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Editorial

The recent acts of what might be called ‘super-terrorism’ inflicted upon
the Muslims of Palestine by the enemies of Islam were accompanied by a
fervid propaganda campaign that, among other things, spoke ominously of
the solidarity and cooperation between the Islamic movements of Palestine
and Iran. This was just one note in a crescendo of insidious voices emanat-
ing from the global edifice of liberal secularism that has been, for some
time now, sounding the alarm bells of the “dangers of a Sunni-Shia alli-
ance”. The level of concern and the tenor of the language used illustrate the
underlying policies of this Axis of Modernity in its attempts to undermine
and sabotage the Islamic Movement. From campaigns that aim to empha-
size Sunni-Shia rivalries—stoking the fires of sectarianism on both sides of
the “divide®—to covert actions that actually initiate internecine warfare
and bloodshed, the West is frantically trying to divide the Muslim Ummah
at every turn. This frenzy, belying the desperation that fuels it, is of such
intensity that in some cases the masks of “human rights”, “pluralism”,
“democracy” . . . are rent asunder, revealing the true nature and number of
the beast hiding behind them.

It was over one year ago that Seymour Hersh blew the whistle in The
New Yorker on Washington’s role in fuelling Sunni-Shia tensions, confirm-
ing, what was obvious for many, that the U.S. was behind much of the sec-
tarian violence in Iraq and Lebanon. In an attempt to co-opt radical Sunni
groups as well as their own proxies among the “Sunni” Arab leaders of the
Muslim world into their nefarious plans, the West has given much currency
to the discussions on an “emerging Shia Crescent”—variously referred to as
‘the rise of the Shia,” ‘the Shia wave,” ‘the Shia awakening’ and ‘the Shia re-
vival.” This strategy which aims to raise the spectre of sectarianism across
the Muslim world, along with the covert actions which result in the death
of a great many innocent people, is proof enough of the intolerant and ul-
timately demonic nature of modern liberalism. This proof, before being a
scathing moral, legal, social, or political indictment against the West, is
first and foremost evidence of the bankruptcy of its secular liberal “civiliza-
tion” with regards to metaphysical principles and absolute truths.

When this is understood it becomes blatantly clear that the liberal man-
tra of “world peace through religious pluralism” is a red herring. This form
of pluralism has not only failed in achieving any semblance of peace but it
cannot do so as a matter of principle. This is because any religious plural-
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ism that is based on the relativity of truth or the relativity of knowledge
does not have a cognitive foundation upon which to make any statement
that can be described as value-laden—including, but not limited to, the
above idea of the inherent goodness of pluralism. A more detailed explana-
tion of this truth is in order here as it has profound implications for inter
and intra-religious paradigms of unity and tolerance.

Liberalism, in its modern sense, is essentially against all ideologies. It
names its dogma—which is purported to be anti-ideological—*“pluralism”
or “social pluralism.” As religions are considered the traditional propo-
nents of “ideology,” liberalism seeks to counter them by invoking a “rels-
gious pluralism.” As Legenhausen points out, “Religious pluralism is a
theological movement grounded in the ethos of political liberalism and
emerging directly out of liberal Protestantism.”™ In its attempts to oppose
ideologies, liberalism negates any and all ontologies, both for its opponents
and for itself, ultimately seeking recourse to a special epistemological posi-
tion that is not based on any substantial ontological basis. Historically it
was logical positivism and empiricism that first formed the epistemological
approach that liberalism was to take towards reality. At a later stage, even
they were abandoned due to their ideological undertones and, in their
place, a pragmatic empiricism was promoted to deny metaphysics. Since
ideological propositions are at root metaphysical and value-laden, the lib-
eralist mentality labelled them as ‘non-scientific’ and of no cognitive con-
tent. With the removal of the ideological and the metaphysical, there re-
mained no basis for ultimate reality and the Absolute, paving the way for
pure relativism. According to this view, in the final analysis all proposi-
tions ultimately are neither true nor false as there is no concrete and abso-
lute truth by which to judge them. Pluralism in this sense can only be the
“position” of the nihilist who considers everything as equal in “value” be-
cause he sees it all to be meaningless, which presumably would include his
own interjections or claims of meaninglessness.

Logically speaking, an epistemological pluralism based on the relativity
of knowledge cannot give rise to any type of categorical or imperatival
statement, but rather on the contrary, it removes the very grounding for
such a statement to exist. A statement or proposition that is imperatival is
value-laden and hence is of the type of propositions that can be called
“ideological”. So if there is to be any type of imperative attached to toler-
ance and social liberalism, then two things must take place: first, there must
be a way to give validity to ideological propositions; second, there must be

' Muhammad Legenhausen, “Islam and Religious Pluralism,” A Tawhid, Vol. XIV, No. 3
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a categorical judgement that invalidates those propositions that negate tol-
erance in an absolute fashion—or in other words, there must still be room
to speak of the falsity of some ideological propositions.

Just as the relativity of knowledge was incapable of resolving the di-
lemma of validating imperative statements about tolerance, by all the more
reason, the relativity of truth also fails in this regard since it removes, from
the outset, the very idea of an objective truth. The only recourse or type of
“relativity” that resolves the above-mentioned dilemma, while still allowing
for multiplicity in the realm of human knowledge and experience, is what
can rightfully be called “the limitation of human knowledge.” This form of
“relativity” negates the other two problematic forms since not only does it
allow for an objective and concrete criterion on which to judge proposi-
tions, but it also makes possible access to that same existing truth. On the
affirmative side, it allows for cognitive multiplicity as well as the possibility
of error. Hence, by giving credence to the above fundamentals it is possible
to arrive at propositions that positively affirm and make imperative ‘social
tolerance’ in its various dimensions, whereas by going the way of relativism,
such a conclusion is prohibited from the outset.

Gavin D’Costa foreshadows the palpable consequences of the inherent
contradiction of a relativistic pluralism that denies the truth claims of re-
ligions but affirms itself in absolutist terms: “Such pluralism cannot toler-
ate alternative claims and is forced to deem them mythical. The irony about
tolerant pluralism is that it is eventually intolerant towards most forms of
orthodox religious belief.”” Hence a pluralism that is based on relativism
and is a “universalism” that ends up denying the religious forms their va-
lidity, must, by the logic of things, either deny itself formal existence or see
itself to be the only truth. In this way, it is forced to become particularistic,
thereby defying its initially stated purpose. Reza Shah-Kazemi, the author
of our first article titled, “The Metaphysics of Interfaith Dialogue”, puts
this poignantly in the following way: . .. a universalism that does not in-
clude particularism is itself particularist and exclusivist—it excludes exclu-
sivism.”?

Shah-Kazemi rightly notes that this form of religious liberty and plural-
ism, not being a forbearance that is mandated by the religion in question,
quickly becomes the absolute non-discrimination of principles and which
leads to a situation where “no one is rightfully possessed of the power not
to tolerate or to cancel this liberty”—hence, to the gyranny of tolerance. Such

* Gavin D’Costa, ‘The Impossibility of a Pluralist View of Religions’, in Religions Studies, no. 32, 1996,
p.223; quoted by Shah-Kazemi in The Other in the Light of the One, p. 252.
3 Reza Shah-Kazemi, The Other in the Light of the One, p. xxii.
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an 1llogical and unprincipled stance on the part of secular liberalism has
led to a great debate on “Tolerating the Intolerant” and the limits and
methodology of tolerance. What is ignored is the fact that there can be no
principled reason to define any limits whatsoever other than pragmatic
considerations of the biological survival of society, which in themselves are
open to subjective interpretation and despotic application.

Liberal theoreticians, basing themselves on an “epistemic democracy”
and without recourse to ontological considerations, readily speak of the
equality of all different types of thought. From this they come to conclude
the necessity of “freedom,” social tolerance, and a laissez faire attitude to
life. Such a conclusion is logically faulty. This is because if it is held that
due to the relativity of knowledge, no conflicting ideas can ever provide
proof for their own correctness—implying all ideologies are united in their
innate lack of objective truth—then there can be no affirmation or cate-
gorical imperative with regards to freedom and social tolerance itself, as
this is not an exception to the rule in question. Therefore, liberalism, as an
ideology, which affirms and proffers the idea of tolerance as innately good,
has no proof of its own correctness and truth. In other words, the call to
tolerance 1s an idea that is contrasted with a call to intolerance; and if the
latter is “ideological” then the former must also be similar.

Tolerance, or more accurately, ‘forbearance’—when it does not derive
from a self-defeating secular liberalism which not only makes it bereft of
any positive value but opens the Luciferian doors of the exactly opposite
tendency by way of an overbearing and extremist cult of “tolerance” and
“freedom”—can find a principled expression through orthodox religious
thought and practice. Historically, it is seen to be the case that whenever
the Qur’anic ethos was implemented in the Muslim world, there was great
forbearance. In this regard Shah-Kazemi writes:

A tolerance that is ‘transcendently-ordained’ is one which carries
with it some divinely revealed sanction; tolerance of a non-
transcendent order ultimately derives only from a kind of social or
humanistic utilitarianism, and is thus at the mercy of the contingen-
cies of pragmatism. The first kind of tolerance is of a much more ab-
solute nature, being sealed, as it were, by Heaven; the second, though
laudable in its positive effects, is more fragile, and depends more on
the evaluation of what is opportune in any given situation. It is our
contention that the Qur’anic discourse, read in depth and not just
on the surface, contains the principles for elaborating just such a
‘transcendently-ordained tolerance’, a tolerance that is not simply the
outcome of a sentimental desire for peaceful relations between adher-
ents of different religions [and different sects], but one which is
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deeply rooted in a recognition of, and respect for, the holiness that
lies at the core of all revealed religious traditions.*

Transcendently-ordained tolerance or forbearance that is not only en-
couraged but mandated by orthodox religions has a number of forms. In
its most universal form, it tries to include some of those who do not be-
lieve in its truth-claim into a group that is open to salvation and makes
ideological room for them on the pretext of a limitation of knowledge
(both in terms of limited access to it and inability to comprehend it), po-
tential hardships (of accepting it) or the overarching incumbency of Divine
Mercy. In a more particularistic form, it attempts to include the religious-
other in some type of salvation—even if this ‘salvation’ is exoterically
worded as a “lessening of the punishment”. In the most particularistic
form, it legislates the inclusion of those outside of its religious or confes-
sional fold into a group that is guaranteed safety and protection in this
world. This last form is purely out of an adherence to the Law, which tells
the exclusivist to carry out such an “inclusion” even if he does not under-
stand the wisdom behind the Law.

The Qur’an, as the transcendent source of this mandate, on whatever
level it is envisaged—from the universal-essential to the legal-formal—
provides clear counsel on the types or stages of inclusion. It envisions three
concentric circles by which the practicing Muslim is to have forbearance
with the “other.” The first and most inner circle is the intra-Islamic one in
which the believers are commanded to be brothers of one another and not

be divided. Allah says in the Qur’an:

¢ G e e S8 _E ___ . 5 E- - _ S g2 7
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The faithful are indeed brothers. Therefore make peace between

your brothers and be wary of Allah, so that you may receive [His]
mercy.>

In this imperative command, the reason for forbearance is the reception
of Divine mercy; beyond this, however, there are more “practical” consid-
erations of the power and strength that comes with such unity. Any intol-
erance that would lead to intra-Muslim disunity would then presumably

4 Ibid., p. xil.
> Qur’an 49:10.
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cause the opposite of mercy, namely harshness and the onslaught of Divine
wrath.

The next level or circle which is wider that the previous one is the one in
which the believers in all Divine revelations are called to become united on
the common word as the liaison between them. With respect to doctrine,
this point of unity is the fact that we all accept monotheism and do not
give importance to anything other than God, and with respect to social
practice, we do not lord over each other in a humanistic attempt to play
god on earth. The verse reads:

i
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Say, “O People of the Book! Come to a word common between
us and you: that we will worship no one but Allah, and that we
will not ascribe any partner to Him, and that we will not take each
other as lords besides Allah.” But if they turn away, say, “Be wit-
nesses that we are Muslims.”®

The final and most encompassing circle of inclusion is one in which all
those who would not count themselves as believers in a revelation but who
retain that bare minimum awareness of the original nature of man (fitra)
and who can be said to have a “conscience” whereby they do not oppress
the believers are, on that count, given kindness and fair treatment. God
speaks to the believers about this group in this way:

o St ol dll 3RS 3 il o W R ¥

. 1;9.4 2 2 g~z '5 ’/ ,~} 1f/ 5} (2’: 55} _
Otbwdell Cgdll O] ("W"‘” Iawdiy smgnd O vgj‘-i?
Allah does not forbid you in regard to those who did not make

war against you on account of religion and did not expel you from
your homes, that you deal with them with kindness and justice.

Indeed Allah loves the just.”

¢ Qur’an 3:64.
7 Qur’an 60:8.

10



EDITORIAL

So tolerance and forbearance is for those people and groups that fall
within any one of these three circles of inclusion. This implies that a per-
son who does not fall into any one of these three categories is considered a
person who is “at war” with the believers and, hence, is intolerant and must
be treated in kind. In describing these three circles or levels, Ayatullah
Jawadi Amuli, during the course of a moving speech, said:

Islam has a big heart with respect to each of these levels. On the first
level, it says to the believers, “You should live in a brotherly way”—
The faithful are indeed brothers. And even wider and more encompass-
ing than this, Islam orders all the monotheists of the world to make
total peace, in saying: Say, ‘O People of the Book! Come to a word com-
mon between us and you: that we will worship no one but Allah’. [Then]
in the stage where a person is neither a Muslim nor a Christian nor a
Jew nor a Zoroastrian, and is just a human being; in this stage as well,
Islam prescribes global peace. In Stirah Mumtahinah, God says that
as long as you are a human being, you can have a peaceful life. We
have all been ordered that with respect to [any person], whether he is
a polytheist, a communist, an idolator—of whatever religion that he
may belong to—just so long as he is not in revolt against Islam and
is not making efforts to go against Islam and the Muslims, well then
not only should you not expel him, and not only should you not be
apathetic towards him, but, on the contrary, you must be just and
merciful, kind and friendly. Allah does not forbid you in regard to those
who did not make war against you on account of religion and did not expel
you from your homes, that you deal with them with kindness and justice.
Following this He has said: Indeed Allah loves the just. Hence in the Is-
lamic order, even a disbeliever must not beg, and the Muslims must
be merciful towards him and compassionate. If he is poor, the Mus-
lims must take care of him and his rights are to be respected.®

Such a Qur’anic understanding also explains the categorical positions
that Imam Khumayni adopted in the Islamic Republic of Iran after its in-
ception regarding unity, not only within the Ummah, but on the other lev-
els as well. His son, Ahmad, expressed it succinctly in this manner:

Imam wanted unity on all levels: . . . unity on the international front
as the Imam believed that the world’s oppressed should attempt to
unite against the oppressors; unity of the followers of religions and
prophets in opposition to profanity, infidelity, and arrogance; unity
of the Ummah and Islamic countries so as to fight and counter the

¥ Ayatullah Jawadi Amuli, Kitab-e Nagqd, no. 4, Fall 1376, p. 352.
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attacks of the enemies of the Islamic world; unity of Shias, Sunnis
and orthodox Islamic schools and sects within the Islamic world. . . .°

Such tolerance towards others—when it is the outcome of a firm belief
in one’s own religion, in this case Islam, and in one’s own madhbab within
that religion, whether Sunni or Shia—rather than “diluting” belief actually
contributes to strengthening it. On the plane of the Law, this is due to the
simple reason that one must truly believe in the Law to be able to practice a
precept of it that seems, outwardly speaking, to be going against the integ-
rity of the religion or madhbhab in question. Hence, such a practice—its
profound humility aside—is an exercise of the will in its attachment to
some level of the truth, and like all exercise, it serves to build up and
strengthen the person engaging in it. On the plane of the Spirit, in tolerat-
ing the other, one is forced to not just disregard him but, on the contrary,
to recognize the commonality that is at play; for to recognize and identify
the valid differences in humanity is to give credence to the Source of all
identity Who inspires the theomorphic spirit of man.”> Concentric circles
of inclusion are nothing without the Centre that defines them and gives
them their existence.

When intra-Islamic unity and tolerance is seen in this way, it avoids the
pitfalls of both the liberal, with his secular religious pluralism, as well as
the reformist, with his modernistic religious syncretism. Instead it reaffirms
the believer’s adherence to the shari‘ab as received through tradition, while
leading him on towards that quintessential basis for true recognition of the
“other.” This basis, being innate and essential to the human soul, makes
more possible that spiritual alchemy that religion ultimately aims for—in
one stroke deepening the precepts of the Law and providing a greater un-
derstanding of reality as such. The serious seeker then, who humbly abides
by the Law, and perseveres on the Path of cognition (‘7Z/m) and understand-
ing (ma‘rifab) in light of the above mentioned basis for true re-cognition
(dhikr), moves towards an integral knowledge of his “self” and, ultimately,

his Lord."

Safar 1430/ February 2009

9 Away-e Wahdat, Papers Presented in the Seventh International Conference of Islamic Unity, July, 1995.
*° The traditions from Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (‘z): “Created beings do not comprehend anything but by
[way of] God” and, “ ... [God’s] servants are known by [way of] God” as well as the statement of the
mystics, “Nobody knows anybody but by God” all allude to this reality, the Arabic is as follows:

) P AT i
AL Y ) ) 2 my Y=l 0580 U —AlL ) el Bl 8 Y
“ As per the famous tradition, “He who knows his self, knows his Lord™:a, 0358 2 il ()% 04 . See

the first article for Shah-Kazemi’s explanation of the verse 49:13 of the Qur’an which speaks of distinc-
tion and difference being the expistemic means by which knowledge is attained.
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The Metaphysics of Interfaith Dialogue:
Sufi Perspectives on the Universality of the Qur’anic

Message *
Reza Shah-Kazemi

Abstract:

The Qur’an as the final and ultimate revelation is unique among the
revealed books of the world in the explicit manner in which it refers
not only to dialogue between adherents of different religions, but al-
so to the divine ordainment of religious diversity. In its terminal role
and as a ‘summing up’, the various religious paths are presented in
the Qur’anic discourse as so many outwardly divergent facets of a
single, universal revelation by the unique and indivisible Absolute
for the one common spirit found in all men. This comprehensive
paper is a presentation of the key verses relating to this theme from a
particular point of view, that adopted by those most steeped in the
spiritual and mystical tradition of Islam, the Sufis or the wrafa’.

Keywords: Interfaith Dialogue, Sufi exegesis, ta wil of the Qur’an,
Transcendent Unity of Religions, Religious Universality, Universal
Islam, world religions, religious unity, world peace, metaphysics, Is-
lam and religious pluralism, Dialogue between Civilizations.

Truly those who believe, and the Jews, and the Christians, and the
Sabeans—whoever believeth in God and the Last Day and per-
formeth virtuous deeds—surely their reward is with their Lord,

and no fear shall come upon them, neither shall they grieve.
(Qur’an 2:62)

This paper is focused upon the Qur’an as a source of inspiration for in-
terfaith dialogue. The Qur’an is indeed unique among the revealed scrip-
tures of the world in the explicit manner in which it refers not only to dia-
logue between adherents of different faith-communities, but also to the di-

* This paper was first published in a volume of essays with this title: Paths to the Heart: Sufism and the
Christian East, ed. J. Cutsinger (Bloomington: World Wisdom Books, 2002). It is being published here
with the permission of the author and World Wisdom Books.
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vine ordainment of religious diversity, and, in consequence, to the spiritual
validity of these diverse religious paths, which are presented in the
Qur’anic discourse as so many outwardly divergent facets of a single, uni-
versal revelation by the unique and indivisible Absolute.

It would be a relatively straightforward task to let the Qur’an speak for
itself, by citing one after the other such verses as that used in our epigraph,
verses which relate to these universal themes; the result would be, we be-
lieve, a compelling argument in favour of religious dialogue, based on the
metaphysical premise that the different revealed religions are truly and ef-
fectively paths to salvation. But such a presentation, however immediately
intelligible it might be to some, would leave out of account the diverse ways
in which the verses in question are, and have been, interpreted.

What follows, therefore, is a presentation of these key verses from a par-
ticular point of view, that adopted by those most steeped in the spiritual
and mystical tradition of Islam, Sufism. For Sufi expositions of the meta-
physical and spiritual dimensions of the Qur’anic revelation can be of ines-
timable value to all those engaged in religious dialogue, and to those, in
particular, who see the different religions not so much as mutually exclu-
sive and inevitably antagonistic systems of dogmatic belief, but rather as so
many “paths to the heart”.

The most eloquent and compelling contemporary expression of such a
view of the religions of the world is to be found in the corpus of Frithjof
Schuon (d.1998)." In asserting the validity of Schuon’s principle of the
“transcendent unity of religions”, from the point of view of the Islamic
tradition as a whole, Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s “Islam and the Encounter of
Religions” is an important point of reference.” After describing the encoun-
ter between Islam and other religions on different planes—historical, legal,
theological, philosophical, and scientific—Nasr writes that it is on the level
of Sufi esoterism that the most profound encounter with other traditions
has been made, and where one can find the indispensable ground for the
understanding in depth of other religions today. The Sufi is one who seeks
to transcend the world of forms, to journey from multiplicity to Unity,
and from the particular to the Universal. He leaves the many for the One,
and through this very process is granted the vision of the One in the many.

* See especially his seminal work, The Transcendent Unity of Religions (London, 1953). T. S. Eliot wrote of
this book that “I have met with no more impressive work on the comparative study of Oriental and
Occidental religion” (quoted by Huston Smith in his Introduction to the revised edition of the book
[Wheaton, IL, 1993]).

* Published in his work, Sufi Essays (London, 1972), pp. 123-151.
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For him all forms become transparent, including religious forms, thus re-
vealing to him their unique origin.?

This unique origin is described as the “Centre where all the radii meet,
the summit which all roads reach. Only such a vision of the Centre,” Nasr
continues, “can provide a meaningful dialogue between religions, showing
both their inner unity and formal diversity”.*

The present paper takes this affirmation as its point of departure. Spe-
cifically, in the first part of the paper, the aim is to show the ways in which
key Sufi themes of gnosis or ma ‘rifah arise organically out of meditation
and reflection upon particular Qur’anic verses, and to allude briefly to
some of the implications of these themes for interfaith dialogue or simply
dialogue as such. In the second part of the paper, the aim is to show how a
spiritual appreciation of the essence of Islam, based on Sufi exegesis of par-
ticularly direct Qur’anic verses, opens up a path leading to the heart of re-
ligion as such, and how such a conception, in turn, helps to situate particu-
lar religious traditions within a spiritual universe defined by “quintessen-
tial Islam”—that is, Islam understood as universal submission to God,
rather than only as a particular religious denomination. In the process, we
hope to stress the importance of those Qur’anic verses which deal with the
universality of the religious phenomenon, to show that it is in the hands of
the Sufi commentators that the deeper meanings and implications of these
important verses are brought to light, and to relate the principles derived
from this encounter between Sufi spirituality and Qur’anic universality to
themes germane to dialogue.

As regards spiritual exegesis of specific verses, we shall be drawing from
a small number of eminent representatives of the Sufi tradition, such as Ibn
‘Arabi, Ghazzili, and Rumi, but our principal source of esoteric commen-
tary is that written by ‘Abd al-Razziaq Kashani (d.730/1329), a distinguished
representative of the school of Ibn ‘Arabi. This commentary has played a
role of great importance in the tradition of esoteric commentary in Islam,
its renown having been amplified in recent times as a result of its erroneous
attribution to Ibn ‘Arabi’ Its value lies principally in the fact that it pre-
sents a complete exegesis, chapter by chapter, of the Qur’an, and it does so
from an uncompromisingly esoteric perspective. It thus leads us, according
to Pierre Lory, “to the very root of the Sufi endeavour: the encounter with

3 1bid., p. 146.

4 Ibid., p. 150.

> The commentary was published under the name of Ibn ‘Arabi, with the title Tafsir al-Shaykh al-Akbar,
in Cairo (1866), and in Cawnpore (1883); and under his name, with the title Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim, in
Beirut (1968). We are using the Cairo 1283/1866 edition.
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the holy word, and the spiritual force proper to it, not only on the level of
meaning, but in the most intimate dimension of the meditating soul”.®

The Metaphysics of Oneness and Dialogue with the “Other”

What is meant by the phrase “the metaphysics of oneness” is the meta-
physical interpretation given by the Sufis to the fundamental message of
the Qur’an, the principle of fawhid, expressed in the creedal formula: La
tlaha illi Allah —no god but God. Whereas theologically the statement is a
relatively straightforward affirmation of the uniqueness of the Divinity,
and the negation of other “gods”, metaphysically the formula is read as an
affirmation of the true nature of being: no reality but the one Reality.
Kashani comments as follows on one of the many verses affirming the cen-
tral principle of tawhid, namely, 20:8: “Allah, there is no god but Him”:
“His unique essence does not become multiple, and the reality of His iden-
tity derives therefrom, and does not become manifold; so He is He in end-
less eternity as He was in beginningless eternity. There is no He but Him,
and no existent apart from Him.”” We have here not only an affirmation of
the oneness of God to the exclusion of other gods, but also, and more fun-
damentally, the affirmation of a unique reality, which is exclusive of all
otherness, or rather in relation to which all otherness is unreal.

The shift from “theological” tawhid to “ontological” tawhid is one of the
hallmarks of another great representative of the school of Ibn ‘Arabi, Say-
yid Haydar Amuli (d. 787/1385), in whose works one observes a remarkable
synthesis between Shi’ite gnosis and Sufi metaphysics. He refers to the “folk
of the exterior” (ahl al-zahir) who pronounce the formula La ilaha illa Allah
in the sense conveyed by the following Qur’anic verse, an exclamation by
the polytheists of the strangeness of the idea of affirming one deity: “Does
he make the gods one God? This is a strange thing” (38:5). This monotheis-
tic affirmation is, for Amuli, the essence of the tawhid professed by the folk
of the exterior, and is called “theological” tawhid (al-tawhid al-ulihi). In
contrast, the “folk of the interior” (ahl al-batin) negate the multiplicity of
existences, and affirm the sole reality of Divine being; their formula is:
“There is nothing in existence apart from God (laysa fi alwujid siwa

S P. Lory, Les Commentaires ésoteriques du Coran d’aprés ‘Abd ar-Razzaq al-Qashani (Paris, 1980), p.7. It is
also noteworthy that Kashani was a “Shi’i Sufi”, and that his work thus constitutes, as Abdurrahman
Habil writes, “one of the several points where the Shi’ite and Sufi commentary traditions meet each
other”. See his very useful essay, “Traditional Esoteric Commentaries on the Qur’an”, in Islamic Spiritu-
ality, Vol. I: Foundations, ed. S. H. Nasr (London, 1987). See also the excellent work by Abu Bakr Siraj ad-
Din, The Book of Ceriainty (Cambridge, 1992), which offers a concise and profound exposition of Sufi
gnosis based principally on Kashani’s commentary on certain Qur’anic verses.

7 Kashani, Tafsir, Vol. 11, p.17.
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Allah)”, and they cite the verse “Everything is perishing save His Face”
(28:88) in support. This, Amuli maintains, is “ontological” tawpid (al-
tawhid al-wujidi).®

Despite appearing to be the concern only of mystics with an other-
worldly and introspective orientation, such metaphysical perspectives on
the central Qur’anic message of tawpid are in fact highly pertinent to the
theme of dialogue. In particular, the implications of tawhid with respect to
notions of “self” and “other” are potentially of considerable value in help-
ing to overcome one of the key obstacles to authentic and fruitful dialogue
in today’s multi-religious world. This obstacle consists in a notion of
“identity” or “selfhood” that has become opaque, congealed, or reified.
When the self is regarded as the absolute criterion for engaging with the
other, there arises a suffocating notion of identity which feeds directly into
chauvinism, bigotry, and fanaticism—qualities that are expressed by the
Arabic word fa ‘assub. In its root meaning, this word graphically conveys the
self-indulgence that constitutes the life-blood of all forms of fanaticism; the
verb ta‘assaba primarily signifies binding a cloth around one’s head.” One
becomes literally self-enwrapped, each fold of the cloth compounding the
initial preoccupation with one’s own congealed frame of identity; one be-
comes imprisoned within a mental “fabric” woven by one’s own prejudices,
and as the head swells, the mind narrows.

If the “I” be identified in a quasi-absolute manner with the ego, the fam-
ily, the nation, or even the religion to which one belongs, then the
“other”—at whatever level—will likewise be given a quasi-absolute charac-
ter. It is precisely such exclusivist notions of “self” and “other” that con-
tribute to the dynamics of suspicion and fear, fanaticism, and conflict. The
metaphysics, or science, of oneness, on the other hand, does not so much
abolish as attenuate, not equalize but situate, all limited conceptions of
identity. It serves to relativize every conceivable degree of identity in the
face of the Absolute; in other words, it ensures that no determinate, formal
conception of the self is absolutized, or “worshipped”, however uncon-
sciously, as an “idol”. The metaphysics of integral tawhid can be regarded as
the most complete and effective antidote to fanaticism insofar as it under-
mines this idolatry of selthood, a type of idolatry tersely summed up in the

8 Sayyed Haydar Amuli, Jami* al-asrar wa manba‘ al-anwar, ed. H.Corbin, O.Yahia (Tehran and Paris,
1969), p.72.

° Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, Vol.2, p.2058. Needless to say, in the Islamic tradition, the turban is also,
and pre-eminently, endowed with a positive value, indicating nobility, dignity, and grace, as attested by
numerous sayings of the Prophet.
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Qur’anic question: “Hast thou seen him who maketh his desire his god?”
(25:43; almost identical at 45:23).

In the Qur’an, God says to Moses at the theophany of the burning bush,
Inni ana Allah—“Truly I, I am God” (20:12). The following extremely im-
portant comment is made on this by Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d.148/765), Shi’ite
Imam, regarded also in the Sufi tradition as one of the “poles” (agiab) or
supreme authorities of the early generations. This comment comes in a
tafsir that was to have a profound influence both on the unfolding of the
genre of esoteric exegesis, and on the articulation and diffusion of Sufi
metaphysical doctrines:

It is not proper for anyone but God to speak of Himself by using
these words 7nni ana. 1 [that is, Moses, according to al-Sadiq’s com-
mentary| was seized by a stupor and annihilation (fana’) took place. I
said then: “You! You are He who is and who will be eternally, and
Moses has no place with You nor the audacity to speak, unless You

% 10

let him subsist by your subsistence”.

This expresses a theme of fundamental importance in Sufi metaphysics,
or in that dimension of the Sufi tradition that pertains directly to gnosis,
ma ‘rifah. The primary focus of ma rifah is God conceived of as al-Hagqq, the
True or the Real,” in the face of which the individual “I”, on its own ac-
count, is reduced to naught. Human subjectivity is strictly speaking noth-
ing when confronted by the divine “I”. Another important early Sufi, al-
Kharraz, defines ma ‘rifah in relation to this principle of the one-and-only
“I-ness” of God: “Only God has the right to say ‘I’. For whoever says ‘T’ will
not reach the level of gnosis.””

It 1s difficult to over-emphasize the importance of this perspective in
both the speculative metaphysics and the spiritual realization proper to
Sufism. If the Qur’anic presentation of the principle of tawhid predomi-
nantly stresses the objective truth of the message, Sufi spirituality finds its
apotheosis in the realization of the subjective concomitant of this message,
this subjective element being, paradoxically, the very extinction of individ-

** Quoted in C.W. Ernst, Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (Albany, 1985), p.10.

" As regards the increasing use by Sufis of the name al-Hagqq for God, which is of profound significance
for the shift from “theological” to “ontological” oneness, Massignon argues, in his essay on the lexicog-
raphy of Islamic mysticism, that “it was from the tafsir of Ja‘far and the mystic circles of Kufah that the
term al-Haqq spread, through Dhul-Nun al-Misti and others, to become the classic name for God in
tasawwuf” (cited in John Taylor, “Ja‘far al-Sadiq: Forebear of the Sufis”, Islamic Culture [Vol. XL, No.2,
1966], p.110).

' Cited in A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (University of North Carolina, 1975), p. 55. Also
Abu Nasr al-Sarraj makes the statement that none can say “I” but God, because “I-ness” (al-ananiyya)
pertains only to God. See the chapter on tawhid in his Kitab al-Luma‘, ed. R.A. Nicholson (E. J. Gibb
Memorial Series XXII, London, 1963), p. 32 (of the Arabic text).
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ual subjectivity, expressed by the term faza’? One might almost say that
the truth of tawhpid is realized in direct proportion to the realization of
fand’, or to the realization of the realities that flow from the attainment of
this state;'* on the other hand, to the extent that one falls short of the reali-
zation of one’s nothingness, one cannot escape the “sin” of idolatry (shirk):
the setting up of “another” as a “partner” or “associate” of the one-and-only
Reality, the “other” being one’s own self.

The truth which tawhid declares is thus, from this perspective, radically
different from the truth of dogmatic theology, of propositional logic, or of
empirical fact: this truth is the intelligible face of an infinite Reality, a Real-
ity which cannot be exhaustively defined or confined by any words, a Real-
ity before which the individuality as such is extinguished.” Thus the great-
est of all sins is identified by the Sufis not in moral but ontological terms:
it is the sin of one’s own separative existence. Commenting on the words of
the Qur’an which describe the qualities of the believers, those who avoid
the worst of sins (42:37), Kashani writes, “Those sins are constituted by
their existence (wujadaiihim), and this is the most despicable of the quali-
ties of their souls, which manifest through actions in the station of efface-
ment.”® In relation to the plea for forgiveness at 2:286, Kashani comments,
“Forgive us the sin of our very existence, for truly it is the gravest of the
grave sins (akbar al-kaba’ir).” He then cites the following lines of verse:

B It ought to be said that in fact the ultimate “apotheosis” of Sufism is not fana’, but baga’, or subsis-
tence, which follows the state of extinction, as is indicated in the sentence quoted above from al-Sadiq’s
commentary. The “return” to the world of phenomena, and to the individual condition, after having
realized one’s nothingness in the state of fana’, is deemed a “higher” or more complete attainment than
the state of absorption, extinction, or annihilation. Ibn ‘Arabi distinguishes between those “sent back”
(mardidin) and those “absorbed” or effaced (mustahlikiin); the former are deemed “more perfect” and
are in turn sub-divided into those who return only to themselves, and those who return with the man-
date to guide others to the Truth, these latter being the highest of all. See his Journey to the Lord of Power:
A Sufi Manual on Retreat—this being a translation of his treatise entitled Risalat al-anwar fima yumnah
sahib al-khalwa min al-asrar, which is literally a “treatise on the lights in the secrets granted to the one
who enters the spiritual retreat”. Trans. R. T. Harris (New York, 1981), p. 51. See also our forthcoming
publication, Paths to Transcendence: Spiritual Realization according to Shankara, Ibn ‘Arabi, and Meister
Eckhart (State University of New York Press), where the theme of the “existential return” is discussed in
comparative context.

4 Ghazzali mentions various gnostic sciences (ma ‘arif, pl. of ma ‘rifah) that are revealed only in the state
of fana’, the reason for which is given as follows: the operations of the individual faculties act as obsta-
cles to this mode of inspired disclosure, being tied to the sensible world which is “a world of error and
illusion”. See No.56 of his treatise al-Arba‘in, quoted in F. Jabre, La Notion de la Ma‘rifa chez Ghazali
(Paris, 1958), p. 124. He also speaks of the ultimate degree of ma rifah, the revelation of the sole reality of
God, which comes about only through the state of fana’. See ibid., p. 65.

Y The Arabic root ha-gaj-qaf represents very clearly this relationship between truth and reality: hagq
means both “true” and “real” (as well as “right”), with the emphasis on true; while jagigah means both
“reality” and “truth”, with the emphasis on reality.

¢ Kashani, Tafsir, Vol. 11, p. 213.
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When I said I have not sinned, she said by way of response,

“Thine own existence is a sin to which none can be compared.””’

The relationship between the “truth” of tawpid and the soul of the indi-
vidual is thus elevated beyond the spheres of morality, theology, and all
formal thought as such. The soul does not “acquire” some cognitive con-
tent that is called “knowledge of divine unity”; rather, its very manifesta-
tion as soul precludes or contradicts the full, mystical realization of that
unity. Ibn ‘Arabi quotes Junayd: “When He is there, thou art not, and if
thou art there, He is not.”™

The exoteric notion of a conceptual truth which, gua notion, is appro-
priated by the individual is here inverted: according to Sufi gnosis, it is the
reality alluded to by conceptual truth that assimilates the individual to it.”
On the one hand, there 1s the effacement of the individual before a truth
whose fulgurating reality infinitely transcends all conceptually posited no-
tions, principles, and dogmas; and on the other, there is the entrenchment
of the individuality by the appropriation of a truth whose very conceptual
form can become a veil over the reality it is supposed to reveal, and which
is its raison d'étre. In relation to the words of the verse describing the hypo-
crites as those who are wandering blind in their rebellion (2:15), Kashani
refers to one of the characteristic properties of hypocrisy as being “the ac-
quisition of gnoses (ma‘arif) and sciences (‘ulim) and realities (haga’iq) and
words of wisdom (bikam) and Divine laws (shari7’), only in order to adorn
the breast with them, so that the soul might be embellished thereby”.** All
knowledge and wisdom, even if Divine in origin, can be so many veils if
they contribute not to the effacement but to the glorification of the indi-
vidual soul.

7 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 100. The “she” in question is the great woman saint Rabi’ah al-Adawiyyah. For a discus-
sion of this theme in the context of the doctrine of wahdat al-wujiid, see the chapter “Oneness of Being”
(pp- 121-130) in M. Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century (London, 1971). The statement attributed to
Rabi’ah is found on p. 125, n.2. See also the discussion of Kashan?’s treatment of evil by Pierre Lory in
Chapter 8, “La Nature du Mal” (pp. 88-97) of his Les Commentaires ésoteriques. He cites the reference to
Rabi’ah at p. 9o, but translates the words ma adbnabtu as a question, quelle fante aije commise? (“what sin
have I committed?”) instead of as an affirmation, “I have not sinned”. Both are possible readings, but
the context favours the latter, to which Rabi’ah’s words are a fitting riposte: you have indeed sinned,
inasmuch as your very existence is a sin.

8 The Tarjuman al-Ashwaq: A Collection of Mystical Odes by Muhyiddin Ibn al-Arabi, trans. R. Nicholson
(London, 1978), p. 90.

¥ 1t is difficult to refrain from mentioning here the words of a Christian mystic whom most Sufis
would have no difficulty whatsoever in recognizing as an ‘arif bi Allah, a “knower of God”, namely,
Meister Eckhart. He said in one his sermons: “The bodily food we take is changed into us, but the spiri-
tual food we receive changes us into itself” (Meister Eckhart: Sermons and Treatises, trans. M. O'C. Walshe
[Dorset, 1979], Vol. 1, p.50).

** Kashani, Tafsir, Vol. I, 17.
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We have here the definition of hidden, as opposed to overt, shirk, poly-
theism, or “associationism”: this is the shirk that, even while affirming theo-
logical tawhid, violates ontological tawhid. Overt, evident, or legalistically
defined shirk means simply associating other gods with God, attributing
“partners” to Him in Divinity; while hidden, subtle, and spiritually defined
shirk means implicitly attributing to God a “partner” in being, namely, one-
self. The only remedy for this subtle form of polytheism is fana’. It is fana’,
ultimately, which enables one to see through the artificial walls—individual
and collective—that surround the ego, and which allows one to perceive in
all its plenitude the truth that there is nothing real but God. It is not diffi-
cult to appreciate what the implications of this principle are in relation to
the requirements for effective dialogue with the “other”; in the light of
these absolute values, it becomes difficult to shut oneself up within the
blindingly evident relativity of one’s ego, this diminution of egocentricity
being essential for really engaging with, and opening oneself up to, the
“other”, defined both in terms of the human and the divine.

It might however be objected here that such sublime metaphysical ideals
and the spiritual states they call forth can be the concern only of a small
number of mystics, and highly accomplished ones at that. Can ordinary
people concerned with dialogue and coexistence in the modern world really
benefit from such perspectives? We would readily answer in the affirmative.
For not only do the principles in question—even on the discursive plane—
help dissolve the fixations on selfhood that give rise to pride and arrogance,
on the individual and collective levels, but also, more directly, the key
Qur’anic verses from which these principles and perspectives flow can
bring about, in the heart of the receptive reader, a penetrating sense of the
ephemerality of all things, including, crucially, the ego and its manifold
extensions.

Two of the most important of these verses are the following:

_ - ‘< & _ - 38
A MU i IS
Everything is perishing except His Face [or Essence] (28:88).

D AR R P Rt A LR -
AN S 93 805 a5 oy ol Qe 0 S
Everything that is thereon is passing away; and there subsisteth

but the Face of thy Lord, possessor of Glory and Bounty (55:26-
27).
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It should be noticed here that the words indicating the ephemeral nature
of all things—»halik, perishing”, and fan, “passing away” or “evanescing”—
are both in the present tense: it is not that things will come to naught or
perish at some later point in time; they are in fact, here and now, “extin-
guishing” before our very eyes. In the treatise entitled Kitdb alfana’ fi’l-
mushabada (“The Book of Extinction in Contemplation”) Ibn ‘Arabi writes
that the elimination of “that which never was” is tantamount to the realiza-
tion of “that which never ceased to be”.” That which will not be is already
“not”, in a certain sense, and one grasps this not only in the ineffable mo-
ments of mystical experience, but also in the very measure that one under-
stands the following principle: Reality is not subject to finality, cancella-
tion, extinction, non-being. That which is absolutely real is That which is
eternal: it is the Face of thy Lord that, alone, subsisteth. Conversely, all that
which is impermanent is, by that very fact, unreal in the final analysis.

Reflection on the verses above, then, can heighten the sense of the rela-
tivity of all things—and, pre-eminently, of the ego, with all its pretensions
and extensions—in the face of the one, sole, exclusive Reality. Instead of
allowing an egocentric conception of selfhood to be superimposed onto
religion and even onto God—both of which are then “appropriated” by the
ego””—such a perspective helps to engender the opposite tendency: to see
the ego itself sub specie acternitatis. What results from this perspective on the
ego 1s a more concrete apprehension of its essential limitations: the con-
tours that delimit and define the ego are more vividly perceived against an
infinite background. Thus, what is in question here is not so much a
vaguely mystical notion of universal illusion, but a concrete, realistic and
effective sense of spiritual proportions. The existential limitations and the
psychological pretensions of the ego are cut down to size, and a consciously
theocentric focus replaces the all too often unconsciously egocentric one:
nothing is absolute but the Absolute. Herein lies the first major lesson
given by Sufi gnosis to those engaged in dialogue, a negative one, that is,

* This pinnacle of contemplation, which is predicated on extinction, is discussed in relation to the
prophetic definition of #hsan, or spiritual excellence: “that you should worship God as if you could see
Him, and if you see Him not, He sees you”. By effecting a stop in the phrase “if you see Him not” (i
lam takun: tarahu), the phrase is changed into: “if you are not, see Him”. See pp. 48-49 of the French
translation of M.Valson, Le Livre de I’Extinction dans la Contemplation (Paris, 1984).

** This is one meaning of Ibn ‘Arabi’s daring phrase “God created in beliefs” (al-haqq al-makhliiq fi al-
i’tigadat); see his Fusis al-hikam (Cairo, 1306 AH), p. 225; and p. 224 of the English translation, Bezels of
Wisdom, by R. Austin (New York, 1980). What is in question here are conceptions of God that are pre-
determined by the contours of an inherited confessional faith; as such they are more indicative of the
believer’s own mind than of the Reality of God. See the chapter entitled “Transcending the Gods of
Belief” in W. C. Chittick’s The Sufi Path of Knowledge (Albany, 1989), pp. 335-356.

