
The cultivation of a thriving Muslim civilization necessitates the 
rediscovery of the indispensable skills of engaging in respectful 
disagreement among Muslims. This competency holds the 
potential to effectively navigate potentially divisive situations 
and contentious issues. Al-Alwani's work sheds illuminating 
insight on the constructive dimensions of disagreement and 
elucidates how early Muslim societies embraced it as a 
revitalizing force. 
 
 
Nonetheless, as Islam underwent expansion and development, and the 
initial generations of Muslims passed away, theological and jurisprudential 
debates became prevalent, leading to a neglect of the overarching 
objectives and aspirations of the Ummah. These protracted and intense 
divisions and conflicts endured over centuries, adversely impacting the 
advancement, coherence, and potency of the Muslim civilization. The book 
in question presents numerous exemplary instances wherein celebrated 
historical figures and scholars within the Muslim community displayed 
tolerance and comprehension. It fervently urges contemporary Muslims 
to revive such a spirit of forbearance and understanding. By doing so, they 
can foster a sense of unity, comprehension, and advancement within the 
broader framework of the Muslim civilization. 

 

Taha Jabir Al-Alwani (1935–2016) was a graduate of Al-Azhar University and an 
internationally renowned scholar and expert in the fields of Islamic legal theory, 
jurisprudence (fiqh), and usul al-fiqh.
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t h e  r e l e a s e  o f  the English version of our beloved father’s book, 
Preserving Unity and Avoiding Division: A New Approach to the 
Ethics of Disagreement in Islam coincides with the approach of the  
seventh anniversary of his death. May God Almighty shower him with 
His mercy, causing what he gave in this world to elevate him and light 
his path in the world to come, and serve the message of His glorious  
revelation. 

The book which is in the reader’s hands is rich in its meanings,  
purposes and themes, and universal in its message. With rare courage 
and boldness, its author set forth his intellectual orientations and the 
essence of his academic and methodological career, concluding the 
final chapter of his life by adopting a methodology that follows the 
Qur’an wherever it leads and adheres faithfully to everything that was 
revealed to the heart of the Prophet Muhammad (ßAAS).* 

The approach which Dr. Al-Alwani adopted and to which he dedi-
cated the final years of life required him to reexamine his intellectual 
heritage with the rigorous honesty of a scholar, the piety of an ascetic, 
the fear of the obedient, and the humility of the budding seeker of 
knowledge, thereby setting an example for every seeker of truth and 
every individual devoted to a cause. 

 
 

foreword 

 

 

in the name of god, the most gracious, the most merciful 

 

Praise be to God, and Prayers and Peace be upon 
 The Messenger of God, his Family and his Companions 

  

*(ßAAS) – ßall¥ All¥hu ¢alayhi wa sallam: May the peace and blessings of God be 
upon him. Said whenever the name of the Prophet Muhammad is mentioned.



Based on the applied revisions presented in publications such as 
Apostasy in Islam: A Historical and Scriptural Analysis (L¥ Ikr¥ha fÏ al-
DÏn: Ishk¥liyat al-Riddah wa al-MurtaddÏn min ßadr al-Isl¥m il¥ al- 
Yawm)1, Al-Azmah al-Fikriyyah wa Man¥hij al-TaghyÏr [The Intellec-
tual Crisis and Approaches to Change], Lis¥n al-Qur’¥n wa Mustaqbal 
al-Ummah al-Qu~b [The Language of the Qur’an and the Future of the 
Leader Nation], Na^wa Manhajiyyah Ma¢rifiyyah Qur’¥niyyah fÏ 
Bay¥n Qaw¥¢id al-Manhaj al-Taw^ÏdÏ li al-Ma¢rifah [Towards a 
Qur’anic Epistemological Methodology for the Monotheistic Approach 
to Knowledge), ¤¥kimiyat al-Qur’¥n [The Governing Authority of the 
Qur’an] and others, Al-Alwani’s students, admirers and others were 
able to trace the evolution that had taken place in his thinking towards a 
comprehensive Qur’anic review of all the varied ideas and approaches to 
knowledge he had explored over the course of more than half a  
century. Nevertheless, he insisted on revising this book as well, adding a 
second part in which he outlined a distinctive applied model of objec-
tive and constructive critique based on study, analysis, discussion and 
evidence-based reasoning. 

