egyptians, Assyrians, and Chaldeans, 
to the Jews and the Greeks and the Romans, to the Franks and the 
Turks, to the Saracens and the Mongols, to the Western Allies and the 
Ottomans, to the Yankees and the Islamists, to the Shias and the Sun-
nis—have fought across the terrain with clubs and slingshots, swords 
and scimitars, chain-mail armor and assassins’ cloaks, tanks, Hum-
vees, and suicide martyr belts.
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Muslims today may fight under the banner of the Prophet, but 
Arab leader after Arab leader also fights for the honor of picking up 
the mantle of Saladin, the scourge of the crusaders. The Old Man of 
the Mountains, leader of the dreaded assassins, stalks the world again 
in the form of Osama bin Laden; and even the would-be assassin of 
Pope John Paul II wrote that he had intended to slay “the supreme com-
mander of the Crusades.”6 Sixty years ago, the English writer Hilaire 
Belloc predicted today’s dramatic resurgence of Islam, and also point-
edly warned that Muslims would seek revenge for their last great 
humiliation in Europe—at the siege of Vienna in 1683; to be precise, on 
September 11, 1683.

And still today, as for countless centuries, the “thrice-Holy City” of 
Jerusalem is at the storm center of it all, with the modern nation of 
Israel taking roughly the place of the twelfth-century kingdom of Jeru-
salem, and certainly being seen as intrusive to many of its surrounding 
Muslim neighbors, as the crusader kingdom was to the Turks and the 
Saracens of its time.

No wonder, then, that the official name for Osama bin Laden’s al 
Qaeda (“the base”) is “The World Islamic Front for Holy War Against 
Jews and Crusaders.”

History, of course, is only one ingredient in the clash and din of 
Middle Eastern strife. Add others, such as religious and theological 
differences, the struggle for power and vital resources such as oil, the 
potent human passions for identity and justice, the dark currents of 
vengeance and honor, not to speak of advancing technologies of com-
munications right down to the Internet. And before you know it, you 
have a witches’ brew of ancient hatreds and conflicts, as ready to be 
brought to the boil today as it was a thousand, two thousand, or three 
thousand years ago.

Then lift up your eyes and follow the trail of blood around the world, 
and you see that the problems of the Middle East are only one of the 
world’s chronic flashpoints. The twentieth century climaxed with a gory 
explosion of ethnic and sectarian violence that offset its equally strik-
ing march of freedom after the fall of Soviet tyranny. Bosnia, Kosovo, 
Rwanda, Congo, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Burma, Chechnya, East Timor, 
northern Uganda—the litany of massacres was a grim reminder of the 
crooked timber of our humanity, and together they created a bloody cre-