22



THE METAPHYSICS OF INTERFAITH DIALOGUE

the negation of egocentricity as a source of pride, exclusivity, and fanati-
cism.

As for the second lesson, this is the positivity which flows from the
complementary aspect of gnosis. For the verses quoted above not only as-
sert the exclusive reality of God; they also contain a subtle allusion to the
inclusive reality of God. The Face of God, which alone subsists, is not only
the transcendent, Divine Essence, in relation to which all things are noth-
ing; it is also the immanent presence which pervades and encompasses all
things, constituting in fact their true being. Before focusing on the verse
“Everything perisheth except His Face”, and in particular on the important
and illuminating interpretation of it given by Ghazzili, one should take
careful note of the following verses, which refer to this complementary,
inclusive dimension of the Divine reality.

LRI T I PR AR SN I
Al az 2 105 Ll Ol 6,21 4
And unto God belong the East and the West; and wherever ye
turn, there is the Face of God (2:115).

s Ao LvE AL 4
He is with you, wherever you are (57:4).
el o e &) 3 45
We are nearer to him [man] than the neck artery (50:16).
calSy 5l S U5 T 2
God cometh in between a man and his own heart (8:24).

I3 2 PR ¢ __£
Loz la IS ow) Y

-

Is He not encompassing all things? (41:54).

gE o 2
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He is the First and the Last, and the Outward and the Inward
(57:3).

Each of these verses contains the seeds of the most profound spiritual
doctrines;® and each has given rise to the most fecund meditation upon
that most mysterious of all realities, the immanence of the Absolute in all
that exists—the inalienable presence of the transcendent, one-and-only Re-
ality within the entire sphere of relativity, of all that which is, from another
point of view “other than God”. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, the first Shi’ite Imam
and one of the primary sources of what later crystallized as Sufism, sums
up the mystery in these terms: God is “with every thing, but not through
association; and other than every thing, but not through separation”.
Nothing that exists can be altogether separate from the all-encompassing
reality of God; and yet this reality has no common measure with anything
that exists. His Oneness both includes and excludes all things; hence the
affirmation of God’s immanence within the world—His being “with every
thing”—does not imply any diminution of His transcendence; and con-
versely, the affirmation of God's transcendence above the world—His being
“other than every thing”—does not imply His absence from the world.

Returning to the last of the verses cited in the group above, “He is the
First and the Last, and the Outward and the Inward”, the Sufi shaykh Maw-
lay al-‘Arabi al-Darqawi relates the following incident, which we can take as
an indirect commentary on the verse. He writes that he was “in a state of
remembrance” when he heard a voice recite the words of the verse. “I re-
mained silent, and the voice repeated it a second time, and then a third,
whereupon I said: ‘As to the First, I understand, and as to the Last, I under-
stand, and as to the Inwardly Hidden,” I understand; but as to the Out-
wardly Manifest, I see nothing but created things.” Then the voice said: ‘If
there were anything outwardly manifest other than Himself, I should have

» See the article “The Qur’an as the Foundation of Islamic Spirituality”, by S. H. Nasr in Islamic Spiri-
tuality, op.cit., pp. 3-10. Frithjof Schuon cites the following relevant verses: “The Hereafter is better for
thee than this lower world” (94:4); “The life of this world is but sport and play” (29:64); “In your wives
and your children ye have an enemy” (44:14); “Say: Allah! Then leave them to their vain talk” (6:91);
“Whoso feareth the station of his Lord and restraineth his soul from desire” (79:40). Then he adds,
“When the Qur’an speaks thus, there emerges for the Moslem a whole ascetic and mystical doctrine, as
penetrating and complete as any other form of spirituality worthy of the name” (Understanding Islam
[Bloomington, 1994], p. 60).

* Ma'a kulli shay’ la bimuqarana wa ghayr kulli shay’ la bimuzayala. This sentence is found in the first
sermon of the Nahj al-Balagha. See the English translation of the sermon in Peak of Eloguence, by Sayed
Ali Reza (New York, 1996), pp. 91-97.

» This is the translation of a/-Batin in the text in which this report is translated by Lings; likewise, al-
zahir is rendered as “the Outwardly Manifest”.
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told téhee.’ In that moment I realized the whole hierarchy of Absolute Be-
ing.

The voice declaring that there is nothing outwardly manifest in the
world of “created things” other than the being of God can be seen here as
providing a commentary on the meaning of God as al-zahir, “the Outward”,
or “the Evident”. Likewise, the following remarkable affirmations by Ibn
‘Ata’ Allah al-Iskandari, an earlier Sufi master in the same farigah as Mulay
al-‘Arabi, the Shadhiliyya, can also be read as an exegesis on the meaning of
Gods name, al-zahir:

The Cosmos (al-kawn) is all darkness. It is illumined only by the mani-
festation of God (zubir al-Haqq) in it. He who sees the Cosmos and does
not contemplate Him in it or by it or before it or after it is in need of light
and is veiled from the sun of gnosis by the clouds of created things (a/
athar). That which shows you the existence of His Omnipotence is that He
veiled you from Himself by what has no existence alongside of Him.”

If, in one respect, God veils Himself from His creatures by Himself, in
another, more fundamental respect, He reveals Himself to Himself through
His creatures. The central idea here is that of the manifestation (zubir, ta-
Jjalli) of Divine reality in, through, and as the forms of created things, the
cosmos in its entirety. Every phenomenon in creation thus constitutes a
locus of manifestation, a maghar for the zubir or tajalli of the Real, the
means by which the Real discloses itself to itself through an apparent
“other”. Herein, one might venture to say, lies the ultimate metaphysical
archetype of all dialogue. What we have here is a kind of “dialogue” or
communication between different aspects of the Absolute, a dialogue medi-
ated through relativity.

The idea of the self-disclosure of the Absolute to itself by means of the
relativity of “the other” lies at the very heart of Ibn ‘Arabi’s metaphysics.”®
The whole doctrine of this disclosure of God to Himself is summed up in
the opening lines of Ibn “Arabi’s most commented text, Fusis al-hikam. The
chapter entitled “The Ringstone of the Wisdom of Divinity in the Word of
Adam” (Fass hikma ilahiyya fi kalima adamiyya) begins:

The Real willed, glorified be He, in virtue of His Beautiful Names,
which are innumerable, to see their identities (a ydn)—if you so wish

* Cited in M. Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century: Shaikh Ahmad al-‘Alawi (London, 1971),
p.131.

*7 Ibn Ata’illah’s Sufi Aphorisms (Kitab al-Hikam), trans. V. Danner (Leiden, 1973), p. 25.

8 “The term selfdisclosure (tajalli)—often translated as ‘theophany’—plays such a central role in Ibn al-
‘Arab?’s teachings that, before he was known as the great spokesman for wapdat al-wujid, he had been
called one of the Companions of Self-Disclosure (ashab al-tajalli)” (W. C. Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of
God [Albany, 1998], p. 52).
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you can say: to see His Identity (‘ayn)—in a comprehensive being
that comprises the entire affair due to its having taken on exis-
tence. His Mystery is manifest to Himself through it. The vision a
thing has of itself in itself is not like the vision a thing has of itself in
another thing, which will serve as a mirror for it.”

Man alone reflects back to the Absolute all, and not just some, of the
Divine qualities; it is for this reason that man is the “valid interlocutor”,
the receptacle and the mirror of the Divine qualities, the “other” to whom
and through whom these qualities are revealed. The function, then, of an
apparent “other”, at the level of Divine self-disclosure of itself to itself, is to
make possible a particular mode of self-knowledge. One recalls here the
holy utterance, or padith qudst,’° so fundamental to Sufi spirituality: “I was
a hidden treasure, and I loved to be known (fz abbabtu an u‘raf), so I created
the world.” If the creation of the world springs from a Divine love for a
distinct mode of self-knowledge, the Qur’an indicates that the differentia-
tion, within mankind, in respect of gender, tribe, and race, likewise serves
an essentially cognitive function:
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O mankind, truly We have created you male and female, and have

made you nations and tribes that ye may know one another. Truly

the most noble of you, in the sight of God, is the most Godfeat-
ing (49:13).

Distinction and difference are here affirmed as Divinely willed,” and as
means by which knowledge is attained. One should note that the word used
in the phrase “that ye may know one another” is ta ‘@rafiz; and the word for
being “known” in the padith of the “hidden treasure” is # raf—both words
being derived from the same root, ‘arafa. There is thus a clear connection
with ma rifab, spiritual knowledge or gnosis, the essence of which is ex-
pressed in the famous padith, “Whoso knows himself knows his Lord” (man

* This is cited from the translation of the Fugis al-Hikam by Caner Dagli, published by Kazi Press,
Chicago, in 2001, and which is the most accurate and reliable commented translation of this major text
in the English language.

3° That is, a saying in which God speaks in the first person, on the tongue of the Prophet, but which is
not part of the Qur’an.

3 Cf. “And of His signs is the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the differences of your lan-
guages and colors. Indeed, herein are signs for those who know” (30:22).
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‘arafa nafsabu faqad ‘arafa rabbahu). Thus, knowledge of self, knowledge of
the other, and knowledge of God are all interwoven, and should be seen as
complementary and mutually reinforcing, each element having a role to
play in the plenary attainment of ma ‘rifah.

The verse cited above is often given as a proof-text for upholding the ne-
cessity of dialogue, establishing the principle of peaceful coexistence, and
indicating the divine ordainment of human diversity. Now while it does
indeed support such principles, the import of the verse is deepened, its
message is made the more compelling, and its scope more far-reaching inso-
far as it is consciously related to the metaphysical principle of self-
knowledge through self-disclosure. Thus, dialogue here-below—a dialogue
rooted in the sincere desire for greater knowledge and understanding both
of “the other” and of oneself—can be seen as a reflection of, and participa-
tion in, the very process by which God knows Himself in distinctive, dif-
ferentiated mode; that is, not in respect of His unique, eternal essence, but
in respect of the manifestation of the “treasure” comprised or “hidden”
within that essence, yielding the perpetually renewed theophanies of Him-
self to Himself through an apparent “other”, the “seeing of Himself as it
were in a mirror”.

Another Qur’anic verse that can be given as a support for this perspec-
tive on the cognitive function of creation is the following:
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I only created the jinn and mankind in order that they might wor-
ship Me (51:50).

In his Kitab al-Luma‘, Abu Nasr al-Sarrdj (d. 378/988) reports the com-
ment on this verse given by Ibn ‘Abbas: the word “worship” here means
“knowledge” (ma ‘rifah), so that the phrase illa liya‘budini (except that they
might worship Me) becomes illd liya ‘rifini (except that they might know
Me).** This interpretation is given also by several other prominent Sufi au-
thorities, as well as some exoteric scholars.” The very purpose of the crea-
tion of man thus comes to be equated with that knowledge of God which

3% Kitab al-Luma’, p. 40 (of the Arabic text). Ed. R. A. Nicholson, E.J. Gibb Memorial Series XXII (Lon-
don, 1963).

3 See for example Hujwiri’s (d.456/1063) Kashf al-Mahjib, one of the most definitive of the classic
manuals of early Sufism, trans. R. A. Nicholson (Lahore, 1992), p. 267; and Qushayri (d. 465/1074) in his
famous Risala, trans. B. R. von Schlegell as Principles of Sufism (Berkeley, 1990), p. 316. As regards exoteric
scholars, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, for example, cites the padith of the “hidden treasure”, as well as the inter-
pretation illa liya ‘rifini, at the end of his commentary on 51:56. See Tafsir al-kabir (Beirut, 2001), vol.1o,

p- 194
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constitutes the most profound form of worship. But it is not just man that,
in coming to know God, participates in the Divine dialogue, that is, the
Divine self-disclosure of Itself to Itself; in fact, there is nothing in creation
that does not obey the ontological imperative of “making known” the Di-
vine treasure, even if it is the prerogative of man alone to “know” the Di-
vine treasure, which he does in two ways: through correctly reading all the
signs of God or the manifestations of the “hidden treasure”; and through
knowing the essence of his own soul:
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We shall show them Our signs on the horizons and in their own

souls, so that it become clear to them that He is the Real (41:53).

As regards the objective signs on the horizons, the Qur’an refers repeat-
edly to the universal law of “making known” the hidden treasure, doing so
in reference to a broadly conceived notion of praise and glorification:
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All that is in the heavens and the earth glorifieth God; and He is
the Mighty, the Wise (57:1).

NI ,‘,% . ;.,f{‘t el Sl g s, -2
Vel o2 OB O 23 POV ol Sl ) s
T RN 1- g 27l
The seven heavens and the earth and all that is therein praise Him,

and there is not a thing but hymneth His praise, but ye understand
not their praise (17:44).
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Hast thou not seen that God, He it is Whom all who are in the
heavens and the earth praise; and the birds in flight: each verily
knoweth its prayer and its form of glorification (24:41).
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He is God, the Creator, the Shaper out of naught, the Fashioner.

His are the most beautiful names. All that is in the heavens and
the carth glorifieth Him, and He is the Mighty, the Wise (59:24).34

Thus we see that in the Qur’anic perspective, every single thing, by dint
of its very existence, “praises” and “glorifies” its Creator: its existence con-
stitutes its praise. Every created thing bears witness to, and thus “praises”,
its Creator; the existence of every existent “glorifies” the bestower of exis-
tence. But, more fundamentally, the existence of every existing thing is not
its own; this existence “belongs” exclusively to that reality for which it
serves as a locus of theophany (maghar); there is no “sharing”, “partner-
ship”, or “association” in being—no ontological shirk, in other words. Thus
we return to the metaphysics of oneness: nothing is real but God. Each
thing in existence has two incommensurable dimensions: in and of itself a
pure nothingness; but in respect of that which is manifested to it, through
it, by means of it—it is real. This is the import of the interpretation given
by Ghazzali to the verse cited above, “Everything is perishing except His
Face” (28:88). It is worth dwelling on the commentary he provides upon
this verse; for it contains, arguably, some of the most radically esoteric
ideas of his entire corpus, and also sums up many of the themes expressed
thus far.

The commentary comes in his treatise entitled Mishkar al-anwar (“The
Niche of Lights”), which takes as its point of departure the famous “light
verse”:

d
2%

(b 3555 w08 5 o NTy rpadll 55 e
Lo b

34 This theme is expressed in several other verses. See for example, 13:13; 59:1; 61:1; 62:1; 64:1, et passim.
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God is the light of the heavens and the earth. The similitude of
His light is as a niche wherein is a lamp. The lamp is in a glass.
The glass is as it were a shining star. [The lamp is] kindled from a
blessed olive tree, neither of the East nor of the West, whose oil
would almost glow forth though no fire touched it. Light upon
light. God guideth to His light whom He will. And God striketh
similitudes for mankind. And God knoweth all things (24:35)

Ghazzali’s commentary on this verse identifies the one, true light of
God as the one, true Being: darkness is nonexistence. The following state-
ment on the nature of existence forms the backdrop for the commentary
on 28:88, which is our focus here:

Existence can be classified into the existence that a thing possesses in
itself, and that which it possesses from another. When a thing has ex-
istence from another, its existence is borrowed and has no support in
itself. When the thing is viewed in itself, and with respect to itself, it
is pure non-existence. It only exists inasmuch as it is ascribed to an-
other. This 1s not a true existence.... Hence the Real Existent is God,
just as the Real Light is He.”

Then comes the section entitled Hagigat al-haga’iq (“The Reality of reali-
ties”), which describes the ascent of the gnostics, the knowers of God,
“from the lowlands of metaphor to the highlands of Reality”. They are
given a direct vision of the truth that there is none in existence save God,
and that everything is perishing except His Face. [It is] not that each thing
is perishing at one time or at other times, but that it is perishing from eter-
nity without beginning to eternity without end. It can only be so conceived
since, when the essence of anything other than He is considered in respect
of its own essence, it is sheer nonexistence. But when it is viewed in respect
of the “face” to which existence flows forth from the First, the Real, then it
is seen as existing not in itself but through the face turned to* its giver of

¥ Al-Ghazali, The Niche of Lights, trans. David Buchman (Provo, Utah, 1998), p. 16.

3 We are following Hermann Landolt’s translation of yali as “turned to” rather than Buchman’s “adja-
cent to”. See Landolt, “Ghazali and ‘Religionswissenschaft’: Some Notes on the Mishkar al-Anwar for
Professor Charles J. Adams”, Gtudes Asiatiques, XLV, No.1, 1991, p. 60. Kashani refers to two faces of the
heart: the sadr (the breast) as the “face of the heart which is turned to (yali) the soul, just as the fu'ad is
the face of the heart which is turned to the spirit” (7afsir, Vol. 1, p.17).
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existence. Hence the only existent is the Face of God. Each thing has two
faces: a face toward itself, and a face toward its Lord. Viewed in terms of the
face of itself, it is nonexistent; but viewed in terms of the Face of God, it
exists. Hence nothing exists but God and His Face.”’

Ghazzili then makes an important distinction within the category of
these gnostics who “see nothing in existence save the One, the Real”. One
group is said to arrive at this vision 9rfanan ‘ilmiyyan, that is, as a mode of
cognitive knowledge; and another group possess this vision dhawgan, that
is, as a mystical state of “tasting”.38 The essential vision is the same, but the
depth of assimilation, the mystical attunement to the reality perceived, dif-
fers. This distinction helps to underscore the epistemological value of af-
firming principles of a metaphysical and mystical order, even if the plenary
realization of those principles eludes the rational faculty. Reflection and
meditation on the principles alluded to can bring about at least some de-
gree of cognitive apprehension of the ultimate realities in question; realities
that remain ineffable inasmuch as they are predicated on the extinction of
the individuality, and thus on the transcendence of all modes of cognition
proper to the individual subject as such. Ghazzali continues with a descrip-
tion of those who experience this transcendent extinction. Plurality disap-
pears for them, as they are plunged in “sheer singularity” (al-fardaniyya al-
mabda):

They become intoxicated with such an intoxication that the ruling au-
thority of their rational faculty is overthrown. Hence one of them says, “I
am the Real!” (and al-Haqq), another, “Glory be to me, how great is my sta-
tion!™... When this state gets the upper hand, it is called “extinction” in
relation to the one who possesses it. Or rather, it is called “extinction from
extinction”, since the possessor of the state is extinct from himself and
from his own extinction. For he is conscious neither of himself in that
state, nor of his own unconsciousness of himself. If he were conscious of
his own unconsciousness, then he would [still] be conscious of himself. In
relation to the one immersed in it, this state is called “unification” (ittipad)
according to the language of metaphor, or is called “declaring God's unity”
(tawhid) according to the language of reality.*

We return to the relationship between fana’ and tawhid, between extinc-
tion and, not only “declaring God’s unity”, which is but one aspect of

37 The Niche of Lights, pp. 16-17.

# Ibid., p.ay.

% See Ernst, Words of Ecstasy, for a good discussion of these shathiyyat, or theopathic utterances, by
Hallaj and Bayazid al-Bastami, respectively.

4 The Niche of Lights, pp.17-18.
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tawpid, but, more essentially, the “making one”, according to the literal
meaning of the verbal noun tawhid. One might also translate tawhid as “the
realization of oneness”, the “making real” of the actual reality of oneness,
through the elimination of all multiplicity.

Earlier, the divinely willed plurality within the human race was referred
to: it is God who divided mankind up into nations and tribes, “so that ye
may know one another”. Is there not a contradiction, it might be asked,
between the extinction of phenomenal multiplicity presupposed by the
deepest level of tawhid, and the affirmation of human plurality called forth
by the will of God? One way of transforming this apparent contradiction
into an expression of spiritual profundity is by returning to the notion of
the “face” within each thing that constitutes the real being of that thing.
Those Sufis who are extinguished to their own particular “face”™—
extinguished from their own non-existence—come alive to the Divine face
that constitutes their true reality, the immanence of God’s presence within
them, and also within all that exists: “Wherever ye turn there is the Face of
God.” Now it is precisely that Divine aspect—in all things, and in all other
nations and tribes—that comes into focus when this level of tawhid is
grasped aright. One does not have to experience the grace of mystical anni-
hilation to comprehend this principle; as Ghazzali put it, one can arrive at
this principle not only dbawgan, by way of “taste”, or mystical experience,
but also Zrfanan imiyyan, as a mode of cognitive knowledge. If the mysti-
cal realization of this principle bestows a “taste” of tawbhid, we might say,
following on from Ghazzali, that an intellectual assimilation of the princi-
ple bestows a “perfume” of tawpid. As Ibn ‘Arabi puts it, the gnostics can-
not explain their spiritual states (¢pwal) to other men; they can only indi-
cate them symbolically to those who have begun to experience the like.* A
conceptual grasp of these deeper aspects of tawhid might be said to consti-
tute just such a beginning. If the ultimate, mystical degree of tawhid is real-
ized only through extinction, the lower, conceptual degrees imply at least
that “beginning” or prefiguration of mystical extinction, which consists in
self-effacement, in humility. Now an intellectual assimilation of this vision
of unity, together with a moral attunement to the humility that it demands,
is certainly sufficient to dissolve the egocentric knots that constitute the
stuff of a ‘assub, of all forms of fanaticism.

Elsewhere, Ghazzali gives this telling description of ia‘assub. He writes
that it “usually comes together with man’s disregard of his neighbor, and of
his opinions, and the taking root in his heart of certain ideas which be-

# We have slightly modified this sentence, which Nicholson translates in 7he Tarjuman al-Ashwagq, p.
68. The sentence is part of Ibn ‘Arabi’s commentary on one of the poems.
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come so much a part of him that he fails to distinguish between right and
wrong”.** What results, on the contrary, from an apprehension of the
deeper implications of tawhid is a heightened, spiritual discernment: that is,
not just a moral judgment between right and wrong, but also a presenti-
ment both of one’s own nothingness before the Divine reality, and also of
the innate holiness, the Divine “face”, within the neighbor. The transcen-
dent, Divine reality before which one is extinguished is known to be myste-
riously present within the “other”. One observes here the spiritual under-
pinning of that crucial relationship, so often stressed in Sufi ethics, be-
tween humility and generosity, between self-effacement and self-giving; the
first being a kind of fana’ in moral mode, and the second being a moral
application of tawhid. Respect for one’s neighbor is thus deepened in the
very measure that one is aware of the Divine presence, which is at once
within and beyond oneself, and within and beyond the neighbor. Herein,
one might say, resides one of the spiritual foundations of adab, or “cour-
tesy”, understanding by this word the profound respect, if not reverence,
for the “other” that constitutes the true substance of all outward, socially
conditioned forms of etiquette, good manners, and propriety towards the
neighbor. One sees that it is not so much “religious pluralism” as “meta-
physical unity” that establishes a deep-rooted and far-reaching tolerance,
one which is not only formulated as a rule, to be obeyed or broken as one
will, but which is organically related to an awareness of the Divine presence
in all things, an apprehension of the inner holiness of all that exists.

Islam: Quintessential and Universal Submission

In this second part of the paper we would like to begin by stressing one
aspect of the meaning of the word “Islam”, its literal meaning, that of sub-
mission, and to show how, from a Sufi perspective on the Qur’an, this
meaning is tied to a conception of the essence of religion, or to “religion as
such”,® which takes precedence over such and such a religion.

According to one of the most highly regarded translators of the Qur’an,
Muhammad Asad, the word “Islam” would have been understood by the
hearers of the word at the time of the revelation of the Qur’an in terms of
its universal, and not communal, meaning. In a note on the first use of the
word muslim in the chronological order of the revelation (68:35), he writes:
Throughout this work, I have translated the terms muslim and islam in ac-
cordance with their original connotations, namely, “one who surrenders [or

# Quoted by H. Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in Ghazzali (Jerusalem, 1975), pp. 197-198.
# A key distinction, stressed throughout his works by Frithjof Schuon.
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“has surrendered”] himself to God”, and “man's self-surrender to God™.... It
should be borne in mind that the “institutionalized” use of these terms—
that is, their exclusive application to the followers of the Prophet Muham-
mad (s)—represents a definitely post-Qur’anic development and, hence,
must be avoided in a translation of the Qur’an.*

He asserts that when the Prophet’s contemporaries heard the words
islam and muslim, they would have understood them in this original sense,
“without limiting these terms to any specific community or denomina-
tion”.¥ This meaning emerges clearly from many verses containing the
words muslim and islam. In the following verse, the principle of universal
submission is equated with the religion of God:
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Him submitteth whosoever is in the heavens and the earth, will-
ingly or unwillingly? And unto Him they will be returned (3:83)
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Kashani helps to situate with the utmost clarity the nature of this relig-
ion of God. He does so in his esoteric exegesis on two sets of verses. First,
in relation to a verse which declares that the religion bestowed upon the
Prophet Muhammad was the very same religion which was bestowed upon
his predecessors:
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He hath ordained for you of religion (min al-dir) that which He
commended unto Noah, and that which We reveal to thee
[Muhammad], and that which We commended unto Abraham and

4 The Message of the Qur’an: Translated and Explained by Muhammad Asad (Gibraltar, 1984), p. 885, n.17.
¥ Ibid., p. vi.
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Moses and Jesus, saying: Establish the religion, and be not divided
therein (42:13)

Kashani comments:

He hath ordained for you of the religion, [that is] the absolute relig-
ion (aldin al-mutlag), which God charged all the prophets to estab-
lish, and to be unanimous, not divided, with regard to it. This is the
principle and root of religion (as/ al-din), that is, tawhid, justice, and
knowledge of the Resurrection, as expressed by [the phrase] “faith in
God and the Last Day”. This is other than the details of the revealed
Laws, by which they [the prophets] differentiate this [root of relig-
ion]; this differentiation occurs in accordance with what is most
beneficial in [the different situations]—such as the prescription of
acts of obedience, worship, and social intercourse. As God Most
High says, “For each We have appointed from you a Law and a Way
(5:48).*

The difference between the “absolute” or unconditional religion (al-din
al-mutlag) and the different forms this unique essence may take is then de-
scribed by Kashini in terms of permanence and immutability. He contin-
ues: “So the right religion (al-din al-qayyim) is tied to that which is immuta-
ble within knowledge and action; while the revealed Law is tied to that
which alters in respect of rules and conditions.” The nature of this un-
changing religion, together with its essential connection with the primor-
dial nature of the human soul, the fifrah, is expounded by Kashiani in an
illuminating commentary on the following crucial verse:
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So set thy purpose for religion as one with pure devotion—the
nature [framed] of God, according to which He hath created man.

There is no altering God's creation. That is the right religion (a/-din
al-qayyim), but most men know not (30:30).

Kashani comments:

4 Kashani, Tafsir, Vol. 11, p. 109.
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So set thy purpose for the religion of tawpid, and this is the path to
the Real ... or religion in the absolute sense (al-din mutlagan). That
which is other than this is not “religion”, because of its separation
from the [way which leads to] attainment of the goal. The purpose
[or “face”, al-wajh, in the verse being commented on] refers to the ex-
istent essence, with all its concomitants and accidental properties;
and its being set for religion is its disengagement from all that which
is other than the Real, its being upright in tawhid, and stopping with
the Real, without heeding its own soul or others, so that his way will
be the way of God; and his religion and his path will be the religion
and path of God, for he sees nothing but Him in existence.”

Then follows this comment on the primordial nature, the fifrah, fash-

ioned by God:

That is, they cleave to the fitrat Allab, which is the state in accordance
with which the reality of humanity was created, eternal purity and
disengagement, and this is the right religion (aldin alqayyim) in
eternity without beginning or end, never altering or being differenti-

ated from that original purity, or from that intrinsic, primordial
tawhid ®

The fitrah is described as being the result of the “most holy effusion” (al-
Jfayd al-agdas) of the Divine Essence; and no one who remains faithful to
this original nature can deviate from tawpid, or be veiled from God’s reality
by the presence of phenomena. Kashani cites the hadith, “Every baby is
born according to the fitrah; its parents make it a Jew, a Christian.” But
then he adds this important point: “It is not that this underlying reality
changes in itself, such that its essential state be altered, for that is impossi-
ble. This is the meaning of His words: there is no altering God’s creation.
That is the right religion, but most men know not.”

The following verse (30:31) reads: “Turning to Him; and do your duty to
Him, and establish worship and be not of those who ascribe partners.” The
“turning” to God implies for Kishani a turning away from all otherness,
from the “demons of fancy and imagination” and from “false religions”; it
implies also the disengagement and detachment from the “shrouds of cre-
ated nature, bodily accidents, natural forms, and psychic properties”. As
regards the last part of the verse, he comments as follows: “‘Be not of those
who ascribe partners [or ‘be not of the polytheists’].... through the subsis-
tence of the fitrah, and the manifestation of I-ness (zuhir al-and’iyya) in its

4 [bid., Vol. 11, p. 131.
#® Ibid., Vol. 11, p. 132.
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station.”® Here the ontological limitation of the fifrah and its “station” is
indicated by Kashani. For the fitrah presupposes an individual soul, of
which it is the most fundamental model, pattern, or prototype; as such, it
cannot but uphold that I-ness or egoic nucleus that must, from the point of
view of absolute oneness, be transcended; and it is only transcended by
fana’. Despite this ontological shortcoming attendant upon the operative
presence of the fitrah, it is clear that for Kashani it is only through fidelity
to the fifrah that one can open oneself up to that ultimate form of Islam
which is constituted—or rather sublimated—by fana’.

At the level of human knowledge, however, the fitrabh is conceived as a
fundamental, or “constitutional”, affinity between the deepest dimension
of the human soul and the ultimate realities expressed through Divine reve-
lation; it is the purest texture of the substance of the soul that resonates
harmoniously with the most profound truths conveyed by the revealed
word. This harmonious reverberation translates spiritual affinity into mys-
tical unity—the realization, through fana’, of the ultimate degree of tawhid,
as described above in reference to Ghazzali’s exegesis of “everything is per-
ishing except His Face” (28:88).

The mystery of this affinity between primordiality and revelation—
between the knowledge divinely embedded a priori within the soul, and the
knowledge divinely bestowed a posteriori upon the soul—seems to be al-
luded to in the following verse: “Truly there hath come unto you a Prophet
from yourselves” (9:128). The literal meaning here, as addressed to the im-
mediate recipients of the revelation, is that the Prophet is one of them: a
man, not an angel, an Arab, not a foreigner, and so forth. But the word
minkum, “from you”, also carries a deeper significance. One also has this
verse: “The Prophet is closer to the believers than their own selves” (33:6)
Again, the literal meaning refers to the precedence of the Prophet, his
greater right or claim over the believers than they have over themselves. But
the deeper meaning emerges as a different, and equally legitimate, reading
of the words min anfusibim. The word ‘minkum’ also appears, as noted ear-
lier, in a verse with a similar import: “For each We have appointed from
you a Law and a Way (shir‘atan wa minhdajan)” (5:48). Not only the Prophet,
but the revealed Law and the spiritual Way he brings—all seem already to
be, in essence, within the human soul. To follow the Prophet, to abide by
the Law, to follow the Way he traces out is to follow, not some rules arbi-
trarily imposed from without, but a call from within; it is to follow one’s

¥ Ibid., Vol. 11, p. 132.
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own deepest nature. It is for this reason that the Qur’an refers to itself in
several places as a “reminder” or as a remembrance (dhikr):
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And it is nothing but a reminder to creation (68:52 and 81:27).
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We have not revealed unto thee this Qur’an that thou shouldst be
distressed, but as a reminder unto him that feareth (20:2-3).
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Nay, verily this is a reminder, so whoever will shall remember it
(74:54-55).

This understanding of the meaning of the word minkum is a possible
but by no means exclusive one. It does flow naturally, however, from a
fundamental principle of Sufi spirituality. For our purposes here it suffices
to cite the engaging simile offered by Rumi, by which he explains the verse:

In the composition of man all sciences were originally commingled
so that his spirit might show forth all hidden things, as limpid water
shows forth all that is under it ... and all that is above it, reflected in
the substance of water. Such is its nature, without treatment or train-
ing. But when it was mingled with earth or other colors, that prop-
erty and that knowledge was parted from it and forgotten by it. Then
God Most High sent forth prophets and saints, like a great, limpid
water such as delivers out of darkness and accidental coloration every
mean and dark water that enters into it. Then it remembers; when the
soul of man sees itself unsullied, it knows for sure that so it was in
the beginning, pure, and it knows that those shadows and colors were
mere accidents. Remembering its state before those accidents super-
vened, it says, “This is that sustenance which we were provided with
before”’® The prophets and the saints therefore remind him of his
former state; they do not implant anything new in his substance.
Now every dark water that recognizes that great water, saying, “I
come from this, and I belong to this”, mingles with that water.... It

7 2:25. This verse is given as the words uttered by the souls in Paradise upon being given fruits of the
heavenly garden.
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was on this account that God declared: “Truly there hath come unto
you a Prophet from yourselves”.

Near the end of the Discourses, this theme is expressed again, this time in
more intimate terms:

Those who acknowledge the truth see themselves in the prophet and
hear their own voice proceeding from him and smell their own scent
proceeding from him. No man denies his own self. Therefore the
prophets say to the community, “We are you and you are we; there is

no strangeness between us”’*

It 1s clear from these passages that Rami, referring to the prophets in the
plural, regards the prophetic mission as one and the same, despite the dif-
ferent forms taken by that message. In the Mathnawi, this principle is ex-
pressed in many different places. One striking example is his poetic com-
ment upon the words of the Qur’anic verse “We make no distinction be-
tween any of them [God’s prophets] (2:136; and at 3:84). Under this verse as
a heading come the following couplets:

If ten lamps are present in (one) place, each differs in form from the
other:

To distinguish without any doubt the light of each, when you turn
your face toward their light, is impossible.

In things spiritual there is no division and no numbers; in things
spiritual there is no partition and no individuals.”?

The conception of essential or absolute religion, explicitly affirmed by
Kashani and implicit in so much of Rumi’s writing, is predicated on a clear
vision of the spirit of faith which transcends all the forms that religious
traditions assume. Before elaborating upon this vision with reference to
particular Qur’anic verses, it is important to mention very briefly the
Qur’anic encounter between Moses and the mysterious personage, not
mentioned by name in the Qur’an, but identified by tradition with al-

' We have slightly modified Arberry’s translation of 2:25 and of 9:128, which concludes the paragraph
from Rumi’s Discourses, pp. 44-45.

2 Ibid., p. 227.

» Mathnawi, trans. R. A. Nicholson (London, 1926), Book I, 678-679. Nicholson does not include the
heading, consisting of the verse, which is given in the Persian. See the edition by Abd al-Hamid Mashay-
ikh Tabataba’i, published by Nashr-i Tul@’, in Tehran (n.d.), p. 35.
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Khidr. Even in its literal aspect, the story alludes to the distinction between
the form of religion and its transcendent essence, between exoteric and eso-
teric knowledge. In this encounter certain forms of the law and social con-
vention are violated by al-Khidr, who is questioned and criticized as a result
by Moses. After committing three acts that flout outward norms, al-Khidr
tells Moses of the realities hidden beneath the surface of each of the situa-
tions in which the acts take place, realities revealed to al-Khidr by direct,
Divine inspiration.”

One of the uses to which Ibn ‘Arabi puts this story reinforces its already
esoteric nature. Al-Khidr becomes the personification of the station of
nearness (magam al-qurba), a station which is identified with plenary sanc-
tity (walaya),” while Moses personifies the law-giving prophet, or prophecy
as such (nubuwwa). In Ibn ‘Arabi’s perspective, sanctity as such is superior
to prophecy as such, because, as he explains in the chapter of the Fusis un-
der the heading of Seth, “The message (alrisala) and prophecy (al
nubnwwa)—that is, law-giving prophecy and its message—come to an end,
but sanctity («/-waldya) never comes to an end.”® Sanctity is higher because
the knowledge proper to it is universal, and prophecy is lower insofar as the
knowledge comprised within it is delimited by a particular message: “Know
that waldya is the all-encompassing sphere, thus it never comes to an end,
and to it belong [the assimilation and communication of] universal tidings;
but as for law-giving prophecy and the message, they terminate.”’ But it is a
question of principial priority and not personal superiority: sanctity is
more universal than prophecy, but the prophet is always superior to the
saint. For, on the one hand, the prophet’s sanctity is the source of the sanc-
tity of the saint; and on the other, every prophet is a saint, but not every
saint is a prophet:

When you observe the prophet saying things which relate to what is
outside the law-giving function,” then he does so as a saint (wali) and
a gnostic (‘arif). Thus his station as a knower and a saint is more
complete and more perfect than [his station] as a messenger or as a

’ See 18:60-82.

 This station “represents the ultimate point in the hierarchy of the saints” (M. Chodkiewicz, Seal of the
Saints: Prophethood and Sainthood in the Doctrine of Ibn 'Arabi, trans. Liadain Sherrard [Cambridge, 1993],
p- 58).

% Fugits, p. 34. See R. Austin’s translation, The Bezels of Wisdom, p. 66.

77 Fusits, p. 167; in Begels, p. 168.

¥ Kashani comments on the domain which is said to lie beyond the scope of the law-giving function:
“The explanation of ‘adornment of the soul with the qualities of God’ (takballug bi akhlaq Allab), the
proximity [attained through] supererogatory and obligatory devotions; and the stations of trust, con-
tentment, submission, realizing oneness, attaining singularity, extinction, union and separation, and the

like” (Fusds, p. 168).
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legislative prophet.... So if one says that that the saint is above the
prophet and the messenger, he means that this is the case within a
single person, that is: the messenger, in respect of his being a saint, is
more complete than he is in respect of his being a prophet or mes-
senger.”’

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, then, the encounter between Moses and al-
Khidr is understood microcosmically: al-Khidr represents a mode of uni-
versal consciousness within the very soul of Moses, one which surpasses his
consciousness gza prophet, whence the disapproval by the prophet of the
antinomian acts of the saint: “He [al-Khidr] showed him [Moses] nothing
but his [Moses’s] own form: it was his own state that Moses saw, and him-
self that he censured.”®*Ibn ‘Arabi’s conception of waliya is a complex and
controversial one, but it does cohere with the esoteric implications of the
Qur’anic narrative of the encounter between Moses and the mysterious per-
son who was given “knowledge from Us”. This narrative, together with its
amplification in Ibn ‘Arabi's conception of sanctity, clearly alludes to the
relativity of the outward law in the face of its inner spirit, and the limita-
tions proper to the law-giving function as opposed to the universal dimen-
sions of sanctity. There is a clear and important relationship between this
universal function of sanctity and the “absolute” or “unconditional” relig-
ion referred to above, that religion which is above and beyond all the par-
ticular forms—Iegal, confessional, social, cultural, and psychological—that
1t may assume.

Now, to consider more explicit Qur’anic verses describing or alluding to
this quintessential religion:

% Fugsiis, p. 168; Bezels, pp. 168-169.

b ALFutibat al-Makkiyya, 11.261. See the French translation of the chapter on the station of nearness
(chapter 161) by Denis Gril in “Le terme du voyage” (pp. 339-347) in Les llluminations de La Mecque, ed.
M. Chodkiewicz (Paris, 1988).
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Say: We believe in God and that which is revealed unto us, and
that which is revealed unto Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and
Jacob and the tribes, and that which was given unto Moses and Je-
sus and the prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction be-
tween any of them, and unto Him we have submitted (3:84).

Then comes this verse:
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And whoso secketh a religion other than Islam, it will not be ac-
cepted from him, and he will be a loser in the Hereafter (3:85).

Now whereas this last verse is understood, from a theological point of
view, as upholding the exclusive validity of “Islam”, defined as the religion
revealed to God’s last Prophet, and, as will be discussed below, as abrogat-
ing other verses which point to a different conclusion, it can also be seen as
confirming the intrinsic validity of all the revelations brought by all the
prophets mentioned in the previous verse. “Islam” thus encompasses all
revelations, which can be seen as so many different facets of essentially one
and the same self-disclosure of the Divine reality. Both senses can in fact be
maintained as “valid” interpretations, according to a key hermeneutical
principle of Ibn ‘Arabi: namely, that it is not tenable to exclude the validity
of an interpretation of a verse which is clearly upheld by the literal meaning
of the words.” It is one of an indefinite number of meanings that are all
“intended” by God to be derived from the words of the verse. No one in-
terpretation is right and true to the exclusion of all others. Furthermore,
applying a distinctively Akbarian metaphysical principle, we could say that
to exclude the exclusivist reading is in turn to fall into a mode of exclusiv-
ism.*® Thus a truly inclusivist metaphysical perspective must recognize the

5 As M. Chodkiewicz writes, in his excellent study of Ibn ‘Arabf’s hermeneutics, “Given the extremely
rich polysemy of Arabic vocabulary, rigorous fidelity to the letter of Revelation does not exclude but,
on the contrary, implies a multiplicity of interpretations. Ibn al-Arabi insists on this point on a number
of occasions, emphasizing that there is a general rule applicable to all the revealed Books: ‘Any meaning
of whatever verse of the Word of God—be it the Qur’an, the Torah, the Psalms, or the Pages—judged
acceptable by one who knows the language in which this word is expressed represents what God wanted
to say to those who interpreted it so.” As a corollary, none of these meanings is to be rejected. To deny
the validity of this rule is to limit divine knowledge” (A7 Ocean Without Shore: Ibn ‘Arabi, the Book, and
the Law, trans. D. Streight [Albany, 1993], p. 30).

52 This accords with the principle, expressed in a variety of paradoxical ways throughout the Akbarian
corpus, that “part of the perfection of being is the existence of imperfection within it; for were it other-

42



THE METAPHYSICS OF INTERFAITH DIALOGUE

validity of the exclusivist, theological perspective, even if it must also—on
pain of disingenuousness—uphold as more compelling, more convincing,
and more “true”, the universalist understanding of Islam.

This universalist conception of religion is linked to the innate knowl-
edge of God within all human souls, or within the soul as such, and to the
universal function of revelatory “remembrance”—that innate knowledge
which is re-awakened within the forgetful soul by Divine revelation. The
following verse establishes with the utmost clarity the fact that knowledge
of the Divine is inscribed in the very substance of the human soul at its
inception, and is thus an integral dimension of the fifrab:
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And when thy Lord brought forth from the Children of Adam,

from their reins, their seed, and made them testify of themselves

[saying], Am I not your Lord? They said: Yea, verily. We testify.

[That was] lest ye say on the Day of Resurrection: Truly, of this
we were unaware (7:172).

At the dawn of creation, then, knowledge of the Divine lordship, the re-
ality of the Absolute, and all essential truths deriving therefrom is infused
into the human soul—into all human souls, all Children of Adam, without
exception. Another way of presenting this universal fact, with the stress on
the spiritual substance of these principial truths, is given in these verses:
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And when thy Lord said unto the angels: Verily I am creating a
mortal from clay of black mud, altered. So, when I have made him

wise, the perfection of being would be imperfect because of the absence of imperfection within it” (The

Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 296).
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and have breathed into him of My Spirit, fall ye down, prostrating
yourselves before him (15:28-29).63

Thus, it is this spirit of God, breathed into man that constitutes, accord-
ing to the Qur’an, the fundamental, irreducible substance of the human
soul. It is for this reason that the angels are commanded to prostrate to
him. The act not only proceeds from obedience to the command of God,
but also is an acknowledgement of the breath of God that articulates the
Adamic substance—the reason for the command, one might say.

One can understand the truths comprised within the Divine Spirit,
which is “breathed” into the soul, in terms of the “names” taught to Adam
by God, in virtue of which his knowledge transcends that of all other be-
ings, including the angels. The story of the creation of Adam, the transcen-
dent knowledge proper to the human soul, the Fall, and the means of over-
coming the consequences of the Fall—all these fundamental principles are
given in the following verses in a manner which succinctly presents both
the universality and necessity of Divine revelation:

And when thy Lord said unto the angels: Verily I am placing a
viceroy (khalifah) on earth, they said: Wilt Thou place therein one
who will do harm therein and will shed blood, while we, we hymn
Thy praise and sanctify Thee? He said: Surely I know that which

ye know not.

And He taught Adam all the names, then showed them to the an-
gels, saying: Inform Me of the names of these, if ye are truthful.