In the spirit of the modern age, Al-Alwani sought no personal 
advantage in his self-critique. In fact, some of his students urged him 
not to be so hard on himself. Be that as it may, his criticism of his own 
works was an attempt to evaluate past experiments in such a way as to 
discern their true value. His quest for an objective and accurate evalua-
tion of his own previous work promises to help other thinkers avoid 
falling into errors that might otherwise be endlessly repeated, like a cos-
mic pattern from which no one but the most infallible mujtahid can 
break free! 

In this book, as in his others, Al-Alwani limited his efforts to com-
bining the two “readings”: the reading of the Book of written revelation 
and the reading of the Book of the cosmos, an approach which enabled 
him to think independently and engage in the full creative use of his  
faculties. 

As we turn the pages of this book, we find that the author has so 
refined, pruned, and corrected his output that what we hold in our 
hands is like burnished gold of the utmost beauty. With sober, orderly 
analysis, the book presents an applied reading of the traditional juristic 
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and doctrinal issues addressed in The Ethics of Disagreement in Islam 
in light of a realistic and critical Qur’anic interpretation which draws 
out the true meanings of the glorious Revelation. In so doing, it promises 
to help address the situation faced by an Ummah which is on the verge 
of burying its glorious treasures alive beneath a stultifying layer of  
disagreements from which it seems unable to free itself. 

As fate would have it, this edition is appearing in the midst of turbu-
lent crises and an accumulation of difficulties that have come to 
threaten humanity with crushing circumstances and conflicts. Our 
Arab and Islamic societies’ elites of various persuasions have closed 
themselves off from the rest of the world, clinging to what they view as 
the uniqueness of their past experiences and doubling down on their 
presumptuous errors while doing their utmost to conceal negatives or 
weaknesses of any kind, and this despite the fact that rarely will any 
intellectual, social or administrative experiment be free of error. 
Consequently, the same slips and stumbles repeat themselves time and 
again, with one setback and shock after another. Yet, utopianism 
remains the predominant feature of elites’ thinking even when they 
record their memoirs. 

The young generations constantly hear words of praise for their 
forebears’ excellent planning and construction and other positive con-
tributions against the background of a reality riddled with failures 
which even the wise are hard put to account for. When they look 
around, they see ever worsening evil and corruption whose intertwin-
ing threads choke out attempts to uproot them. In the face of such 
conditions, how are these nascent generations of thinkers and scholars 
to learn, educate themselves, and overcome the sense that it is their duty 
to remain silent? 

Many writers and elites tend to boast of what they have achieved, 
especially as their days on earth begin drawing to a close. In this book, 
by contrast, Al-Alwani emulated the example of the Prophet, whose 
primary concern as expressed in his farewell address was whether he 
had delivered the message that God had given him. He did not enumer-
ate his achievements or hedge his writings about with walls of “absolute 
truth.” Nor did he claim that what he had written was the best that 
could have been written. 



Al-Alwani was not alone among scholars in this respect, of course. 
Rather, he joined the illustrious company of other thinkers who had 
possessed the honesty, daring and courage to make clear to their audi-
ences the process they had gone through in the course of their academic 
and intellectual pilgrimages, all the while seeking right guidance 
through a comprehensive reading of the Qur’an. Take, for example, the 
great jurist and Qur’anic scholar, Sufyan al-Thawri, who said, “If only I 
had limited myself to the Qur’an.” Similarly, the Shaikh of Islam Ibn 
Taymiyah declared, “I regret having wasted my time on meanings other 
than those of the Qur’an,” and this despite having masterfully navigated 
the twin realms of revelation and reason, plumbing the depths of 
Islamic jurisprudence and its principles. As for Imam Fakhr al-DÏn al-
R¥zÏ, he wrote in his will and testament, “I have walked the paths of 
scholastic theology and philosophical methods, yet the benefit they 
offer could never equal that offered by the magnificent Qur’an, which 
attributes all greatness and majesty to God Almighty rather than  
delving into oppositions and contradictions, knowing that human 
minds fade away and dwindle to nothing in deep straits and cryptic 
approaches.”2  

The intention of such venerable sages is not to belittle the impor-
tance of their knowledge or previous work. Rather, it is simply to call 
for more revisions and for diligence in understanding the Qur’an, 
reflecting on it, and discerning its meanings, and for the readiness to live 
with its words in contemplation and action alike. 

Al-Alwani undertook to re-read his own intellectual production as 
embodied in The Ethics of Disagreement in Islam in light of the need to 
measure the entire Islamic heritage—its principles, its jurisprudence, its 
theology, its hadith and its interpretations—against the Book of God 
Almighty as the foundational source of legal rulings, and the Sunnah of 
the Prophet as the practical application that provides us with the way in 
which to follow the Qur’an. 

