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CHAPTER ONE

A UNIQUE INSTABILITY? EXPLORING THE BOUNDARIES OF
. MONOTHEISM

INTRODUCTION

Anne-Marie Korte {Tilburg University & Utrecht University)

The attacks on the Babylonic symbols of Western culture on September
11, 2001 not only caused devastation, fear and social strain; they also
sparked new political and scholarly interest in monotheism as a banner,
or for others as a phantom, of the religious heritage of the Abrahamitic
religions. That the significance and public presence of the great mono-
theistic faith traditions again would become prominent as well as dis-
puted, is a scenario few expected to encounter in twenty-first century
Western society. In the Netherlands we have become embroiled in this
situation very directly through the religiously motivated murder of jour-
nalist and filmmaker Theo van Gogh in November 2004 in reaction to
his provocative statements on Islamic faith and culture.

One of the most obvious questions raised by this new public and
political appeal to traditional faith traditions, is whether the monotheis-
tic religions and their truth claims regarding religious uniqueness and
moral supetiority can be held responsible for unleashing and sustaining
the contemporary “clash of civilisations.” In this state of affairs, theolo-
gians—who reflect systematically on their own religious tradition—
seem to have inherited the thankless task of warding off attacks on mon-
otheistic religion and defending its raison d’étre to believers and disbe-
lievers alike.

A less apologetic and theologically more challenging task, however,
is the exploration of the significance of monotheism in modern Western
culture, taking into account both its problematic and promising aspects.
In the past two decades, theologians and scholars of religion have
shown a growing interest in the origins, historical forms and contempo-
rary heritages of monotheism. There have been several catalysts for this,
including ongoing developments and new findings in religious and bib-
lical studies, the impact of late twentieth century movements such as