They said: Be Thou glorified! We have no knowledge save that
which Thou hast taught us. Truly Thou, only Thou, art the
Knower, the Wise.

He said: O Adam, inform them of their names, and when he had
informed them of their names, He said: Did I not tell you that I
know the secret of the heavens and the earth? And I know that

which ye disclose and that which ye hide.

And when We said unto the angels: Prostrate yourselves before
Adam, they fell prostrate, all save Iblis. He refused and waxed
proud, and so became a disbeliever.

% Identical to 38:72. Cf. also the verse “Then He fashioned him and breathed into him of His Spirit”
(32:9).
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And We said: O Adam, dwell thou and thy wife in the Garden,
and eat freely thereof where ye will; but come not near this tree
lest ye become wrong-doers.

But Satan caused them to slip therefrom, and expelled them from
the state they were in. And We said: Fall down, one of you a foe
unto the other! There shall be for you on earth a habitation and

provision for a time.

Then Adam received words from his Lord, and He relented to-
ward him; verily He is ever-Relenting, all-Merciful.

We said: Go down, all of you, from hence; but verily there cometh
unto you from Me a guidance; and whoso followeth My guidance,
no fear shall come upon them neither shall they grieve.

But they who disbelieve, and deny Our revelations, such are right-
ful owners of the Fire. They abide therein (2:30-39).

Adam is therefore not just the first man, but also the first prophet, the
first to have received words from his Lord. The guidance promised by
God—the means by which the primordial human condition is restored to
its plenary state—is, it is to be noted, immediately defined in terms of Our
revelations, or Our signs, that is, @ydtind. One is given a sense here of a sin-
gle religion, Divine guidance, which comprises diverse forms of expression,
different “signs”.

The universality of this guidance through revelation is clearly stressed in
the following verses. First, “For every community (#mma) there is a Mes-
senger” (10:48). As noted above, the Qur’an makes explicit reference to sev-
eral prophets, but the scope of prophetic guidance extends far beyond those
mentioned, for “Verily, We sent Messengers before thee; among them are
those about whom We have told thee, and those about whom We have not
told thee” (40:78). Moreover, that which was revealed to the Prophet in the
Qur’an does not differ in essence from what was revealed to all the proph-
ets:
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And We sent no Messenger before thee but We inspired him [say-
ing]: There is no God save Me, so worship Me (21:25).
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Naught is said unto thee [Muhammad] but what was said unto the
Messengers before thee (41:43).64

This single, unique message of guidance is always revealed to the Mes-
senger in the language of his folk (14:4).

To appreciate more fully the relationship between the substance of the
message and its form, one can benefit from a distinction found in Ibn
‘Arabi’s writings. This is the distinction, within the Speech of God, between
the “necessary Speech” (al-qawl alwajib), which is not subject to change,
and the “accidental Speech” (a/-gawl al-ma ‘rid), which is subject to change.”
It is the former, the necessary Speech, which one can identify with the un-
changing substance of the Divine message. This view is articulated more
explicitly in the following comment on the oneness of the religious path. It
is, he writes, that concerning which Bukhari wrote a chapter entitled, “The
chapter on what has come concerning the fact that the religion of the
prophets is one”. He brought the article which makes the word “religion”
definite, because all religion comes from God, even if some of the rulings
are diverse. Everyone is commanded to perform the religion and to come
together in it.... As for the rulings which are diverse, that is because of the
Law which God assigned to each one of the messengers. He said, “To every
one (of the Prophets) We have appointed a Law and a Way; and if God
willed, He would have made you one nation” (5:48).% If He had done that,
your revealed Laws would not be diverse, just as they are not diverse in the
fact that you have been commanded to come together and to perform
them.”

Thus, on the basis of scriptural and exoteric orthodoxy, Ibn “Arabi
points to the substantial content of religion, which both transcends and
legitimizes the various revelations; the key criteria of this substance are cen-
tered on two elements: Divine command and human response. In other
words, however diverse the particular rulings pertaining to the different
religions may be, the substance or principle of these rulings remains the

64 Cf. “Say: T am no innovation among the Messengers” (46:9).
% See “Le Livre du Nom de Majesté”, trans. M. Valsan, Gtudes Traditionelles, No. 272, December, 1948, p.
3 - iy :

We quote here Chittick’s rendition of the verse. Our preferred translation of the first part of the verse
is: “For each We have appointed from you a Law and a Way”. The importance of translating the phrase
literally, together with the mysterious word minkum, “from you”, has been noted above in connection
with Ram1’s illuminating comments.

57 Quoted in Chittick, Sufi Path, p. 303.
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same: to submit to that which has been divinely instituted. The inner real-
ity of religion is thus unfolded for the individual, of whatever religion, in
the course of his submission to God and the practice of the worship en-
joined upon him.

Returning to the verse “We never sent a Messenger save with the lan-
guage of his folk”, one can apply Ibn “Arabi’s distinction and assert that
the essence of the message, the necessary Speech, is one, whereas the “lan-
guages”, the accidental Speech, are many. Needless to say, the distinction in
question is not to be understood as relating to a merely linguistic difference
with identical semantic content, but rather by “language” should be under-
stood the whole gamut of factors—spiritual, psychological, cultural, and
linguistic—that go to make the message of the supra-formal Truth intelli-
gible to a given human collectivity. Herein lies an important aspect of the
message conveyed by Ibn ‘Arabi’s Fusis al-hikam: the nature of the jewel
(Revelation) is shaped according to the receptivity—conceptual, volitive,
affective—of the bezel (fass, singular of fusis), that is, the specific mode of
prophetic consciousness as determined by the particular human collectivity
addressed by the Revelation.

The above considerations lead one to posit the distinction between relig-
ion as such, on the one hand, and such and such a religion, on the other.
While such and such a religion is distinct from all others, possessing its
own particular rites, laws, and spiritual “economy”, religion as such can be
discerned within it and within all religions—religion as such being the ex-
clusive property of none, as it constitutes the inner substance of all. It must
be carefully noted here that this view of a religious essence that at once
transcends and abides within all religions does not in the least imply a
blurring of the boundaries between the different religions on the plane of
their formal diversity; rather, the conception of this “essential religion”
presupposes formal religious diversity, regarded not so much as a regretta-
ble differentiation but a divinely willed necessity. The following verses up-
hold this calibrated conception, which recognizes the inner substance of
religion inherent in all revealed religions, on the one hand, and affirms the
necessity of abiding by the dictates of one particular religion, on the other:
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For each We have appomted from you a Law and a Way. Had
God willed, He could have made you one community. But that
He might try you by that which He hath given you [He hath made
you as you are]. So vie with one another in good works. Unto
God ye will all return, and He will inform you of that wherein ye

differed (5:48).
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Unto each community We have given sacred rites (wansakan)
which they are to perform; so let them not dispute with thee
about the matter, but summon them unto thy Lord (22:67).68

These diverse laws, paths, and rites, however, ought not obscure the fact
that the religion ordained through the last Prophet is, in essence, the very
same religion as that ordained through all previous prophets:
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He hath ordained for you of the religion that which He com-
mended unto Noah, and that which We reveal to thee [Muham-
mad], and that which We commended unto Abraham and Moses

and Jesus, saying: Establish the religion, and be not divided
therein (42:13).

% Cf. “And each one hath a goal (wijha) toward which he turneth” (2:148)
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This is the verse quoted by Ibn “Arabi in the citation above; after quot-
ing it, Ibn ‘Arabi refers to a passage in the Qur’an which mentions the
prophets Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Noah, David, Solomon, Job, Joseph,
Moses, Aaron, Zachariah, John, Jesus, Elias, Ishmael, Elisha, Jonah, and
Lot, and which ends with the words: “Those are they whom God guideth,
so follow their guidance” (6:90). Ibn ‘Arabi adds: “This is the path that
brings together every prophet and messenger. It is the performance of relig-
ion, scattering not concerning it and coming together in it.”*” Again, what
is being stressed here is quintessential religion, al-din.

The “Islam” revealed to the Prophet Muhammad is unique, and thus a
religion; but at the same time, it is identical in its essence to all religions,
and is thus the religion; in other words, it is both such and such a religion,
and religion as such. “Establish the religion, and be not divided” (42:13), for
“naught is said unto thee [Muhammad] but what was said unto the Mes-
sengers before thee” (41:43). In another important verse, used above as our
epigraph, we are given a succinct definition of what constitutes this inner,
essential religion. The verse also stands out as one of the most significant
proof-texts in the Qur’an for upholding the principle that access to salva-
tion is not the exclusive preserve of the particular religion of Islam, that is,
the specific Law and Way ordained through the last Prophet. On the con-
trary, the description given here of that which is necessary for salvation
gives substance to the universal definition of Islam that we are trying to
bring out here:
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Truly those who believe, and the Jews, and the Christians, and the
Sabeans—whoever believeth in God and the Last Day and per-
formeth virtuous deeds—surely their reward is with their Lord,

and no fear shall come upon them, neither shall they grieve
(2:62).

It was seen above that the number of prophets is given indefinite exten-
sion by verses which mention several by name and then add, “We sent Mes-

% Quoted in Chittick, Sufi Path, p. 303.
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sengers before thee; among them are those about whom We have told thee,
and those about whom We have not told thee” (40:78). Likewise, in the pre-
ceding verse, the explicit mention of four distinct groups—those who be-
lieve, referring to Muslims in the particular sense, alongside the Jews, the
Christians, and the Sabeans—is indefinitely prolonged by the universal
category comprising “whoever believeth in God and the Last Day and is
virtuous”. In a moment, we shall return to this crucial, and controversial,
position, one which holds out the possibility of salvation beyond the con-
fines of Islam gua particular religion. At this point, however, attention
should remain focused on the ramifications of this “essential religion” of
faith in God and in the Hereafter, allied to virtue.
The following verse is akin to a veritable creedal affirmation:
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The Messenger believeth in that which hath been revealed unto
him from his Lord, and [so do] the believers. Every one believeth
in God and His angels and His scriptures and His Messengers—
we make no distinction between any of His Messengers (2:285).70

What should be underscored here is the fact that belief in all the re-
vealed scriptures is followed by the declaration that no distinction can be
made between any of God’s Messengers. Again, there is the recognition of
the formal diversity of revelation combined with the affirmation of a
unique message.

In the Qur’an, this universal religion, or religion as such, which resists
any communal specification, is often referred to as the religion of Abra-
ham, al-hanif, “the devout”.”" Abraham stands forth as both the symbol and
the concrete embodiment of pure, monotheistic worship: “he was not one
of the idolators”. In the following verse, also from the S#ra al-Bagara, we
read:

7° The phrase “We make no distinction between any of His Messengers” also comes earlier in the same
Siirah, at 2:136, which we cite below.

7 We translate this word as “devout” on the basis of the following explanation of Asad: “The expression
hanif is derived from the verb hanafa, which literally means ‘he inclined [towards a right state or ten-
dency]’. Already in pre-Islamic times, this term had a definitely monotheistic connotation, and was used
to describe a man who turned away from sin and worldliness and from all dubious beliefs, especially
idol-worship; and tapannuf denoted the ardent devotions, mainly consisting of long vigils and prayers,
of the unitarian God-seekers of pre-Islamic times” (The Message of the Qur’an, p. 28, note 110 on 2:135).
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And they say: Be Jews or Christians, then ye will be rightly guided.
Say Nay but [we are of] the religious community (#illa) of Abra-

ham, the devout (banifan), and he was not one of the idolators

(2:135).

Then, in the verse immediately following this one, one finds a descrip-
tion of what affiliation to this milla, or religious community, entails:
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Say: We believe in God, and that which was revealed unto Abra-
ham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes, and that
which was given unto Moses and Jesus and the prophets from
their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and
unto Him we have submitted (2:130; this verse is almost identical
to 3:84).

After this comes another important verse, which reinforces the interpre-
tation of religion as universal submission:
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And if they believe in the like of that which ye believe, then they

are rightly guided. But if they turn away, then they are in schism
(2:137).

The next verse is also highly relevant to our theme. It begins, mysteri-
ously, with a reference to the colour of God (sibghat Allah). Pickthall ren-
ders the verse thus, making explicit what he sees as intended by the ellipse:
“[We take our] colour from God; and who is better than God at coloring?
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And we worship Him” (2:138).”” The verses immediately following this one
suggest what this “colour” might mean:
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Say: Dispute ye with us concerning God, when He is our Lord
and your Lord? Ours are our works, and yours your works. We
are devoted purely to Him. Or say ye that Abraham, and Ishmael,
and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes were Jews or Christians? Say:
Do you know best or doth God? (2:139-140).

Here we are given a strong sense of the need to view religious affiliation
in the light of absolute values, rather than allowing religious affiliation to
determine the “colour” or nature of the Absolute: “We are devoted purely
to Him”; it is not religion, but God Who is worshipped. “And we worship
Him.” One is reminded here of the image given by Junayd, and so often
quoted by Ibn ‘Arabi: “Water takes on the colour of the cup.”” The impera-
tive of ‘transcending the gods of belief’, mentioned earlier, can be seen as
concordant with the need to go beyond the “colour” imparted by religious
dogma or affiliation, to the pure Absolute, at once surpassing all colour
and assuming every colour. As Rami puts it:

Since colorlessness (pure Unity) became the captive of color (mani-
festation in the phenomenal world), a Moses came into conflict with
a Moses.

When you attain unto the colorlessness which you possessed, Moses
and Pharaoh are at peace.”*

And again:

72 The Arabic here is nahnu lahu ‘abidin, which can also be translated as “we are His worshippers”; the
strong implication, in both senses of the phrase, is that God is the sole object of worship, and that for
this reason true worshippers “belong” to God alone, this being made explicit in the verses which follow
2:138.

3 See Sufi Path, pp. 149, 229, 341-344.

4 Mathnawi, 1, 2467-8.
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The religion of Love is separate from all religions: for lovers, the re-
ligion and creed is—God.”

It might be objected here that the Qur’anic verses cited above could just
as easily be interpreted as an affirmation of Islamic exclusivism, the “Islam”
revealed by the Qur’an being the purest form of that primordial religion of
Abraham that was subsequently distorted by the Jews and the Christians. It
must readily be conceded that such a view would indeed be upheld, in dif-
fering degrees, and with varying implications, not only by traditional theo-
logical and exoteric authorities, but also by their mystical and esoteric
counterparts, including those cited here, Ibn “Arabi, Rami, Kishani, and
Ghazzali. For all such Sufis—those belonging to what one might call the
“normative” Sufi tradition, in which the Shari‘ab is scrupulously upheld—
Islam in the particular sense would be regarded as the most complete relig-
ion, gua religion, and thus the most appropriate one to follow.”® This be-
lief, however, on the plane of religious form, does not translate into chau-
vinism, and still less, intolerance. For the metaphysical vision of the reli-
gious essence that transcends all forms leads directly to an appreciation of
the possibility of salvation and sanctification through diverse, and unequal,
religious forms. Even if other religious forms be regarded as less “complete”
than Islam, or in a certain sense superseded by it, all believers in God can
nonetheless be regarded as belonging to the same community, the same
umma defined in terms of essential faith, rather than as a confessionally
delimited community. In the S#rab entitled “The Prophets”, the following
verse 1s given, after mention is made of several prophets, finishing with a
reference to the Virgin Mary: “Truly, this, your umma, is one umma, and 1
am your Lord, so worship Me” (21:92). Just as our God and your God is
one,”” so all believers, whatever be the outward, denominational form taken
by their belief, are judged strictly according to their merits, and not accord-
ing to some artificial religious label:

” Mathnawi, 11, 1770.

7 For example, Kashani, after pointing out the flaws in the religions of Judaism and Christianity, avers
that Islam is “altogether true; indeed, it is the truth of truths. It is the supreme and most brilliant truth”
(cited in Lory, Commentaires ésoteriques, p. 132).

77 The verse in which these words are given is as follows: “And only discourse with the People of the
Book in a way that is most excellent, save with those who do wrong. And say: We believe in that which
hath been revealed to us and revealed to you. Our God and your God is one, and unto Him we surren-
der” (29:46). We shall return to this verse below.
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And those who believe and do good works, We shall bring them
into Gardens underneath which rivers flow, wherein they will
abide forever—a promise of God in truth; and who can be more

truthful than God in utterancer (4:122).

Lest one think that the category of “those who believe and do good
works” refers only to the Muslims in the specific sense—one possible read-
ing, admittedly—the very next verse establishes the universal scope of the
promise. This verse, indeed, is of the utmost importance for the perspective
or “reading” being expounded here:
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It will not be in accordance with your desires, nor the desires of
the People of the Scripture. He who doth wrong will have the
recompense thereof (4:123).

One can read this verse as implying that insofar as the Muslim “desires”
that salvation be restricted to Muslims in the specific, communal sense, he
falls into exactly the same kind of exclusivism of which the Christians and
Jews stand accused: “And they say: None entereth paradise unless he be a
Jew or a Christian. These are their own desires” (2:111). It should be noted
that the very same word is used both for the “desires” of the Jews and the
Christians, and the “desires” of the Muslims, amaniyy. As noted above, the
logic of these verses clearly indicates that one form of religious prejudice or
chauvinism is not to be replaced with another form of the same, but with
an objective, unprejudiced recognition of the inexorable and universal law
of Divine justice. This universal law is expressed with the utmost clarity in
the following two verses, which complete this important passage from the
Sira al-Nisa’:
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And whoso doeth good works, whether male or female, and is a
believer, such will enter paradise, and will not be wronged the dint
of a date-stone. Who is better in religion than he who submitteth
his purpose to God, while being virtuous, and following the reli-
gious community of Abraham the devout? (4:124-125).

In these four verses, taken as a whole (4:122-125), the Divine “promise” of
salvation is starkly contrasted with confessional “desires”; on the one hand,
there is an objective and universal criterion of wholehearted submission to
God, and on the other, a subjective and particularistic criterion of formal
attachment to a specific community. To return to the verse cited above, one
should note the riposte that follows the unwarranted exclusivism of the
People of the Book:

And they say: None entereth paradise unless he be a Jew or a
Christian. These are their own desires. Say: Bring your proof if ye
are truthful. Nay, but whosoever submitteth his purpose to God,
and he is virtuous, his reward is with his Lord. No fear shall come

upon them, neither shall they grieve (2:111-112).

Verse 112 thus comes as a concrete rebuttal of unwarranted exclusivism.
It does not contradict the exclusivist claims of the Jews and the Christians
with an exclusivism of its own, that is, with a claim that only “Muslims”, in
the specific sense, go to Paradise. Access to salvation, far from bemg further
narrowed by reference to the privileged rights of some other “group”,
broadened, and in fact universalized: those who attain salvation and enter
paradise are those who have submitted wholeheartedly to God and are in-
trinsically virtuous. Faithful submission, allied to virtue: such are the two
indispensable requisites for salvation. Thus it is perfectly justified to argue
that the verse does not respond “in kind” to the exclusivism of the People
of the Book, but rather pitches the response on a completely different level,
a supra-theological or metaphysical level, which surpasses all reified defini-
tions, confessional denominations, communal allegiances, and partisan
affiliations.
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It is also important to note that the words cited earlier, “Unto God be-
long the East and the West, and wherever ye turn, there is the Face of God”,
come two verses later, at 2:115. This verse is referred to by Ibn ‘Arabi at the
end of the following well-known warning to Muslims against restricting
God to the form of one’s own belief, a warning that is entirely in accor-
dance with the thrust of the Qur’anic discourse:

Beware of being bound up by a particular creed and rejecting others
as unbelief! Try to make yourself a prime matter for all forms of reli-
gious belief. God is greater and wider than to be confined to one par-
ticular creed to the exclusion of others. For He says, Wherever ye
turn, there is the Face of God.”

We can also turn to Ibn ‘Arabi for a useful Sufi means of overcoming
one of the obstacles to wholesome dialogue between Muslims and members
of other faiths: the traditional legal notion of the abrogation of other relig-
ions by Islam. Before doing so, however, it is important to situate the prin-
ciple of abrogation in relation to the verse cited above, 2:62, in which salva-
tion is promised not just to Muslims in the specific sense, but also to Jews
and Christians and Sabeans, whoever believeth in God and the Last Day
and performeth virtuous deeds. A great deal hinges on the meaning attrib-
uted to this verse. Its literal meaning is clear enough: all believers who act
virtuously, in consequence of their faith, are promised that their reward is
with their Lord, and “no fear shall come upon them, neither shall they
grieve”. But it is held by many of the traditional commentators, based on a
report from Ibn ‘Abbas, that this verse is abrogated by 3:85—“And whoso
seeketh a religion other than Islam, it will not be accepted from him, and
he will be a loser in the Hereafter.” Among the classical commentators,
however, it is noteworthy that Tabari (d. 310/923) and the Shi’ite commen-
tator Tabarsi (d. 548/1153) both reject the idea that the verse can be subject
to abrogation. In general, as regards the principle of abrogation (raskh),
Tabari writes, in his commentary on verse 2:106—“We abrogate no verse,
nor do We cause it to be forgotten, but that We bring one better than it or
like it”:

® Quoted by T. Izutsu in his Sufism and Taoism (Berkeley, 1983), p. 254. We have modified somewhat
Izutsu’s translation of this passage from the Fusis (pp. 135-16). In particular, the word ‘agida, should, we
believe, be translated as “creed” and not, as Izutsu has it, “religion”. Izutsu’s translation nonetheless
adequately conveys the clear intention behind this warning to believers not to restrict God to the form
of their own belief, whether this is a doctrinal form vis-d-vis other possible forms within the same relig-
ion, or a religious belief vis-@-vis the beliefs of other religions. But, as has been discussed in the previous
section, for Ibn “Arabi, there is but one religion, which comprises diverse modes of revelation and dif-
ferent rulings, according to the requirements of different human collectivities addressed by the one and
only Divinity.
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Thus, God transforms the lawful into the unlawful, and the unlawful
into the lawful, and the permitted into the forbidden, and the for-
bidden into the permitted. This only pertains to such issues as com-
mands and prohibitions, proscriptions and generalizations, preven-
tions and authorizations. But as for reports (akbbar), they cannot ab-
rogate nor be abrogated.”

In regard to verse 2:62, he writes that the literal meaning of the verse
should be upheld, without being restricted in its scope by reference to re-
ports of its abrogation, “because, in respect of the bestowal of reward for
virtuous action with faith, God has not singled out some of His creatures
as opposed to others”* Tabarsi, in his commentary Majma* al-bayan fi
tafsir al-qur’an, argues that “abrogation cannot apply to a declaration of
promise. It can be allowed only of legal judgments which may be changed
or altered with change in the general interest”.™

Nonetheless, as regards the specifically juristic point of view, it is almost
universally upheld that Islam “abrogates” the previous dispensations, in the
sense that its revealed law supersedes the laws promulgated in pre-Qur’anic
revelations, with the concomitant that it is no longer permissible for Mus-
lims to abide by those pre-Qur’anic revealed laws, the Shari‘ah brought by
the Prophet being henceforth normative and binding. How, then, can a
Muslim today, concerned with dialogue, reconcile the idea of salvation be-
ing accessible to non-Muslims who faithfully follow their religions, on the
one hand, with the principle that Islam abrogates or supersedes all previous
religions? One answer is given by Ibn ‘Arabi, for whom the fact of abroga-
tion does not imply the nullification of those religions which are super-
seded, nor does it render them salvifically inefficacious. In a brilliant dia-
lectical stroke, Ibn ‘Arabi transforms the whole doctrine of abrogation
from being a basis for the rejection of other religions into an argument for
their continuing validity. For one of the reasons for the pre-eminence of
Islam is precisely the fact that Muslims are enjoined to believe in all revela-
tions and not just in that conveyed by the Prophet of Islam:

All the revealed religions are lights. Among these religions, the re-
vealed religion of Muhammad is like the light of the sun among the
lights of the stars. When the sun appears, the lights of the stars are

7 Jami‘ al-bayan ‘an ta’wil ayat al-Qur’an (Beirut, 2001), Vol.1, p. 546.

8 Ibid., Vola, p. 373.

% Quoted by M. Ayoub, The Qur’an and Its Interpreters (Albany, 1984), Vol. I, p. 110. In the contemporary
period, both Rashid Rida and Allamah Tabataba’i likewise uphold the literal meaning of the verse, and
reject the possibility that it is subject to abrogation. See the discussion of this issue in Farid Esack,
Qur’an, Liberation and Pluralism (Oxford, 1997), pp. 162-166; and in Abdulaziz Sachedina, The Islamic
Roots of Democratic Pluralism (Oxford, 2001), pp. 29-34.
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hidden, and their lights are included in the light of the sun. Their be-
ing hidden is like the abrogation of the other revealed religions that
takes place through Muhammad’s revealed religion. Nevertheless,
they do in fact exist, just as the existence of the lights of the stars is
actualized. This explains why we have been required in our all-
inclusive religion to have faith in the truth of all the messengers and
all the revealed religions. They are not rendered null [#atil] by abro-
gation—that is the opinion of the ignorant.*

Finally, one has to address the fact that the Qur’an not only contains
verses that clearly assert the Divine ordainment of religious diversity, the
exhortation to engage in dialogue, and the presence of piety and righteous-
ness in religions other than Islam; it also contains verses of a polemical na-

ture. For example:
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O ye who believe, take not the Jews and the Christians for guardi-
ans. They are guardians one to another. He among you who ta-

keth them for guardians is (one) of them. Truly, God guideth not
wrongdoing folk (5:51).
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And the Jews say: Ezra is the son of God, and the Christians say:
The Messiah is the son of God. That is their saying with their
mouths. They imitate the saying of those who disbelieved of old.
God fighteth them. How perverse are they! (9:30).

82 Cited by W. C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-Arabi and the Problem of Religious Diversity (Al-

bany, 1994) p. 125
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There are numerous such verses, which demonstrate the formal contra-
dictions between different theological perspectives, and the consequent dif-
ficulties attendant upon the effort to engage in effective dialogue on the
basis of theological perspectives alone. They also indicate, albeit indirectly,
the necessity of elevating the mode of discourse to a metaphysical, supra-
theological level, from the vantage point of which those formal contradic-
tions are rendered less decisive as determinants of dialogue. The contradic-
tions remain on their own plane; but the more challenging question is to
determine the significance of that plane, and to make an effort to discern
within the text of the Qur’an itself those openings that warrant a transition
to a higher plane. This is what has been attempted in this paper, with the
help of Sufi metaphysical perspectives on the Qur’an.

But one must also respond to the specific question: in the concrete con-
text of interfaith dialogue, how is one to relate to the verses that severely
criticize the dogmatic errors of the People of the Book? Apart from point-
ing out the need to examine carefully each such verse, to contextualize it,
and to examine the degree to which the error in question is attributable to
the orthodox theologies apparently being censured, one would respond
immediately by referring to the following verse: “Call unto the way of thy
Lord with wisdom and fair exhortation, and hold discourse with them [the
People of the Book] in the finest manner” (16:125). One is urged to use one’s
judgment, one’s own “wisdom” to debate with the “other” in the most ap-
propriate manner, taking into account both the particular conditions in
which the dialogue is being conducted, and the principial priority that
must be accorded to universal realities—so clearly affirmed in the
Qur’an—over historical, communal, and even theological contingencies. In
other words, insofar as one’s orientation to the religious “other” is deter-
mined by spiritual, rather than theological or legal considerations, one
should give priority to those verses which are of a clearly principial or uni-
versal nature, as opposed to those which are clearly contextual in nature.®
By “contextual” is meant those verses which relate to the plane of theologi-

8 Tt should be noted that this stress on certain verses—those which are universal in content, and which
promote peace and harmony between the different faith communities, as opposed to those which are
more aggressive in tone, and which reflect particular historical situations or specific theological contro-
versies—is not totally unrelated to Ghazzali’s principle of the “variance in the excellence of the
Qur’anic verses”. See his Jewels of the Qur'an :Al-Ghazali’s Theory, trans. M. Abul Quasem (London and
Boston, 1983), pp. 64-5. Needless to say, for Ghazzali, the Qur’an in its entirety is of a revealed sub-
stance, so each verse is equal to all others in respect of revelation; but some verses are of more profound
import and of greater theurgic value than others, as attested to by the Prophet in many sayings.
Ghazzali refers to the “light of insight” that helps us to see “the difference between the Verse of the
Throne (2:255) and a verse concerning giving and receiving loans, and between the Sura of Sincerity (112)
and the Sura of Destruction (111)” (p.64).
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cal exclusivism or inter-communal conflict, the very plane that is tran-
scended by the vision that unfolds from the verses stressed and commented
upon above.

Secondly, there is no warrant, even with an exclusivist reading of the
Qur’an, for any brand of religious intolerance, and still less, persecution of
non-Muslims. Far from it. In fact the Muslims are enjoined to defend
churches and synagogues, and not just mosques—all being described by the
Qur’an as places “wherein the name of God is much invoked” (22:40). One
should also cite in this connection the historically recorded acts of toler-
ance manifested by the Prophet himself: for example, the treaty of Medina,
in which the Jews were given equal rights with the Muslims;* the treaty
signed with the monks of St Catherine's monastery on Sinai;” and, espe-
cially, the highly symbolic fact that, when the Christian delegation arrived
from Najran to engage the Prophet in theological debate, principally over
the Divine nature of Christ, they were permitted by him to perform their
liturgical worship in his own mosque.*®

One observes here a perfect example of how disagreement on the plane
of dogma can co-exist with a deep respect on the superior plane of religious
devotion. This example of the prophetic sunnab or conduct is a good back-
ground against which one can evaluate the following important passage
from the Discourses of Rumi. In one part of the book, he clearly takes to task
a Christian, Jarrah, for continuing to believe in certain Christian dogmas,
in particular, the idea that Jesus is God,” but this disagreement on the
plane of dogma does not blind Rami from his majestic vision of the spirit
above all religious forms—a vision so often evoked in his poetry—nor does
it preclude discourse with Christians, or mutual inspiration. In Rami’s
words:

I was speaking one day amongst a group of people, and a party of
non-Muslims was present. In the middle of my address they began to
weep and to register emotion and ecstasy. Someone asked: What do
they understand and what do they know? Only one Muslim in a
thousand understands this kind of talk. What did they understand,
that they should weep? The Master [7.e., Rimi himself] answered: It is

8 See the useful discussion of the first Constitution of Medina in S. H .M. Jafri, Political and Moral
Vision of Islam (Lahore, 2000), pp. 11-41.

% A copy of the document is displayed to this day in the monastery itself, which is the oldest continu-
ally inhabited monastic establishment in Christendom, and which—it is of considerable interest to
note—includes within its precincts a mosque, constructed by the monks for the local Bedouins. See J.
Bentley, Secrets of Mount Sinai (London, 1985), pp. 18-19.

% See A. Guillaume, trans., The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Ishaq’s Sirat Rasal Allah
(Oxford, 1968), pp. 270-277.

87 Discourses, pp. 135-136.
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not necessary that they should understand the form of the discourse;
that which constitutes the root and principle of the discourse, that
they understand.*®® After all, every one acknowledges the Oneness of
God, that He is the Creator and Provider, that He controls every-
thing, that to Him all things shall return, and that it is He who pun-
ishes and forgives. When anyone hears these words, which are a de-
scription and commemoration (dhikr) of God, a universal commo-
tion and ecstatic passion supervenes, since out of these words comes
the scent of their Beloved and their Quest.”

In this passage the notion of creative, spiritual dialogue is given clear
definition. Receptivity to innate spirituality, such as is rooted in the fitrab,
constitutes the inalienable substance of the human soul; and this innate
spirituality recognizes no confessional boundaries. Rimi is not so much
denying the fact that Muslims and non-Muslims disagree over particular
dogmas, as affirming the ever-present validity of spiritual dialogue, a mode
of dialogue which bears fruit despite theological disagreement, and which
serves to limit the negativity arising out of that disagreement, while turning
to spiritual account the underlying, devotional orientation to the transcen-
dent Reality that defines the essential reality of all believers.

This mode of dialogue is possible because the receptivity proper to spiri-
tual substance is of infinitely greater import than the limitations that cir-
cumscribe all mental conceptions. This is how one can understand the fol-
lowing statement, in which both faith and infidelity are transcended by
something more fundamental than the plane on which this dichotomy ex-
ists: “All men in their inmost hearts love God and seek Him, pray to Him
and in all things put their hope in Him, recognizing none but Him as om-
nipotent and ordering their affairs. Such an apperception is neither infidel-
ity nor faith. Inwardly it has no name.” This perspective is reinforced by
the following statements from the same work. Prayer, Rami says, changes
from religion to religion, but “faith does not change in any religion; its
states, its point of orientation, and the rest are invariable”.” “Love for the

% We have taken the liberty of substantially altering Arberry’s translation in this sentence. He translates
the Persian nafs-e in sukhan as “the inner spirit of these words”; whereas RGmi’s contrast between the nafs
of the “words” and the as/ of the “words” makes it clear that the latter is in fact the “inner spirit” and
the former is something relatively superficial, the formal correlate of the as/, the supra-formal principle,
or the “inner spirit”.

% Discourses, p. 108.

° Ibid., p.109.

%" Ibid., p. 43. Arberry translates the word gibla as locus; but we prefer to translate this word as “point of
orientation” in the above sentence.
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Creator is latent in all the world and in all men, be they Magians, Jews, or
Christians.”*

Now, to return to the polemical verses that the Qur’an contains, in ad-
dition to all that has been said above, one has also to counterbalance such
verses with the Qur’anic order to engage in constructive dialogue, and to
avoid disputation—an order which is given added depth by affirmations of
the presence of piety and faith in other religious traditions. For example:
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They are not all alike. Of the People of the Scripture there is a
staunch community who recite the revelations of God in the
watches of the night, falling prostrate. They believe in God and
the Last Day, and enjoin right conduct and forbid indecency, and
vie with one another in good works. These are of the righteous.
And whatever good they do, they will not be denied it; and God
knows the pious (3: 113-115).
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Thou wilt find the nearest of them [the People of the Scripture| in
affection to those who believe to be those who say: Verily, we are

Christians. That is because thetre are among them priests and
monks, and they are not proud (5: 82).

% Ibid., p. 214.
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I believe in whatever scripture God hath revealed, and I am com-
manded to be just among you. God is our Lord and your Lord.
Unto us our works and unto you your works; no argument be-

tween us and you. God will bring us together and unto Him is the

journeying (42:15).
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And only discourse with the People of the Book in a way that is
most excellent, save with those who do wrong. And say: We be-
lieve in that which hath been revealed to us and revealed to you.

Our God and your God is one, and unto Him we surrender
(29:406).

And finally, it is worth repeating the following verse, which can justifia-
bly be put forward as altogether definitive in respect of dialogue:
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Call unto the way of thy Lord with wisdom and fair exhortation,
and hold discourse with them in the finest manner (16:125).

For those wishing to engage in dialogue with other faiths and their rep-
resentatives, the key question devolves upon the way in which one under-
stands that which is “finest”, “most excellent”, or “most beautiful”, the
word apsan comprising all these meanings. One is urged to use one’s own
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intelligence, one’s own “aesthetic” feel for what accords most harmoniously
with the conditions of one’s own “dialogical” situation. The verse also links
the “call” to the way of God with holding discourse with adherents of other
belief-systems. Thus dialogue can itself be seen, not as contrary to the Mus-
lim duty of bearing witness to his faith, but as an aspect of that duty, and
perhaps, in the modern world, the wisest way of performing that duty. In
an age when, in the words of Frithjof Schuon, “the outward and readily
exaggerated incompatibility of the different religions greatly discredits, in
the minds of most of our contemporaries, all religion”,”? a “call to God”
which is based on universal inclusivity rather than dogmatic exclusivity is
much more likely to be heeded. The Qur’anic discourse explicitly refers to
the fragility and illogicality of confessional or denominational exclusivity,
and affirms truths of a universal nature, doing so, moreover, with an insis-
tence and in a manner that is unparalleled among world scriptures. It is
therefore uniquely situated, in intellectual terms, to assist in the resolution
of the contemporary crisis precipitated by mutually exclusive religious
claims.

Wisdom 1s explicitly called for in the verse we have cited above; and
wisdom, by definition, is not something that can be laid down in advance
of all the concrete and unique situations in which wisdom needs to be ap-
plied, as if it were a formal rule or a blue-print. On the contrary, it is, on
the one hand, a Divine bestowal, and on the other, a quality that can be
developed and cultivated only through intellectual, moral, and spiritual
effort. In the Qur’an, wisdom is described as a gift from God: “He giveth
wisdom to whom He will; and he to whom wisdom is given hath been
granted great good” (2:269). But it is also a quality which can be cultivated,
acquired, or learned, and this is implied in the following verse, where the
Prophet is described as one who teaches and imparts not just the formal
message, but the wisdom required to understand and creatively apply that
message: “He it is Who hath sent among the unlettered ones a Messenger of
their own, to recite unto them His revelations and to make them grow [in
purity], and to teach them the Scripture and wisdom” (62:2).

One of the most important aspects of wisdom taught by the scripture of
the Qur’an and the conduct of the Prophet is tolerance of those with belief-
systems different from one’s own, a tolerance grounded in a consciousness
of the Reality which transcends all systems of belief, one’s own included,
but which is also mysteriously present in the depths of each human soul.
Authentic dialogue emerges in the measure that this presence of God in all

% F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions (Wheaton, IL, 1993), p. xxxiii.
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human beings is respected. For Muslims living at a time when the alterna-
tive to dialogue is not just diatribe but violent clash, the imperative of
highlighting that which unites the different religions, of upholding and
promoting the common spiritual patrimony of mankind, is of the utmost
urgency. As we have seen, there is ample evidence in the Qur’anic text itself,
and in the compelling commentaries on these verses by those most steeped
in the spiritual tradition of Islam, to demonstrate that the Qur’an not only
provides us with a universal vision of religion, and thus with the means to
contemplate all revealed religions as “signs” (4yat) of God, but also opens
up paths of creative, constructive dialogue between the faithful of all the
different religious communities, despite their divergent belief-systems. It
provides us with the basis for dialogue and mutual enrichment on aspects
of religious life and thought that go beyond the outward forms of belief,
yielding fruit in the fertile fields of metaphysical insight, immutable values,
contemplative inspiration, and spiritual realization.
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Types of Unity in the Qur’an and Fundamental Causes

of Disunity
Ustadh Muhammad Wa‘iz Zadeh Khurasant'
Translated by Salim S. Yusufali and Shaista K. Yusufali

Abstract

It is an obligatory duty on Muslims to strive for a single ummabh, in
the same way that they are obligated on the basis of tawhid to wor-
ship one God. A single, united #mmah can only be actualized when
the whole group follows one political, social and ideological path,
and falls under the umbrella of one law, one system of economics,
etc. Establishing such an #mmabh is a duty whose burden is shared by
all Muslims. The fundamental causes of disunity are: siyasat (politics)
of a perilous nature, political exploitation of madbhhab (schools of ju-
risprudence, theology, or thought), and nationalism.

Keywords: Muslim unity, politics, Muslim sects, Islamic sectarian-
ism, history of Islamic sects.
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Indeed this #mmah (community) of yours is one community, and I
am your Lord. So worship Me.?

The great many followers of the Noble Messenger (5) throughout the
world consider themselves not just as his followers but also as his devotees
and lovers. It is hoped that the Muslim community can re-unite in light of
the love they share for the Messenger of Allah. Just as the Messenger lay
emphasis on unity before all things, we too must regard this matter with
grave regard.

My discussion consists of an introduction and several points.

" This article was translated from Himase-ye Ittibad, pages 51-59.
! Director, World Forum for Proximity of Islamic Schools of Thought
* Qur’an 21:92.
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Introduction

Two lessons can be derived from the noble verse [quoted above]:

Firstly, the unity of the #mmabh is consignificant with tawpid, or in other
words, unity [like tawhid] is one of the pillars of Islam.

It is a matter of regret that the issue of unity is spoken of as something
that is merely advisable—a noble matter that ought to exist among Mus-
lims and that they must exhort one another to adopt. In reality, however,
the Qur’an highlights unity with the same emphasis as it highlights tawhid.
So great is the stipulation of a united #mmabh, that the call for unity pre-
cedes the command to worship the One God:
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Indeed this wwmah (community) of yours is one community, and 1
am your Lord. So worship Me.?

[In this verse,] worship of the One God is predicated on the unity of
the ummab and the unity of the Lord. Together, these two form the pillars
for the monotheistic (tawhidi) worship of God.

The second lesson learnt from this verse is regarding the unity of the
ummah itself. The phrase (ummah waibidab) is the answer to the question,
“What is unity?” It can be ascertained that the Islamic community in its
path for unity must reach a stage where it is able to form one ummabh. It is
an obligatory duty, therefore, on Muslims to strive for a single ummah, in
the same way that they are obligated on the basis of tawhid to worship one
God.

The words #mmah and imamab (leadership) stem from the same root.
Consequently, an ummah is a group that follows the same leader (imam),
objective, and book. The Qur’an even uses the word imam for the Torah*. A
united ummahb can only be actualized when the whole group follows one
political, social and ideological path, and falls under the umbrella of one
law, one system of economics, etc. As long as this is not true, there can be
no realization of a single ummah. The distinguished reformer, ‘Allamah
Shaykh Muhammad Husayn Kashif al-Ghita’ (may Allah be pleased with
him) has captured well the afore-mentioned lesson we derived from the
verse in one of his aphorisms:

> Qur’an 21:92.

4 Qur’an 11:17. (Tr.)
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Islam has been instituted on two expressions (or two pillars): the

expression of tawhid and the tawhid (unity) of the expression [or a
single, united voice].

Truly, if there is no unity of expression there cannot exist any expres-
sion of fawhid [i.e. no expression of the creed of Islam]. Tawhid is more
than worship; tawpid is the principle that there is only one Lord and one
leader in the Islamic community:
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...that we will not take each other as lords besides Allah...5

Tawhpid cannot prevail in an Islamic community where illegitimate rul-
ers, kings, sultans, and tyrants have authority over the Muslims. Neither
will “wa and rabbukum” (I am your Lord) ring true for such a society nor
will ummah wahidah (a single ummah) be realized. [Why not?] Because ty-
rants are always in battle with each other in order to take possession of
more power. Each one desires to pull the community towards himself. As
long as this is the status quo, a single #mmah cannot be realized. Therefore,
there is a necessary correlation between fawhid in its true meaning and a
single ummab.

Types of Unity in the Qur’an

In addition to tawpid which is the foundation of all types of unity, there
are several forms of unity that appear in the Qur’an:
1. Unity of the ummabh:
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Indeed this #mmah (community) of yours is one community, and 1
am your Lord. So worship Me.

2. Unity of all those who follow the heavenly books:

’ Qur’an 3:64.
¢ Qur’an 21:92.
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Say, ‘O People of the Book! Come to a word common between us
and you: that we will worship no one but Allah, and that we will
not ascribe any partner to Him...”

3. Unity of all religions:
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He has prescribed for you the religion which He had enjoined
upon Noah and which We have [also] revealed to you, and which
We had enjoined upon Abraham, Moses and Jesus, declaring,
‘Maintain the religion, and do not be divided in it.’...8
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..[The apostle and the faithful declare: | “‘We make no distinction
between any of His apostles.’...”

4. Unity of humanity:
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O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male and a female,
and made you nations and tribes that you may identify yourselves
with one another.!

7 Qur’an 3:64.
$ Qur’an 42:13.
 Qur’an 2:285.
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Perhaps it may be said that the sermon of the Messenger given in the
early days after the Emigration encompasses all these forms: “O Mankind!
Surely you have only one Lord and your father is one. Each one of you is
from Adam, and Adam is made of clay. Indeed the noblest of you in the
sight of Allah is the most God wary among you". There is no preference for
an Arab over a non-Arab except due to his tagwai (God wariness).”