Thus, he advises readers at the end of the book’s Introduction to 
study the two “Books” (the Qur’an and the Cosmos) together, linking 
their issues in a comprehensive, constructive manner which shows how 
ideas develop over time. He summarizes this point in the first chapter of 
his book, The Ethics of Disagreement, then crosses over to the second, 
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which carries the same message as the first, namely, the call for  
“the unity of the Ummah,” the rejection of division, and the quest to 
establish this unity not only juristically, but intellectually and method-
ologically as well. 

 
May God, Who guides to the straight path, have  

abundant mercy on him, and benefit readers with his knowledge. 
 
 

dr. zainab taha jaber al-alwani 

dr. ahmed taha jaber al-alwani 

dr. ruqaya taha jaber al-alwani 

 
March 2024  /  Ramadan 1445 ah
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in the name of god, the most gracious, the most merciful  
Read in the name of thy Sustainer, who has created, 

created man out of a germ-cell! Read – for thy Sustainer is  
the Most Bountiful One, who has taught [man] the use of 

 the pen, taught man what he did not know! 

S‰rat al-¢Alaq  (96:1-4) 

 
Representatives of juristic schools of thought, scholastic theologians, 
PhD holders and occupants of professorial chairs are not accustomed 
to criticizing themselves and their own writings. If such individuals 
receive criticism from others, they tend either to ignore or rebut it, how-
ever intensely or mildly. If, however, criticism is directed toward early 
scholars such as the founders of the four established juristic schools  
(al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, Ibn ¤anbal, Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and M¥lik Ibn Anas) or their 
predecessors, the response to the critic will be severe indeed. In this con-
nection, I will never forget what happened to me during my doctoral 
thesis defense when I directed a mild criticism at Imam al-R¥zÏ. The 
venerable Dr. Ibrahim al-Shahawi, Head of the Department of Juris-
prudence at the time, bristled and, with great indignation, said, “And 
who are you to correct Imam al-R¥zÏ? What gives you the right to  
challenge a giant like him?!” In reply I said, “God Almighty has given 
everyone fair and equal access to knowledge. He said, ‘[We sent all 
these] apostles as heralds of glad tidings and as warners, so that people 
might have no excuse before God after [the coming of] these apostles: 
and God is indeed Almighty, Wise.’1 As a seeker of knowledge, I may 
discover something in al-R¥zÏ’s thought that I take issue with. Is there 
something wrong with this?” He grudgingly said no more, and we con-
cluded the session without having learned how to critique or rethink 
the positions taken by our predecessors. The only areas in which we 
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were given the opportunity to showcase our talents were those of com-
parative jurisprudence and appointment examinations, in which 
contexts – albeit with a healthy dose of caution and introduced by the 
requisite strings of honorific titles – we would engage in the most cir-
cumspect, diffident critiques. In short, we were heirs to an academic 
patriarchy that admitted of nothing but, “Imam So-and-So, may he  
rest in peace, said …” or, “Such and such an author, commentator, 
annotator, may he rest in peace, said ….” 

When I was teaching at Imam Muhammad Bin Saud Islamic 
University in Riyadh, the university expressed interest in publishing  
my doctoral dissertation. As a preparatory step, a professor there was 
assigned the task of reviewing the dissertation which, as it happened, 
contained some criticism of Imam Ibn Taymiyah, “the Shaykh of 
Islam.” The reviewer, a native of Najd, was furious when he read my 
statement that, “when the Shaykh of Islam Ibn Taymiyah wanted to 
rebut views of the Mutazilites, he would do so using statements by 
Fakhr al-DÏn al-R¥zÏ along with some minor additions of his own, 
whereas when rebutting the Asharites, he would often draw on state-
ments made by the Mutazilites. At the same time, however, he is  
known to have unfairly applied numerous uncomplimentary descrip-
tions to al-R¥zÏ.” In response to this passage from my dissertation, the 
examining professor wrote a strongly worded report that had nothing 
to do with academics. In fact, it ended up being a harangue calling for 
my contract to be terminated, and for me to be expelled from the coun-
try. He wrote, “This country has no place for those who cast aspersions 
on the Shaykh of Islam!”  

