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          In this holy season, when nearly four million Moslems (0.3% of the total) from all nations travel to Mecca in order to perform their holy pilgrimage, obediently submit and pray to God Almighty, they are in fact a living testimony to their  spiritual union, submission, devotion and equality before God, regardless of color, origin, gender, culture, wealth or status.  However, it is ironic that while everyone is watching this remarkable annual assembly of Moslems with awe, amazement and acclaim, a recent report by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, was especially telling and revealing, regarding the disturbing conditions and situation of the Moslem world. The current global Moslem population stands in the Report at 1.57 billion people in 232 countries and territories, -- nearly 25% of the world population.  Thus, Islam is the second largest religion after Christianity (2 billion adherents). Sixty percent of those Moslems live in Asia, 20% in the Middle East and North African countries and 15% in sub-Saharan Africa.            .                                                           ……….The Report exposes to the world, especially the west, that not all Moslems are Arabs, and not all Arabs are Moslems. It further underscores the breakdown of the Moslem Sunni – Shiite population, revealing that Shiites make up 10 -13% of the total, 80% of whom live in four countries, namely: Iran, Iraq, India and Pakistan.  However, Middle Eastern countries remain the religious spiritual beacons of the Islamic world with the holiest sites in Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia; and Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, Palestine; and the Al-Azhar Mosque and University in Cairo, Egypt.  Al-Azhar, of course, is the prominent religious heart of moderate Islamic scholarship, and the oldest center of Islamic theological teachings since 969 A.D.                                                   .                                                                                                                                            ……….Given these significant demographic facts, one would wonder in bewilderment and confusion at the depressing situation and declining conditions of Moslems around the globe, despite the establishment of the inter-regional Islamic Conference nearly three decades ago, as a regional forum, aiming at translating this two-week annual spiritual assembly in the pilgrimage season in Mecca into a year-round union of cause, action and deed.  Its objectives are intended to address and confront the challenges of peace, security, stability and development as well as to promote the uplifting of the deteriorating human conditions of the great majority of the Moslem population everywhere.  However, this organization has too little to show, beside verbal resolutions and ceremonial declarations of intent without any substantial content or truly concrete achievements! One would again observe and bemoan in dismay and discontent that the majority of the Moslem communities are plagued with the misfortunes of poverty, illness, illiteracy, under-development, violence, instability and insecurity. Why is it that Islamic Middle Eastern countries, that pride themselves of being custodians of holy sites and religious scholarship, have not spearheaded the drives to implement badly needed socio-economic, political and cultural development in the Moslem world, as they have partly achieved in religious affairs?  Furthermore, why is it that certain Middle Eastern countries with their 15% of the Moslem population, have brought upon the Islamic world universal accusations and blame, with their growing fanaticism, radicalism, violence and terrorism, and even exported these to Asian Moslem countries like tolerant, moderate Indonesia in which reside 203 million Moslems (13% of all Moslems)?  While some Asian countries, like Indonesia and Malaysia, have catapulted themselves during the last three decades to new heights of development in order to achieve progress and prosperity, as economic tigers, however, the majority of Middle Eastern countries, alas, have remained almost at a standstill, or even slipped backwards, during the elapsed 100 years after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.  In fact, their geo-political mosaics and socio-economic road maps have remained in limbo throughout the last century, trapped in a state of de facto or virtual colonization, and entrenched in wars, fighting, instability, bloodshed, under-development and backwardness.  Ironically, their abundant natural and human resources, and the common denominators of objectives, religion, culture and language, should have enabled and propelled them into new frontiers and great achievements in all fronts.                                                      .                                                                                                                                   ……… Yet, the seeds of animosity, infighting, rivalry and hatred continue to infect many areas and infest relationships, thus threatening the very existence and future of the Moslem populations in the region. Tragically enough, the Moslem populations continue, in the meantime, to endure intolerable deprivations, persistent suffering, curtailment of human rights and denial of freedom.  These practices violate and affront the basic Islamic teachings.  Although these divisive seeds were planted fourteen centuries ago, nevertheless, external powers and interests are rudely exploiting Middle East resources and conditions by capitalizing on the potentially divisive issues in order to further inflame and exasperate the volatile conflicting issues of religion, color, origin, resources and borders.  The ultimate aim is focused on splitting national and regional entities and causes at the seams, thus triggering wars, bloodshed, terrorism, violence and tension.  Alas, the Moslem nations’ wealth is drained in exhausting conflicts, expensive armaments, futile fighting, desperate illusions and aggressive intentions. Meanwhile, the latest Chinese Report entitled “Academic Ranking of World Universities – 2009” on the Top 500 Universities world-wide, has embarrassingly indicated that only three countries in the Islamic world are listed to have one university each that has fulfilled the ranking criteria, namely: Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran.  This plainly underscores the fact that the education system in the Islamic and Arab worlds is in need of drastic reform.                                                .                                                                               ……… The awesome spiritual and human resources of the Moslem world, coupled with their blessings of vast human and natural resources, especially in oil and gas, could motivate and propel national strategic plans for  unprecedented socio-economic development and prosperity, in coordinated fronts, levels and sectors, provided that destructive forces of  tension, interventions, and divisions are contained and eliminated. The Organization of Islamic Conference and the Arab League are only formal regional frameworks for the political expression of union but unfortunately have achieved too little to account for.  They reflect the current state of affairs and relationships of member states with all their problems and conflicts. These regional organizations need to be restructured and get inspired by the model accomplishments and successful experiments of the European Union, and have suitable strategic plans adopted to reform and uplift Moslem conditions. Nations in the region must abandon wars, conflicts and tensions in order to achieve greater objectives and meaningful developments for all the people in all the communities of the Moslem world.                                    .                                                        . .           The horizons are vast and promising; the resources are abundant and awaiting; the spiritual framework is brilliant and urging; but the will must be formidable and propelling.                                 .                                                                   
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