Thus prior to examining the causes of discord, it is first necessary to be-
lieve that the unity of the #mmab is a duty and an obligation on all of us. It
is a duty whose burden is shared by all Muslims; only when each individual
Muslim carries out his share can it be fulfilled. This obligation is not one
of the wajibate-kifayi (collective obligations), so that if one individual car-
ries it out, the burden is lifted from the rest. Nor is it one of the wdjibat-e-
infiradi (one-time obligations) so that when it is carried out once then it need
not be carried out again. Unity is a distinct reality that applies to all Mus-
lims. The greater one’s intellectual, political, and financial abilities are, the
heavier this burden is. Clearly the burden on a scholar, a marja “e-taqlid (le-
gal authority capable of practical emulation), and a leader is very great, be-
cause when he fulfills his obligation his adherents will also follow suit.

Sadly there are many who are not aware of such a duty. It is crucial that
each must take care not to disrupt the unity of the Islamic #mmah through
his speech, writings or actions.

The parable of Islamic unity is like that of a building where each indi-
vidual brick plays a role in the fortification and protection of the building
as a whole. Any action or transgression that is carried out against this unity
is equivalent to removing one brick from the building that is Islamic unity,
resulting in the eventual destruction of the entire structure.

Fundamental Causes of Disunity

Many [potential] causes for discord can be enumerated but for now we
will limit ourselves to actual [current] obstacles to unity. These obstacles
can be summarized into three main categories:

First Cause of Disunity: Politics

Islam must be freed from siyasat (politics) of a perilous nature. Ap-
proximately 35 years earlier in a meeting attended by a number of distin-
guished individuals, I commented “Islam must be freed of the evil of politics.”
One of the attendees replied: Do you too belong to the group which alleges

° Qur’an 49:13.
" Reference to Qur’an 49:13. (Tr.)
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the separation of religion and politics? [ said: No, in this lies the very mis-
take. We have two issues at hand here: firstly, religion (diz) is the same
thing as politics and politics is the same thing as religion. Since Islam in-
cludes a system of government, it necessarily comprises of politics as well.
Those who due to alien influence claim that religion and politics must be
separated are in fact stripping religion of the strength it gains by providing
a system of government. The second type of politics to which I was refer-
ring, is the form of politics that from the first century of Islam and
throughout the history of Islam has obstructed the path to unity. Below is a
mention of significant dynasties that have been in rivalry with one another:

1. Rivalry between Bani Umayyah, the family of ‘Ali (@), and the
Khawarij

Rivalry between the Bani Umayyah and the Bani ‘Abbas

Rivalry between the Bani ‘Abbas and the family of the Prophet (s)
Rivalry between the Bani ‘Abbas and the Bani Umayyah (in Spain)
Rivalry between the Bani ‘Abbas and the Egyptian Fatimiyyads
Rivalry between Ayytbis and the Fatimiyyads

Rivalry between the Buyids (a Shi’ite maddhab) and the Seljuks (a
Sunni maddhab)

8. Rivalry between the Ottoman caliphs and the Safavid sultans
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[t is naive to imagine that these caliphates, dynasties, and powers played
no role in the creation of disunity among the Muslims. Sadly most if not
all of these regimes purposely misused madhbhab (schools of jurisprudence,
theology, or thought) to create dissention between the masses.

Islam must be freed from the perils of such unhealthy politics that have
racked Islamic history for the last 10-12 centuries. Muslims all over the Is-
lamic world, both in the West and the East, are still suffering the conse-
quences of these unfortunate politics.

At this point it is appropriate to quote one of the leading players in the
efforts to create unity within Islam, the late Shaykh ‘Abd al-Majid Salim,
one of the foremost scholars of Al-Azhar, a teacher of Shaykh Shaltat, and
a founder of dar al-taqrib bayn al-madhibib al-islaimiyyabh (Society for the
Proximity between the Islamic sects). This was narrated from Shaykh
Muhammad Taqi Qummi, the director of Dar al-Tabligh: Shaykh ‘Abd al-
Majid Salim once said in a meeting, “Madbhabib [plural of madhhab] that
have gained ground in Islamic countries have not done so by [convincing
others with] reason and logical proof, but rather, they have spread and
made progress due to political forces.”
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This is a reality that only furthers the argument that the matter of poli-
tics is a lone factor [in the genesis of madhabib). The unfortunate conse-
quences of this form of politics are to be found in the Islamic countries
and we must make attempts to remove them. To this end, it is first neces-
sary to scrutinize each and every common practice and tradition among
Muslims and seek out its origin so as to clarify the original source from
which it stems. The traditions whose origins lie in politics need to be sifted
out and only those which can be established with proof [from Islamic
sources| ought to be practiced.

The late Sayyid Sharaf al-Din Jabal ‘Amili, another reformer of this cen-
tury, has a beautiful saying regarding the matter at hand:
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That 1s, the form of deviant politics which is opposed to Islamic values
has caused divisions amongst us; however, a humane and just Islamic po-
litical system will soon gather us around one another. Perhaps this great
man had been divinely inspired with the knowledge that the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran would soon come into existence and gather Islamic nations
around each other.

Consequently, no amount of effort spent in speaking and writing is too
great in countering the dire effects the policies of corrupt rulers of the past
have had on the views, practices, traditions, and on what the Muslims love
and hate. As an example, in Egypt it was common to hold celebrations on
the day of ‘Ashura’. It is not clear which government or political faction
started this unacceptable and divisive practice. But I recall that newspapers
narrated that one year, the late Shaykh Shaltat and his colleagues held
mourning ceremonies on the day of ‘Ashura’ in al-Azhar commemorating
Imam Husayn (a), in order to expunge that evil policy left over from an
earlier era.

There are both [positive and negative] examples. The opposite has also
held true in other places [where influential forces have promoted divisive
practices].

Astonishingly, even now when the dire consequences of such mistaken
politic maneuvering have become clear, there are those who insist on carry-
ing on the erroneous practices of the past.

[Corrupt] rulers have consistently promoted their own unwise and anti-
Islamic politics by resorting to madhhab and by means of court-scholars
(darbdri) and preachers of the sultans. In other words, corrupt scholars have
been a part of the promotion of such political strategies. From this does the
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relationship between these forms of politics and madhahib become clear,
forming our point of departure for the second cause of discord.

Second Cause of Disunity: Madhhab

In our discussion of madhhab as the second factor in disunity, we must
first clarify the true meaning of madhhab and to what extent it can be a
cause of discord.

Madbbab differs from religion (din). When we say the religion of Islam,
our intention is those beliefs and rulings that are present in the Qur’an and
the Sunnah that the Noble Messenger (5) propagated. Madhbhab, however, is
a path started among the Muslims as a way to bring clarity to religion. On
the whole, we can speak of three categories of madhhab that correspond
with three dimensions of Islam:

1. The dimension of beliefs and the formation of the theological
madhahib of the Ash‘ari, Mu‘tazili, Shi‘i, etc. whose underpinnings
lie in beliefs. Followers of a madhbhab maintain the belief that the
path to true religion is the path that they are traversing, and all
agree that the path of madbbab differs from religion.

2. The practical and fighi (jurisprudential) dimension.

The dimension of akblag (ethics) and rfan (gnosis).

Usually when disagreement among madhihib is spoken of, the second
dimension (jurisprudential differences) comes to mind. These sects corre-
spond to the four mainstream and well-known Sunni madhaihib and the two
or three Shi‘l madhbahib, as well as those less-popular madhahib in both
groups.

It is evident that in some instances the above madhihib are in alignment
with their theological counterparts, and in some instances they differ. For
example the Shi‘l madhbhab has independence in the dimensions of beliefs
and jurisprudence, and each is a necessary corollary of the other. However
this is not the case for the Sunni madhahib, where it is possible that some-
one who belongs to the Shafi‘t madbhhab in jurisprudence may belong to
either the Mu‘tazili or the Ash‘ari theological madhbab.

Viewpoints regarding the genesis of madhahib

The different viewpoints about the genesis of these madhahib can be di-
vided in two major stances:
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The first stance is that of the Salafis, or those who maintain loyalty to
the Pious Predecessors (salafe salih) and believe that the genesis of madhibib
in Islam is an innovation (bid‘ab). The current leaders of this group are the
Wahhabis. One of their leaders by the name of Shaykh Nasir al-Din Albani
has written a book about innovations that exist even within the madhabib
of the Ahl al-Sunnah. In this he declares any fatwa (legal opinion) that does
not suit his own taste as an innovation.

They are of the belief that the Islam of today should be identical to the
Islam of the time of the Prophet (s), the companions and the Pious Prede-
cessors, when no madhbab, path, or differences had yet appeared. Anything
that came to be after that time is an innovation.

The second group holds the belief that the development of madhahib is
a positive event. However this group as well errs in that they typically have
chosen madhhab in place of religion, asserting that anyone who opposes the
roots and branches of the madhbab is in fact opposing the religion.

This second view is in direct opposition to the first. The first viewpoint
states that no madhhab should exist since it 1s an innovation, whereas the
second states that my madhhab is the scale by which religion is measured
and whoever disagrees with my sect is in fact disagreeing with Islam.

Given the above, which one of these two opinions should we adopt?
Which represents the truth?

We can not take the view that madhahib are contrary to the nature of Is-
lam. The Qur’an says:
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...Why should not there go forth a group from each of their sec-

tions to become learned in religion...13

The Qur’an’s primary goal is to call its readers to thought, comprehen-
sion (fahm), and figh (deep understanding). Is it not the case that in its gen-
eral meaning, tafagqub (becoming learned) in the dimensions of beliefs,

* Qur’an 47:24.
B Qur’an 9:122.
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practice, and akbliq necessarily requires thought, deduction (istinbat), and
gjtihad (intellectual effort to derive legal conclusions)?

Indeed it may be said Islam itself has laid the foundations of #jtihdd and
forming one’s own opinion. Therefore Islam must allow for difference of
opinion to a reasonable extent. This is because it is not possible for the
Qur’an on one hand to command us towards tafaggub in religion, and on
the other hand for any matter that arises to declare, “Say this, and nothing
else!”

Fortunately scholars of all the sects believe that in fundamental (dariri)
issues there is no room for jizhid and taqlid. However, such fundamentals
can be and have been used as a basis for #jtihad in non-fundamental issues.
It is important here to remind ourselves that issues in Islam belonging to
all the three spheres fall within three categories. One category consists of
the fundamental issues, the same issues belonging to the spheres of juris-
prudence, akhligq, and beliefs that during the time of the Prophet and the
Pious Predecessors existed in a general, summary form but at no point
came under scrutiny or study. For example, never did the question arise, is
the speech of God uncreated and eternal (qadim) or created and temporal
(hadith)? Are the Divine Attributes separate from or identical with the Di-
vine Essence? Such questions were not even posed. All that was discussed
was that the One God has been described with those attributes that have
been mentioned in the Qur’an.

However as the Islamic sciences advanced and such questions arose in
the Islamic world, what ought to have been done? Is it correct to say that
no discussion should have taken place at all?

The result of restricting such discussions is that all of Islamic heritage in
all its spheres would be left aside. That would mean that the extensive figh
(jurisprudence) of the madhihbib should be erased, because in the earliest era
of Islamic history there was no figh. There were only the Qur’an and the
Sunnah. In the theological sphere as well, all the research of the different
madhahib should be abolished, because too came to exist anew. The same
would be done in the sphere of akblag as well.

If the past scholars of the Islamic world had also considered every new
thought and methodology to be an innovation, would it be expected for
someone of the likes of Ghazzili to come about in the last part of the fifth
century and produce books in all of the Islamic sciences such as figh, usil
(principles of Islamic jurisprudence), theology, and akblag? Or would it
have been possible for someone like Shaykh Tusi to appear in the same cen-
tury?...Or would Ibn Taymiyyah and his student Ibn Qayyim, the founders
of Salafi thought, have arisen in the 8" century? Didn’t they make use of
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the knowledge of previous centuries in compiling and writing their own
views?

The invalidity of such views is blatant. Islam itself has encouraged ji7-
bad, reflection, and contemplation [in verses containing]: 4 _fald ta‘qilin (do
you not apply reason?) and a fald tatafakkarin (do you not reflect?), and so
it must permit the people to think about different issues. Of course there
are conditions on how to go about the process of deriving opinion that
have been stipulated elsewhere. We must be aware of God as Omnipresent
and All-Seeing when presenting our opinion.

Ijtihad must exist, and its existence necessitates differing paths and ten-
dencies, all of which are mercy [from God]. Of course different madhabib
should not be seized upon for political purposes, as has unfortunately been
the case. Differences are necessary for reaching the truth, and until we have
not arrived at this truth, differences will exist and are laudable. Only those
sort of differences that exist even after the truth is made clear are reproach-

able:
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...after the manifest proofs had come to them...!4.

Differences in and of themselves are not the cause of discord. There is
no end to the amount of difference of opinion that can be found in the
scientific world, in disciplines such as physics, chemistry, and medicine.
Why then is difference of opinion in figh, kalam, and other Islamic sciences
problematic? These types of differences should not be the cause of discord,
hatred, and the shedding of blood! They only begin when political forces
side with one opinion and promote it as part of advancing their own po-
litical strategy.

Third Cause of Disunity: Ethnicity and Nationality

Islam accepts nationalities and ethnicities to a reasonable, normal ex-
tent:
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4 Qur’an 2:213.
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...Indeed We created you from a male and a female, and made
you nations and tribes that you may identify yourselves with one
another...15

The creation [of human beings] is based on tribes and nation. However
lita‘Grafii (so that you may identify yourselves) means that different tribes
and nations should be friendly with one another and have mutual ties, not
that they should deny one other. However, when one of these ethnicities
falls prey to ta‘assub (prejudice), they act contrary to Islam and the Qur’an,
as seen in the statement of the Prophet (s):
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One who summons to prejudice is not from among us.

But unfortunately, throughout history, and particularly in the present cen-
tury, this matter has had extremely negative effects in the Islamic world.
Colonial powers have understood all too well how to unwind the thread
that ties together Arabs, Turks, Persians, Kurds, Lurs, non-Arabs, and others
under the banner of one Islamic ummah. That is why they appealed to na-
tionalism, especially Arab nationalism, which was a blow the entire Islamic
world has felt. The following slogan was written on one of the squares in

Cairo: o, 5541 5 & &\ (Judgment belongs to Allah and might belongs
to the Arabs) whereas God says,
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There is no preference for any ethnicity over another, and the only cause
for preference is tagwa (God wariness). I would like to bring my discussion
to an end and embellish these words with a verse from the Noble Qur’an:
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Hold fast, all together, to Allah's cord, and do not be divided] into
sects [. And remember Allah's blessing upon you when you were
enemies, then He brought your hearts together, so you became
brothers with His blessing..."”

7 Qur’an 3:103.
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Abstract:

After the demise of the noble Prophet (s) of Islam, there developed in
his Ummah a most precarious situation surrounding the issue of
khilafah. Amidst the various claims and counter-claims to this politi-
cal post and due to its potentially explosive and schismatic nature,
the policy and methodology adopted by Imam ‘Ali (‘z) is of para-
mount importance and interest. While claiming his right to the
khilafab in principle, the Imam strove to preserve the integrity of Is-
lam and was extremely conscious of maintaining the general interest
of the religion above all. His initial refusal to give allegiance to the
first caliph, as well as his later concessions in this regard, must be in-
terpreted in this light. The present article is the first part of a detailed
study on the events of that tumultuous period—explaining the poli-
cies and principles that animated them from within, as well as ex-
pounding upon the Imam’s pivotal role with regards to them.

Keywords: kbilifah, wildyah, Imam ‘Ali, caliphs, Muslim unity, Is-
lamic good, sectarianism, ummah, companions of the Prophet, Shia-
Sunni unity, Shia-Sunni cooperation, Shia-Sunni polemics.

In analyzing any event, a researcher must go beyond his own previously-
held beliefs and assumptions in an attempt to form a new and more objec-
tive analysis. He should not let his confessional and partisan beliefs become
the spring board from which he makes his judgements. With this in mind,
the following is a study of the life of Imam ‘Ali (‘z) that is based on com-
mon religious teachings and interpretations, which are agreed upon by all
Muslim sects and schools of thought. One hopes that it becomes the com-
mon criterion and standard to follow and in the light of which we may
proceed.
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Peaceful Opposition to the Outcome of Saqifah

After the demise of the noble Prophet (5), a group from among the
Ansar' and the Mubdjirin met in Saqifah® of bani Sa‘idah. After many
hours of deliberations and discussions, a party from among the Mubajirin
along with some of the Anrsar rushed to offer their allegiance to Abu Bakr
al-Siddiq, whose nomination was announced soon after. However, some
other members of the Mubajirin did not agree with this nomination and
did not, therefore, offer their allegiance; instead, they favoured the nomina-
tion of Imam ‘Ali (‘z)”’

When Imam “Ali (‘@) found out about the event, he expressed his objec-
tion to the nomination of Abu Bakr, and he refused the calls of those who
demanded he give allegiance to the newly elected leader. It is worth noting
here, however, that his opposition, in this regard, was peaceful. In addition,
he was clear in expressing his opinion in a commonly acceptable manner
that was in consonance with this form of opposition. Among his state-
ments challenging the nomination of Aba Bakr, is the following:

I have more rights to this matter than you, and I shall not offer my
allegiance to you; rather, you ought to offer your allegiance to me.
Surely you have stripped this matter from the Ansar under the pre-
text of your blood relationship to the Messenger of Islam (5) but then
you usurped it from us, the A4/ al-Bayt. So I could argue and dispute
about this matter using the same arguments which you presented
against the Ansar.*

In the midst of these charged circumstances, Imam ‘Ali (‘z) has directed
the attention of the Mubajirin to the true characteristics and attributes
which indicate who is the most worthy to succeed the Prophet of God (5) in
accordance with the tenets of religion and intellectual principles. This
situation can be seen when Imam ‘Ali (‘) addressed the Mubajirin, and
said:

By God, O community of Mubajirin, verily we have more rights to
this matter than you. Surely there is no one among us except he is a
reciter of the Book of Allah, an erudite in the religion of Allah, a
knower of the Sunnah of Allah’s messenger, one experienced in the
affairs of His subjects, and one who repels from them evil and dis-

' The Ansar refers to those individuals residing in Medina who invited the noble Prophet when he was
persecuted in Mecca. As for the Mubajirin, they were the companions of the Prophet from Mecca who
migrated with him to Medina.

* Saqifah was a roofed building used by the tribe of Sa‘idah, a faction of the Khazraj in Medina.

3 Tarikh al-Ya‘qabi, 2:124.

4 al-Imamah wa al-Siyasah, 1:11.
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tributes among them equally. By God, such a person is from among
5
us.

Certainly Imam ‘Alf’s opposition to the nomination of Aba Bakr was
within his natural rights and in accordance with a substantial body of evi-
dence. This granted him the right to express his opposition and to uphold
his own nomination. In spite of these justifications, which are deemed suf-
ficient proof for his right to succeed the messenger (5) of God—both in
regards to the fa 'wil (hermeneutic interpretation) and the afsir (exegesis) of
the Qur’an—and while accepting the major points of agreement among the
companions in this regard, we still find that Imam “Ali’s opposition to the
outcome of the Shara did not exceed the norms of disputation. His request
was balanced and within reasonable standards of political and social dis-
course. One of the most important grounds for his position was the fact
that many of the companions of the Prophet and members of Bani Hashim
were absent from the meeting at Saqifa, and hence did not participate in the
Shira. Imam ‘Ali (‘a) alluded to this: “If it was by council (Shara) that you
took (gharge of their affairs, then why is it that the councillors were ab-
sent?”

In all the areas and issues of dispute, we find Imam “Ali (‘z) dedicated to
preserving the religious rules and principles in the etiquette of opposition,
dialogue and protest. His conciliatory stance did not venture beyond eluci-
dating his right to the leadership. This can be seen in his statement to Abu
Bakr, “It was evident to us that we had the right to this matter, but you
acted despotically against us in this regard.” Then the Imam continued ad-
dressing Abw Bakr and reminded him of his kinship to the messenger (s) of
Islam and the rights of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) upon all Muslims. The Imam
did not desist from speaking in this manner until Aba Bakr began to cry.’

Imam ‘Ali (‘4) maintained his opposition toward the nomination of
Abi Bakr, and he did not offer his allegiance until the demise of his wife,
Fatima al-Zahra’ (%), the daughter of the messenger (5) of God. In all of the
stages of his movement, he always considered the higher interest of Islam—
both during the time when he abstained from offering his allegiance and
that time when he eventually offered it. Hence, the general interest and wel-
fare of Islam was the dominating force in all of his stands and disputes.

Muslim historians and narrators of traditions differ concerning the de-
tails regarding the allegiance of Imam “Ali (‘@) to Abu Bakr with respect to

> Ibhid., 1:12.
¢ Nahj al-Balagha, 503.
7 Tarikh al-Tabari, 2:236.
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its time frame, circumstances, method, reasons and motives. Nevertheless,
all of them agree and share a common consensus that Imam ‘Ali’s ap-
proach and handling of this dispute was driven by his desire for preserving
the integrity of the Muslim state and the unity of the Muslim #mmah. It is
clear that the Islamic state was in its infancy stage and hence, there was a
dire need for Imam ‘Al (‘a) to play his role, during this pivotal time, in
ensuring its success and progress. This could only be guaranteed through
ensuring the unity among the Muslims.

If we consider the account of Imam ‘Ali (‘2) being threatened with death
unless he offered allegiance to Aba Bakr, we can conclude that [given the
validity of this report] Imam “Ali’s decision [to pay allegiance| was certainly
based upon his moral and divine obligations to preserve the general Mus-
lim interest and the unity among Muslims. Imam ‘Ali (‘) recognized that
if he was killed due to his refusal to give allegiance, it would lead to blood-
shed and sectarian violence between the Hashemites and his supporters on
one side and the kbalifa and his supporters on the other side. Moreover,
this violence would ultimately destroy the infant Islamic state in a very
critical time when the hypocrites and the polytheists were waiting for an
opportune time to destroy the message of Islam.

However, if we consider the various narrations that allude to the posi-
tive reasons [ones that did not stem from any fear of threats] of his alle-
giance to Abt Bakr, we find them in line with the path of Muslim unity
and within the framework of the general interest of Muslims. One such
tradition is as follows:

‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan said to Imam ‘Ali (‘z): ‘O cousin, surely no one
will leave to fight this [external] enemy while you have not given
your allegiance yet.” Immediately, Imam ‘Ali (‘z) set out to meet Aba
Bakr and paid his allegiance. This event brought joy to all Muslims
and consequently they were eager to fight the enemies of Islam.?

This particular tradition is recorded in the Shia books. In the case of its
authenticity, we can conclude that the reason that Imam ‘Ali (‘a) gave his
allegiance was to push forward the movement of jihad against the oppor-
tunists, apostates and those who carried enmity towards Islam. In wanting
to fully realize the Islamic interest for the sake of unity, Imam “Ali (‘z) took
into account these dangerous elements threatening the stability of the Mus-
lim state.

¥ Bibar al-Anwar (Beirut: Mu’asisah al-Wafa’, 1403), Muhammad Bagqir al-Majlisi, ed., 28:310.
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Furthermore, there are other traditions which allude to his peaceful and
unifying position and the real circumstances and motives which led him to
pay allegiance. In one such tradition, he states:

When Allah received the soul of His Prophet (5), the Quraysh seized
this affair from us and pushed us away from a right which we were
more entitled to than all the people. So I realized that adopting pa-
tience over this issue is vastly superior to causing divisions within the
unified voice of the Muslims and the shedding of their blood. This is
because the people were still new to Islam and the religion was still in
its early development, and hence vulnerable to instability and weak-
ness; a moment of negligence would revert it.’

Keeping the ranks of Muslims united was of greater importance in the
sight of Imam “Ali (‘@) than the khilafab. In taking this position, Imam ‘Ali
(‘a) strove to maintain the greater good of Islam. On another occasion, in
respect to his reasons for paying allegiance to Aba Bakr, he stated:

What truly alarmed me was the gathering of people around Abu Bakr
and their rushing towards him to offer their allegiance. I held back
my hand and I was certain that I had more right to the station of
Muhammad (5) amongst the people than the one who turned towards
the affair after him. I remained in this way by what Allah willed until
I saw many people revert from Islam. They called to destroy the relig-
ion of Allah and the creed of Muhammad. Hence, I was very con-
cerned that if I do not aid Islam and its people then I would witness
its breakup and collapse. Such a calamity would have a far greater
impact upon me than the loss of the wilgyah (guardianship) of your
affairs. For this reason, I walked towards Abu Bakr and paid my alle-
glance to him. By so doing, I rose in the face of these challenging
events until falsehood was contained and annihilated and the Word
of Allah was the most high."”

On another occasion, the Imam was more forthright in emphasizing Is-
lamic unity and its greater good:

By Allah, had it not been for the fear of causing divisions among the
Muslims, the return of unbelief, and the demise of religion, we
would have taken with them a different approach than what we have
adopted towards them.”

° Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, 1:308.
° Ibid., 6:95.
" Ibid., 1:307.
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As seen from the above remarks, we find Imam °‘Ali (‘) abandoned
many alternatives and did not choose to adopt any position which would
cause a rift between Muslims or weaken their newly formed state. Instead,
he chose the option of giving allegiance over other alternatives in order to
preserve the unity of Muslims and the unity of the Islamic state.

His Position towards those who Instigated against the Khalifah

During the stage which preceded the allegiance, or shortly thereafter,
Imam ‘Ali (‘a) rejected all types of reactionary positions which may have
led to revulsion and hatred and which would have encouraged rebellion
and civil disobedience. One example was in the Imam’s stance against
‘Utba ibn Abi Lahab, who said to some people:

I was not expecting that the affair [of leadership] would depart from
the Hashemites and from Abu Hasan (i.e., Imam “Ali). Is it not a fact
that he was the first to perform prayer towards your gibla, the most
knowledgeable in the Qur’an and the Sunna, the closest from among
the people to the time of the Prophet, and the one who was aided by
angel Gabriel to wash and shroud the body of the Prophet?

When Imam ‘Ali (‘2) came to hear about these words, he summoned
‘Utba and commanded him not to resort to such speech. He uttered his
famous statement: “the integrity of the religion is more beloved to us than
anything else.”"

Indeed, the integrity of the religion has a priority over all things and re-
sides in the good of Islam and the best course of action for the betterment
of Muslims. It is to be placed above all limited desires and personal inter-
ests. In fact, it has more priority than the khilafah and the right of the
Imam (‘z) to it. It is for this reason that he abstained from seeking his right
to this khilafah. Moreover, the Imam (‘) did not just suffice himself from
abstaining to seek his right but also forbade any speech or action that
would contribute in stirring up commotion or cause disarray within the
ranks of the Muslims. It is for this reason that this provocateur was forbid-
den by the Imam to engage in such provocative discussions.

Also, when Abt Sufyan came to Medina, he said:

I see (a vision of) smoke rising and nothing will put it out except
blood. O people of ‘Abd Manaf, see your affairs and ponder about
Abu Bakr’s abilities. Where are the two men, ‘Ali and Al-Abbas?

** al-Akhbar al-Mufaqiyat, 581.
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What is going on that you let this affair [i.e., of the kbilafah] fall to
the lowest community from among the Quraysh?

Then he turned to ‘Ali (‘2) and said to him, “Extend your hand to me
that I may pay allegiance to you and by God, if you should so desire, I will
fill the streets of Medina with cavalry and infantry.” Imam ‘Ali (‘@) rejected
Abu Sufyan’s offer and rebuked him, saying: “By Allah, you want nothing
in this but fitnah (mischief) and by Allah, you have always wished evil for
Islam. We have no need for your advice.”

Here, in the face of this provocative situation, Imam ‘Ali (‘z) refused
such a position which emanated from a naive tribal vision influenced by
racism and ethnicity. This insular approach did not conform to the lofty
ideas of Islam nor its ascendency. It also did not conform to Imam ‘Alf’s
goals in preserving the Islamic order because the purpose of kbilafah is to
expound the principles of Islam in light of the real challenges of life and to
make these principles guide and direct the thoughts, emotions and aspira-
tions of the people. These goals cannot be fulfilled in the presence of inter-
nal disturbances and marginal skirmishes. Therefore, without the fulfil-
ment of these honourable goals, there is no real value to the khilafab.

Furthermore, it is important to remember that what was said and of-
fered by Aba Sufyan would have contributed in the appointment of the
Imam to the khilafah of the Muslims and the consequent deposing of Abt
Bakr from its seat. In fact, many from the Ansir had refused to give their
allegiance to Aba Bakr. This is explicitly mentioned by the second kbalifa
who said, “Surely ‘Ali and al-Zubayr and their supporters have distanced
themselves from us in the house of Fatima, and the entire group of Ansar
have also done s0.”** Another tradition states, “The Ansar chided each other
[during the events at Saqifa] and remembered ‘Ali and hailed his name.””

Despite all of these circumstances and events which were in Imam “Ali’s
favor and which would certainly have enabled him to assume the khilafabh,
he chose to give priority to the greater good of Islam and the unity of the
Muslims over his right to leadership. This noble position was the means to
preserve the divine tradition and the integrity of the Islamic entity. In this
sense, there is no significance to the kbilifah vis-a-vis the essential integrity
of religion itself.

To be continued . ..

B al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh, 2:326.
' Tarikh al-Tabari, 3:205.
Y al-Akhbar al-Mufaqiyyat, 583.
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Abstract:

Islam is a unified religion that gave rise to a singular civilization. Al-
though there are different madhahib which have formed within the
matrix of Islam—either due to political, ideological or fighi (juris-
prudential) reasons—the need for solidarity between Muslims today
is of utmost importance. This article discusses some of the differ-
ences and commonalities between the madhahib, and encourages
Muslims to find common ground with each other. It also calls on
the ‘ulama of all schools of thought to conceptualize a religiously
sanctioned (i.e., shar %) vehicle through which the leadership issue in
the Muslim ummah can be resolved. In this regard, it commends the
Islamic Revolution in Iran as well as organizations such as the Ma-
Jma‘ al-Taqrib bayna al-Madhahib al-Islamiyyab for helping to pave the
way towards a sustained unity.

Keywords: Islamic unity, Shia-Sunni relations, lbidi, Zaydi, mad-
bahib, figh, hadith, Islamic leadership, Islamic Revolution in Iran.

Introduction

There is no doubt in the mind of any objective observer within the Mus-
lim ummah, during our time or that of our forefathers, that Muslims have
settled into centuries of their own madbahib or “schools of thought.” These
schools of thought, in many instances, have become akin to cultures, and
these “cultures” have taken on the definition of “religion” and even of Is-
lam itself. In some instances, the cross-cultural Islamic dynamic is normal,
but in other instances it is non-existent. Even if we go back to the first cen-
turies of Islam, we find that there was a sometimes vibrant and sometimes
“self-centered” exchange of ideas from one Islamic persuasion to another.

We Muslims, it must be stated from the outset, belong to the same Is-
lamic civilization and history that has come down to us throughout the
centuries by way of our own particular interpretation of this history and
civilization. We may say that Muslims, in the span of the last fourteen cen-
turies, have had differences of opinion in three areas of 7jtihad. The first
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was, and perhaps still is, the political sphere of activities. In this defined
area, our common history speaks of “Sunnis”, “Shias”, and “Khawarij”. The
second was the conceptual or philosophical differences that are found more
in our history books than in our everyday lives. These ideas come under the
historical titles of Murji’ah, Qadariyyah and Mu ‘tazilah. Whether for good
or bad, no one nowadays is consciously living or behaving as if he belongs
to any one of these historical and philosophical schools of thought.

And third, we have the fighi (jurisprudential) schools of thought. These
are the scholarly opinions and judgments that developed early in Islamic
history, particularly during the first two centuries after the demise of the
Prophet (5). Initially there were tens of these fighi madhbihib;, however, today
the survivors are generally limited to the following: the Hanafis, the Shafi ',
the Malikis, the Hanbalis, the Ja faris, the Zaydis and the 1badis.

Our Islamic history in the past millennium shows a scant interest in in-
tra-Islamic discussions and scholarly input when it comes to these histori-
cal developments within the larger Islamic reality. Recently, though, in the
past century, there are two noteworthy attempts to bridge the differences
among these schools of thought. The first one was Dar al-Taqrib, which was
established in Egypt and which brought within its fold many scholars who
are well known within the major Islamic schools of thought. Among them
were such scholars as Ayatullah Qami, Shaykh Mahmud Shaltat, Muham-
mad Sadiq al-Sadr, ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmad, Muhammad Muhammad al-
Madani, and many other prominent personalities. The effort of Dar al-
Taqrib in facilitating the meeting and written correspondances of these
scholars continued for a good many years until about half a century ago
when it came to a screeching halt.

More recently, in the developing outcome of the Islamic Revolution in
Iran, we have now a strong, vibrant and continuous momentum to bridge
the gaps among the Muslim peoples and their schools of thought. This is
best represented by Majma“ al-Taqrib bayn al-Madhahib al-Islamiyyah (the
World Forum for Proximity of Islamic Schools of Thought). I understand
that for the past two decades, it has been a formidable contributor to a his-
torical understanding and reconciliation of the broad scholarly works that
have come to us in the packages of the “madbahib”.

When Islamic scholars meet one another to discuss sensitive issues with
the hope of bringing Muslims of different schools of thought together, this
does not mean that their differences will vanish; these scholars will, most
certainly, continue to have varying opinions. But this needs to be acknowl-
edged at the outset before we can begin to work with each other. We must
remind ourselves that we share a variety of legitimate and authentic opin-
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ions, and we cannot let our prejudice or discrimination come in the way of
this noble goal.

We have heard a statement of truth by Ayatullah Taskhiri to this effect
when he says that bringing the schools of thought closer to each other does
not mean canceling out any one of them. Instead, it is to bring the adher-
ents of these schools of thought closer to each other, to identify and find
the common grounds that they share, and to help them assist each other in
their mutual endeavours, so that together they can put into practice the
many things they have in common.

In another reference to the same theme, the Mufti of Oman, Shaykh
Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Khalili in commenting on the idea of bridging
the Islamic divisions, says that our thoughts should be focused on those
issues that consolidate the ummah since there are many common denomi-
nators between the Muslims. Among the common references that the um-
mah shares is the Book of Allah (sw¢), which is the first reference that per-
tains to the realm of ideas, figh and life-methodology. Another reference is
the Prophet (s) himself, as an authentic model worthy to be emulated. As
for the differences of interpretation, extrapolation and other secondary is-
sues, Shaykh al-Khalili views them as an opportunity for a calm and
friendly discussion—free of recriminations and negative feelings.

Thus, we can say that in our time and age, there is a broad agreement on
the highest levels of Islamic scholarship which welcomes a sincere approach
of common understanding among all current Islamic schools of thought.
This brings to mind the open and free discussion that took place in and
around the Ka‘bah between two illustrative personalities in the early years
of Islam — ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas and Nafi ibn al-Azraq (the famous
Khariji). This critical discussion, with open minds and hearts among Mus-
lims of differing legitimate opinions, may have been the impetus that led
al-lmam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni to put together his book al-Kafiyah fi al-
Jadal (The Contentment of Argumentation). It may have also spurred Abu
Ishaq al-Shirazi to write his book al-Talkhis fi al-Jadal (The Abridgment to
Argumentation).

As far back as over a thousand years ago, Islamic history records a sin-
cere yet exacting exchange of opinions between a representative of Ahl-
Sunnah by the name of Aba Bakr al-Baqillani and a representative of Ahl al-
Tashayyu‘ by the name of al-Shaykh al-Mufid. More recently, even though
this may not have been a sustained intellectual effort, the well-known Is-
lamic trailblazer, al-Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghiani (Asadabadi), called for a
well-thought out program to tie together the Islamic schools of thought.
His famous student, al-Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh also favoured a
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“madhbhabi togetherness”. The now defunct Islamic magazine al-Manar had
an editorial policy that accommodated and printed articles from different
Islamic schools of thought. Its editor was the well known Muhammad
Rashid Rida, whose Qur’anic fafsir is known by the name Tafsir al-Manar.

The Common Denominators among the Islamic Schools of Thought

All Muslims share the same fundamentals or foundations of this din.
They believe in the oneness of Allah, the Exalted, and that His Divinity is
not shared by anyone or anything. They believe in all the rusul or messen-
gers of Allah (swt), and they believe that Islam is Allah’s last religion.

All Muslims are of one mind that Muhammad (5) is Allah’s last prophet
and messenger. Their schools of thought harken back to Muhammad and
no one else. All Muslims believe that the Holy Qur’an is their summons
and citation on all affairs of life, existence and the Unknown. They share
the same standard and depth of moral, social and political values and prin-
ciples. At times, they may have a dissimilar understanding of some details,
but the reference material is one and the same. They believe that Islam is
the framework through which the individual and social lifestyles can be
molded.

All Muslims face towards one giblah. No salab is accepted towards any
other giblah as a matter of Islamic consensus. Although, there may be some
very technical hair-splitting difference pertaining to the timing of the salab,
the overall and general performance of the sa/ah is similar and standard-
ized. All Muslims perform their pajj and umrah to the Ka‘bah in Mecca.

And finally, all Muslims fast the whole month of Ramadin from dawn to
dusk.

Some Differences between the Islamic Schools of Thought:

With all this said and done, there appears to be an area of fjtihad: differ-
ences between what we refer to today as “the people of the Sunnah” and
those who follow the lthna ‘Ashari school of thought.

What appears here is that the Ahl al-Sunnab have placed a historical and
scholarly emphasis on the padith that was spoken or acted upon by Allah’s
dearest Prophet (5). Out of this prophetic paradigm emerges a practical set
of behavior that delineates a believing Muslim’s pragmatic practice of Is-
lam. This paradigm has been established throughout the course of our Is-
lamic history and civilization. The Zaydis and Ibadis have a similar grasp of
this origination, though they may not have the depth and range of it found
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among the Ahl al-Sunnab. This may be due to some of the details that are
peculiar to the early history of both the Zaydis and the Ibadis.

The 1badis are not in objection to the Sunnahb as a reference; on the con-
trary, they are in full agreement with it. The intervening variable in their
peculiar history was that the channels of communication of the padith
within their school of thought was subjected to the brutal use of force by
the Umayyads, which seriously hampered their ability of “history writing”.
The fierce use of force against them by the government went to the extent
of labeling them as “heretics” or “heathens”—an accusation that almost
placed them outside the fold of Islam!

The Zaydi school of thought also adopts the padith as the second refer-
ence after the Glorious Qur’an. The distinguishing feature here is that the
followers of the Zaydi school of thought, because of their heroic opposi-
tion to the Umayyad and Abbadis rulers, would rely only on a padzth that is
quoted or transmitted by the household of the Prophet (s). The Zaydis also
had strict conditions for accepting and circulating a particular padith
within a social and political atmosphere that turned against them because
of the influence of the Umayyad dynasty which was unrelenting in its per-
secution of supporters of the Prophet’s descendants.

Nonetheless, these schools of thought do have a common feature which
places the hadith of the Prophet (5) second only to the Qur’an. This may
explain to a certain extent why there are “joined prayers” in “mixed
mosques” throughout Yemen, Oman and North Africa where all these
schools of thought meet and commingle.

As we see it, the Imamiyyah have a comprehensive and paradigmatic as-
sembly of figh, theological doctrines and political discourses. At the pinna-
cle of this paradigm, and by divine decree, there stands the “infallible
Imam.” This peculiar Ithna ‘Ashari definition of %smat (infallibility) is par-
allel with the infallibility of the prophets as understood by the rest of the
Muslims. The only legitimate ruler is this type of Imam—and there were
only twelve of them from the household of the Prophet (s).

This paradigm lay dormant in the course of over a thousand years until
the advent of the Islamic Revolution under the capable and far-sighted
leadership of Imam Khumayni (7). The Islamic Revolution, which was a
first of our time, ushered in the concept of Wildyat-e-Faqih. Thus, there is
now a full-fledged Islamic state with an Islamic leadership that has taken on
the responsibility of substituting or “standing in” for the absent Imam,
whose name is Muhammad the son of Imam Hasan al-‘Askari (d. 260 H.).
This Imam, in accordance with Ithna ‘Ashari belief, is in ghaybah (hidden).
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The Ithna ‘Ashari and Zaydi schools of thought both agree that the lead-
ership of the Muslim society and government belongs to the descendants of
the Prophet (s). The details of this, though, are not the same between these
two schools of thought. It appears that the majority of Zaydis do not at-
tribute the same concept of %mat to the Imams as do the lthna Asharis.
There also does not appear to be within the mainstream Zaydi school of
thought a “divine decree” to have the Prophet’s descendants assume the
leadership of the ummah. Therefore, according to Zaydi beliefs, even
though the Imams from the Prophet’s descendants are the most qualified to
lead the Muslims, nevertheless, if there are others who the Muslims in their
consensual majority agree to as leaders, they may do so with a degree of
credibility.

Thus, the Zaydis have accepted the weight of a free and fair shira as a de-
termining factor in deciding who the leader of the Muslims shall be even
though, they state clearly and firmly, that the most qualified to lead the
Muslims is one who meets the standards of leadership and is a descendant
of the Prophet (5).

The Ahbl al-Sunnah who concede that the Islamic leader should be from
the Quraysh, as a matter of principle, have not followed through on this
criterion. We see, in the course of Islamic history, that rulers who were not
from Quraysh assumed the leadership of the Islamic ummah with the ac-
quiescence of Ahl al-Sunnah under the pretext that the shird determines
who the ruler is!

The Ibadis had no precondition for the Islamic leader except having
gained the allegiance and loyalty of the Muslim public. On the basis of this
type of shirai—not a governmental orchestrated shara—the Muslims gain
their legitimate leader. They did not have stipulations pertaining to lineage
or family ties either.

It appears that the theoretical basis for selecting or electing the Islamic
leader (whether in the form of the Imam or the Khalifah) has been, in a
sense, bypassed by the contemporary adherents of the different Islamic
schools of thought. All schools of thought appear to have worked their way
into a practical application of their overall “thesis” of who the correct and
most qualified leader is.

Considering the reality of the global situation today, we believe that the
Muslims, with their varying schools of thought, are in need of each other
to formulate a compatible scholarly opinion and conceptualization of an
institution that looks for the most-qualified Muslim leader. It is hoped that
through the legal shar7 channels, such an individual can become the occu-
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pant of the highest office in the Islamic world—with all the humility and
meekness that goes with it.

Some Obstacles on a Course of Islamic Reconciliation

As we said above, all Islamic persuasions and schools of thought agree to
the fundamentals and bases of Islam. There are issues, of course, around
which there is the practice of free thought permitted within the legitimate
parameters of Zjtihad. Sometimes, these extrapolations themselves are per-
ceived as a barrier to Islamic solidarity and conformity. What has tran-
spired in Islamic history is that a particular school of thought will only
recognize its own personalities, narrators of hadith and fugaha’ to the ex-
clusion of all others. In this sense, Islamic history itself has more than one
narrative and more than one analysis. This aspect of Islamic history is not
to be seen in a negative light; it only becomes negative when a particular-
ized version of history is considered as the only version, to the exclusion of
all other sincere and time-honored renderings of the same history. The ef-
fects are more devastating when based on a particular reading of history,
other Muslims are considered either “lesser-Muslims” or even, God forbid,
non-Muslims!

The fault line within the Islamic ummah pertains to doctrines, politics,
narration of the hadith and figh. Obviously, most divergent intra-Islamic
opinions can be traced to some political developments early on in Islamic
history.

With the possible and arguable exception of the Imami Ithana ‘Asharis,
the other three blocs of Muslims (i.e., the Sunnis, Ibadis and Zaydis) do not
have scriptural texts naming particular individuals as being “God-
appointed” leaders of the Muslims, after Prophet Muhammad (5). No one
comes close to the Prophet (5) in his sublime and unequaled character, par-
ticularly as it pertains to scriptural disclosure and law-giving. In the three
Islamic blocs mentioned above, there is no explicit naming of the leader of
the Muslims who will assume the “/mamab” in the absence of the popular
will by divine feat. Popular participation via a full shira is understood to be
part of the process. The freedom is a guaranteed Islamic freedom. Despite
this fact, these three blocs of Muslims still have their differences of under-
standing and differences of interpretation pertaining to the events that
transpired after the demise of our dearest Prophet (5).