Rather ironically under the circumstances, the Shaykh of Islam  
himself died in prison, and his remains were taken directly from his 
place of incarceration to his grave at the University of Damascus. The 
reason for Ibn Taymiyah’s imprisonment was that he had parted ways 
with the majority of Muslim scholars on three subsidiary issues of 
Islamic jurisprudence. In contrast to most other Muslim jurists, Ibn 
Taymiyah held that divorce does not take effect by virtue of a single 
word uttered by the husband, that one must not seek God through any 
sort of mediation, or travel for the purpose of visiting the grave of the 
Messenger of God, because one’s intended destination should not be 
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the Prophet’s grave but, rather, the Prophet’s mosque. Clearly, then, 
reevaluation of earlier thinkers’ views and writings was not an accepted 
practice in institutions of religious instruction, and whatever rethinking 
or correction was attempted was branded as “innovation,” departure 
from the scholarly consensus, and the like.2 

My book Adab al-Ikhtil¥f (The Ethics of Disagreement in Islam) is 
one of the most important things I wrote in my early days as an author. 
It was preceded by my al-Ijtih¥d wa al-TaqlÏd (Independent Reasoning 
and Imitation), al-Ta¢lÏl ¢ind al-¤an¥bilah (Juristic Justification in the 
¤anbali School) and studies dealing with such topics as the rights of  
the accused during an investigation, the history of the fundamentals of 
jurisprudence, etc. When Adab al-Ikhtil¥f was released with an intro-
duction by Dr. Umar Ubayd Hasanah, it met with a positive reception 
and garnered considerable interest. In fact, it went through more than 
one edition in a single year. It was widely distributed, and during that 
period of time it may have been one of my most-read and talked-about 
books. Indeed, it was translated into eighteen languages, and it went 
through more printings than I can count. However, after adopting the 
practice of rethinking the Islamic heritage in light of the Qur’an, I 
thought it best to revise the book. My aim in doing so was to set a posi-
tive example for seekers of knowledge by demonstrating my willing- 
ness to reevaluate and critique not only others’ thought and writings, 
but my own as well. 

Some publishers urged me to expand and update it, and then issue a 
new edition for translation. As I went through the revision process, I 
discovered some regrettable errors. Consequently, I decided to correct 
these matters myself, and thanks be to God, I now feel confident that 
whatever errors it contained, including those that others were hesitant 
to point out to me, have been rectified. 

It should be remembered that when the book first came out, I was, 
like every other Azhar graduate at the time, conservative and traditional 
in my views and approach. Hence, I seemed to assume that the earliest 
generations of Muslim scholars were never wrong, while later ones 
were never right! As a result, unlike all my writings from the 1990s and 
onward, this book now stood in need of intellectual and methodologi-
cal revision in keeping with the principle of allowing the Qur’an to 
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stand in judgment over all else. There were, in addition, a number of 
particular points on which I had been mistaken, of which the following 
will serve as examples: 

First: Influenced by popular opinion, I had viewed disagreements as 
a natural phenomenon that enjoyed the blessing and approval of the 
Messenger of God. Accordingly, I saw them as an aspect of community 
life that was here to stay, something one had to resign oneself to, and 
which was even a blessing of sorts based on the forged hadith that reads, 
“Disagreement within my community is a mercy.”3 Given this view, I 
went in search of rules of etiquette (¥d¥b) that might mitigate such dif-
ferences and minimize their effects. In fact, however, the Qur’an views 
disagreement and conflict as negative, aberrant phenomena that should 
not be normalized or succumbed to. On the contrary, they are  
to be resisted, and attempts should be made to prevent believers from 
falling prey to them at any time. “Verily, as for those who have broken 
the unity of their faith and have become sects – thou hast nothing to do 
with them. Behold, their case rests with God: and in time He will make 
them understand what they were doing” (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 6:159). “Say: 
‘It is He alone who has the power to let loose upon you suffering from 
above you or from beneath your feet, or to confound you with mutual 
discord and let you taste the fear of one another.’ Behold how many 
facets We give to these messages, so that they might understand the 
truth” (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 6:65). “All mankind were once one single com-
munity; [then they began to differ – ] whereupon God raised up the 
prophets as heralds of glad tidings and as warners, and through them 
bestowed revelation from on high, setting forth the truth, so that it 
might decide between people with regard to all on which they had  
come to hold divergent views. Yet none other than the selfsame people 
who had been granted this [revelation] began, out of mutual jealousy, 
to disagree about its meaning after all evidence of the truth had come 
unto them. But God guided the believers unto the truth about which,  
by His leave, they had disagreed: for God guides onto a straight way 
him that wills [to be guided]” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:213). “And had thy 
Sustainer so willed, He could surely have made all mankind one single 
community: but [He willed it otherwise, and so] they continue to hold 
divergent views – [all of them,] save those upon whom thy Sustainer  
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has bestowed His grace. And to this end has He created them [all]. But 
[as for those who refuse to avail themselves of divine guidance,] that 
word of thy Sustainer shall be fulfilled: ‘Most certainly will I fill hell 
with invisible beings as well as with humans, all together!’” (S‰rat H‰d 
11:118-119). 