This pertains to the era known as al-kbilafah al-rashidab. The details re-
ferred to here are known by all close observers and ardent students of that
pivotal period in Islamic history. Generally speaking, the Zaydis and Ibadis
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see nothing binding on them from that interpretive time. They do not hold
those referred to as alsababah to have “any halos around their heads” so to
speak, as is the case with the majority of the Ah/ al-Sunnah, who postulate
the eminence of the sahdbab, especially those of them who became kbulafa’
or rulers. Even, within some Sunni discourses, the rank of virtue is a time
and sequential rank which holds the first kbalifah to be the highest fol-
lowed by the subsequent kbulafa’ in descending order: ‘Umar, ‘Uthman
and ‘Ali (‘a). Some, if not most, Sunnis consider the method in which these
kbulafa’ assumed power to be legitimate and workable patterns to assume
power. Out of this comes a set of political principles through which Is-
lamic rulers are legitimized.

In further detail we may say that the Zaydis consider Imam “Ali (‘) and
his descendants from Fatimah (‘2) to be more eligible and qualified as lead-
ers of the Muslim ummah than those who assumed leadership positions
after the Prophet (5). Most of the Zaydis do not vitiate the Islamic qualities
and characters of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman as they assumed their
leadership responsibilities the way they did. Hence, they were contractual
and validated rulers even in the presence of Imam ‘Ali (‘2)}—who was more
accredited and, to a greater extent, accorded/nominated by the Prophet (5)
to lead the Muslims. Moreover, in all the early historical developments that
took place, the Zaydis remain ardent supporters of Imam “Ali (‘2) and con-
tinued to affirm that the most qualified to lead the Muslims is he who is a
descendant of Muhammad (s) through his daughter, Fatimah (‘z).

The Ibadis hold to the opinion that the majority of the sapabah were of
an untainted character. However, they are strongly critical of some of them,
due to the unfolding of early Islamic history. Most of this can be traced to
the division that jolted the Muslims during the time of Imam ‘Ali (‘z). The
faults and scandals that came out of that era are attributed to some of these
figures, who, in the Ahl al-Sunnah context, are generally considered as sap-
abah.

The Ibadis believe that there are stages to redeem the injunctions or pro-
cedures of this diz in its political applications, the most manifest of which
is the phase of zuhir (prominence). This is when Muslims have their own
Islamic state on the basis of justice and equality. In this sense, the Ibadis
identify mostly with the rule of Aba Bakr and “‘Umar. Moreover, they sub-
mit to the legitimacy of a popular vote to select the Islamic senior head-of-
state.

As we can see from the above, our common history can give rise to di-
vergent opinions and evaluations of the political process. If we are not able
to absorb and understand the dynamics pertinent to these thoughts and
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evaluations, they have the potential of dividing us. In the “gap” of these
potential misunderstandings, enemies may move in and stir sectarian strife
or civil wars among the Muslims. Any political disagreement in our con-
temporary world affairs can draw in the cloudy details of an ill-defined dis-
tant history and ignite nationalist and clannish tendencies, starting many
conflicts though not doing must to help end them.

Pertaining to issues of figh and riwdyabh (hadith narration), the Ithna
Ashari Muslims assert the infallibility of twelve Imams, their unquestion-
able leadership over the Muslims and their authority of interpreting the din
after the Prophet (5). This systemic arrangement of conceptual beliefs gives
the Ithna ‘Ashari Shias what appears to be a degree of separateness from the
rest of the Muslims. Before the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the imple-
mentation of the concept of wilayah al-faqih, the doctrines of this school of
thought were generally unknown by the majority of those outside of it. It
was after the Islamic Revolution in Iran that other Muslims began to take
notice of this school of thought. In fact, even non-Muslims began to look
more closely at this “sector” of Muslims. Cognizant of this fact, the Islamic
leadership in Iran came to the decision that Muslims are in need of an in-
timate and more personal understanding of who they are. In this regard,
the Majma*“ al-Tagqrib was established at an appropriate time to diffuse the
potential trouble-making that is brewing in certain imperial and Zionist
quarters against Islamic Iran and its Islamic leadership.

One of the main differences between the Ithna ‘Ashari school of thought
and that of the other three is in the inclusiveness of the hadith literature,
the second reference after the impeccable Qur’an, where the Ithna ‘Asharis
only accept abadith from the ma'sim Imam. Unfortunately, this difference
has found its way to the minds of many trouble makers, who use it as a
formula for tension, an outline for civil instability and a strategy for ware-
fare.

Furthermore, the Zaydis give particular credibility to the padiths that are
narrated by Imam Zayd ibn ‘Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin on the authority of his
father and grandfathers. This becomes the “backbone” of their school of
thought in as far as the hadith narration is concerned.

The Ibadis consider Musnad al-Rabi‘ ibn Habib al-Fardhidi to be the
most reliable book of hadith. Al-Rabi‘ narrated his hadith from the
Prophet via Jabir ibn Zayd, one of the founders of the Ibadi school of
thought.

The Ahbl al-Sunnah consider the compilation of Imam al-Bukhari to be
one of the most authentic, if not the most authentic and reliable book of
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the Prophet’s hadith. In this book of hadith there are narrators who are
disqualified by the other Islamic schools of thought.

As for the fighi issues, the Ithna ‘Ashari Shias refer to a scholarly class of
‘ulamd as their certified and credentialed authoritative sources. Each Ithna
Ashari Shia is required to conscientiously choose a mujiahid to follow. In
the end, an intra-Islamic network of wlama is created, who are mutually
supportive of their privileged but fiducial obligations.

The concept of wildyah alfagih, in its dynamic application at the level of
the state, has taken the Ithna ‘Ashari Shias to new heights in their acknowl-
edgment of the Islamic leadership in Iran. Due to this fact, the walr al-faqih
in the Islamic State in Iran is ahead by leaps and bounds of all others in
matters of decision-making and authoritative responsibilities.

As for the other schools of thought, at the moment, many remain at the
behest of decisions made by obscure individuals or “underground commit-
tees” that find an outlet through the general global Islamic movement.
Others are politically “attached” to some secular governments, even though
they may not want to admit it. In general, the Islamic leadership among
non-Shia Muslims does not have the full range of political independence as
is the case with Islamic Iran.

All this put together gives us a picture and an impression of an Islamic
populace that needs to work on a thorough and healthy understanding of
what its collective and historical character is. We cannot permit ignorance
to substitute knowledge nor can we continue to allow prejudice and bigotry
to define our social relations. Moreover, we must not allow imperialist- and
Zionist-imposed politics and policies to act on our almost two billion
population bloc of this world.

Many common impressions that Muslims have of other Muslims are in-
accurate, to put it mildly; others are just plain fabrications. Some misun-
derstandings, which may have a semi-valid basis within the interpretative
ideology of a particular school of thought, can nevertheless become ob-
structions and hurdles within the House of Islam if they are not under-
stood properly.

The time has arrived for us to open up and understand each other with-
out preconceived notions and without presuppositions or biases. Most of
our ideas about other Muslims come from “structural historically unfavor-
able judgments”. The time to shed light on these dark corners of our com-
mon mind and psychology is now.

We hope and pray that the Majma“ al-Taqrib Bayn al-Madihib al-
Islamiyyah will be able to diffuse the explosive ideas that are buried deep
down inside our historical terrain. We also hope that they will be able to
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provide Muslims everywhere with the aspiration and inspiration that will
offer them the fertile grounds of Islamic brotherhood and human coopera-
tion on the basis of the following verse:

o A~ z P d ° P
155585 Y3 o A 22 T5aniely
And hold on to the strong cord of Allah and be not divided . . .!

' Qur’an 3:103.
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The Muslim World: An Unbiased Perspective
Adapted from Jiirgen Tédenhofer', “Ten Theses,” in Why do you kill, Zaid?

Abstract:

The last two hundred years have seen Muslims at the receiving end of
an oppressive form of colonialism. They have been misrepresented
and often vilified in the popular media. The following adaptation of
Jurgen Todenhofer’s “Ten Theses,” in his book Why do you kill, Zaid?
is an attempt to portray the world from the viewpoint of a Muslim.
In it, the author enumerates ten theses, or discussion points, with the
hope of challenging some of the common assumptions regarding
Muslims, such as the link between Islam and “terrorism”. He con-
cludes by calling Western governments to focus more on the art of
statesmenship and not the art of war in divising their foreign policy.
It is hoped that these ten theses will open a window onto another
way of seeing the Muslim world.

Keywords: Muslim world, colonialism, Islam and the West, U.S.-Iran
relations, [raq war, terrorism, tolerance in Islam, U.S. foreign policy.

Thesis 1: The West is much more violent than the Muslim world. Mil-
lions of Arab civilians have been killed since colonialism began.

The great French historian and politician Alexis de Tocqueville was a
passionate champion of the freedom of the individual. . . . In his major
work Democracy in America, published in 1835, Tocqueville made a remark
that characterized the era: “If we reasoned from what passes in the world,
we should almost say that the European is to the other races of mankind,
what man is to the lower animals: he makes them subservient to his use,
and when he cannot subdue, he destroys them.” For the liberal thinker
there was “consequently no reason to treat Muslim subjects as if they were
equal to us.” And that is precisely how the West has treated the Muslim
world for the past two hundred years. . . . The strategy that the 19th-century
colonial rulers adopted to break resistance to their “civilizing mission” was

' Dr. Jiirgen Todenhofer has been an executive at a major European media group for more than 20 years.
Prior to that, he was a member of the German parliament for 18 years and spokesman for the
CDU/CSU on development and arms control. He has written two bestsellers about the wars in Afghani-
stan and Iraq.
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to “ruin, hunt, terrorize” (Olivier Le Cour Grandmaison). In Algeria entire
tribes that had sought refuge in caves were “smoked out” (“enfumades”). . . .
Napoleon III, nonetheless, saw the hand of God at work: “France is the
mistress of Algeria, because that is what God wanted.” The Algerians saw it
differently. They had to pay a very high price for their freedom. In the war
of independence from 1954 until 1962, 8,000 Algerian villages were de-
stroyed with napalm bombs by the French air force. The Algerian National
Liberation Front (FLN) also committed gruesome acts of terror, as Albert
Camus rightly pointed out. But in terms of numbers, there is no compari-
son between those acts and the violent deeds committed by the colonialists.
During their 130-year civilizing mission they killed well over two million
Algerians, according to Algerian sources. French estimates say more than
one million Algerians and 100,000 French nationals were killed. The Iraqis,
colonized by Britain, did not fare much better. When they rose up against
British oppression in 1920, Winston Churchill accused them of “ingrati-
tude” and used chemical weapons against them - “with excellent moral ef-
fect,” as he noted. . . . During the Kabyle rebellions in Morocco the Span-
iards also used chemical weapons with horrible effect here too. The model
for the treatment of the Arabs was the strategy adopted to wipe out the in-
digenous peoples of America. The mad ideas about racial and cultural supe-
riority prevalent at the time knew no bounds. Gustave Le Bon, founder of
mass psychology and opponent of the “superstition of equality,” divided
mankind into four classes: the native Australian and American peoples he
termed “primitive races,” “Negroes” as “inferior,” Arabs and Chinese as
“intermediate” and the Indo-Europeans as a “superior race.” Since the Sec-
ond World War as well, the West has often treated the Arabs as subhuman
beings on a “level with the higher apes” (Jean-Paul Sartre). This is true of
the wars against the colonial powers, interventions to secure supplies of raw
materials, for the question of Palestine and for the sanctions against Iraq
that were pushed through by the United States and Britain. According to
UNICEF, these punitive measures, which the Vatican called “perverse,”
caused the deaths of more than 1.5 million civilians, including half a mil-
lion children. . . . A study conducted by independent American and Iraqi
physicians, and published in the medical journal The Lancet, estimates that
more than 600,000 Iraqis had met with violent deaths by June 2006 as a
result of the war and the chaos caused by occupation forces. It says 31 per-
cent were killed by U.S.-led coalition forces, and 24 percent as a result of
sectarian violence and suicide attacks. . . .

A study by the independent British research institute, ORB, in autumn
2007, estimates that more than one million Iraqgis have been killed and
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around the same number injured. It reports that in Baghdad almost one in
two households has lost a family member. According to Human Rights
Watch, Saddam Hussein was responsible for the death of 290,000 Iraqi ci-
vilians in the course of his 23-year rule.

Since fall 2007, the number of fatalities has declined in Iraq. But accord-
ing to experts’ conservative estimates, more than 6,000 Iraqi civilians are
still dying each month in the chaos of the war. . ..

Over the past two hundred years, no Muslim state has ever attacked the
West. The European superpowers and the United States have always been
the aggressors and not those under attack. Since the beginning of the colo-
nial era, millions of Arab civilians have been killed. The West is clearly at
the top of the league when it comes to killing, by a ratio of more than ten
to one. The current debate about the Muslim world’s alleged propensity to
violence is a mockery of historical facts. The West was and is much more
violent than the Muslim world. The problem of our era is not the violence
of Muslims but the violence of some Western countries.

To understand Muslim extremism, one has to try to see the world, at
least for a moment, from the point of view of a Muslim. Our horizon is
not the end of the world. A young Muslim, who follows the news on televi-
sion, sees day after day how Muslim women, children and men are killed by
Western weapons, Western allies and Western soldiers in Iraq, Afghanistan,
Palestine, Lebanon, Somalia and elsewhere.

It is cynical of great Western thinkers to furrow their brows and ponder
the decline and fall of Arab civilization, which once was “militarily, eco-
nomically and culturally far superior” (Hans Magnus Enzensberger). The
West played a major part in making that happen. It plundered and ravaged
the colonies and then withdrew. In 1830, when the colonization of Algeria
began, that country had a literacy rate of 4o percent, higher than that of
France or England. In 1962, when the French occupying forces pulled out,
it was under 20 percent. Colonialism stole from the Arab world more than
a century of development. Seventeen years after the French conquest of Al-
geria, Tocqueville noted with resignation: “The lights have been extin-
guished... We have made Muslim society much more miserable, disorgan-
ized, ignorant and barbaric.”

Thesis 2: Western oppression supports the growth of Muslim extrem-
ism.

Western colonialism raged in almost all parts of the world. But in the
oil-rich countries of the Mideast it never stopped. That sets this region
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apart from other regions in the world, and makes it a breeding ground for
terrorism.

Terrorism is not a Muslim problem but a global one. It has always ex-
isted and has been used by all kinds of movements. Alongside Arab terror-
ists who murdered Jewish settlers, there were also “Zionist terrorist organi-
zations” such as Irgun, led by Menachem Begin, and the Fighters for the
Freedom of Israel, led by Itzhak Shamir, who described themselves as ter-
rorists. They fought with terrorist tactics — also against civilians — against
the British and the Arabs for a free Israel.

In the current debate on terrorism it is often said: “Not all Muslims are
terrorists, but all terrorists are Muslims.” That is simply wrong. Until Sep-
tember 11, 2001, the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka were indisputably considered
the world’s deadliest terrorist organization. They murdered thousands of
innocent civilians. They professionalized and perfected suicide terrorism,
and were copied down to the last detail by others around the world, espe-
cially in the Mideast. They continue to bomb and murder even today. They
are Hindus, not Muslims. And they do not kill Westerners. That is why
their attacks are not reported in depth. Of the 48 organizations classified as
terrorist by the European Union in 2006, 36 have nothing to do with Islam.
These “anti-imperialist,” “anti-capitalist,” “anti-Indian,” or “anti-
Singhalese” terrorist groups are responsible for the deaths of countless civil-
ians in Latin America, Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. In the West, they do
not figure in public awareness because they do not kill people from our
cultural sphere.

After the official end of colonial rule, the colonial powers were often re-
placed by financially and militarily dependent puppet regimes, pawns in
the geopolitical game of Western superpowers.

Whoever did not play along were advised that a people only have a right
to self-determination as long as it did not infringe Western interests. Free-
dom never meant freedom from us. One might call this “lex Mossadeq” in
memory of the Iranian prime minister, Mohammad Mossadeq, who was
democratically elected in 1951 and deposed two years later by the CIA and
the British.

Whoever fails to act in accordance with this law is ousted in a putsch or
subjected to a concerted media campaign and branded a “rogue”. Using the
media to create “villains” is a specialty of Western foreign policy. As the
example of Gaddafi shows, the title of ‘rogue’ can be revoked at any mo-
ment.

Even Saddam Hussein, a “partner” who was renamed a “rogue,” might
still be doing as he pleases, even today, had he remained a partner of the
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United States. The massacre of Dujail, in which 148 people died and for
which he was executed, occurred 26 years ago in 1982. At the time, Saddam
was, for the United States, an important player in the Mideast and waged
war with Western support against Khumayni’s Iran. Donald Rumsfeld vis-
ited Saddam in 1983, as special envoy of the U.S. president, even though he
had been thoroughly informed about Dujail. Saddam was, after all, our
anti-Islamist comrade-in-arms; he was supplied by Germany with compo-
nents for chemical weapons, by France with fighter jets, and by the United
States with satellite data on Iranian positions. In the Mideast, the West
never showed any interest in human rights or democracy; it was and is
fighting for oil.

Cynical dehumanization in the name of human rights, which the
bloody images from Iraq, Afghanistan and other Muslim countries docu-
ment daily, has left a deep and painful mark on the Muslims’ cultural
memory. Samuel Huntington was right on at least one point: “The West
won the world not by the superiority of its ideas or values or religion, but
rather by its superiority in applying organized violence. Westerners often
forget this fact; non-Westerners never do.” How can the Muslim world be-
lieve in our values of human dignity and the rule of law and democracy if
all it sees is the way we oppress, humiliate and exploit it? Is it really surpris-
ing that extremists gain more and more support? Or that some people even-
tually hit back when their families are again and again mowed down by our
machinery of destruction? Nobody is born a terrorist.

Despite all this, the kindness and hospitality still shown to Western visi-
tors in oriental countries is overwhelming. One can visit religious sites with
no problem, not only in secular Syria, but also in theocratic Iran -
churches, synagogues and mosques. Most Muslims feel more respect to-
wards Judaism and Christianity than we do. . ..

The Muslim world is a far cry from the image depicted in the Western
media. Western television broadcasters show a manufactured, distorted im-
age of mobs raging against the West. In September 2001, after the attacks on
the World Trade Center, many television stations showed Palestinian chil-
dren rejoicing. But the footage had been staged. According to reports in the
Israeli newspaper Haaretz, the children had been given sweets so that they
would rejoice in front of the cameras. “Spontaneous” anti-Western demon-
strations in the Arab world usually take place only when they are carefully
organized and staged in cooperation with Western broadcasters. As soon as
the cameras are turned off, the “TV demonstrators” are given a little bak-
sheesh and are taken back home in the same trucks that brought them. In
contrast to the West, xenophobia is unknown in the Muslim world. We
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may be more economically and technologically advanced than these coun-
tries - but not in human terms. When it comes to kindness and love of
one’s neighbor, and a sense of family and hospitality, we could learn a lot
from the Muslims.

This cordiality can, as in the case of Iraq, turn into raging anger when
the West yet again scornfully tramples upon the rights of the Muslims.
Jean-Paul Sartre described this self-destructive despair during the Algerians’
war of liberation in 1961: “If this suppressed fury fails to find an outlet, it
turns in a vacuum and devastates the oppressed creatures themselves. In
order to liberate themselves they even massacre each other. The different
tribes fight between themselves since they cannot face the real enemy - and
you can count on colonial policy to keep up their rivalries; . . . the torrent
of violence sweeps away all barriers. . . . It is the moment of the boomerang;
it is the third phase of violence; it comes back on us, it strikes us, and as
before, we fail to realize that it is our own violence.”

The “coalition of the willing” has taken from the Iraqis everything that
might have given them the opportunity to be as “noble, helpful and good”
as we like to perceive ourselves. It has destroyed all their state structures and
has trampled upon their dignity and pride. It has systematically incited the
Iraqis to turn on each other. It is so hypocritical of the West to then be
“amazed” that the strategy really works and that the despair of the Iraqis
sometimes turns into self-destruction. It is absurd to claim that “something
like that could never happen here” — a claim often uttered with an under-
tone of racist disgust. Just consider how a power outage in New York in
1977 and a hurricane in New Orleans in 2005 were enough to trigger wide-
spread looting, murder and mayhem. Homo homini lupus — “Man to Man
is an arrant Wolfe” (Thomas Hobbes). This is true, not only of Muslims,
but of Jews and Christians as well.

Thesis 3: Terrorists in Islamic disguise are murderers; but the same
holds true for those disguised as Christians who wage wars of aggres-
sion in contravention of international law.

The attacks carried out since the mid-ninety’s by Arab terrorists on
Western facilities are in their view a response to the never-ending “organ-
ized robbery and murder” on the part of the West. The attacks, including
those on the World Trade Center have killed more than 5,000 Western ci-
vilians. They are morally completely unacceptable. The end never justifies
the means. That is why the attacks on the World Trade Center were con-
demned by all Muslim governments: by Syria and Iran and even by Hizbol-
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lah and Hamas. In many Muslim countries, distraught people laid flowers
in front of the U.S. embassy. Terrorists who kill innocent people are not
freedom fighters, resistance fighters, holy warriors or martyrs. They are
murderers.

But are not those who mastermind illegal wars of aggression also terror-
ists and murderers — even murderers of their own soldiers? If one talks
about the 5,000 Westerners murdered by Al-Qaeda, must one not also talk
about the hundreds of thousands of Iraqi civilians who have been killed in
George W. Bush’s illegal war? Do not the legal yardsticks we apply to Sad-
dam Hussein or Slobodan Milosevic also apply to Western heads of gov-
ernments? Why do Western elites not even dare to ask whether George W.
Bush and Tony Blair should be brought before an international criminal
court because of a war in Iraq that was based on lies?

In the opinion of the Nuremberg war crimes tribunal, “To initiate a war
of aggression, therefore, is not only an international crime: it is the su-
preme international crime differing only from other war crimes in that it
contains within it the accumulated evil of all crimes of war.” The chief U.S.
prosecutor Robert H. Jackson stated: “We must never forget that the record
on which we judge these defendants today constitutes the record on which
history will judge us tomorrow.”

“Wars of aggression are the terrorism of the rich,” as Peter Ustinov put
it. For an Iraqi child it makes no difference whether he is blown apart by an
“Islamic” suicide bomber or a “Christian” bomb. For this child, George W.
Bush and Tony Blair are just as much terrorists as Bin Laden is for us.

The high number of civilian victims of military operations is often ex-
cused with the argument that such “collateral damage” is not intentional.
That is disingenuous — at least with respect to aerial attacks — because the
death of civilians is almost always tacitly accepted in such cases. However,
in advanced legal systems “tacit acceptance” means ‘intent.” Aerial bom-
bardment is, moreover, rarely effective. Special-forces operations on the
ground can usually achieve much more. But then one would have to accept
a greater number of fatalities within one’s own ranks. And that could cost
votes. So instead one drops cluster bombs and tacitly accepts the death of
civilians. Dropping cluster bombs from the safety of a pilot’s cockpit is the
most cowardly form of terrorism on the part of the powerful. The myth of
the honorable war is mankind’s greatest lie. “Dulce bellum inexpertis” —
War is sweet to those who have not experienced it (Erasmus of Rotterdam).

Armed resistance to wars and occupation that are illegal under interna-
tional law is nonetheless only legitimate if it is conducted in accordance
with the humanitarian law that applies in armed conflicts. Suicide attacks
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against civilians who have different beliefs, such as we see every day in Iraq
and elsewhere, are acts of terrorism. They have nothing to do with legiti-
mate resistance. The most spectacular attacks on civilians in Iraq are, how-
ever, for the most part directed from outside the country. According to a
statement issued on July 11, 2007, by the spokesman for the multi-national
forces in Iraq, General Kevin Bergner, between 80 and go percent of the
suicide bombers come from abroad.

One must clearly distinguish between this almost entirely foreign terror-
ism directed against civilians, and the legitimate multi-confessional Iraqi
resistance to foreign occupation. Nobody can take away from the Iraqis’
their right to resist. It is a timeless inviolable right of all peoples. The great
majority of the Iraqi people support the resistance movement, which explic-
itly rejects attacks on civilians. The resistance not only involves Sunni and
Shia Muslims, but Christians as well. The number of Christian resistance
fighters in Iraq is greater than the number of Al-Qaeda fighters. Women
also fight in the multi-confessional Iraqi resistance. Is that really surprising?
What would we do if there were enemy tanks on our streets? Are only those
resistance fighters who are on our side “freedom fighters” and the rest “ter-
rorists™? . . .

Of course, non-violent resistance in the spirit of Mahatma Gandhi or
Martin Luther King, would be preferable to violent resistance, even when it
is legitimate. In the religious war between the city states of Mecca and Me-
dina, Muhammad’s most fascinating victory came when, to the amazement
of his enemies in Mecca, he and his followers gathered, unarmed, outside
the gates of Mecca and demanded access to the holy sites. Passive resistance
born of the power of faith would also make the Iraqi resistance more credi-
ble. But for centuries have we not shown the world that only brute force
guarantees success?

Thesis 4: Muslims were and are at least as tolerant as Jews and Chris-
tians. They have made a major contribution to Western civilization.

It was not Muslims who invented “holy war”, joined Crusades under the
rallying cry “Deus lo vult” — God wills it (Urban II) and in the process mas-
sacred more than four million Muslims and Jews. It was not Muslims who
waded “ankle-deep in blood” in Jerusalem before they began “rejoicing and
weeping from excess of happiness ... came to worship and give thanks at
the sepulcher of our savior Jesus,” as a contemporary reported. Islam never
associates the word “holy” with war. Jihad means “exertion, a struggle on
the pathways of God” (Hans Kiing), an effort that can involve defensive
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war. Nowhere in the Qur’an does jithad mean “holy war.” Wars are never
“holy”, only peace is holy. “Holy war” is unfortunately a concept from the
Old Testament (see Jeremiah §1:27).

Nor was it Muslims who massacred up to 5o million people in the name
of colonizing Africa and Asia. It was not Muslims who instigated the First
and Second World Wars, in which almost 70 million people perished. And
it was not Muslims, but we Germans, who ignominiously murdered six mil-
lion Jews — fellow citizens, friends and neighbors — in an industrially organ-
ized breach of civilization. No other culture has been more violent and
bloody over the past centuries as Western civilization. When have so-called
“Christian” politicians ever honored Christianity, this wonderful religion
of love?

Nobody can deny that the territorial expansion of the Muslim dynasties
between the 7th and the 17th centuries — like that of the European powers
over the same period — was conducted mainly with the sword. On the Mus-
lim side as well, there were inexcusable massacres. Muslim conquerors did
not, however, as a rule, attempt to force Christians or Jews to accept Islam,
expel them, or exterminate them. When Saladin won back Jerusalem after a
hard-fought battle in 1187, he made a point of not exacting revenge and let
the Christians go free in exchange for a ransom. He waived the ransom for
poor Christians. Tolerance towards Christians and Jews was the law and the
pride of Muslim civilization. Under Muslim rule entire peoples remained
Christian or Jewish, while the “Christian” Inquisition burned those who
held different beliefs at the stake.

When the Muslim general, Tariq ibn Ziyad, landed on the Iberian pen-
insula in 711, a period of cultural and scientific flowering began, which was
to last for more than seven centuries and contribute enormously to West-
ern civilization. In the most modern state in Europe the coexistence of
Muslims, Jews and Christians proved to be an unparalleled success. The
Jews fared much better under Muslim rule than under “Christian” hegem-
ony. It was only when the “Christian” King Ferdinand of Aragon com-
pleted the Reconquista in 1492 by taking Granada, the last Muslim bastion
in Spain that the merciless expulsion of the Jews began. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Jews were forced to leave the country. For centuries, the Jews had
been respected, held high office, and lived together in harmony with their
Muslim contemporaries. Most fled to Muslim countries around the Medi-
terranean. The coexistence of Christians, Jews and Muslims in Muslim
countries only became troubled with the advent of colonialism and nation-
alism in the 19th and 20th centuries. The Armenian tragedy in Turkey was a
result of nationalist, not religious intolerance.

105



AL-TAQRIB

Muslims in the enlightened Andalusian era not only salvaged for us the
sunken treasures of Greek and Roman culture and philosophy, they also
created new sciences. They pioneered experimental optics, invented the
compass, discovered the paths of the planets and crucial elements of mod-
ern medicine and pharmacy. Even if we do not want to believe it: We live in
a culture that was formed by Judaism, Christianity AND Islam.

Thesis 5: Love of God and love of one’s neighbor are the central com-
mandments, not only in the Bible, but also in the Qur’an.

A comparison of the texts shows that the Qur’an is at least as tolerant as
the Old and New Testaments. God and his prophets do, to be sure, some-
times express themselves in very martial tones in all three scriptures. In the
Old Testament Book of Numbers 31:7,15,17, it is written: “They did battle
against Midian, as the Lord had commanded Moses, and killed every
male. ... Moses said to them, ‘Have you allowed all the women to live? ...
Now therefore, kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman
who has known a man by sleeping with him’.”

In the New Testament, Jesus is quoted in Matthew 10:34 as having said:
“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come
to bring peace, but a sword.” In his Table Talk, the powerfully eloquent
Protestant Martin Luther said: “One may give short shrift to heretics. While
they perish at the stake, the faithful should destroy the evil by the root and
bathe their hands in the blood of the bishops and the pope.”

Surah 4:89 of the Qur’an is no less violent: “They but wish that ye
should reject Faith, as they do . .. Take . .. not friends from their ranks un-
til they flee in the way of God (from what is forbidden). But if they turn
renegades, seize them and slay them wherever ye find them.”

Extremists and preachers of hate in the East and West almost always ig-
nore the historical context of these passages. Moses, Jesus and Muhammad
were not born in a historical vacuum but into a belligerent world. At first
glance, the Old Testament, especially in its historical passages, might seem
to be the bloodiest of the three holy books — much bloodier than the
Qur’an. But anybody who has studied the Old Testament knows that its
central commandment — apart from the commandment to love God and
justice — is: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). For
Christians too, love of one’s neighbor and justice are the most important
commandments after the love of God (Matthew 5:6, 5:10).

The Qur’an tells Muslims to: “Do good ... to neighbors who are near, or
neighbors who are strangers” (Surah 4:36). . . . The Qur’an calls for “more
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humanity and more justice” (Hans Kiing). The main problem with the
Western debate about the Qur’an is that everybody talks about it but hardly
anybody has read it. The bellicose passages in the Qur’an have to do with
“the religious wars of the period between Mecca and Medina and therefore
only (have to do with) the people of Mecca and Medina of the period,” as
the Egyptian minister of religious affairs, Mahmoud Zakzouk, has correctly
pointed out.

In Surah 29:46 it is written: “Our God and your God is one,” even
though God is called Jehovah in Hebrew and Allah in Arabic — by Arab
Christians as well. Is it not outrageous blasphemy when Jews, Christians or
Muslims misuse the Bible and the Qur’an as a weapon, in order to hammer
home their particular view of this one God?

Terrorism is never religious. To be a terrorist is to adopt the methods of
the devil; no terrorist may invoke God. There is no “Islamic” terrorism, just
as the terrorism of the IRA in Northern Ireland was never “Christian” or
“Catholic.” There is merely terrorism that bears an Islamic mask, and it
does not lead to paradise, but to hell, as do wars of aggression that bear a
Christian or democratic mask. The claim that violence 1s, above all, a reli-
gious problem is an atheist myth. People committed murder before religion
existed and have continued to do so ever since. The mass murder of the
National Socialists and of the Soviet and Chinese Communists are the sad
proof that man is the cruelest creature — with and without religion. . . .

Thesis 6: Western policies towards the Muslim world suffer from a
shocking ignorance of even the simplest facts.

One of the favorite sayings of bar-room strategists is: “Whoever de-
mands the right to hear the call of the muezzin in our cities should also
demand the right to hear the sound of church bells in Tehran.” The reality,
however, is that in Tehran the bells ring in 34 churches and that Christian
children receive instruction in their own religion. There are seven syna-
gogues in Tehran, and about 4,000 Jewish children go to Jewish schools.
There are six kosher butchers, two kosher restaurants and a Jewish hospital,
to which the notorious troublemaker, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, recently
donated some money.

The 25,000 Jews have a constitutional right to a representative in par-
liament, as do the Christians. In 1979, shortly after the revolution, Ayatol-
lah Khumayni even issued a fatwa decreeing that Jews were to be protected.
His words are painted on the walls of many Iranian synagogues: “We re-
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spect religious minorities. They are part of our people. Islam does not sanc-
tion their oppression.”

Relations between Jews and Persians have been good since ancient times.
It was the Persian king, Cyrus the Great, who in 538 B.C. freed the Jews
from their Babylonian captivity. The Bible calls him a “shepherd loved and
anointed by God.” It is true that, as protected minorities, Jews and Chris-
tians in Iran do not enjoy the same political rights and duties as do Mus-
lims. But do we really grant the Muslims the same rights as Christians and
Jews in their everyday lives in Europe? Does Israel really grant its Arab fel-
low-citizens the same rights in daily life as its Jewish citizens?

Ahmadinejad has in fact made vicious “anti-Zionist”, anti-Israeli state-
ments. However, his aggressive stance . . . is not to be equated with hatred
of the Jews or anti-Semitism. Orthodox Jews, such as the Hasidic Satmar
community, also reject an Israeli state “before the advent of the Messiah”
and thus also represent an “anti-Zionist” position.

In Iran and other Muslim states, there has never been real anti-Semitism
or persecution of the Jews by the state, as was the case in Europe. During
the Nazi era many European Jews fled to freedom via Iran. The Jews in Iran
are respected citizens. As Ciamak Morsathegh, the Jewish director of the
Jewish hospital in Tehran, put it: “Anti-Semitism is not an Islamic phe-
nomenon, but a European phenomenon.” . ..

Western ignorance of the Muslim world is also evident in much more
banal issues than the Iran conflict — for example, in the view, widely held in
Europe, that the Muslim headscarf amounts to a battle cry or is a “symbol
of the oppression of women.” On this issue, the United States is much
more tolerant. The U.S. Department of Justice has stated that the intoler-
ance evident in banning headscarves “is un-American, and is morally despi-
cable.”

The German weekly Die Zeit jokingly commented on the crusade to free
Europe of the headscarf: “If you ask five Muslim women why they wear a
headscarf, you will get five different answers: One covers her head for God,
another because the scarf goes well with her fashionable H&M clothes; the
third will reveal herself to be an ardent feminist; the fourth cites traditions
in her village; while the fifth is defying her ultra-secular mother, who has
forbidden her to wear a headscarf.” Of course, forcing anyone to wear a
headscarf is unacceptable. But is not forcing anyone to take it off just as
unacceptable?

The debates about forced marriage, female circumcision, or honor kill-
ing are also conducted with a shocking degree of ignorance. There is noth-
ing in the Qur’an or the Hadith of Muhammad about these completely
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unacceptable misogynist practices. They derive from a pre-Islamic patriar-
chal and heathen era. Some of these practices are several thousand years old
— the gruesome “pharaonic” circumcision of women, for example. This bru-
tal mutilation is not only practised in Muslim countries, such as Egypt and
Sudan, but also in predominantly Christian countries, such as Ethiopia
and Kenya. The victims are Muslims, Christians, Jewish Falashas, as well as
members of other religions. So-called honor killings unfortunately also oc-
cur among Christians — for example, in such Christian countries as Brazil,
Argentina and Venezuela. Most Muslim governments rightly take legal
measures to counter these deplorable pre-Islamic and un-Islamic customs
and crimes.

In some Muslim countries, the advancement of women has gone much
further, in certain respects, than in the West. In Egypt, 30 percent of all
professors are women; in Germany the figure is only 10 percent. In Iran,
well over 60 percent of students are women, which has prompted some
arch-conservatives to reflect on introducing a quota for men. There is also a
longer tradition of female heads of government in Muslim countries than
in the West. . ..

Nonetheless, a lot still needs to be done if women are to attain full and
equal rights in all Muslim countries. . . . However, that is not a problem
with Islam. It is a political problem and one that has to do with antiquated
patriarchal social structures. The fact that shelters for battered women are
bursting at the seams in the West shows that here too violence against
women is a grievous social problem that has not yet been resolved. . . .

Whoever wants to see an end to hatred and intolerance should, above
all, overcome his own ignorance. Everybody has the right to his own opin-
ions, but definitely not to his own facts. What is to prevent us from travel-
ing to Syria or Iran to form our own opinions on that alien and purport-
edly so dangerous world? The streets of Damascus and Tehran are much
safer than the streets of New York or Detroit. According to United Nations
statistics, in 2006, the homicide rate in the United States was 5.9 per
100,000 inhabitants. In Iran the rate was 2.93 and in Syria 1.4. Most Muslim
countries are safer than the United States, even safer than Switzerland,
where the rate is 2.94 per 100,000 inhabitants.

Why don’t we start intercultural dialogue in our own personal environ-
ment? Why not expand student exchange programs between Muslim and
Christian countries — or even with Israel? Why not get to know some works
of wonderful Arabic literature or read the famous Ring Parable in Nathan
the Wise by the great German writer of the Enlightenment era, Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing? A father (God) bequeathes to each of the three sons he
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loves equally (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) an identical ring. One ring
is the original; it has the ability to render its owner pleasant in the eyes of
God and mankind. The other two are replicas. The brothers call on a judge
to establish which of them has the original. The judge, with the wisdom of
Solomon, explains that the bearer of the authentic ring is he who earns the
love of his fellow men.

For German chancellor Angela Merkel, the most beautiful passage in the
play is when the Muslim, Saladin, calls out to the Jew, Nathan, “be my
friend!” Could we not all learn from this ancient Sephardic Jewish parable
and its dream of a peaceful competition among the religions?

Thesis 7: The West must treat the Muslim world just as fairly as it
treats Israel. Muslims are worth as much as Jews and Christians.

With a mixture of self-righteousness, ignorance and hatred, many people
in the West think Islam is a bloodthirsty religion and that Muslims are po-
tential terrorists who are hostile towards democracy, women, Jews and
Christians. The friend and spiritual advisor of U.S. president George W.
Bush, Frank Graham, has called Islam “a very evil and wicked religion.” Bill
O’Reilly, TV idol of American conservatives, has said: “We cannot inter-
vene in the Muslim world ever again. What we can do is bomb the living
daylights out of them.” The American television commentator, Ann Coul-
ter thinks: “We should invade their countries, kill their leaders and convert
them to Christianity.” She also says: “Perhaps we could put aside our na-
tional, ongoing post-9/11 Muslim butt-kissing contest and get on with the
business at hand: Bombing Syria back to the Stone Age and then perma-
nently disarming Iran.” The list of such statements could be extended in-
definitely.

Just imagine for a moment that Graham, O’Reilly or Coulter had said
“Judaism” instead of “Islam” and Israel” instead of “Muslim countries”.
There would have been a storm of protest, and quite rightly so. Why may
one say fascistic things about Muslims and their religion, while any such
comments about Christians or Jews would be rejected as entirely unaccept-
able, and rightly so? We must end this demonization of Islam and Mus-
lims. It is not only shameful, it also harms our interests.

The deepening divide between Orient and Occident also endangers the
security of Israel. The strongest long-term guarantee of the survival of Israel
and its five million Jews is not the enmity, but the friendship of its 300
million immediate and more distant Arab neighbors. To attain this, the
West, but also Israel, must make a fair contribution.
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The Jewish people did not attain its moral stature because of its military
victories or because of the impressive number of its talented members. It
attained its moral uniqueness through its piety, wisdom, humanism and
creativity, as well as through its long, brave and often cunning struggle for
justice and against oppression. It is understandable that after the Holo-
caust, Israel has sought to ensure its military strength — and to defend its
legitimate interests with great vigor, even severity. But severity without jus-
tice is a strategy that is doomed to failure. If all the productive country of
Israel does is destroy, it will destroy itself as well. Israel — and the entire
Western world — must invest at least as much in justice as in weapons. The
treatment of the Palestinians is not compatible with the moral stature and
uniqueness of the Jewish people. This is the only conclusion one may come
to, especially as an admirer of Jewish culture.

The Palestinians must also change their policies. The West is right to
demand that they renounce violence against Israel. But should it not also
demand that Israel renounce violence against the Palestinians? According to
the Israeli human-rights organization B’Tselem, in 2007, thirteen Israelis
were killed in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, while 384 Palestinians were
killed by Israeli security forces.

Reconciliation between Jews and Arabs is just as possible as the miracu-
lous reconciliation between the Germans and the French proved to be. Jews
and Arabs have more in common in religious, cultural and historical terms
than most people realize.

As Israeli president Shimon Peres put it, they “have the same parents,
Abraham and Moses.” For centuries both Jews and Arabs were persecuted -
and not only during the Crusades and the Reconquista. The Vichy govern-
ment in France, for example, applied the same racist discriminatory laws to
the Jews that had been “successfully” tested on the Algerians (Olivier Le
Cour Grandmaison). . . .

The challenge of our era is to help heal the wounds in the Mideast - by
means of security guarantees for Israel to which Europe must provide a ro-
bust military contribution, but also through helping to establish a viable
Palestinian state. We must build bridges, not walls.

A model Palestinian state, that is backed by the West and acknowledges
Israel’s right to exist within just borders, and that opposes all forms of ter-
rorism really would mark a new start for the Mideast — and for the relation-
ship between the Western world and the Muslim world. We cannot con-
tinue on our current path. The “wars on terror” against the Muslim coun-
tries Afghanistan and Iraq have already cost $700 billion, which is more
than the Vietnam War cost. The United States spends more than $100 bil-
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lion on the war in Iraq each year, but less than $5 billion for economic re-
construction there. In light of these figures, can one seriously ask what a
successful alternative to the current “anti-terror” policies might look like?
We have to turn the ratio around. We have to treat the Muslim world just
as fairly and as generously as we — quite rightly — treat Israel. We must ulti-
mately deprive international terrorism of any arguments in its defense.

Thesis 8: The Muslims must champion a tolerant Islam, as did their
prophet Muhammad. They must strip terrorism of its religious mask.

Muhammad fought passionately for social change. He stood up for the
poor and the weak and — to the annoyance of many of his male followers —
for a massive improvement in the rights of women, who in pre-Islamic
times in almost all cultures, enjoyed virtually no rights at all. Men who op-
press women may not claim to have the backing of Muhammad or the
Qur’an.

Muhammad was — like our Jewish forefathers Abraham, Moses and King
Solomon, who according to the Bible had a thousand wives and concubines
— married to several women, one of whom was Jewish and another Chris-
tian. They both remained true to their religion. Muhammad warned his
followers: “Whoever wrongs a Jew or a Christian, will have to face me on
the Day of Judgment.” Muhammad was neither a fanatic nor an extremist.
He wanted to tell the polytheist Arabs of his day about the God of the Jews
and the Christians — in authentic, pure form. The Qur’an is, in part, a
wonderful re-telling of the central messages of the Bible: “And before this,
was the Book of Moses as a guide and a mercy: And this Book confirms (it)
in the Arabic tongue” (Surah 46:12). For Muslims, the Qur’an is the “New-
est Testament.”

After the capitulation of Mecca in 628, Muhammad entered the Ka’bah
and smashed all the pagan idols — just as Jesus had cleansed the Temple —
but out of respect he spared the statue of Jesus and his mother, Mary. Both
were, for him, pure and inviolable. Muhammad repeatedly proclaimed that
Jesus would rise again before the Last Judgment: “How happy you will be
when the son of Mary descends to you.” Jesus and Mary are described in
the Qur’an with great love as “signs for all peoples” (Surah 21:91). The
Qur’an also treats the great Jewish prophets, especially Moses, as prophets.
“A Muslim who does not believe in Muhammad’s precursors Moses and
Jesus is not a Muslim” (Mahmoud Zakzouk).

Today’s terrorism is an absurd distortion of Muhammad’s teachings. It
is a crime against Islam. Islam means submission to God and peace. The
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Muslim world may not permit its great and proud religion, with its ethos
of humanity and justice, to be sullied by raging hate-filled terrorists. No-
body has caused greater damage to the standing of Islam in the course of its
history, which spans almost fourteen centuries, than terrorists pretending
to be Muslims. The Muslim world must rip the religious mask from the
face of the terrorists. It must smash the idols of terrorism, just as Muham-
mad smashed the idols of the pre-Islamic era.

Thesis 9: Nothing fosters terrorism more than the West’s “war on ter-
ror”. Muslim countries must resolve their problems with radical Islam-
ism themselves.

We must also unmask the West’s warriors of aggression. Wars of aggres-
sion are not only the most immoral but also the least intelligent way to
combat terrorism. Terrorism in the guise of Islam is an ideology; ideologies
cannot be shot down. One has to undermine its foundation and prove it
wrong. . . .

Al-Qaeda’s attack on New York and Washington was not just an act of
revenge but also an attempt to regain the high ground. Through an act of
such diabolical boldness and the ensuing media spectacle, the radical
Islamists wanted to win back the sympathy of the masses. They wanted to
provoke the United States into overreacting, which would in turn give radi-
cal Islamism a new impetus. The strategy worked perfectly. The countless
bombs that rained down on the heads of Afghan civilians, who had already
tired of the Taliban, revived prostrate radical Islamism and helped it back
on its feet. The Afghans certainly wanted to be rid of the Taliban and Al-
Qaeda — both groups that had been created by the secret services of the
United States, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan — but they did not see why thou-
sands of Afghan civilians had to be bombed to death to achieve that goal.

None of the terrorists who attacked the World Trade Center were from
Afghanistan or Iraq. They came from Germany, Saudi Arabia and Egypt.
More intelligent methods could have been adopted in order to neutralize
their Saudi Arabian ideological leader, Osama Bin Laden, at his retreat in
the mountains of the Hindu Kush, than bombing and occupying Kabul.

So the radical Islamists once again had reason to issue a worldwide call-
to-arms against the foreign invaders and against their own authoritarian
pro-Western governments — just as they had done in 1979 when the Soviets
marched in. . ..

The West does not have the right to take military action all over the
world against radical Islamist movements — or against leftwing radical or

113



AL-TAQRIB

rightwing radical organizations. It does not have the right to turn the world
into a bloody and chaotic battlefield in order to impose its vision of a
world order. Western troops have no business fighting in Iraq, Afghanistan
or Somalia. Muslim countries must solve their problems with radical Islam-
ism by themselves. Even where radical Islamism degenerates into terrorism,
it is primarily the task of national forces to combat it. Only in extreme and
exceptional cases, and with the non-partisan of the United Nations Security
Council, should international task forces provide reinforcement.

The damage such interventions cause is almost always greater than the
benefit, even when the motives are honest and humanitarian. It is not
enough to want to do good, rather, one has to actually do good. The war on
terrorism will not be won by military means — either in the Hindu Kush or
in Baghdad. It will be won in the hearts and minds of the world’s 1.4 bil-
lion Muslims, who live in the East and the West, the North and the South,
and who are observing the politics of the West very closely. With every
Muslim child killed by a Western bomb, terrorism grows. With each day
that passes, we are sinking deeper into the morass of our own policies.

It is above all aerial warfare that has failed miserably as a means of fight-
ing terrorism. Despite continuous aerial bombardment, Bin Laden man-
aged to escape from Tora Bora because there were more journalists than
American soldiers surrounding the cave complex where he was believed to
be hiding. At about the same time, the Taliban leader, Mullah Omar, suc-
ceeded in breaking through the thin ranks of U.S forces on a motorbike.
Tora Bora is a grotesque symbol of the folly of the anti-terror crusade. Not
even Cervantes, the creator of Don Quixote, could have dreamed up a more
bizarre slapstick finale.

Thesis r0: What is needed now is the art of statesmanship, not the art
of war — in the Iran conflict, the Iraq conflict and the Palestine con-
flict.

The almost childish refusal of the American president to talk directly to
politicians he does not like — a position he maintained for years — such as
Arafat, Assad, Saddam or Ahmadinejad, along with the decision — taken
after “consultations with God” — to develop strategies to bomb them out of
office, are two of the most absurd and wrong-headed decisions of our time.
“A statesman who seeks to promote peace must talk to the statesman in the
opposing camp” (Helmut Schmidt, former German chancellor). It was only
possible to resolve the East-West conflict of the post-war years because
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Ronald Reagan never felt squeamish about meeting with the rulers of what
he termed the “evil empire.”

It is simply not true that in the Iran conflict there is, apart from the
strategy of imposing ever tougher sanctions, only the “catastrophic alterna-
tive” of an “Iranian bomb or bombing Iran” (Nicolas Sarkozy). The real
alternative to the ostracism and demonization of a great nation such as
Iran is its reintegration into the community of nations — with all the same
rights and obligations as any other member. The main reason Iran is a
problem for the West is that by marginalizing it and severing ties — in order
to punish it for deposing the pro-Western Shah and his regime — the West
has forfeited any influence it might have had on political decision-making
processes within Iran. This development is not irreversible. There is a wise
saying: “If you cannot beat your enemy, embrace him.” . ..

The complex problems facing the Mideast can only be solved by politi-
cal means. The best way to tackle them would be with a long-term confer-
ence for the whole region modeled on the OSCE’s forerunner, the CSCE.
Besides the UN Security Council, all the major players in the region should
be represented — including Syria, Iran, the democratically elected represen-
tatives of Palestine, and the leadership of the legitimate Iraqi resistance. A
solution to the Iraq conflict will only be found if the United States negoti-
ates — as it did in the Vietnam War — with the leaders of the resistance;
though, of course, not with Al-Qaeda. The leaders of the nationalist,
Baathist and moderate Islamist resistance are almost all prepared to take
part in such talks.

Just as in the East-West conflict of the 1980s, comprehensively tough,
but fair, negotiations now present a real alternative to irresponsible wars
and equally irresponsible passivity. All parties would benefit from such an
approach, as has proven to be the case with the OSCE process. After two
years of difficult negotiations, it brought freedom, human rights, democ-
racy and increasing prosperity to Eastern Europe. The CSCE process
brought Europe as a whole stability, freedom and disarmament. “Mortal
enemies became friends - without a single shot being fired” (Hans-Dietrich
Genscher). That should be the goal of a “Mideast CSCE”. Perhaps one day,
a common economic area or even more will emerge in the region. Who
would have thought 60 years ago that there could ever be a united Europe?
Politics requires vision, and that holds true for the Mideast as well.

In view of the massive military superiority of the United States, how one
can compare such a policy of engagement to the cowardly policy of ap-
peasement before the Second World War, remains a neocon secret. It would
not be appeasement if the current U.S leadership stopped inventing more
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and more horror stories about Muslim countries, or if it stopped bombing
a path to the natural resources it wants, or if it stopped destroying the great
values for which so many people once loved America and would love to
love America again.

Which Muslim country could hope to attack either the West or Israel
with even a remote prospect of success, given the overwhelming nuclear and
conventional second-strike capability of the United States and of Israel.
Even if Iran had nuclear weapons — and that would certainly not be a desir-
able state of affairs — the basics of nuclear strategy would still apply: Who-
ever shoots first, dies second. Whoever attacks the United States or Israel
with a nuclear bomb, might as well blow himself up straightaway. In terms
of numbers, the United States has the nuclear weaponry to kill 20 billion
people. That means it could burn to a cinder all 7o million Iranians three
hundred times over. Iran knows that — even its president knows that. His
defense budget is just one hundredth of that of the United States. Unlike
the major Western powers, Iran has not attacked another country for 150
years, though it has been attacked several times — also with the help of the
West. There are 400,000 Iranians who were severely wounded or injured in
the war with Iraq, among them 50,000 victims of chemical weapons. We are
partly responsible for their suffering.

The Iran problem can be solved. The U.S. leadership must, at long last,
change its ways and sit down at the negotiating table with the Iranian lead-
ership — for top-level bilateral talks, or talks within the framework of a
Mideast CSCE. It must offer Iran substantive security guarantees — as it did
in the case of North Korea and, ultimately, Libya as well — in exchange for
substantial concessions on its nuclear program and a verifiable commit-
ment not to meddle in any way in the internal affairs of Iraq.

It is not just Iran’s purported nuclear designs but also the very real nu-
clear weapons of today’s nuclear powers that should be relegated to the
junkyard of history. All nuclear weapons, including those of the United
States, are — as the political hawk Ronald Reagan stated way back in 1986 —
“totally irrational, totally inhumane, good for nothing but killing, possibly
destructive of life on earth and civilization.” In 2007, even Henry Kissinger
voiced support for such a “bold vision of a nuclear-free world.” The Nu-
clear Non-Proliferation Treaty calls in unequivocal terms for complete nu-
clear disarmament. The current nuclear powers are, therefore, all in perma-
nent breach of the treaty.

Appeasement does not represent the greatest danger of our time; it is the
patriotic Western armchair strategists who cling obstinately to their narrow-
minded view of the world and to their furtive racism, and who are letting
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the world slide into the same kind of foolhardy cycle of violence and
counter-violence that led to the First World War.

Statesmanship instead of warfare; vigilant, patient and tenacious nego-
tiations — that is the appropriate strategy towards the Muslim world, as it
was in the East-West conflict. In a just world order, terrorism will find no
sustenance and will fail to thrive. In a nutshell, we must demonstrate both
severity and justice. Severity with respect to terrorism, and justice toward
the Muslim world.

The objective must be a world order that all states can accept as just; a
world in which there is no longer discrimination against Muslims in the
West and against Jews and Christians in the Muslim world; a world that no
longer conducts mutual demonization of religions and cultures; a world
order which decommissions the West’s weapons of mass destruction and
shuts down its lie machines; a world in which the U.S. is again a symbol of
peace and freedom, rather than of war and repression; and finally, a world
in which everyone sees the log in his own eye and not only the speck in the
eye of his neighbor.

117



Some Thoughts on the Road to Islamic Solidarity
Muhammad al-‘Ast
Congregational Prayer Leader, Washington Mosque

Abstract:

Having diagnosed the condition of the Islamic world as one suffer-
ing from political divisions, economic disparities, cultural parochial-
ism and sectarianism, the author calls for a return to the Islamic
concept of ta ‘aruf—i.e., the mutual familiarity and acceptance of all
Muslims within the ummah. Four broad areas to implement ta ‘aruf
are explored including education, travel, the bajj and language. The
article concludes with some political and economic recommenda-
tions to pave the way for Islamic solidarity.
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language, Sunni-Shia relations.

Introduction

The first step towards unity is in the diagnosis of the general Islamic
condition in the world today. Unfortunately, the diagnosis does not look
good. The Islamic world in our time and generation is a world of political
divisions, economic disparities, cultural misunderstandings and sectarian
schisms. Any attempt to consolidate the Islamic peoples of the world will
be futile if these facts are ignored. Therefore, from the outset, we must ac-
knowledge that we, the Muslims from the lands of the Orient to the lands
of the Occident are divided, dispersed and segregated, and this is a fact be-
yond question or apology.

The Islamic world has imposed on itself a network of over sixty nation
states. In the past century or so, this meshwork of nation-states has only
worked to alienate Muslim peoples from each other. In this regard, the pas-
sive acceptance of these nation-states is a main contributor to the overall
condition of division among Muslim peoples and societies. The Islamic
world also finds itself suffering from a common human problem that re-
lates to class stratification. Within this serious social bifurcation the afflu-
ent upper classes in Islamic societies are out of touch with the impover-
ished lower classes. This contributes to an internal self-inflicted malaise
only to feed the centrifugal divisions that tear apart any ordinary human
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society. In addition, the Islamic world is sliced along cultural lines. A par-
ticular culture in some regions of Asia or Africa can become so dominant
that it assimilates Islam into its own limited paradigm, thereby substituting
the cross-cultural tenets of Islam with its own self-centered cultural norms
and priorities. In this way, a particular culture more or less becomes “Is-
lam”, in the eyes of its own people and constituents, or at least indistin-
guishable from it. And finally, but not exhaustively, sectarianism is a cru-
cial element of contemporary Islamic disunity. Although Muslims make up
approximately two billion of the world’s population, this number dimin-
ishes when they are labeled “Sunni” or “Shia”, and even more so, when the
many schools of thought or sub-schools are considered. The same is the
case even at the local level when a regional “sheikh” or an “imam” or some
“scholar” of sorts assumes the mantle guide, and instead of contributing to
an Islamic feeling of integration and consolidation with the larger assem-
bly, congregation or the ummah, embarks on a course of adding yet an-
other splinter to the general adverse divisive state of affairs that the Mus-
lims already find themselves in.

The above political, economic, cultural, and sectarian derelictions have
rendered the two billion Muslims in the world consumers of the many di-
visive strategies and commodities that are presented to them. In the nature
of things, this cannot go on for much longer. The past century, to be sure,
has visited Muslim peoples with many a military invasion, economic stran-
gulation, cultural alienation, and sectarian tension. That being the case, is
there a solution to this state of division? We do not claim to have a magic
answer to that, but we can shed some guiding light on a passageway out of
this divisive status quo.

Taking a look at the larger picture, we suggest that Muslims every-
where—from whichever nation-state they inhabit, belonging to whichever
class of society, identifying with whichever culture, and living within the
paradigm of whichever sect—agree on and enhance the concept of ta ‘aruf.
This is a Qur’anic and hence an Islamic concept, which demands that hu-
man beings get to know each other. The fuel for division is precisely the
lack of knowledge or the misrepresentation of it with regard to other Mus-
lims. If the concept of ta‘aruf becomes a salient and rooted feature of Is-
lamic societies and peoples worldwide, then one can hope that the justifica-
tions for nation-states, class divisions, cultural clashes, and sectarian mis-
understandings will diminish—and in the long run, disappear altogether.

It shames us to know that many Muslims are familiar with European
and American societies but are largely unfamiliar with Asian and African
ones. Many Muslims plan their vacations, tourist activities and marketing
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projects within Europe and America. There is no “open-channel” of com-
munication and transportation among the Muslim peoples themselves. An
Egyptian Muslim, for example, knows much more about Britain, the
United States and France, than he does about Pakistan, Malaysia, Turkey or
Iran. An Arab Muslim is more aware about the Latino minority in America
than he is about the Muslim minority in China. A Turkish Muslim has an
extensive understanding of European peoples, for which he is quite pleased
with, but does not give much attention to the plight of Muslims in Central
Asia or Eastern Asia, even though there are many more reasons for doing
s0.

Breaking down the psychological and cultural barriers among Muslims
would, of course, be much easier if there were no political obstacles in the
way. Nevertheless, it is our opinion that if efforts are placed in four keys
areas, it will help us move in the right direction. These include: 1) educa-
tion, 2) travel and tourism, 3) the pajj, and 4) the Arabic language.

Education

Our proposal is that all schools within Islamic countries remodel and
refocus their social science curricula in order to give greater emphasis on
the study of the various aspects of the Muslim world. Over time, it is hoped
that a sufficient reservoir of information and interesting facts be accumu-
lated regarding the different Islamic countries and their peoples, so that, in
the end, an Egyptian Muslim will be thoroughly versed with and aware of
all other Muslim countries and peoples the way he knows and is familiar
with his own people. Of course, the same applies to all Muslims—
Pakistanis, Turks, Persians, Arabs, etc.

For this to succeed, such changes must be applied to all the different
levels of education from the elementary stages all the way to post-graduate
studies. Government programs, scholarships, grants and research budgets
must be allocated to the revamping of the social sciences throughout the
Islamic world. No doubt, a program along this line will definitely run into
difficulties and opposition from the political and economic elites, as well
as from the cultural and sectarian gentries. As they stand, institutions such
as the Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC) do not seem to have the
insight to develop such strategies nor the will to implement them through
their member states. As for secular governments, they are most definitely
hostile to the above proposal due to its Islamic emphasis. These guardians
of the segregationist status-quo in Islamic territories cannot see the syllabi
in history, geography, sociology and other social sciences revamped. Never-
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theless, the call is to move towards a greater Islamic reality that goes beyond
the “nation-state”, the economic class, the cultural background, or the sec-
tarian indoctrination that all contribute to the multiple divisions of what
is supposed to be one ummabh.

Travel and Tourism

Another channel for reintegrating the ummah is to facilitate travel and
tourism within the Islamic world. Any Muslim, who still values the social
and ethical tenets of his faith, will agree that it is better to travel to the vast
and exciting destinations within the Muslim world as part of one’s holiday
plans instead of going to the “red-light” districts of the casinos and
amusement parks in America and Europe where one is often forced to
compromise one’s own faith and morality. Islamic culture within the Mus-
lim lands is deep, rich, versatile and multifaceted and its territory is geo-
graphically vast enough to contain both summer and winter destinations.
Moreover, travelling between and within Islamic lands allows Muslims to
strengthen the bond of similarities and to discover, first hand, their larger
social identity and character.

All this, of course, requires the ease of movement and transportation. A
new grid of highways, an increase in air-travel destinations, and an expan-
sion in other routes of navigation are only some of the changes that are
required. One can only imagine twelve-lane highways between and among
the major Islamic cities of interest, where people will have the freedom to
move between these holy cities without restriction, or a reward program
offering sincere and hard-working students, professionals and civil servants
travel discounts to destinations across the Islamic world. Of course, like the
previous step, political will and courage is needed for this to succeed. Gov-
ernments in Islamic lands will have to drop visa requirements when Mus-
lims want to visit.

No doubt, governments of the type that exist today are not going to fa-
vor this free and sizable flow of people from one country to the next. Un-
fortunately, many of the regimes today much prefer wealthy Western tour-
ists travelling in their lands than their Muslim counterparts. But Muslim
minds are going to have to think along such lines in order to put social
pressure on these types of administrations.

The Hajj

The next channel for ¢z ‘aruf is the pajj. This “institution” is one decreed
by Allah (swf), the Most Gracious, Who designated this annual occasion as
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an open-ended meeting for all types of Muslims from the far corners of the
earth. Before nationalism, sectarianism and our modern-day corporate cul-
ture, the hajj was the Islamic “melting pot” and the grand occasion of
ta‘aruf. It was an open university for religious, social, economic and politi-
cal inquest and appeal.

This aim of the pajj dates back to the time of the Prophet (5), the first
generation of Muslims, and Muslims who never lost sight of this central
Islamic concern. In fact, the Prophet (5) used the opportunity of bajj to de-
liver his farewell speech (kbutbah al-bajjabh alwadi‘) during his last pajj
where he elucidated on the teachings and principles of Islam. It was the re-
sponsibility of the successors of the Prophet (5) to continue the same tradi-
tion during this season.

From the beginning, pilgrims would get to know each other and ac-
quaint themselves with their fellow Muslims, no matter what part of the
Islamic cultural mosaic they belonged to. But it wasn’t just the average
Muslims who would gather for the pilgrimage; the hajj also brought to-
gether various individuals in leadership positions. In fact, it was during the
hajj that the Caliph would have the opportunity for personal and face-to-
face meetings with other governors of the Islamic empire, with the aim of
facilitating shara (decision-making interaction) and the exchange of admin-
istrative opinions that concerned the Islamic public interest. The Islamic
government would solicit advice and counsel for future administrative de-
cisions in general from this grand congregation of jajj.

The pajj was also a meeting place of ideas, a spectacular arena of opin-
ions, and a university the likes of which the world has never known. Schol-
ars of padith would meet during the bajj to compare their narration of the
hadith, while students seized the opportunity to meet with these renowned
scholars. The fugahi gathered each year during this time to compare and
contrast their “better judgment” with their peers. If there was something
called the “socialization of knowledge” it was there and then in the way
that people interacted during the hajj. Pilgrims would not be prohibited
from probing the intellectual depths of their own colleagues. In this “break-
the-barrier” get-together, we have the example of Abt Hanifah, who after
having an intellectual discussion with Malik during the blessed opportu-
nity of pajj, would describe him with the words, “ma ra’aytu asra‘a minhu bi
jawabi sabip” (“I did not see anyone faster than him in responding cor-
rectly”). From that same encounter, Malik’s description of Abu Hanifah is
equally complimentary: “innabu la fagih” (“Indeed, he is a scholar”). The
hajj was also where Abu Hanifah would meet Imam Muhammad al-Baqir
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and his son Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq, and where al-Shafi‘i would encounter
Ahmad ibn Hanbal.

The long and short of it is that the pajj was the stimulating and extraor-
dinary public meeting place for open discussion. Unlike today, Islamic
ta‘aruf was an essential component of this pilgrimage. If those first con-
temporaries combined their rituals with their responsibilities, their devo-
tion with their deeds and their relationship with Allah with their relation-
ship with each other, then surely it can be repeated today.

The reorganization of the hajj is going to need an Islamic government
that will make this possible. Unfortunately, the current laws and policies
serve only to alienate the paramayn in Mecca and Medina. We have not
seen, nor do we expect to see the current government in Arabia interested in
bringing together the qualified Islamic scholars who are capable and willing
to stimulate and reinitiate the hajj as it has been elucidated in the Qur’an
and the Sunnah. Mecca, hundreds of years ago, used to be the geographical
mind and heart of the Muslim masses. Today, and we say this with regret
and sorrow, Mecca has become not only intellectually impoverished but
also socially fragmented as pilgrims are driven in and out by royal feat and
imperial decree. We may venture further and say that there are probably no
governments in the Muslim world who have the courage and wisdom to
reinitiate a pajj of ta‘aruf—a hajj that will radiate with Islamic conferences,
symposia and the cross-fertilization of Zjtihad. Mecca—our cradle, our re-
treat, and our giblah—needs the minds of its sons, the scholars and intellec-
tuals in all fields of knowledge, “that they may witness the benefits for
them, and mention Allah’s Name during the known days over the livestock
He has provided them.”

The pajj is so important and crucial for Islamic familiarity, togetherness
and understanding that its meaning and cogency in our social selves must
be reconstructed. The first thing we have to realize is that it will take time
for us to know each other. We cannot come together in a day or two nor a
week or two, during what the administration may officially define as “the
hajj period” and expect an element of ta ‘aruf therein. Perhaps for this rea-
son, as well as others, the jajj has been defined, according to the Qur’an as
a matter of months:

28
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' Qur’an 22:28.
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The hajj is in months well-known.2

For how are we to know each other if we are stampeded into and then
stampeded out of the pajj? Who is willing to open up the time-span of the
haji? Who 1s willing to challenge the official policies that have chained
Mecca and Medina and to replace them with the commands and directives
from the Divine Writ and the Impeccable Prophet (s5)?

Beyond the hajj, we have the umra. This is the minor hajj which may be
performed by willing and able Muslims at any point throughout the year.
The ‘umra is a constant contributor to Islamic inter-familiarization and
strategic unity of purpose. Year-round, a stream of people travel to Mecca
to perform their umra rites, numbering in the millions, if not tens of mil-
lions. One would hope that the current government does not place any
time-restrictions on this movement of the masses of the Muslims.

The bajj and ‘umra in our current times are anemic. [t is a sad fact that
there are only one or two airports to receive and send-off the flow of people
who flock to this sacred sanctity, that there are only four-lane highways to
and from Mecca and Medina, instead of fourteen-lane ones, that there are
no train transportation routes augmenting the other modes of transporta-
tion to and from these holy sites, and that there is only one seaport to
process those who travel by sea. This is yet another manifestation of how
the cities of Mecca and Medina have become estranged to their own peo-
ple—the ummah of Muhammad (s).

Something is fundamentally wrong with us when Muslims become the
victims of massacres in countries within Asia, Africa and Europe—
sometimes at the hands of other Muslims—and yet we cannot express our
solidarity with each other, our love for each other, and our care for each
other in our common city and our consolidating ¢7blab!

The Arabic Language

The final channel for solidarity and unity is a common language. We
know that there are cultures, ethnicities and sects who are sensitive to this
issue, but the task is to look beyond these sensitivities. In saying what we
do, we do not speak with any trace of nationalism or loyalty to cultural or
ethnic interests; rather, we speak thoroughly our Islamic conscience on this
matter, and say, with humility and meekness, that the Arabic language—the
language of the Qur’an—has to serve as the medium for the communica-
tion of feelings and ideas amongst the Muslims. Today, for all intents and

* Qur’an 2:197.
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purposes, English has become the lingua franca of the world. Why 1is it that
Arabic is not so for the Muslims? When we say this, we do not mean that
other languages should be annihilated. After all, other languages are an ex-
pression of Allah’s will in as far as His creation is concerned:
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Among his signs is the creation of the Heavens and the earth, and
the difference of your languages and colors.

The rise of nationalism amongst the Muslims is a byproduct of Western
colonialism and imperialism. Never was the Arabic language meant to be a
nationalist, ethnic or racial language, and in a sense, the voluntary adop-
tion of the Arabic language is meant to undermine nationalism itself.
Those “national” heroes who appropriated the language of the Qur’an were
in the service of colonialism and imperialism as their policies spread the
bug of nationalism inside and outside the Arabic speaking realm. All we are
saying in simple terms is that the non-Arabic speaking Muslim be given the
opportunity to learn the language of the Qur’an besides his mother tongue.
This learning opportunity will serve as a basis for cross-cultural, trans-
national and inter-Islamic communication and understanding. There are
many peoples in the world who speak two or three languages besides their
mother-tongue. Why are we Muslims discouraged or prohibited from ac-
quiring the language of the Qur’an as our second or third language?

It 1s a sad state of affairs when a Muslim from one part of the world
comes across 2 Muslim from another part, and their common language of
communication is English. Ironically, the Hebrew language to a certain
extent was rehabilitated and revitalized by reference to the Arabic language,
thus giving Zionists their medium of communication, while Muslims have,
for all practical purposes, abandoned this common language, and in the
process allowed for the usurpers to occupy their lands in Palestine.

The effective and actual consolidation of the Muslims needs a common
conversational language, and this must be Arabic. We say this not out of
bias or favoritism towards Arabic or of one language over another. The
Arabic language is the language of choice here because it is the language of
the Qur’an, the language of the Prophet (), the language of the Imams (7)

3 Qur’an 30:22.
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and the language of our daily prayers—which is in reality our communion
with Allah (swt). There is no Muslim who can offer his salah without recit-
ing the Fatihah in Arabic. There is no Muslim who says “Allabu Akbar’ in a
language besides that of the Qur’an. And there is no Muslim who can recite
the Qur’an, a devotional recitation, in a language other than Arabic. In
fact, it can be argued that a total ignorance of Arabic amounts to a partial
ignorance of Islam.

The Arabic language is not only the language of Islamic devotion, the
Qur’an and the Sunnah; it is also the language of the Islamic intellectual
heritage. All the important Islamic scholars who gained mastery in their
respective field of specialization authored their works in Arabic. This is
equally true of Islamic exegetes, philosophers and Sufis. Abandoning the
Arabic language is tantamount to deserting the Islamic intellectual legacy
and to dispense with the likes of ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, Abu al-Faraj al-
Isfahani, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, al-Sharif al-Radi, Abu Bakr al-Ridzi and
other great personalities. For this and many other reasons, one cannot deny
that Arabic is the language of Islam and hence must be the language that
will facilitate the process of ta ‘aruf.

Political and Economic Implications

The above is a brief sketch of preliminary ideas that will assist us in clos-
ing our ranks and expelling the disturbed thoughts we often have regarding
each other. Of course, such a task is not easy due to the many political and
social obstacles that prevent ta ‘aruf from becoming a reality. Hence, it be-
comes the issue of the hour to concentrate on pertinent political issues and
developments that have always been a barrier among the Muslims of the
world.

From the outset, Muslims must realize that they are duty-bound to have
a central Islamic point of reference, a type of political consensus which en-
tails a corresponding economic system. Though we are often eager to join
other commonwealths (perhaps due to the less than favorable opinion we
have of ourselves), we do not have as of yet an Islamic Commonwealth. The
following is a rough outline that will help jump-start an Islamic solidarity
movement:

1- Muslims are required by their faith to be independent of other power
blocs in the world and to rely on their own potential and power. Never
should Muslims depend on their enemies nor refer to them in matters of
inter-Islamic disagreements, as the following verse attests to:
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As for such [of the God-deniers| as do not fight against you on
account of [your] commitment and faith, and neither drive you
forth from your homelands, Allah does not forbid you to show
them kindness and to behave towards them with full equity; verily,
Allah loves those who act equitably. Allah only forbids you to turn
in alliance towards such as fight against you because of [yout]
commitment and faith, and drive you forth from your homelands,
or aid [others] in driving you forth; and as for those [from among
you] who turn towards them in alliance, it is they, they who are
truly offenders.*

This Qur’anic “common sense” inhibits and disallows Muslim policy-
makers from taking sides with enemies who are guilty of expelling Muslims
populations from their countries, or who are guilty of excluding a portion
of a Muslim population from their country. They may not ally themselves
with allies of such imperialist and Zionist powers. They may not find
common purpose with powers who attack Muslims and oppress them. And
they may not offer such aggressors and occupiers any of their territories or
facilities for such acts of aggression and war.

2- No Islamic head of state may place his confidence in advisers, con-
sultants or experts who have no confidence in Allah and who do not sub-
mit to Allah (sw¢). The Qur’an is very clear on this issue:

4 Qur’an 60:8-9.
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O you who are securely committed to Allah! Do not ally your-
selves with people who are not your kind. They spare no effort to
corrupt you; they would love to see you in distress. Vehement ha-
tred has already come into the open from out of their mouths but
what their hearts conceal is yet worse. We have indeed made the
demonstration [of this fact] clear unto you, if you would but use
your reason. Lol It is you who [are prepared to] love them, but
they will not love you, although you are committed to all of the
revelation. And when they meet you, they assert, “We believe [as
you believe|”; but when they find themselves alone, they gnaw
their fingers in rage against you. Say: “Perish in your rage! Behold,
Allah has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men]|!” If
good fortune comes to you, it grieves them; and if evil befalls you,
they rejoice in it. But if you are patient in adversity and conscious
of Allah, their guile cannot harm you at all; verily, Allah encom-
passes [with His might] all that they do.>

3- Muslims are obligated due to their relationship with Allah to solve
their own problems in their own court. A Muslim power-faction should

> Qur’an 3:118-120.
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never be permitted by the general Muslim public to offend and aggress
against any other Islamic power bloc. As the Qur’an says:
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Hence, if two camps of committed Muslims fall to fighting, make
peace between them; but then, if one of the two [camps| goes on

acting offensively towards the other, fight against the one that acts
offensively until it reverts to Allah’s commandment; and if they
revert, make peace between them with justice and deal equitably
[with them]; verily, Allah loves those who act equitably. All com-
mitted Muslims are but brethren. Hence, [whenever they are at
odds| make peace between your two brethren, and remain con-

scious of Allah, so that you might be graced with His mercy.6

4- Muslims throughout the world should view an attack on any of their
lands to be an attack on all of them. In the early days of Islam, the Prophet
(5) waged war against the Byzantines because they had killed people who, of
their own volition, became Muslims.

5- Muslims, the world over, should act in unison whenever other Mus-
lims are humiliated. There should come into being a united Islamic Front
that will wage war, if necessary, to liberate Muslims from humiliation and
the systemic loss of their civil rights. Again, the Qur’an says:
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And how could you refuse to fight in the cause of Allah and of
the utterly helpless men and women and children who are crying,
“O our Sustainet! Lead us forth [to freedom] out of this land
whose people are oppressors, and raise for us, out of Your grace,
a protector, and raise for us, out of Your grace, one who will bring
us succor.”’

As far as building a strong economic basis between the Muslim nations,
the following points should be considered:

1- Islamic natural resources and potentials should be accessible to all
Muslims. This applies equally to such natural resources as petroleum as it
does to human resources such as professionals and technology.

2- Islamic companies should be independent and financed exclusively
from Islamic assets and wealth.

3- There should be an Islamic common currency. This does not mean
that local or regional currencies cannot co-exist. In the same way that focus-
ing on a common Arabic language does not diminish other languages, so
too an Islamic currency does not exclude other currencies.

4- All customs and tariff barriers should be done away with.

5- Muslim countries should have commercial priorities over other coun-
tries.

6- Relocation should be a right of all Muslims living anywhere within
the Islamic world.

Of course, implementing these steps and procedures is not an easy task
for there are many powers in the world that will not permit such transi-
tions or transformations to happen peacefully. Nevertheless, it is towards
these ends that we should exert our efforts and be prepared for the inevita-
ble.

May the Almighty guide the feelings in our hearts, the thoughts in our
minds, the transactions in our societies, and the journey towards Him. In
Him do we place our trust, with Him do we proceed and unto Him we will
return.

7 Qur’an 4:75.
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Rendering a New Aesthetic:

The Development of Islamic Art and Architecture
Adapted and edited by ‘Ali Sabzilian from: ‘Ali Wijdan, “The Role of Is-
lamic Art in the Inter-Cultural Dialogue”.

Abstract:

Islamic art and architecture developed soon after the advent of Islam
and its primary expression was in the sacred design and structure of
the mosque. While the construction of initial mosques was influ-
enced by pre-Islamic art forms, it was not long before Islamic archi-
tecture developed a unique aesthetic inspired by its own principles.
This article traces the development of Islamic art and architecture as
seen in the early mosques of the seventh and eighth centuries. It con-
cludes with a discussion on the relation between Islam and Europe,
and the role of art in this relationship.

Keywords: Islamic art and architecture, masjid, Dome of the Rock,
Great Mosque of Damascus, Great Mosque of Samarra, Great
Mosque of Cordoba, Relations - Islam and Europe.

Introduction

The incredible pace with which Islam spread throughout the Near
East and North Africa remains one of the most astonishing phenomena
in world history. In two generations, the new faith conquered a larger
territory and a greater numbers of believers than Christianity had in
many centuries. How was it possible for a group of “semi-civilized” de-
sert tribes to suddenly burst forth from the Arabian Peninsula and to
exert their political and religious dominance on populations far supe-
rior to them both in numbers and wealth? And how did Islamic art,
which had no explicit scriptural foundations, come to possess its own dis-
tinctive character in a short span of time? What began as a “triumph of
force” soon turned into a spiritual victory as Islam gained the allegiance
of millions of converts. The early Muslims, though few in numbers,
were never in danger of being absorbed by the dominant religion or cul-
ture of the areas they ruled. Instead, through Divine grace, and the
goodwill and benevolence of the Muslims, many of the conquered sub-
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jects became the most prominent architects through which the character
of the new religion would be sculptured.

Islamic art was born soon after the advent of Islam and concurred with
the rapid expansion of Islam into Asia and Africa, which took place within
the first 150 years after the death of the Prophet (s). Although pre-Islamic
Arabia was exposed to Hellenistic, Byzantine, Sassanid, Mesopotamian,
Coptic and even Indian and Chinese forms of art — largely through trade —
it was only after the early conquests that Muslims found themselves face to
face with the artistic legacies of these civilizations. Moreover, as Islam
spread into neighbouring territories, Muslims came into contact with other
artistic traditions such as those of the Berbers, Africans, Slavs, Turks and
Goths. Pre-Islamic Arabia had no monumental architecture itself, and 1ts
sculptured icons of local deities fell under Islam’s ban against idolatry.
Since its outset, Islamic art followed a selective process that favored certain
motifs and styles over others. This process was undertaken by the artists
themselves, many of whom were converts to the new religion. They drew
their inspirations from the spiritual and ethical principles of Islam, thus
establishing the aesthetic criteria of this new form of art in a practical
manner.

From the outset, Islam laid special emphasis on the worship of God,
and hence it is not surprising that the mosque or masjid (lit. “place of
prostration”) became the focus of Islamic art and architecture. During
the first fifty years after the death of the Prophet (s5), the Muslim place
of prayer could be an abandoned church, a Persian columned hall, or
even a rectangular field surrounded by a fence or a ditch. The one ele-
ment that these improvised “mosques” had in common was the marking
of the gibla, the side facing toward Mecca, which had to be emphasized ei-
ther by a colonnade or by placing the entrance on the opposite side. At the
end of seventh century, however, the Muslim rulers, who were now firmly
established in the conquered regions, began to erect mosques on a large
scale as visible symbols of their power intending to outdo all pre-Islamic
structures both in size and splendor. Therefore, it was within the domain of
the sacred that Islamic art first expressed its genius for its ability to take
pre-existing artistic traditions and adapt them based on its own criteria. For
the most part, these early monuments of Muslim architecture have not sur-
vived in their original form. What we know of their design and decoration
shows that they were produced by craftsmen gathered from Egypt, Syria,
Persia, and even Byzantium, who continued to practice the styles in which
they had been trained. It was only in the course of the eighth century that a
distinctive Islamic artistic and architectural tradition crystallized. The best
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examples of the early type of integration are the Dome of the Rock (688-
692) in Jerusalem and the Umayyad Great Mosque in Damascus (706-716).

The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem

Since the rise of the monotheistic Abrahamic religions, Jerusalem has
always been an important religious center for both Jews and Christians,
housing monuments such as the venerated Church of the Holy Sepulchre
as well as other churches and temples. When the Muslims came to Jerusa-
lem, one of their first tasks was to determine the site for their congrega-
tional prayers. More specifically, they wanted a mosque that would display
the magnificence of Islam — a monument that would testify to the glory of
the new faith and witness the start of a new age. Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn
Marwan (685-705) selected a site that had a religious significance for the
faithful. A vast congregational mosque, accommodating more than five
thousand worshippers, was erected on the noble sanctuary of the Masjid al-
Aqgsa where the beloved Prophet (5) is believed to have ascended to Heaven
as the following verse attests to:
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Glory to (Allah) Who did take His servant for a journey by night
from the Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque (Masjid al-Aqsa),
whose precincts We did bless, in order that We might show him

some of Our signs; for He is the One Who heareth and seeth (all
things).!

It is upon this historical sight in Jerusalem (al-Quds) that the first
monument in Islam, the Dome of the Rock Mosque, was constructed. It
was located on the same precincts as Masjid al-Aqgsa, which was the first
giblabh and the third holiest shrine after the ones in Mecca and Medina.

The Dome of the Rock brought together elements of Islam’s past and
charted a course for its future. The mosque, which was built by a diverse
group of Byzantine and Muslim architects, was the amalgamation of the
region’s classical Greek influence and the rising ingenuity and fervor of

' Qur’an 17:1.
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Islamic art. The Byzantine style — favored in Palestine, Jordan and Syria —
also drew inspiration from the Persian Sassanid and the Egyptian Coptic
styles. The usage of the various artistic traditions in a religious building
attests to the tolerance of Islam not only in embracing peoples of diverse
cultures within one civilization, but more importantly, in accepting the
good within their traditions — whether artistic or otherwise — without di-
minishing these elements in any way. The very structure of the Dome of the
Rock is a physical manifestation of these noble attributes found within Is-
lam. Moreover, in addition to being a symbol of the forbearance of Islam,
the Dome of the Rock indicates the beginning of a new cultural age, repre-
senting in a most impressive and grand manner, the dawn of an all-
encompassing new civilization.

The Great Mosque of Damascus

In the aftermath of Alexander the Great’s conquests, Damascus, which
had been a geographically strategic location for the Greeks, soon became an
important hub that bridged Europe with Asia. After the spread of Islam,
the Umayyad Caliph Mu‘awiya ibn Abu Sufyin (661-680) decided to make
Damascus the center of his political power, thereby replacing Kufa in Iraq
as the political capital of the Islamic world. To demonstrate the power and
superiority of Islam, Caliph Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (705-715) built the
Great Mosque of Damascus (706-716) on the site of a church that was dedi-
cated to Saint John the Baptist, and whose location was previously a place
of worship for Roman and Byzantine pagan gods. To further emphasize the
Islamic ingenuity, the Umayyads introduced four new additions to the
structure of mosque architecture: the mibrab (niche in the wall indicating
the direction of Qibla), the minbar (pulpit), the mindra (minaret) and the
magsira (enclosure near the mibrab).

Influenced by its predecessors, the Umayyads installed Byzantine styled
glass mosaics within the Great Mosque of Damascus. When the Byzantium
artists, along with Muslim craftsmen, were hired to execute intricate and
beautiful mosaic patterns for the Great Umayyad Mosque, a new concept
developed in the decorations of the Mosque, whereby architectural forms
and the world of plants became the main subject of the composition. The
excellent workmanship quality of these early Islamic glass mosaics sur-
passed any similar Roman, Hellenistic or Byzantine works and is consider
among the greatest mosaics to survive. The appearance of calligraphic in-
scription in the Great Umayyad Mosque for decorative purposes repre-
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sented continuity from the Dome of the Rock that was later passed on to
all Muslim monuments.

The first two religious monuments — in Jerusalem and Damascus —
served as a means of communication intended to propagate the new faith.
They were symbols, not only of a willingness to embrace other customs and
traditions within the Islamic paradigm, but also of the supremacy of the
new faith of Islam. The latter, of course, was also utilized by the ruling elite
to exert their authority in their newly acquired territories.

The Great Mosque of Samarra

A striking example of the architectural enterprises of the early caliphs,
which were built on an immense scale at incredible speed, is the Great
Mosque at Samarra located in Iraq. The mosque was commissioned in 848
and completed within four years by the Abbasid caliph Al-Mutawakkil (847-
861), who reigned from the city of Samarra itself. The Great Mosque of
Samarra was at its time the largest mosque in the world — its minaret, the
Malwiya Tower, was a vast snail-shaped cone, 52 meters high and 33 meters
wide, with a spiral ramp to the top. The basic features of the plan were typi-
cal of the mosques of this period: a rectangular courtyard with its main axis
pointing south to Mecca; surrounding it were aisles that extended toward
the gibla, the center of which was marked by a small niche, the mibrab;
across it lay the minaret, a tower from which the faithful were sum-
moned to prayer. The floor area of the Great Mosque at Samarra was
measured to be almost ten acres, of which five and a half were covered
by a wooden roof resting on 464 supports. The mosque had 17 aisles and
its walls were paneled with mosaics of dark blue glass (which have
disappeared now, along with the mosaics that once covered the walls).

The most spectacular aspect of the building was the minaret, linked
with the mosque by a ramp. Its bold and unusual design, with a spiral
staircase leading to the platform at the top, reflected the ziggurats of
ancient Mesopotamia, such as the famed Tower of Babel.

As the influence of Islam spread from Spain to the Philippines, the
newly developed modes of artistic expression were adopted in various parts
of the world. The new styles provided a basic aesthetic unity within the
Muslim world, without suppressing, prohibiting or undermining regional
variations. The meeting of the Muslim-Islamic mind with classical and lo-
cal traditions spawned new artistic modes and styles in Islamic art. How-
ever, this type of kinship did not last long and soon Islamic art shed its
borrowed norms to create its own — ones based on its inner paradigms and
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principles. With the passage of time, definite patterns and styles developed
and distinctive art forms were created. Eventually, all foreign influences
were discarded and Islamic art emerged with its own individual characteris-
tics.

The Great Mosque of Cordoba

A hundred and fifty years after the coming of Islam, Islamic art oper-
ated under its own aesthetics. For example, the Great Mosque of Cordoba
(785) in al-Andalus and the Ibn Tulun Mosque (879) in Egypt no longer
represented phases in a tentative evolution, but were in their own right un-
surpassable masterpieces, brandishing their very own rules and aesthetics.
The Great Mosque of Cordoba was considered a wonder of the medieval
world both by Muslims and Christians. Built on a Visigothic site, which
was probably the site of an earlier Roman temple, the Great Mosque of
Cordoba was begun around 785 during the reign of ‘Abd al-Rahman I.

The mosque’s hypostyle plan (a classical building with a roof resting on
a series of columns), which consisted of a rectangular prayer hall and an
enclosed courtyard, followed a tradition established in the Umayyad and
Abbasid mosques of Syria and Iraq. However, the dramatic articulation of
the interior of the prayer hall was unprecedented. The system of columns,
used to support the double arcades of piers and arches, was a unique tech-
nique to create a striking visual effect, while at the same time, structurally
allowing for greater height within the hall. The use of alternating red and
white beveled stone arches, which are usually associated with Umayyad
monuments such as the Great Mosque of Damascus and the Dome of the
Rock, managed to create a stunningly original visual composition.

Despite its diverse cultural expressions, Islam was accepted as a unified
religion in Syria, Egypt, Persia and North Africa only within 150 years after
its inception. In fact, any nation the Muslims came in contact with, even
briefly such as China and India, recognized the superiority of this civiliza-
tion. The different cultural encounters that were synthesized within the
Muslim consciousness left their mark on Islamic art and created its most
distinctive trait. The ease of mobility between most Muslim regions was
instrumental in the spread of early artistic modes. Architectural techniques
such as the Iranian fwdn (a vaulted hall walled on three sides with one end
entirely open) were transported to Syria, Sassanid decorative designs such as
the mugarnas (three-dimensional architectural designs composed of niche-
like elements arranged in tiers) surfaced in North Africa, while the use of
stucco became a universal decorative technique. This mobility was sus-
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tained in later periods and can be regarded as a first and lasting step to-
wards the universality of Islamic art.

The mobility of people within and outside of the Islamic Empire made
the middle classes often geographically transitory, so that the migration of
artists and artisans helped in spreading and circulating artistic ideas and
styles. Besides the voluntary movement of people, there was also the invol-
untary migration of refugees, conscripts, craftsmen and artists, who were
taken to foreign capitals by coercion. An example was the Mongol Timur
(1370-1405) who, during his invasions, took back to his capital in Samar-
kand the best artists from Iran and elsewhere in the region. Rulers who
went into exile also helped in dispersing artistic propensities and norms
through their interest in and patronage of the arts. Among such examples
were the Umayyad ‘Abd al-Rahman I ( 756-788), who took flight from Syria
to establish a dynasty in al-Andalus, and the Mughal Emperor Humayan
(1530-1556), who was exiled from India to Persia.

Widespread commercial activities within the Islamic Empire and travel
to Mecca for the hajj from all over the Muslim world facilitated the widest
artistic interaction. It made possible the exchange and introduction of
goods, as well as the spread of ideas, styles and techniques belonging to di-
verse crafts. The Muslim world, over the ensuing centuries, maintained this
symbiotic relationship with the cultures preceding or surrounding it. Until
the 18th century, the Islam world remained the only major civilization that
was in physical contact with nearly every other center of civilization and
life in Asia, Africa and Europe, with the intensity of the contacts varying
from place to place and century to century. Islamic civilization in general
and Islamic art in particular played an important role in advocating Islam
and Muslim rulers.

Islam and Europe

If Islamic art was able to act as a means of communication for the Mus-
lims throughout history, why has it not been able to continue this task with
the West? To answer such a polemic one has to go back into history.

In the 9th and 1oth centuries, when the Muslim centers of Baghdad,
Cairo and Cordoba were at their apogee, the only intellectual centers in the
West were massive bastions, inhabited by semi-barbaric lords who prided
themselves on their inability to read. When a few enlightened minds in
Europe felt the need to shake off the oppressive mantle of ignorance that
weighed down upon them, they referred to the Muslims who were the only
erudite masters of their day.
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Knowledge in all its branches penetrated into Europe through al-
Andalus and Sicily in southern Italy which were all under Muslim jurisdic-
tion. Outside of the Eastern Islamic world and North Africa, the part of
Spain occupied by the Muslims was the only place where study was then
possible at all. Until the 15th century, it is hard to quote the name of an
author whose work consisted of anything but a reformulation of Islamic
thought. Roger Bacon, Leonard of Pisa, Arnaud de Villeneuve, Saint Tho-
mas, Albert the Great, Alfonso of Castile and many others were either dis-
ciples or copiers of Muslim and Muslim savants. The influence of various
Islamic arts in Europe, including innovations in textiles, ceramics, glass,
woodwork and metalwork, is too well known to be recounted here. The
same is true of Islamic architecture. One has only to look at a Gothic ca-
thedral or go to Venice to realize the effect Islamic architecture had on
Europe even before the Renaissance. Yet the question persists: If there was
so much intellectual borrowing and so many artistic exchanges, why then
the animosity between Western culture and its Islamic counterpart? What
is the reason that Islamic arts failed in creating a cultural and intellectual
dialogue between the two civilizations?

During the Middle Ages, the Islamic empire was considered by Europe-
ans as a military, cultural and religious threat that endangered not only
Europe but also Christendom. Prophet Muhammad (s5) was ridiculed in the
most deleterious manner. Gerald of Wales wrote in the 12th century that
the Prophet’s teachings were focused solely on lust, thus particularly suit-
able for Orientals who lived in a naturally hot climate. The spread of such
ideas, which was transmitted from one generation to the other, was the re-
sult of projecting a negative image on an alien culture due to ignorance of
and prejudice against that culture, which was a characteristic feature of me-
dieval Europe at the time.

The first face-to-face encounter between Islam and the West on a grand
scale was when the Muslim armies crossed into Spain in 711, fought the
Goths and conquered the Iberian Peninsula (al-Andalus). The second grand
encounter was during the First Crusade, launched in 1095 by Pope Urban II
who declared war against Islam. Their “altruistic” aim was to save Eastern
Christendom from the Muslims, but when the Mamluks defeated the Cru-
saders in 1291, all Eastern Christians came under Muslim rule. Ironically
many actually converted to Islam because of the persecutions they had
faced at the hand of their fellow Catholic Christians.

In the 14th and 15th centuries, a new phase developed in the relations be-
tween the two sides as Islam gradually became more accepted in Europe.
The religious wars had ended, trade relations increased between the two
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sides (in particular between the Venetians and the Genoese), translations of
the Qur’an appeared for the first time in the West, and with the coming of
the Reformation, the Pope replaced Prophet Muhammad (5s) as Anti-Christ
in the eyes of many Protestants. At the same time, the military power of the
Ottoman Empire forced the West to review its attitude towards the Mus-
lims. Though the animosity did not diminish between the two sides, a de-
gree of admiration — born out of fear as well as respect for the feats of the
Ottomans — developed within Europe. The attitude of Europe towards the
three great empires of the 16th and 17th centuries — that is, the Ottoman
(1281-1924), the Safavid (1501-1732) and the Mughal (1526- 1858) empires —
was one based on equality where both sides enjoyed peaceful diplomatic
and trade relations.

By the 18" century, however, the three empires showed visible signs of
decline thus allowing Europe to lose a great deal of its fear and interim re-
spect towards the Muslims and their civilization. The Industrial Revolution
in the 19th century marked the rise of Western technological superiority
followed by the engulfing wave of colonialism. This superiority brought
about the unwavering belief in the supremacy of Western civilization over
Islamic civilization. Thus England took on “the white man’s burden” and
France the “mission civilisatrice” with the belief that they would confer on
the East some of the advantages of their civilization. These included the
idea of good government and the superiority of Christianity. It was not
long before Western powers directly encroached into the East with their
armies, missionaries, civil servants, and mining and trading companies.

Having summarized the relations between Islam and the West from a
western point of view, one should understand the same relations from the
Muslim position. Because of the superiority of Islamic civilization from
the gth to the 16th centuries, the Muslims generally did not deem it worth-
while to study Europe. In fact, in the eyes of the Muslims all Europeans
were lumped together as Franks. Even when the Muslims were relatively
close to Europe, such as in al-Andalus, and had contacts with them on dif-
ferent levels, they studied Greek and Roman classical thought but not
French or German literature. When the Ottomans occupied countries in
the Balkans and Central Europe, they transmitted their architecture and art
to them but never carried out an extensive cultural study of their new sub-
jects. This indifference cannot be attributed to ignorance on the part of the
Muslims but to the inferiority of Western culture. Muslims simply did not
find it useful to study its art and literature.

The scene changed in the 18th and 19th centuries, and Western culture
began to be imposed onto the East, especially in countries that came under
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French rule. In this way, the Islamic world changed places with the West,
and instead of being the “producer”, ended up on the receiving end. From
the point of view of Europe, it was the superior culture, and hence did not
deem it worthwhile to get to know better the culture of the peoples under
its rule. Hence, when Europe first encroached onto Islamic territory after
Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798, it treated the various forms of Is-
lamic art (with the exception of architecture) as indigenous “folk craft”, for
the simple reason that it could not accept an art that did not conform to its
own criteria and aesthetics. Until today, pieces of Iznik and Nishapur ce-
ramics and other masterpieces are part of the collections of the Folk Art
Museum in Frankfurt, the Museum of Arts and Crafts in Hamburg, the
Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs in Paris, the Victoria and Albert Mu-
seum in London and the Museum of Applied Art in Belgrade. However,
through further exposure to Islamic culture, Islamic art has come to be bet-
ter appreciated on its own terms and not simply as “folk craft”. In fact, to-
day, special wings are designated for Islamic art in institutions such as the
British Museum in London, the Louvre in Paris and the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art in New York.

140



Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah:
A Contemporary Jurisprudent

Abstract:

Despite the many challenges and obstacles during his early life,
Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah embarked on the path of Is-
lamic knowledge and rose to become one of the more prominent
jurisprudents in Lebanon in the last century. Authoring over sixty
books, Shaykh Mughniyyah delved into many fields including the
importance of unity amongst the madbhahib. To this effect, he also
met with other great leaders in the unity movement including
Shaykh Shaltat. This biographical essay surveys his life and thoughts
on various key issues including the importance of unity, the need for
reviewing the process of #jtihid and the task of enhancing the Islamic
seminaries.

Keywords: Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah, Lebanese ulama, semi-
nary, unity of the madhahib, reform, Zionism, jtihad.

Family Background

It is believed that Shaykh Jawad carried his family name “Mughniyyah”
owing to the reason that his ancestors arrived in Jabal Amil in Lebanon in
the 8" Islamic century from a region called “Mughniyyah” in Algeria. The
Mughniyyah descendants are a famous and respected family in Beirut. A
substantial number of prominent religious scholars are from the Mughniy-
yah family including Allamah Shaykh ‘Abd al-Karim ibn Shaykh.

Shaykh Mughniyyah’s father, Shaykh Mahmitd, was among the esteemed
personalities in Lebanon during his time. He was born in 1289 H. in the
holy city of Najaf in Iraq and later accompanied his parents to Jabal Amil
in south Lebanon. After his primary education he returned to Najaf where
he attended the Islamic Seminary under the tutelage of revered scholars of
his time such as Ayatullah Naini, Ayatullah Isfahani and Ayatullah Agha
Dhiya al-Din ‘Iraqi. He later returned back to his country to reside in
Maraka, a village in South Lebanon, where he busied himself in writing
books and offering religious guidance to the community.
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The author of the book Takmilah al-Amal al-Amal writes that Shaykh
Mahmud was a researcher in academic issues and that very few Arabs dur-
ing his time were able to attain his rank in elucidating various issues. He is
also known to have composed Islamic poetry in Najaf. Shaykh Mahmud
passed away at the age of forty-four and left several offspring including
Shaykh Ahmad Mughniyyah, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Karim Mughniyyah and
Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah who is the subject of our article.

Place of Birth and Childhood

Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah was born in the village of Tir
Dabba in Sar (Tyre), Lebanon in the year 1324/1904. Str is a town on the
shores of the Mediterranean Sea and is one of the cities of ancient Phoeni-
cia which was famous as a commerce centre. During the invasion by Alex-
ander, inhabitants of this town valiantly resisted the invasion.

He was named “Muhammad Jawad”—a holy and respected name—by
his father. The young Muhammad Jawad lost his mother, who was a de-
scendent of Lady Fatima Zahra (‘z), the daughter of the Prophet of Islam
(5), at the tender age of four. After her passing away, Muhammad Jawad ac-
companied his father to Najaf, Iraq where he studied various subjects in-
cluding mathematics and Persian. After residing in Najaf for four years his
father returned to Lebanon following the request of the inhabitants of ‘Ab-
basiyya.

Muhammad Jawad’s father was not in a financially stable position de-
spite being among the prominent scholars in the region. He built his resi-
dential home with the help of the people in ‘Abbasiyya and financed it
with a loan from Isma‘il Saygh, a local blacksmith. Later Muhammad
Jawad’s father leased the house to repay the loan. Unfortunately, he passed
away in the year 1344 H. before he was able to pay off the loan. Muhammad
Jawad, who was aged twelve at the time, was deeply grieved by the loss of his
father. Shortly afterwards Isma‘il Saygh took posession of the house to re-
cover his money and distributed the family’s portion to the elder brother
and the uncle of Muhammad Jawad. The young Muhammad Jawad to-
gether with his younger brother moved to their elder brothers’ home in Tir
Dabba.

The change of residence and the loss of both his parents, were the only
the beginning of the difficulties Muhammad Jawad would face. It is said he
had no possessions of his own except his bed, which he lost when he moved
to his brother’s house." Thereafter, he slept on the floor despite the harsh

' Refer to al-Islam Ma“ al-Hayat.
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winter conditions, and as result, developed rheumatism.” At times he went
without food for days. Forced to seek his livelihood, certain records note
that he began an enterprise selling traditional sweets (palwa) as well as
books. It is not clear how successful he was in this venture but there are
indications that his material conditions did improve to an extent.

Period of Studies

The will and strong desire to study remained high among Muhammad
Jawad’s priorities despite the tribulations and turbulence in his life. He ob-
tained his primary education in Lebanon and studied several books includ-
ing Qatr al-Nida’ and al-Ajrumiyyah. To further his studies he decided to
enroll in the Islamic Seminary of the holy city of Najaf in Iraq to study un-
der the tutelage of prominent scholars in that city. However, not having the
financial means to fund his journey as well as being responsible for the
outstanding taxes on pieces of land owned by his late father, he was unable
to carry out with his decision immediately. Non-payment of taxes meant
that he could not obtain official permission to travel abroad.

Nevertheless, Muhammad Jawad was fervent in his determination.
Through seeking intercession of the Ahlul Bayt (‘a), he was able to over-
come these obstacles. He met an Armenian from Alexandria, residing in
Lebanon, who was kind enough to transport him to Iraq without travel
documents. Later when he began to write his memoirs, Muhammad Jawad
recalled the considerate driver and paid tribute to him with these words:
“Since that time, almost 30 years have elapsed. I will never forget him since
I consider him the first person I ever met who loved his fellow human be-
ing.

After arriving in Irag, Muhammad Jawad proceeded to Najaf for his
studies. Having completing his elementary subjects, the young student at-
tended the higher-level classes of Ayatullah Muhammad Husayn Karbalai,
Ayatullah Sayyid Husayn Hamani and Grand Ayatullah Abu al-Qasim al-
Kha’i? Muhammad Jawad was able to continue for 11 years under the tute-
lage of these great personalities in spite of his financial difficulties. How-
ever, when he received the news of the death of his elder brother, he was
compelled to leave the holy city of Najaf and return to his home country,
Lebanon. After the funeral and burial ceremonies, the community re-
quested Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah, who had become well-
versed in Islamic sciences and immersed in piety, to become the prayer

* Refer to Shi‘a wa al-Hakimin.
3 Refer to Shi‘a wa al-Hakimuan.
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leader in the place of his brother. Accepting this offer, he busied himself
with leading the congregational prayers and teaching Qur’anic sciences and
Islamic studies.

Shaykh Mughniyyah was disturbed by the lack of appropriate cultural
traits of the inhabitants of that area. He also was not very pleased to have
the community provide his income. Two years after staying in the area, he
thanked the community and left in the year 1558 H., moving to the village
of Tir Harfa in the Wadi al-Sarwa region. The area was known for its natu-
ral beauty and serenity—a highland forest home to many species of birds.
Shaykh Mughniyyah considered this the most ideal setting for his studies
and research. In the tranquility of the environment, and accompanied with
only his writing material, books and kettle of tea, he began to study the
works of famous European and Muslim scholars and philosophers such as
Friedrich Nietzsche, Arthur Schopenhauer, Leo Tolstoy, Mahmud Aqqad,
Taha Husayn and Tawfiq Hakim. Concurrent with these, he also authored
several books including, Kumayt wa Di‘bil, The Present Status of Jabal Amil
and Tadpiyyah. He resided in that region for almost ten years until 1367 H.
when he decided to relocate to Beirut.

Government Posts

Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah accepted important social posi-
tions and engaged in many activities when he arrived in Beirut at the age of
43. He was appointed a judge in the Shia Muslim court in Beirut.* A year
later, he was appointed a senior advisor in the High Court of Lebanon and
in 1370 H. he accepted his designation as the head of the Shia court in
Lebanon. During his time at the judiciary he offered exemplary services and
was responsible for reforming many laws. He continued until 1375 H. when
he decided to step back and take on more advisory positions. After three
years, he declined all positions and switched his focus on research and writ-
ing.

Expeditions

Due to his extensive activities, Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah
became well known as a distinguished scholar both among Shia and Sunni
scholars. Apart from his study travels, Shaykh Mughniyyah visited many
countries, though the details of these journeys are not known. In 1379 H.,
he traveled to Syria where he met Shaykh Aba Zahra. In the year 1382 H. he

* Lebanon is a country with a diverse population of Shias, Sunnis and Christians and each of these
communities has a separate court that handles legal issues according to their respective laws.
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proceeded to Egypt and the following year to the holy city of Mecca in
Saudi Arabia where he performed the pajj pilgrimage. In 1385 H., Shaykh
Mughniyyah went to Bahrain where it is said that he met and held talks
with the senior ulamda. In the year 1390 H. he went to Iran to perform the
ztyarah of the eighth Shia Imam, Imam Rida (‘4) in Mashhad, and thereaf-
ter proceeded to the holy city of Qum where he resided for two years. Re-
garding his stay in Iran, Shaykh Mughniyyah recalled: “When I was in the
suburbs of Cairo, I considered the possibility of staying in Egypt till the
end of my life. But the resulting effects of the Egypt-Israeli war compelled
me to return to my country. While in Beirut I was at a loss on what to do
with the remainder of my life which was receding day by day. It was during
this time that I received an invitation from Ayatullah Shariatmadari to
teach in the Dar al-Tabligh institute. I performed istikhara and the follow-
ing verse came: And be said: ‘Indeed I am going to my Lord, he will guide me’.
When 1 arrived at the Dar al-Tabligh institute in Qum, [ was surprised by
the high level seminary-academic activities in various religious subjects such
as tafsir (exegesis), Nahj al-Balagha (Peak of Eloquence) and weekly sessions
for the youth.” While in Qum, Shaykh Mughniyyah taught tafsir of the
Holy Qur’an and other Islamic sciences and returned to Beirut in 1392.

Activities in Achieving Unity

The most important concern of Shaykh Mughniyyah on the crisis preva-
lent during his time was the unity of the Islamic Ummah. He was engaged
in concerted efforts to bring about Muslim unity and used every opportu-
nity to meet and engage in discourse with Sunni scholars.

In 1960, Shaykh Mughniyyah met with Shaykh Aba Zahra in Damascus
Syria and in 1970 he was visited by Dr. Mustafa Mahmuad. Shaykh Mughni-
yyah also met and held talks with Shaykh Tamam and Shaykh Basi who
were among the revered scholars of al-Azhar University in Cairo, Egypt.
While in Qum, Shaykh Mughniyyah met with Shaykh al-Hasari.

With the aim of strengthening the proximity of Islamic schools of
thought, Shaykh Mughniyyah traveled to Egypt in 1382 H. where he met
and held talks with the Imam of the al-Azhar Mosque. He also met the then
head of al-Azhar, Shaykh Mahmud Shaltat (d. 1384 H.). Shaykh Shaltat was
among the founders of the movement of proximity of Islamic schools of
thought and was in the forefront of calling for unity and solidarity among
Muslims. The affection of the Shia ulama towards Shaykh Shaltat is be-

> Refer to the Introduction of Falsafa al-Tawhid wa al-Wilaya
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cause of his famous fatwa or edict on the permissibility of Sunnis following
the Ja’fari Shia figh.

The relation between Shaykh Mughniyyah and Shaykh Shaltut dates
back to 1368 H. when they exchanged a large number of letters between
themselves, an indication of their shared conviction on the 1ssue of Islamic
unity. They met face to face in 1382 H. when Shaykh Mughniyyah visited
Egypt, and where the two sides discussed extensively on Islamic unity and
the ways to achieve it. On this issue, Shaykh Mughniyyah writes:

I went to Shaltat’s house where he received and welcomed me
warmly. When the issue of Shia Islam came up, he told me, ‘Shia are
the founders of al-Azhar and for a short period, Shia sciences were
taught in al-Azhar until that was stopped. Thereafter al-Azhar was
denied its illumination and benefits.” I told him, ‘Shia Ulama respect
you since they are well aware of your services to religion and your in-
trepid approach in expounding the concepts of justice and truth
without fear of reproach from anyone.’ I also told him, ‘The Shia be-
lieve that after the Prophet (s) the right of ascension to the caliphate
belonged to “Ali (“a) but they also believe in refraining from stirring
discord which will harm Islam just as Imam ‘Ali (“a) refrained from
it.” Shaykh Shaltut stood up and told those present, ‘Sunnis do not
appreciate this’.6

In his endeavor to strengthen the proximity among Islamic schools,
Shaykh Mughniyyah did not ignore the importance of informing religious
scholars on each other’s sect. He took practical steps towards this end. He
believed that most of the Sunni Ulama were not conversant with the truth
of Shia Islam and based their hostility on prejudice and rumors while the
fact is that all Islamic sects have one aim which is virtue and proximity to-
wards Allah. Shaykh Mughniyyah used to reply to the accusations against
Shia Islam and with this he laid and reinforced the foundations of prox-
imity. When he wrote books, it became clear that the Shias were nowhere
deserving of the accusations which were being leveled against them. He was
the first person to have refuted Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib’s work entitled a/-
Khutit al-Aridab, which was the first book against Shias published in Egypt.
As a result of authoring a rebuttal to this book, Shaykh Mughniyyah re-
ceived many threatening letters.

6 Refer to “Shaykh Jawad Mughniyyah,” in Gulshan Abrar, Vol. 3.
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Views on Zionism and U.S. Imperialism

Through his books and speeches, Shaykh Mughniyyah confronted many
of the Zionist beliefs. Due to his understanding of the Qur’in and the
Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad (5), he immediately understood the evil
nature of the Zionist regime. In his books on the issue of imperialists and
global arrogance, he condemned the United States for supporting the Israeli
regime.

Shaykh Mughniyyah gained cognizance on the real nature of the Zion-
ists and said, “Generally they are a people with a racist ideology who con-
sider themselves to be the chosen nation of God. Each of them considers
himself as having the right to do and seize whatever he wishes, be it in the
east or west. In the Jewish book of Talmud it is written that: “We are the
nation chosen by God and we need two kinds of animals: The first kind are
the beasts — the four-legged animals and the birds — while the second are the
human animals who are other nations in the east and west’.”

In another article, Shaykh Mughniyyah mentioned the huge population
of Muslims and their possession of an important world resource, namely
oil. He criticized them for surrendering to the whims of the Israeli regime.
He also harshly criticized the Arab leaders saying that their accommodating
attitude towards the Israeli regime was a source of shame and ridicule to the
Islamic ummah.’

The writings of Shaykh Mughniyyah caused concern among the Ameri-
can officials in Beirut. They requested him to meet and hold talks with the
U.S. president Roosevelt. In reply he said, “The U.S. is the fiercest enemy of
Islam and the Arab nation. The U.S. brought the Israeli regime into exis-
tence and thus its hands are tainted with the blood of Palestinians. Our
brothers are being killed by weapons given to Israel by the U.S. With all
these, you are inviting me to visit the sixth fleet?”® This bold, heroic and
honorable move was widely discussed amongst the people to an extent that
the Muparrir newspaper paid a glowing tribute to his action by writing
about him, “This is the dear Arab”.

Thoughts and Ideas

Among the salient thoughts of Shaykh Jawad Mughniyyah we can men-
tion his ideas on modernizing Zjtihdd (deducing facts from the Qur’an and
hadith), the reform of the Islamic seminaries, the utilization of new meth-
ods in propagating religion and the need for an Islamic government. He

7 Refer to The Political Thoughts of Mughniyyah.
¥ Refer to “Shaykh Jawad Mughniyyah,” in Gulshan Abrar, Vol. 3.
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arrived at the conclusion that life was in the midst of great changes and
that Islam concurred with some of these changes while rejected others.

Regarding Shaykh Mughniyyah’s thoughts on 7iihad, Martyr Muham-
mad Baqir Sadr commented, “Now, for the first time, the issue of the social
understanding of divine texts is being discussed freely. When I read a part
of [Shaykh Mughniyyah’s] book, Figh al-Imam Sadiq, 1 see that this great
scholar has discussed that issue and elaborated on the Ja’fari sect in an elo-
quent and understandable manner. I believe the principles laid down by
Shaykh Mughniyyah will solve emerging issues.”

On the need to reform Islamic seminaries, Shaykh Mughniyyah wrote
an article titled, “The Struggle in al-Azhar between Reformists and Conser-
vatives,” published in the magazine Irfan in 1954. Apart from expressing
delight at the spirit of changes and reforms sweeping across al-Azhar Uni-
versity, he recommended a similar movement in Shia seminaries. His audi-
ence included all the Islamic seminaries and religious institutions regardless
of whether they were Shia or Sunni. Without blame on either sect, he
commented on how there were both internal and eternal enemies of the
seminaries and religious institutions. For him, the internal enemies were
those who, in the name of religion, brought about an atmosphere of hope-
lessness and disappointment to the young students while the external ene-
mies were those who took advantage of the state of neglect in the seminaries
to introduce Western ideas, particularly in the fields of social discourse and
the humanities.

Shaykh Mughniyyah believed that the books being used in the seminar-
ies were uni-dimensional and often ignored pertinent academic issues being
discussed in society. He also expressed regret that most of the Islamic semi-
nary students were not acquainted with modern sciences. On the Islamic
Seminary of Najaf he noted:

One of the peculiarities of this seminary is that it does not teach the
modern sciences and it does not want to abandon the traditional
setup. The seminary has remained at a standstill on issues affecting
Muslims and other peoples of the world. For instance, it has re-
mained silent in the face of colonial wars and weapons of mass de-
struction. The seminary is in need of reforms and this issue is now
understood by lecturers and students.

Elaborating on the above, Shaykh Mughniyyah noted that in the Islamic
seminaries in Qum and Najaf, there were many eminent scholars whose
efforts and achievements were no different than those of inventors and sci-
entists in other fields. However, these same scholars did not show much
ingenuity in dealing with modern issues. He urged Islamic seminary stu-

148



SHAYKH MUHAMMAD JAWAD MUGHNIYYAH

dents to read the literature of those hostile to Islam in order to understand
and be aware of their conspiracies, noting that there was nothing un-Islamic
in this approach. He believed that the seminaries ought to have a wide
range of cultural activities in the society. They must produce and distribute
magazines and journals for use all over the world. He also called for the
incorporation of modern technology within the seminaries. Finally, he
urged these institutions to have a more organized approach to education
with exams and the like, and to introduce themselves to Islamic communi-
ties across the globe.

Shaykh Mughniyyah held the view that the Shia carried invaluable
treasures, which would enable their jurisprudents to be very effective in
dealing with all the day-to-day issues. He believed that jurisprudents must
have the know-how to solve modern and emerging problems of the people
within the framework of Islam while issuing fatwas or edicts according to
the contemporary times. He urged scholars to refrain from spending much
time engaging in discourse on ancient subjects irrelevant to modern times.

To attain his goals, Shaykh Mugniya wrote several books including Figh
al-Imam Sadiq and Tafsir al-Kashif. He was also profoundly influenced by
the thoughts of Imam Khumayni, about which he wrote a book entitled a/-
Kbumayni wa al-Dawlat al-Islamiyyah (Kbumayni and the Islamic Govern-
ment). Elsewhere, Shaykh Mughniyyah mentions the Islamic government as
the best form of government while criticizing Western democracies. He
viewed the Western democracies as a system where the destiny of a country
was left in the hands of a select number of capitalists while the masses lan-
guished in ignorance and poverty.

Works

Until the end of his life, Shaykh Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah au-
thored more than sixty books in various fields of study. He also wrote arti-
cles in many magazines and journals. His books are used in many universi-
ties in and outside of the Islamic world. Some of his books include:

1. The Prophets from an Intellectual Perspective

2. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib and the Qur’an

3. A New Approach to Islam

4. Shia and Rulers

5. Figh According to the Five Schools

6. The Figh of Imam Sadiq

7. The Philosophy of the Origin and End of the World
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8. Imam Husayn and the Qur’an

9. Together with the Hero of Karbala, Zaynab
10. Tafsir al-Kashif

11. Exposition on the Nahj al-Balagha

12. Exposition on the Sahifa al-Sajjadiyya

Demise

Allamah Muhammad Jawad Mughniyyah left this transitory world and
ascended to the Divine Mercy on the 19" of Muharram, 1400 H. after 76
years of sincere struggle for the advancement of Islam and the endless ef-
forts towards the proximity of the five schools of Islamic thought. Two
years before his demise, he was diagnosed with a heart ailment. The pure
body of this righteous scholar was transferred to the holy city of Najaf ac-
companied by a retinue of ulama and people from various social strata who
participated in his funeral. The bazaar of Najaf was entirely closed during
his funeral. The prayers for the departed soul were led by Grand Ayatullah
Khu'i after which his body was interred in one section of the holy shrine of
Imam ‘Ali (‘). May Allah bless his soul and may the path he charted be
filled by travelers always.
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Majma“ al-Bayan: Bridging Enclaves of Knowledge
‘Abd al-Karim Bi-Azar Shirazi
Translated by Muwafag Mubareka

Abstract:

Sunnis and Shias have a long history of scholastic exchange as intel-
lectuals of each school of thought have often read and appreciated
the works of the other school. The following article deals with Ta-
barsi’s Qur’anic exegeses, particularly the Majma“ al-Bayin, and his
manner of tafsir which attempted to include, in a respectful way, the
views of all the Islamic schools of thought. As the author mentions,
this exegesis, was well-received by Al-Azhar scholars, and in particular
by Shaykh Shaltat, who wrote a foreword to Tabarst’s Majma* prais-
ing its style and content. The author concludes by emphasizing the
importance of respect and fairness in the mutual exchange of Islamic
knowledge.

Keywords: Sunni-Shia scholastic exchange, Tafszr, Qur’anic studies,
Majma " al-Bayan, Tabarsi, Shaykh Shaltat, Tasi, Zamakshari.

Before the impact of colonialism in the Islamic world, Muslims lived
within their communities in a brotherly and compassionate way. Whenever
a dispute would occur among the Muslims, they would end it, for the most
part, through peaceful means based on the spirit of unity and solidarity.
Moreover, such high Islamic ideals would often find their way to other
parts of the world through their regular travels. These ideals first appeared
when the noble Prophet (5) unified the Muslims through the dignity of an
Islamic brotherhood. Imam ‘Ali (‘) continued this ideal, such that in spite
of the differences which appeared after the demise of the Prophet (s), he
worked hard to reconcile the Muslims and maintain their unity through
his undying efforts. These tremendous efforts allowed the Muslims to put
aside their differences, stop bloodshed and spread their message to the rest
of the world.

Unfortunately, the colonial powers (as is their habit), attempted to put
in place a ruthless policy of ‘divide and rule’ with the aim of instilling dis-
agreements among the Muslims in order to weaken them. Moreover, they
fabricated accusations so as to instigate internecine warfare, and by so do-

151



AL-TAQRIB

ing, had a large role in replacing the brotherly and peaceful coexistence that
was their hallmark, with that of animosity and hatred.

Of all Muslim rites, it is the pajj that provides a golden opportunity to
unify the Muslims and to dispel the falsities that give rise to hatred and ill
feelings. Among the false accusations directed against Shia Muslims is the
claim that they do not pay attention to the current Qur’an, believing it to
have been distorted or changed, and that they are in possession of their
own version called the “Qur’an of Fatima”! However, the truth is that the
most renowned Imami jurisprudents of the past such as Shaykh al-Mufid,
Shaykh al-Ttusi and Sharif al-Murtada, as well as those of the not so past,
such as Imam Khumayni (r), emphatically stated that the Qur’an was and
always will be immune from distortion. If any dissenting and aberrant
opinions to the contrary were ever expressed, they were never taken seri-
ously by the scholars—and this includes both Sunni and Shia scholars.

In addition, it is a fact that the Shia exegetes and jurisprudents would
make constant use of Sunni fafdsir (exegeses) such as those of Imam ‘Abdul-
lah al-Ansari and al-Mubaydi, as well as the al-Mawahib al-Aliyakh of al-
Kashifi, the Anwar al-Tanzil of al-Baydawi, the al-Kashshaf of Zamakhshari,
and many others. These tafisir of the Qur’an were, and still are, used as ref-
erence works in the libraries of the Shias, right alongside their own works.
In addition, the above mentioned Sunni fafasir are used as texts in both
public schools as well as religious seminaries. Sayyid Khamenei, the Leader
of the Muslims, has translated portions of the fafsir of Sayyid Qutub, Fi
zilal al-Qur’an (In the Shade of the Qur’an), into Persian.

On the other side, many Egyptian scholars and professors of Al-Azhar
Islamic University have enthusiastically used al-Tabarsi’s exegesis, Majma‘
al-Bayan. The great scholar, Shaykh Mahmad Shaltat, as well as the the pre-
vious Dean of Al-Azhar University who was also a great jurisprudent,
Shaykh ‘Abd al-Majid Salim, were so impressed with the zafsir that they rec-
ommended its publication to the Dar al-Taqrib located in Cairo. They con-
sidered it to be one of the best Qur’anic exegeses. Fortunately, the book was
produced in a magnificent manner with a worthy introduction written by
the General Secretary of the Dar al-Taqrib. It also contained an additional
foreword by Shaykh Mahmud Shaltat. The book contained references and
useful commentaries written by some Shaykhs of Al-Azhar University.

Although the Majma“ al-Bayan is brief and concise, its author, al- Ta-
barsi, has managed to include within its contents a host of Qur’anic sci-
ences, which includes but is not limited to: the styles of Arabic recitation,
the circumstances surrounding the revelation of verses, various linguistic
aspects, points of grammar, discussions on the order of verses and chapters,
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related historical reports and stories, and judgments concerning what is
lawful and unlawful. This tafsir enjoys the acceptance and admiration of
Sunni and Shia Muslims alike, as it contains balanced and non-sectarian
opinions and beliefs of the Shia Muslims with regards to the glorious Book

of God.
Professor Shaykh ‘Abd al-Majid Salim of Al-Azhar said in this regard:

I do not think I am exaggerating in any way when [ say that it is a
book poised in the forefront of the other fafisir as a source of knowl-
edge and research. I have read this book many times and use it as a
reference in many situations. It provided me with solutions to cer-
tain problems and explained a number of unclear items. I found its
author (may Allah bless his soul) to have possessed deep thoughts, to
be gifted with great honour, to have authority based on his knowl-
edge, to be strong in his style and expression and to be very con-
cerned about providing people with useful solutions to questions
which they may have.

Tabarsi wrote in his own foreword to the Majma ‘ al-Bayan:

... I prepared myself to take on hard and serious work, strove with
my utmost energy, deprived my eyes from sleep, strained my mind,
prolonged my thinking, kept in my mind the various interpretations,
and asked Allah the Most Glorious for success and assistance. I pro-
ceeded to write a book, which would be brief, succinct and orderly,
and collected within it, all the different types of this knowledge and
its sub-specialties. This work on the science of Qur’anic exegesis and
its arts contains the gems and the pearls of knowledge which are
manifested in the arts of reading, grammar, and linguistic expres-
sions. I investigated its unclear terms and problems, its meanings and
its aspects, the reasons behind the revelations and their circum-
stances, its stories and its effects, its judicial boundaries and judg-
ments, its lawful and unlawful items. The fafsir even contains the op-
posing opinions of those who disagree with it, and mentions what
my colleagues () had contentions with... It makes note of their opin-
ions regarding the basis and branches of religious knowledge, the in-
tellectual sciences and the narrational ones. All was presented in a
sensible and concise tone, more detailed than a summary but less in-
volved than a profuse work, since today’s minds would not bear ex-
travagant and detailed explanations of knowledge.

Shaykh Shaltat, in his own foreword, added:

Among the characteristics of this book is the breadth of thinking
and the desire to bring closer the opinions of the various Islamic
schools of thoughts. Their opinions are presented in their true con-
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text with sincerity, to the point that the opinions of the other
schools of thought are seemingly promoted with regards to certain
issues. He [i.e., the author] strove to be trustworthy and concise in
reporting the opinions of the other schools and distanced himself
from using insults and abusive language or from acting as if he was
the guardian of the other schools. On the other hand, some of our
Sunni brethren, when they talked about the Shia, accuse them of be-
ing Rafidi (Refuters), and some of our Shia brethren accuse the Sunni
Muslims to be Nasibi. However, Tabarsi always kept in his mind the
glorious verse of the Qur’an which states in the Chapter of the
Bee: “and have disputations with them in the best manner.” An ex-
ample of Tabarsi following this noble verse is what he writes in his
exegesis on the fifth verse of al-Fatiha, Keep us on the right path. He
writes: “The phrase ‘the right path’ was reported to have various
meanings: Firstly, it is the book of Allah, as reported by the Prophet (5)
and ‘Ali (‘a), as well as Ibn Mas‘ad (7). Secondly, it meant the religion
of Islam, as narrated by Jabir and Ibn ‘Abbas. Thirdly, it is the religion
of Allah which is the only one acceptable from Allah’s servants, as
narrated by Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya. Fourthly, it meant the
Holy Propbet (s) as well as the Imams (‘a) who represented him, and this
was reported by our people.” Tabarsi then goes on to say, “The best
manner is to consider this verse to have the general meaning which
contains all the above mentioned meanings; hence, ‘the right path’
represents the religion which Allah commanded us to follow which
includes the doctrine of fawhid, practising justice and giving alle-
glance to those whom Allah has ordered us to obey.” It is a known
fact that the last narration quoted is the one most preferred by the
Shia and was practised by the Imams as reported in their recorded
deeds. However, Tabarsi did not give it any greater degree of prefer-
ence and did not put it ahead of the other opinions and theories. In-
stead, he set it side by side with the other expressed opinions and
took the verse to have a comprehensive meaning.

It is very intelligent of Tabarsi to mention: “give allegiance to those
whom Allah has ordered to be obeyed” because this phrase would neither
upset the Sunnis nor the Shias. Every faithful Muslim believes that there are
those to whom Allah has commanded obedience, such as to the Messenger
of Allah (s) and to the leaders. The beauty is that Tabarsi did not give a
judgment about the question of Walayah (sanctity and spiritual authority)
and Imamah (religious and social authority) here because it is not the place
for it. However, he brought forth a phrase which is acceptable by every
Muslim and is not offensive to anyone.

' Qur’an 16:125.
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Historians who reported the biography of Tabarsi mention something
splendid about him. They say that he authored his present book, Majma " al-
Bayan, in which he distilled the best points from an earlier work, called a/-
Tibyan by Shaykh Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali al-Tasi. At that time,
Tabarsi had not yet read the Tafsir al-Kashshaf of Zamakhshari. After he
read it, he wrote another afsir and titled it al-Kaf al-Shaf min Kitab al-
kashshaf (the Sufficient Cure of the Book of Kashshif). It is obvious from
this title that he included in this latter work, some of what he learned from
the book authored by Zamakhshari, and which he had not mentioned in
his first book. There is also mention of another work of his called al-Wasit,
in four volumes, and a third book called a/-Wajiz in one or two volumes.
He wrote all of these volumes about the subject of Qur’anic exegesis after
he completed his main work Majma‘ al-Bayin. Sometimes the last two
books mentioned are known by the expression or title, al-Jawami‘ Jami‘ (the
Collections of the Collectors) because in them he brought together both
the outstanding and unique points from al-Tibyan as well as the extraneous
points from the al-Kashshaf.

After having compared the works of Zamakhshari and Tasi, Shaykh
Shaltat readily gave assent to the depth and breadth of vision demonstrated
by Tabarsi by saying:

I felt overwhelmed due to the deed of this Imami Shia Scholar be-
cause he was not content with what he possessed and with what he
had gleaned from the knowledge of the greatest authority and doctor
of his school of thought, al-Tusi [the author of al-Tibyar]. Then he
gave himself wholeheartedly to a new body of knowledge that came
to him. This was the knowledge of the author of al-Kashshaf. Thereaf-
ter he took the old and added the new, not letting sectarian predilec-
tions come in the way, lest it lead him towards immoderation and
bias. He also did not let the temporal disparity between the old and
the new affect him — for it is, indeed, an impediment. Hence, in this
way, this great man achieved two additional successes over and be-
yond his first scholarly success: First, he was victorious against sectar-
1an extremism, and second, he overcame the barrier of time. Such
successes might be expected to have caused illusions of grandeur or
feelings of scorn and disdain for others, but this was not the case for
him; instead, for him it led to obedience, compliance and pliancy!
Certainly, the struggle against one’s self is indeed the greatest strug-
gle, if only they would know.

Shaykh Shaltat continued in his introduction to the book, “If I wanted
to offer this book to the Muslims of every school and nation, I offer it for
these characteristics and their like. They should take heed of the good in its
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contents, its strong knowledge, its straightforward way of presentation and
high ethics.”

Muslims do not belong to different religions and they do not have dif-
fering scriptures. They belong to one religion, read one book and have one
set of principles; if they differ, it is only due to differences in opinion and
narration, and the variance of their methodology. They are all seekers of the
truth which comes from the same sources, i.e., the Book of Allah (sw¢) and
the Sunnah of His Prophet (5). For all of them, wisdom is their lost heri-
tage, which they seek and long for in every horizon.

The first responsibility that bears down on the Muslims, and which is
all the more incumbent upon their leaders and scholars, is to engage in an
exchange of knowledge and culture and to desist from prejudice, from call-
ing each other derogatory names and from insulting each other with accu-
sations. It is also necessary that they take only the Truth to be their goal
and fairness as their modus vivendi, and that they make the best of every-
thing.
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Those who listen to the word, then follow the best of it; those are
they whom Allah has guided, and those it is who are the men of

understanding.?

* Qur’an 39:18.
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Fatwas about Unity
Contemporary Ulama of the Islamic World

Abstract:

There is no doubt that the Muslim ummabh is inflicted with sectarian
division and stife. Many Muslims have fallen victim to parochial
ideologies that limit Islam to one particular point of view, while dis-
counting the legitimacy of any other. The following piece attempts to
counter such insular views by bringing out the verdicts and opinions
of many prominent Sunni and Shia personalities regarding the mad-
hahib (schools of thought) in Islam. Many of these prominent schol-
ars affirm the validity of the various madhahib and attest to their fal-
ling within the boundaries of Islam. The paper concludes with the
views of these scholars regarding congregational prayers led by indi-
viduals of differing schools of thought.

Keywords: Islamic schools of thought, “lama, Hanafi, Shafif,
Maliki, Hanbali, Ja fari, Zaydi, Ibadi, Zahiri, takfir, figh, taqlid, con-

gregational prayers.

Part I: Verdicts Pertaining to the Validity of the Islamic Schools of
Thought

According to Shaykh ‘Ali Jum‘ah":

There are groups out there who are working hard to strain the relations
between the Shia and the Sunni and to break the unity between the Mus-
lims so that, in so doing, they can achieve their own goals. For this reason,
with the issuance of my verdict, I am declaring permissible the worship ac-
cording to the Shia figh.

We must admit that the Shias, in the present state, are quite advanced.
For this reason, we can work together with them because so long as the
Shias and the Sunnis have one giblabh (orientation for prayer), there is no
difference between them. From the beginning of our history, the Shias have
always been an inseparable part of the Islamic ummabh.

' The current Grand Mufti of Egypt since 2003. He is also a signatory of the Amman Message, which
gives a broad foundation for defining Muslim orthodoxy.
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The followers of the Shia school of thought are remarkably advanced,
but there are a few individuals who, with the intention of creating differ-
ences, make their (i.e. Shia) books out to be out-dated, and by so doing
bring out certain emotionally-charged and divisive topics.

Some political organizations, which are supported and backed by the
Wahhabis, are mustering all their forces into hampering the relations be-
tween the Shia and Sunni schools of thought.

According to Shaykh Muhammad Sayyed Tantawi:

Question: Is it permissible to include an Islamic school of thought—
other than the Ahl al-Sunnah schools of thought—as one affiliated to true
Islam? In other words, if someone follows one of the Islamic schools of
thought—whether they be of the four that belong to the Abl al-Sunnah or
whether they be one of the Zahiri, the Ja fari, the Zaydi and the Ibidi—and
acts according to their own abkam (laws), can they be considered Muslim?

Answer: True Islam—as it has come to us through the padith of Jibra’il
(Gabriel) found in the Sabihayn (i.e. Sabih Bukbari and Sapih Muslim)—has
been elaborated by the Holy Prophet (5) of Islam in this way: “A Muslim is
one who bears witness to La ilaha illa Allah (There is no God but Allah)
and Mupammad ar-Rasil Allah (Muhammad is the messenger of Allah), es-
tablishes the prayer, pays the zakah (alms tax), fasts in the month of
Ramadan and performs the pajj if he can afford it.”

Also in the Sabibayn, it has been narrated from ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar
that the Holy Prophet (s5) stated: “Islam has been founded on five pillars:
testifying that there is no God but Allah and that Muhammad (5) is his
messenger, establishing the prayer, performing the zakah, the pajj and the
fasting of Ramadan.”

Thus every human being—male or female—who testifies to the oneness
of Allah (swtf) and the messengership of His Prophet (5), who confesses to
the pillars of Islam and who does not reject any of its essential principles, is
a Muslim. Based on what we know, and from what is apparent in their
teachings, the followers of the above-mentioned schools of thought bear
withness to the oneness of Allah (swf) and to the messenger of the noble
Prophet (5), they accept the five pillars of Islam, and they act according to
them. If there are differences between these schools of thought regarding
how to carry out the pillars of the faith, such differences relate back to the

* The Grand Imam of Al-Azhar Mosque and the Grand Shaykh of Al-Azhar University. He was also the
former Grand Mufti of Egypt, a position he held from 1986 to 1996.
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subsidiary laws and not the principles. For this reason, we cannot judge the
followers of the above-mentioned schools of thought as non-Muslim.
Moreover, Islam has instructed its followers to judge people based on what
is apparent in them, for it is only Allah (swf) Who knows their inner being.
In a noble padith, it has been narrated by the Prophet (5), “I have been in-
structed to judge people from what is evident about them, and as for their
secrets Allah (swt) knows them.”

I am inclined to add that in the Faculty of Religious Sciences at the Al-
Azhar University, all of these schools of thought are being taught, and their
differences are being discussed—with the premise that these differences, as
has been previously mentioned, are legitimate ones since they relate to the
subsidiary aspects and not the principles.

Question: What are the boundaries of fakfir (pronouncing kufr or
apostacy on someone) in our times? Is it permissible for a Muslim to do
takfir on someone who follows the figh (jurisprudence) of one of the tradi-
tional Islamic schools of thought?

Answer: Takfir, in the sense of pronounching k«fr on an individual, is
not permissible except if that individual has denied that which Islam has
brought such as the necessity of sincere worship for Allah (swf) and the be-
lief in the angels, the heavenly books, the prophets and the Day of Judge-
ment. This is in accordance to what Allah (sw?) says in the Qur’an:
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The apostle believes in what has been revealed to him from his

Lord, and (so do) the believers; they all believe in Allah and His

angels and His books and His apostle. “We make no difference
between any of His apostles.”

Another verse reads:
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3 Qur’an 2:185.
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Surely those who disbelieve in Allah and His apostles and (those
who) desire to make a distinction between Allah and His apostles
and say, “We believe in some and disbelieve in others,” and desire

to take a course between (this and) that, these it is that are truly

unbelievers. We have prepared for the unbelievers a disgraceful
chastisement.*

It is not permissible for anyone to associate k#fr to any of these Islamic
schools of thought. All of these schools of thought are of the same view
when it comes to the necessity of worshiping Allah sincerely and of the be-
lief in the angels, the books, the prophets and the Day of Judgement.
Moreover, they agree on the necessity of carrying out the acts of worship
that Allah (sw¢) has commanded us to perform such as the salah, the zakab,
the fast and the pajj for those who are able, as well as the necessity of adorn-
ing oneself with ethical virtues such as truthfulness, trustworthiness, chas-
tity, enjoining the good and prohibiting the evil.

The Holy Prophet (5) has emphatically warned against proclaiming kufr
on other Muslims. It has been narrated through Ibn ‘Umar in the Sabihayn,
“Each time a man calls his brother ‘infidel,” one of the two of them will
become that. If this label is accurate, then the one who 1s called it will suffer
the punishment; but if it is not accurate, then the label will return to the
one who gave it.” Also, it has been narrated through ‘Abd Allah ibn
Mas‘ad in the Sapibayn, “Vilifying a Muslim is sinful and killing a Muslim
is kufr.” And finally, in the Sapipayn, Abu Dhar has narrated, “Any person
who associates infidilety to another man or calls him ‘the enemy of God,’
and if this is not the case, this association will return back to him.”

According to the late Shaykh Ahmad Kaftard’:

Question: Are the Zaydi, Jafari and 1badi acceptable schools of thought
in Islam, and if so, on what basis?

4 Qur’an 4:150-151.

> The former Grand Mufti of the Syrian Arab Republic, a position he held since 1964. He was also one
of the founding members of the League of Muslim Scholars and the head of the Supreme Council of
Fatwa.
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Answer: If we limit the figh to the Qur’an and the Sunnah, we have not
given Islam its due nor have we accounted for the support that it shows to
the changes that occur in the lives of the Muslims. In so doing, we have
constrained the broad vision of Islam and lowered its goals in such a way
that it can no longer respond to the questions raised by man in his various
life circumstances.

The truth, however, is that the pleasure of Allah (s@¢) lies in finding that
which is advantageous; hence, the jurisprudencial schools of thought have
developed in order to accomplish and fulfill that which 1s best for the
community. Moreover, even though the point of contention between the
various schools of thought pertains to the subsidiary jurisprudential mat-
ters, all of these schools are developing within the parameters of the essen-
tial and unchanging principles of religion.

The above-mentioned jurisprudential differences in the subsidiary mat-
ters have no goal other than to make life easier for the people, to remove
difficulties and to bring them tranquility. For this reason, following any of
the schools of thought is permissible even if it leads to a type of eclecticism
when circumstances dictate it, such as in times of need or weakness or some
other occasion. In fact, according to the Maliki and a group from the
Hanafis—which is a correct view in our opinion—such a type of eclecti-
cism is permissible. Thus, it is permissible to choose verdicts from the
schools of thought which are the easiest to follow or to search for “religious
liberties” in cases where it becomes necessary or there is a greater advantage.
The principle behind this is that Islam 1s meant to be an easy religion and
not a difficult one.

Allah (swt) says,
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Allah intends for You ease, and He does not want to make things
difficult for you.

For this reason, in our opinion, the Zaydi school of thought is a valid
school like the other Islamic schools of thought. One comes to this conclu-
sion, particularly when ones reads their chief encylopeadic book, al-Bahpr al-
Zakbkbar al-Jami‘ li Madhahib ‘Ulama’ al-Amsar (The Comprehensive Abound-
ing Sea for the Schools of Thought of the Great Scholars) by Imam Yahya ibn
Murtada. Apart from it comprising contemporary jurisprudential matters,
one finds that its jurisprudence is very similar to that of the Ahl al-Sunnab,

¢ Qur’an 2:185.
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and the points of difference are not only known but also limited such as
the impermissibility of performing the mash (wiping) on the shoes, the
prohibition of consuming meat slaughtered by non-Muslims, and other
such subsidiary matters.

The same can be said for the jurisprudence of the Imdamiyyah (Shia)
school, whose jurisprudence is closest to that of the Shdfi 7. In fact, in the
common practices, other than approximately seventeen differences, their
jurisprudence is quite close to that of the Al al-Sunnabh.

As for the 1badr school, they are the closest school to the majority of the
Muslims in terms of their thoughts and beliefs. Moreover, their sources of
jurisprudence include the Qur’an, the Sunah, Ijmah (consensus) and Qiyds
(deduction).

It it pertinent for us not to be dismayed with regard to these secondary
jurisprudential differences since the religion, the law and the truth are one;
they are not different. Moreover, the source of the laws is one and the same
in all of the schools of thought, and that is revelation. The idea that the
differences of the schools of thought, which pertain to the realm of juris-
prudence, should lead to struggle and armed conflict between the followers
of those schools has never been heard of before. The reason for this is be-
cause such differences are subsidiary and are traced back to the iihadar of
knowledge, jurisprudence and civil matters. Each jurisprudent is rewarded
in his attempt to derive laws based on his own intellectual efforts, just as
the Holy Prophet (s) has said, “Each time a jurist derives a law and reaches
the truth, he is compensated twice; and if he makes a mistake in his law,
then he is compensated once.”

Hence, any speech [about the schools of thought] which is outside of
the above-mentioned parameters of Islam is not permitted. Moreover, all of
the schools of thought are Islamic and their jurisprudence is respected and
must be safeguarded from objection.

According to Shaykh al-Akbar Mahmid Shaltit’:

Question: Some individuals state that the worship and transactions of a
Muslim is only correct if he belongs to one of the four known schools of

7 Head of the Al-Azhar University in Egypt from 1958 to 1963. He is known for introducing the teaching
of the figh of Zaydr and Shia Islam to the university alongside the figh of the four Sunni madhahib. The
following fatwa was announced on July 6, 1959, and was subsequently published in many periodicals in
the Middle East such as the Egyptian al-Sha’ab Newspaper [Issue of July 7, 1959] as well as the Lebanese a/-
Kifah Newspaper [Issue of July 8, 1959]. The following segment can also be found in Chirri, Muhammad
Jawad, Inquiries about Islam (Detroit: 1986).
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thought, and this does not include the Shia Imamiyyah or the Zaydi schools
of thought. What is your opinion regarding this matter?

Answer: Certainly, Islam does not require a Muslim to follow any one
particular school of thought. Rather, it says that every Muslim, from the
outset, has the right to follow one of the schools of thought which has been
correctly narrated and its verdicts have been compiled in particular books.
Moreover, every follower of any of these schools of thought is permitted to
follow another school without there being any sin on him for doing so.

As for the Ja'fari school of thought, which is also known as Shia Imami-
yyah Ithna—Ashari (The Twelver Imami Shias), it is permissible to follow it
just as one would follow the other Sunni schools of thought.

Muslims must know this matter and must refrain from unjust prejudice
to any particular school of thought. The religion of Allah and the Islamic
shari‘ah was never restricted to a particular school of thought. Hence all
jurists, as well as their actions, will be accepted by Allah (s%t), and anyone
who is not an expert or jurist, can follow a jurist and act according to their
jurisprudential views. In this matter, there is no difference between the laws
pertaining to worship and the laws pertaining to transactions.

According to Ayatollah al-“Uzmia Khamenei®:

Question: Considering the various compelling reasons to necessitate
unity amongst the Muslims, what is the opinion of your Excellency regard-
ing including the followers of the various Islamic schools of thought—
such as the four-fold schools of the Ahl al-Sunnab, the Zaydi, Zabri, lbadi
and others who believe in the clear principles of religion—within the Is-
lamic Ummah? Is it permissible to ascribe kufr to the above-mentioned
schools or not? Moreover, what ae the limits of takfir during our day and
age?

Answer: All of the Islamic schools of thought are included in the Is-
lamic Ummah and have access to all of the advantageous granted by Islam.
Morever, the schisms amongst the Muslim parties, are not only contrary to
the teachings of the Noble Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Holy Prophet of
Islam (5), but they also lead to the weakening of the Muslims and to the
handing over of their affairs to the enemies of Islam. Hence, such divisions
are not permitted for any reason.

8 The Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran as well as one of the Marja‘ Taglid (Supreme Reli-
gious Authority) for the community of Shias.
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According to Ayatollah Seyyed ‘Ali Sistani’:

Question: Can we consider as Muslim anyone who pronounces the
Shabadatayn (the two-fold testimonies of faith), performs his prayer facing
the giblah, and follows one of the eightfold Islamic schools of thought
which include the Hanafi, Shafi‘7, Maliki, Hanbali, Ja fari, Zaydi, Ibadi and
Zahir? Also, as for his blood, dignity and property, are they to be re-
spected?

Answer: Anyone who pronounces the Shabadatayn and does not out-

wardly perform any act contrary to it, and moreover, does not have enmity
to the Ahlul Bayt (‘%) is a Muslim.

Question: Is it permissible for someone who does not have the capacity
or qualifications that the scholars have enumerated, to be in charge of issu-
ing fatwad (verdicts)?

Answer: The issuance of fatwa is only permitted by an actual jurispru-
dent who has all the taqlidi conditions that have been mentioned in the
explanatory texts on religious injunctions.

According to Avatollah Seyyed Fadl Allah':

Islam, with all the theological necessities that are found in the Noble
Qur’an, can be summarized in the shabidatayn. Every individual who ac-
cepts the shabdadatayn is a Muslim. He is entitled to all of the rights that is
due on any Muslim, and he is obliged to perform all the Muslim duties.
Moreover, the rejection of the essential aspects of religion does not make
one an apostate except if the individual knows that the consequence of his
rejection is to deny the Prophet (5) of Allah (swf)—which, because of the
topic being clear, is usually the case.

However, differences of opinion in theoretical matters that most of the
‘ulamd have—which may be due to a difference of opinion regarding the
reliability of a narrator, or the meaning of a badith, or some other commo-
tion-causing matter that becomes the basis of their difference—does not
lead to apostasy.

In light of this view, we are of the opinion that all Muslims and the fol-
lowers of the schools of the thought are included within the Islamic Um-
mah. Hence, it is not permissible to proclaim k#fr on them for any reason.

° One of the Shia Marja“ Taqlid (Supreme Religious Authority) and the current highest ranking Shia
religious scholar in Iraq.
*° One of the prominent Shia Marja‘ Taglid (Supreme Religious Authority) in Lebanon.
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Moreover, any differences between them must be resolved wisely through
intellectual and logical discussions and through the guidance of the Noble

Qur’an.
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If you differ in anything amongst yourselves, refer it to Allah and
his Messenger!!

Part II: Issues Pertaining to Congregational Prayers

According to Dr. Nasr Farid Wasil'*:

Question: s it permissible to follow an Imam in congregational prayers
who belongs to the Shia of the A4/ al-Bayt?

Answer: It should be stated that any Muslim who believes in Allah (sw?),
testifies to His wahdaniyyah (unity) and to the messengership of the Holy
Prophet (5), does not deny the religious necessities, and is completely aware
of the pillars of Islam such as the daily prayers and its terms, is eligible to
become the Imam (leader) of congregational prayers of the followers of the
other Islamic schools of thought despite the minor fighi differences be-
tween the Imam and the followers.

This principle is applicable to the Shia of A4/ al-Bayt (‘a) as well since we
share the same belief with regard to Allah (swt), His messenger (s5), the Ahl
al-Bayt (‘a) and the Sahibah (companions). There is no difference between
us with regard to the principles and foundations of the Islamic shari‘ah as
well as the necessities of the religion.

When Allah (sw¢) granted us the opportunity to visit Tehran and Qom
in the Islamic Republic of Iran, not only did we lead the congregation
prayers of which they took part, but we also followed them in their own
congregational prayers.

Thus we ask Allah (s@f) to bring about unity within the Islamic ummah,
to eradicate the hostility, strife and divergences that exist within it, and to
remove the differences between us that pertain to the jurisprudence and
religious subsidiaries.

" Qur’an 4:59.
' Professor in Al-Azhar University and former Grand Mufti of Egypt, a position he held from 1996 to
2002. The following statement was dated 12.1.2001.
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According to the Shia Mardja‘ (Supreme Authorities)”:

Question: What is the ruling of performing one’s daily prayers in con-
gregation with the Ahl al-Sunnah? Does it suffice or must one repeat one’s
prayers?

Imam Khumayni, Ayatullah Araki, Ayatullah Khamenei, Ayatullah
Fadil, Ayatullah Sana’i and Ayatuallah Makarim: Congregational prayers
with the Abl al-Sunnab suffices.

Ayatullah Gulpaygani: There is no harm in performing prayer with the
Abl al-Sunnab. Although it is good to participate in their congregational
prayer, it should be performed completely in compliance with the Shia
conditions.

Ayatullah Bahjat: There is no harm in taking part in their congrega-
tional prayer.

Ayatullah Tabrizi and Kho't: If in the congregational prayers, one re-
cites the essential parts of the prayer, it suffices.

Ayatullah Zanjani: It is indispensable to take part in the congregational
prayer of the Ahl al-Sunnah but as a matter of caution, the prayer should be
repeated.

Ayatullah Sistani: It is permissible to follow the Imams of the other Is-
lamic schools of thought in performing the daily prayers but one should
recite the surahs of Hamd and Tawhid on one’s own."

Ayatullah Safi: There is no harm if one participates in the congrega-
tional prayers of the Ahl al-Sunnab. If one is participating in order to create
brotherhood among the hearts of the Shias and Sunnis and to remove the
accusation against the Shias, it is not necessary to repeat the prayers.

Question: Are the rulings regarding congregational prayers with the Ah/
al-Sunnab limited to Masjid al-Haram and Masjid an-Nabi or do they apply
to any mosque?

Imam Khumayni, Ayatullah Araki and Ayatullah Khamenei: It ap-
plies to all mosques.

Ayatullah Fadil: It is not particular to those two mosques.

Ayatullah Sana’t: It also applies to the other mosques.

Ayatuallah Makarim: There is no difference between Masjid al-Haram
and Masjid an-Nabi and the other mosques in this matter.

B Source: the Istiftas of the various Marja“ in connection with Hajj
4 Ayatullah Sistani, Ayatullah Kha’t and Ayatullah Tabrizi further point out that the noon prayers
should be repeated after congregational Friday prayers with the Ahl al-Sunnab.
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Ayatullah Gulpaygani: It is not particular to the Sacred Mosques but
applies to all mosques. It is recommended and preferable.

Ayatullah Bahjat: There is no difference.

Ayatullah Zanjani: Both cases are the same.

Ayatullah Sistani: In responding to the previous question, there is no
difference between Masjid al-Haram and Masjid an-Nabi and the other
mosques.

Ayatullah Safi: The commandment is the same as the answer which has
been given to the previous question and applies to all mosques.

According to the Abl al-Sunnab authorities”:

Ibn Taymiyyah: All Muslims are in agreement concerning the permissi-
bility of following the Imams of one another during the congregational
obligatory prayers, as this was done by the companions of the Holy
Prophet (5) as well as the infallible Imams. If someone denies this, he is an
innovator and is against the Holy Qur’an, the sunnah of the Holy Prophet
(s5) and the consensus of the Muslims.

Professor Wahbah Zuhayli: Following the congregational prayer
leaders of other Islamic schools of thought during the obligatory prayers is
appropriate and is not makrub (undesirable). The companions of the Holy
Prophet (5) as well as those who came after them used to follow the Imams
of one another constantly with consensus, even though there were differ-
ences in the subsidiary rules of religion. Ibn Mas‘ad followed the caliph
Othmain when he was leading prayers in order to remove the differences
that could lead to sedition.

Y Source: Dr. Yasuf al-Qaradawi, “The Viewpoints of the Contemporary Jurisprudents,” Vol.1.

A prominent Islamic scholar, specializing in Islamic law and legal philosophy in Syria. He is chair-
man of Islamic jurisprudence in the College of Sharia at Damascus University. He is also one of the
signatories to the Amman Message.
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Abstract:

Although Muslims began migrating to America in large numbers
only in the nineteenth and particularly, the twentieth centuries, there
are sources suggesting that the Muslim presence on the continent
even predates Columbus’ famous voyage to the “New World.” This
article looks at the community of Muslims in America from a demo-
graphic, historical, organizational and soci-economic point of view.
The author traces the different migration patterns of the Muslims to
America as well as their ethnic composition. He surveys some of the
important Islamic organizations and their mandates. He touches on
the Shi‘a presence as well as the African American communities in
the United States. The article concludes with a discussion on the
socio-economic status of the Muslims residing in America.

Keywords: Muslims in America, Muslim immigration to the United
States, African American Muslims, Shi‘a Muslims in America, Is-
lamic organizations in America, Socio-economic status of Muslims
in America.

Statistical Survey

In the early 1900’s, Western sociologists and political analysts never
reckoned that within a century, Islam would emerge as a formidable force
in international politics. For this reason, very few studies on the political,
economic, cultural and regional influences affecting the Muslim world were
conducted. In North America, and in particular, in the United States, Mus-
lims were always marginalized and their activities came under scrutiny.
However, during the past three decades, and particularly in the aftermath
of the glorious victory of the Islamic Revolution of Iran, previously held
assumptions and theories became invalidated and were replaced with newer
analyses and interpretations about the status of the Muslim world and the
religion of Islam.

Since religion and beliefs are not accounted for in the U.S. National
census—a census conducted once every decade—it is difficult to ascertain

168



THE MUSLIM PRESENCE IN AMERICA

the precise population of Muslims in America using these records. Never-
theless, they do identify the ethnic origins of its citizens as well as the for-
mer nationalities of its immigrants, and using this data, researches have
been able to estimate the number of Muslims in America.

Based on U.S. administration statistics, the population of immigrants
from Islamic countries to the United States from its earliest records till 1965
has been relatively low when compared to the number of immigrants from
non-Islamic countries. In the period between 1820 and 1965, only 517,367
citizens immigrated from areas which had sizeable Muslim populations,
including the Balkans, the former Ottoman Empire (present day Turkey)
and the Indian subcontinent (India, Pakistan and Bangladesh). However,
from 1966 to 1980, the number of immigrants from Islamic countries in-
creased significantly to 865,472. During the 1980’s, the number of immi-
grants from the Muslim world to the United States reached 921,100, and
between 1990 and 1997, it increased to 997,000.

Of course, not all of these immigrants were Muslims. In fact, between
1820 and 1960, Muslims composed only thirty percent of the Indian immi-
grants who migrated to the United States. Also, between 1980 and 1990,
only one third of the immigrants from Lebanon were Muslims. Similarly, a
large number of Iranian migrants to the United States, particularly in the
period 1980-1990, were Jews, Christians and members of other non-Islamic
ethnic minorities. Nevertheless, when one looks at the total number of
people emigrating from Muslim countries to the United States from the
early nineteenth century till the present, the majority of them are Muslims.
Based on the official U.S. statistics from the year 1820 to 1997, this amounts
to 3.3 million immigrants—a mere five percent of the sixty-four million
immigrants to America during the same period. Accounting for birth and
conversion, the number of Muslims in America today is estimated to be
between six and nine million.

The largest number of immigrants to the United States has been from
the Arab countries, and is followed by (in descending order): Iran, Pakistan,
India, Bangladesh, Tunisia, North Africa and Europe (particularly from the
Balkan countries including Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the for-
mer Yugoslavia republics). Immigrants from other parts of Africa and Asia,
such as the Central Asian republics, Indonesia, Malaysia and South Africa,
rank next respectively. There has been a significant number of Afghani
immigrants to the United States—30,000 between 1980 and 1990, and
13,600 during the following decade.
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History of Muslims in America

Muslims not only accompanied and assisted the Italian-Spanish sailor,
Christopher Columbus, during his epic voyage to the American continent
in 1492, they also accompanied other Europeans who crossed the Atlantic
and set foot on what became known as the “New World”. In fact, Colum-
bus’ “historic discovery” took place precisely a few years after the downfall
of the last Islamic rule in the Spanish Peninsula, and there is an authentic
hypothesis suggesting that Muslims residing in the Iberian peninsula two
centuries prior to Columbus’ voyage had already dispatched sailors to that
part of the world and had even established friendly ties with the original
inhabitants in the land (later named “Red Indians” by the Europeans). In
1474, by sowing internal discord among the Muslim rulers in Southern
Europe, Isabella of Seville and Ferdinand of Aragbon, managed to establish
their monarchy and began the eventual expulsion of the Muslims from the
peninsula. In 1492, the same year that Columbus began his voyage towards
the West, the last Muslim fortress of resistance in Granada fell.

Since the expulsion of the Muslims from Spain and Portugal, the role of
European Muslims in the voyages to the American continent was hardly
mentioned in Western literature. Yet the accumulated knowledge worked
on and refined by Muslim scientists during the peak of their civilization—
especially in the fields of geography, history, astronomy and mathematics,
as well as their broad contribution to the naval sciences—was all trans-
ferred to the Christian West and inherited by the Spanish and Portugese
explorers.

The “discovery” of America by the Europeans took place simultaneously
with two other historic events in the Islamic World: 1) the invasion of the
Mongols and 2) the emergence of the Ottoman Empire. The coming to
power of the Mongols in East Asia was a terrible catastrophe for the Islamic
governments of the Iranian Plateau, the Arab countries and Central Asia.
As for the emergence of the Turkish Muslims and the establishment of the
Ottoman Empire, the focus within the Muslim world was shifted away
from Western Europe towards the eastern part of the Mediterranean. With
the conquest of Constantinople and the defeat of the Byzantine Empire,
Islamic influence was localized around Eastern Europe.

While the Ottoman Empire was politically and militarialy occupied
with Eastern Europe on one side and the Safavid dynasty in Iran on the
other, Western imperial powers, particularly Spain, France and England,
were engaged in occupying and colonizing different parts of the American
continent. With the weakening of the Islamic empire over the ensuing cen-
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turies, not only in Western Europe, but also on the Indian subcontinent
and in Africa, the control of the high seas fell to the Western world, and in
particular to Spain, Portugal, England, France and the Netherlands.

In the nineteenth century, contact between the Muslims—and more
broadly speaking, the Islamic World—and the American continent was
quite limited though still existent. The actual migration as well as occa-
sional visits of the Muslims from around the globe to America, took place
in various phases.

In the nineteenth century, visits and immigration by the Muslims took
place on the basis of invitations and employment opportunities available
for top experts of the Islamic world. For instance, in 1856, the U.S. army
employed a Muslim man by the name of Haji ‘Ali to breed camels for the
army in Arizona and California. “Ali was thus invited to America, where he
later became a U.S. citizen and permanent resident.

The first groups of immigrants from Islamic countries entered the
United States after the American Civil War from 1875 till about 1912 before
the outbreak of World War I. The majority of them were Christians from
Syria, Jordan, Palestine and Lebanon who had studied at missionary
schools in the Middle East and had migrated to America mainly due to
economic and religious reasons. Yet there were also Muslims among them,
not only from the mainstream Sunni and Shia branches, but also from the
‘Alawi community in Syria as well as the Druze in Lebanon.

The second wave of migrations from the Islamic world to America took
place after the end of World War I, and concurred with the downfall of the
Ottoman Empire. Due to restrictions in numbers imposed by U.S. Immi-
gration laws—which favoured immigrants primarily from Eropean coun-
tries—the population of Muslims entering America remained small in that
period.

The third wave of migrations began in the 1930’s. According to the new
U.S. immigration laws, Muslims residing in the United State were permit-
ted to sponsor their family members and relatives to become permanent
residents. The fourth wave, during which a large and significant number of
Muslims, particularly from the Middle East, immigrated to America began
at the end of World War II and continued till the 1960’s. The majority of
them were merchants, university students, tradesmen and technicians in
various fields, and their reasons for immigrating varied from economic to
socio-cultural to academic.

With new amendments in U.S. immigration laws in 1965, race and na-
tionality lost their predominance as criteria in the immigration selection
process; instead what was considered was the country’s need for different
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technical skills and managerial expertise, as well as its economic and devel-
opmental requirements. Such amendments provided an opportunity for
skilled Muslims around the world to immigrate to the United States.

This led to the fifth and final phase of Muslim immigration to America,
beginning in the mid 1960’s until the present, where the greatest wave of
Muslims from the Islamic world migrated to the United States, particularly
from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Iran, Indonesia, Malaysia, India,
the Arab countries, Palestine, Turkey and parts of North Africa. It was not
only the economic opportunities available in America that encouraged
many Muslims to move, but also the internal developments within the
Muslim world itself. The wars between the Arab countries and Israel in 1967
and 1973, the Lebanese Civil War in the 1970s, and the occupation of vari-
ous Islamic countries by European powers, such as the occupation of Af-
ghanistan by the Red Army of the former Soviet Union, played a major role
in accelerating the trend of Muslims migrating to America.

More recently, other world events have had an impact on Muslim mi-
gration patterns including Israel’s invasions of Lebanon and Palestine and
its occupation of those two countries, the two recent wars in Iraq, the Is-
lamic Revolution of Iran, the sudden independence of the former Soviet
Republics from the hegemony of Kremlin, and the political developments
in Africa, particularly in Morocco. For instance, in the mid 1970’s, and be-
fore the victory of the Islamic Revolution of Iran, the number of Iranians
that lived in America for various reasons was no more than 70,000 out of
which over 50,000 were university students. During the three decades that
has passed since the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the
number of Iranians living in the United States has reached some one mil-
lion, only a small fraction of which are Iranian Jews.

Other factors, including the rapid growth of tele-communication and
transportation means as well as the growing job market in the academic and
university sectors have also contributed to the large numbers of Muslims
moving to America, despite the negative aftermath of the tragic events of 9-
11.

The Shi‘a Presence in America

It is estimated that twenty percent of the Muslim population of America
belong to the Shi‘a Ithna-Asheri school of thought. The majority of these are
Iranians, whose numbers are estimated at one million. Others are from
Iraq, Lebanon, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, India, Azerbaijan, Taji-
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kistan, Turkmenistan and Syria, while a small fraction are from other Is-
lamic countries.

The population of Shi‘as in America drastically increased between 1950
and 1970 due the the large numbers of university students from Iran, Leba-
non and Iraq. However, it was only after the victory of the Islamic Revolu-
tion of Iran that their presence as a separate entity within the folds of Islam
was noted. Of course, the success of the Islamic Revolution also created an
awakenng within the Muslim world and played an important role in fur-
thering the Islamic revival movement in other parts of the world. During
this period, the Shi‘as in America were politically active and groups such as
the Association of Muslim Students, headed largely by Iranian immigrants,
played a very important role in mobilizing the Muslims and in enlighten-
ing the U.S. public during the course of the Islamic Revolution.

Islam within the Afro-American Communities

The history of Muslim Africans in America dates back to the early sev-
enteenth century, when Africans would be forcibly uprooted from their
homeland and shipped to the American colonies in what became known as
the “Atlantic Slave Trade.” Many of them were originally Muslims, but were
forced to hide their faith or convert to Christianity, adopting a new name
in the process. Alex Haley, in his famous novel Roots, traces the story of an
African Muslim slave named Kunta Kinte and his forced relocation from
Gambia to America. The strenuous and heart-rending journeys of other
Muslim slaves, such as Muhammad Yeylani, are documented and preserved
in various libraries including the Central Library of Georgia State Univer-
sity. Due to their conversions and the Christianization of their names, their
Islamic heritage is often forgotten.

It is only in the early twentieth century that Islam as a social phenome-
non among the Afro-American population entered the public arena when it
was coupled with ideas of “Black nationalism” and the civil-rights move-
ment in America. This was perhaps first publicized by Wallace Fard Mu-
hammad in 1930 who established an organization for Afro-American Mus-
lims in Detroit, Michigan called ‘the Nation of Islam’ (NOI). From 1935 to
1975, the NOI was led by Elijah Muhammad who was responsible for turn-
ing it into a national organization with 75 different centers across the
country. Although initially part of the movement, Malcolm X (an initial
chosen by him to refer to the fact that most Afro-Americans were unaware
of their own heritage) later separated himself from NOI after a trip to Saudi
Arabia to perform the bajj where he realized that the “Black separatist” vi-
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sion and theology of the Nation of Islam was quite different from that of
mainstream Sunni Islam. Instead, he formed the Afro-American Unity Or-
ganzation but was assisinated soon after in 1965.

As for the NOI, it continued until Elijah Muhammad’s own death in
1975, whereupon his son, Warith Deen Muhammad, attempted to steer it
away from his father’s theology and black separatist views and renamed the
organization ‘Muslim American Society’. In 1978, Louis Farrakhan revived
a reconstituted Nation of Islam based on the original theology of Wallace
Fard Muhammad and his own mentor, Elijah Muhammad and has been its
leader since. Due to his views and some of his comments about various
groups, Farrakhan has become a controversial figure in the media. Never-
theless, he has associated himself with other prominent African American
leaders and was responsible for organizing the Million Man March in 1995
as well as the Million More Movement in 2005, in which he was able to
mobilize large numbers of Afro-Americans. He has been a critic of Ameri-
can society, its foreign policy and its blind support of the Zionist Israeli
regime. In fact, his harsh stance against Isreal has often put him at odds
with the Zionist lobby in the United States.

The Nation of Islam has become highly publicized through the media, a
fact which has given rise to the popular assumption that most African
Americans are members of the Nation of Islam. However, estimates suggest
that out of the 2.5 million African American Muslims living in the United
States, only between 30,000 and 70,000 belong to the Nation of Islam. The
majority of the Afro-American community belong to one of the main-
stream Sunni schools of thought, while a portion of them to the main-
stream Shi‘a school.

In recent decades, the influence of Islam among the Afro-American
community has been far more intense than the influence of any other relig-
ion and faith. A study conducted in 2005 suggests that of the 20,000 non-
Muslim Americans who become interested in Islam, 63% are of African
heritage while 27% are of Caucasian descent. The Islamic identity of many
African Americans is easily identified by their names, and today one can
find many a prominent figure in sports, entertainment, politics and other
spheres who are Muslims of African heritage.

Muslim Organizations in America

The political, social, cultural, vocational and economic organizations
and administrative bodies of Muslim Americans can be broadly categorized
into two types. The first type includes organizations that are meant to sat-
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isfy the needs of a particular ethnic group of Muslims and are often funded
and subsidized by Islamic governments or other foreign institutions. An
example is the Arab Society Center for Economic and Social Services.
Within this category one can also mention the local organizations that ca-
ter to a specific schools of thought within Islam, such as the Hanafi,
Maliki, Shafi‘t, Hanbali, Shi‘a Iihna-Ashari, as well as all other smaller Is-
lamic sects, such as the Isma 7li and the Ahmadiyyah, each of which have
their own particular centers and engage in their own socio-cultural activi-
ties.

The first mosques in the United States were built during the first two
decades of the twentieth century and include the one built by Albanian
Muslims in Minnesota in 1915. As the population of Muslims grew in the
United States, so too did the number of mosques, such that by the early
twenty-first century, more than 1,200 mosques have been erected in the
various U.S. cities. The number of part-time and full-time primary and high
schools in which the Qur’an is taught, is increasing, and today there are
over 1,000 such academic centers throughout the United States. In addition
to mosques and schools, there are more than several hundred active Islamic
charity funds and endowment foundations that play important roles in
offering social, health, family and academic services to the Muslims in
America.

The second type of administrative bodies include organizations that are
more ethnically inclusive yet have a specific mandate or goal that is com-
mon to all Muslims regardless of their cultural background. The Council
of American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) is an example of this. A particular
feature of the Muslim experience in America is that they are often forced to
interact with Muslims of other ethnicities. This often leads to a sense of
cooperation and mutual understanding, as well as a shared notion of being
Muslim in a largely non-Muslim environment.

The Muslim Ring of North America is another Islamic association that
was founded by a group of South Asian Muslims during the 1970’s and has
had some social activities in recent years. One of their periodicals, the Ix-
ternational Message, is distributed throughout the United States and Can-
ada, and it aims to propagate the Islamic identity of American Muslims, to
facilitate the achievement of Islamic ideals, and to debate the issues of mu-
tual concern for Muslims internationaly. Similarly, the U.S. Muslims’ Soci-
ety, which was initially established by Arab students and graduates of
American universities, has launched broad-scale activities in recent decades
including their publication, the U.S. Muslims’ Magazine.
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The Council of American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) was established in
1994 and its main goal and major activities are focused on broadening the
level of public awareness about the realities of Muslims in America. They
are also involved in highlighting the rights of Muslims in the United States
as well as advocating and seeking justice on behalf of Muslims who have
been discriminated against in one form or another.

Other Islamic organizations, working parallel with CAIR, include the
Council for General Islamic Affairs and the Union of U.S. Muslims, whose
activities attempt to promote Islamic solidarity and to improve public
awareness regarding the Muslims in America. They also encourage Muslims
to take part in public and regional elections and to participate and cooper-
ate in the political, social and cultural spheres of America.

In terms of academic activities, the International Institue of Islamic
Thought, established a few decades ago by the Palestinian Isma‘il al-Faraqi
in Washington D.C,, is an example of the scientific-cultural activities pur-
sued by Muslims in the United States. The institute has, so far, published
numerous works on Islamic culture, Islamic history and Muslims society in
America. Today, one of the objectives of the institute is to present an Is-
lamic version of the social sciences.

Another active Islamic organization in the United States is the Islamic
Society of North America (ISNA) which initially evolved from the Associa-
tion of Muslim Students. Its branches include the Islamic Association of
Scientists and Engineers, the Islamic Association of Medical Doctors and
Physicians, and the Islamic Association of Social Scientists. One of the ma-
jor activities of ISNA is sponsoring an annual conference, which is at-
tended by some 30,000 Muslims.

Socio-Economic Condition of American Muslims

Comparative studies conducted on social and economic aspects of the
Muslim community in America and that of other minorities shows that the
average level of a Muslim’s academic studies is 14 years, which is higher
than the level of academic studies of other minorities. In general, the aver-
age Muslim in the United States will complete at least two years of univer-
sity.

The income level of a Muslim family in the United States is higher than
the average income of a Spanish- or Caucasian- American family. Interest-
ingly, the average annual income level of Iranians in the United States is
over $65,000 which is higher compared to other ethnic communities in the
United States. Generally speaking, the level of academic studies, income
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and employment among the Muslim communities is, on the whole, higher
than comparative indexes of other immigrant minorities living in America.
It should be noted that these statistics exclude the status of the U.S. Jewish
society whose members immigrated to America long ago.

The statistics also show that the income, property ownership and aca-
demic level of the Muslims have been increasing in recent years. For in-
stance, in 1995, the average income level of a Muslim residing in the United
States was $51,966; today this amount has increased to $55,958. An average of
5.59% of Muslims residing in the United States today own houses, an in-
crease of a full percent from a decade ago. It is also noteworthy that Mus-
lims reside in districts and neighbourhoods where the academic level is
considered high.

In this respect, the situation of Iranian Muslims residing in America is
noteworthy for they seem to fare better than other ethnic Muslim commu-
nities in the U.S. The average income level of the residents of districts
where the Iranians reside is well over $70,000. Moreover, 63% of American
Iranians are house-owners and 46% of them are university graduates. There
are no precise and reliable statistics about the percentage of Iranians that
have migrated to America or those that have become U.S. residents. For
instance, U.S. Census records of 2000 estimated the population of Iranians
at 370,000. However, this figure is much lower than a comparative statistic
published in the same year by other national organizations, which esti-
mated the population of Iranians residing in the United States to be be-
tween 800,000 and 1,100,000. A large percent of Iranians — between
300,000 and 600,000 — live in Southern California. In 2006, the Islamic
Republic of Iran’s Interests Section had some go0,000 dossiers on the
status of the Iranian families living in the United States, and according to
these reports, the population of the Iranians residing in the United States is
over one million strong. The vast majority of the Iranian Muslims belong
to the Shi‘a Ithna-"Ashari school.

Despite the pressure imposed against Muslim immigrants residing in
the United States, particularly after the 9-11 terrorist attacks, the political
activities of Muslims in the country have increased noticeably in the past
four years. According to an opinion poll conducted by the Zogby Institute,
a vast majority of Muslims believe the current situation provides the best
opportunity for spreading awareness about Islam in the United States. As
for the “Fight against Terror” campaign, the same opinion polls show that
many Muslims in the country (at least thirty-three percent) believe that the
United States is leading a campaign against the Islamic world and not just
terrorism. Another conclusion from the Zogby polls is that there is a strong
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tendency among Muslims to strive towards Islamic unity, and the actual
establishment of broader Islamic political, social and cultural organizations
seems to attest to the veracity of these conclusions.

Various other opinion polls, conducted by the Zogby Institute in recent
years, show that as many as three-fourths of Muslims in America participate
in philanthrophic activities, pay alms, and allocate a certain amount of
their monthly and annual incomes to support charity funds. Forty-five per-
cent of American Muslims have stated that they are voluntarily contribut-
ing to the social development affairs of Muslims. Based on the same polls,
as many as ninety-five percent of American Muslim citizens support the
U.S. Public Welfare Plan, which includes a national health project for all
American citizens. Of course, the United States is the only major industri-
alized country in which there is no national public health service in effect
for all its citizens. Ninety-five percent of American Muslims also believe
that all types of racial discrimination in America must be eliminated while
fifty-nine percent agree that environmental protection laws and directives
must be ratified. Almost all American Muslims believe the government
should support the deprived and poor social classes.

In terms of mosque attendance, the polls are not as encouraging.
Twenty-nine percent of American Muslims take part in Friday Prayers, con-
gregate in mosques and visit the Islamic centers in their neighborhoods.
Only twenty-five percent of them participate in congregations at mosques
and Islamic centers more than once a week.

Construction of mosques and Islamic centers, however, is on the rise.
On August 1, 2005, the Washington Post published a cover story on Islamic
centers in Virginia, Maryland. According to it, the number of large
mosques in that state — mosques with a construction budget of at least two
million dollars — has increased over the years. Over 300,000 Muslims live in
the suburbs of Washington, where most of the mosques are large enough to
accommodate a congregation of a thousand Muslims at a time. In the
United States, just as in Europe, not only is the population of Muslims in-
creasing, rather, the inclination of the followers of other religions to con-
vert to Islam is much greater than their inclination to accept any other reli-
gious or non-religious doctrines.

Presently Muslims make up 5% of the population of Europe, and ac-
cording to a report published in the July 15" issue of the Financial Times,
the population of Muslims in Europe would double within two decades.
According to the same report, 5% of the population of Germany, 3% of the
population of Denmark, 4% of the population of Sweden, 5.5% of the
population of the Netherlands, over 8% of the population of France and
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5% of the population of Switzerland are Muslims. Other European coun-
tries, too, have Muslim minorities, in addition to 50% of the population of
Bosnia-Herzegovina and a vast majority of the Albanians that are Muslims.
“Towards new frontiers” was a motto chanted by the United States in their
endeavor to expand their geographical, political, cultural and economic
hegemony throughout the world. Today it is the Muslims who, through
immigration, are conquering new frontiers and spreading the influence of
Islam outside of the Muslim world. Very few American intellectuals would
have contemplated a few decades ago that America would become an ap-
propriate cradle for nurturing Islamic activities and culture. The various
developments on the international scene, the rapid growth of information
technology, transportation and telecommunications, the economic and
political developments within the Islamic world, and the ever-increasing
awareness of Islam have come together to place American Muslims at a his-
toric crossroad. The significant growth of the Muslim population in the
United States provides a good opportunity for the Islamic community
there to think twice about the challenges which they are grappling with in
the contemporary world and about the role that Islam can play inside the
largest military and economic power of the world.
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