The last two verses in particular have been misunderstood as justi-
fying disagreements, as numerous commentators have taken this 
passage to mean that God created people in order to hold divergent 
views. This interpretation was based on the phrase, “And to this end 
has He created them…” from S‰rat H‰d 11:119 quoted above. In fact, 
however, the phrase li dh¥lika (“to this end”) refers not to disagree-
ment, but to mercy. In other words, God has created people for mercy. 
After all, God has commanded people to hold fast to His strong “rope” 
and His clearly worded revelation in order to achieve concord and  
harmony and to renounce disagreement and conflict. The well-known 
hadith according to which the Prophet said, “Disagreement within my 
community is a mercy,” was then fabricated and promoted when, in 
reality, disagreement is an evil that will never bring good in its wake. At 
the same time, however, it should be borne in mind that there are  
different types of disagreement and conflict. Some types are entirely 
unacceptable, some are entirely acceptable, and still others are  
nuanced to one degree or another. We need to be aware of such matters 
when evaluating this or that instance of difference or disagreement. In 
general, however, disagreement and conflict are blameworthy and 
undesirable, while agreement and harmony are praiseworthy and  
desirable. 

Second: The original book was based on the notion that matters of 
belief allow for no independent reasoning or interpretation (ijtihad), a 
notion that was likewise shared by the majority of scholars. However, 
al-J¥^i· (d. 255 ah/868 ce), ¢Ubayd All¥h Ibn al-¤asan al-¢Anbari (d. 
168 ah/784 ce) and others of the Mutazilite school were of the view 
that independent reasoning is not limited to subsidiary and practical 
issues, but goes beyond them to some areas of belief as well. In relation 
to all of this they supported the view that more than one interpretation 
of the Qur’an based on independent reasoning may be correct. This is a 
teaching worthy of careful study and consideration, since it holds the 
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potential of curbing the intolerant attitudes that prevail among some 
Islamic groups and parties. 

Hence, although it has been assailed by the majority of Islamic 
scholars, this position, which has been attributed to al-J¥^i·, al-¢AnbarÏ 
and similarly minded scholars, is worthy of investigation, especially in 
view of the fact that we are faced with conditions and transformations 
that render everything subject to question. This position protects 
against the dangers of takfÏr (labeling others unbelievers) and accusa-
tions of immorality and heresy for the slightest reason. Another reason 
for adopting this position of greater tolerance is that rather than con-
cerning themselves simply with the five pillars of Islam as set forth in the 
Qur’an, the Muslim community has witnessed an exponential increase 
in the number of issues concerning which a ‘true’ believer is required to 
have certainty. Indeed, there are now over two hundred points of doc-
trine on the basis of which various Islamic factions have begun accusing 
each other of unbelief! 

Third: I identified causes underlying disagreements in an extremely 
biased fashion. When considering a given disagreement, for example, I 
framed the debate in such a way that one side was portrayed as repre-
senting the truth but not the other, and without clarifying why I viewed 
one side as more representative of the truth than the other, or why I  
considered it to be a disagreement in the first place. Further, I classified 
the Shia and the Kharijites as heretics, a position which I stated explicit-
ly in more than one place in the book. I then went on to state that the 
Sunnis (by which I meant the Asharites) stand in contrast to the people 
who interpret religious texts according to their own passing whims or 
ideologies, and those who introduce unjustified innovations into the 
religion. I failed to see at the time that any writer who wants to narrow 
the chasm among the various Muslim sects and denominations needs to 
treat these sects and denominations as equals, and not declare his bias 
from the start in favor of this or that group as though he were calling 
upon them to relinquish all their sectarian loyalties and adopt his point 
of view. All such approaches are contrary to that of the Qur’an,  
which taught us to say, “Say: ‘O followers of earlier revelation! Come 
unto that tenet which we and you hold in common’” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 
3:64). “Say: ‘Who is it that provides for you sustenance out of the  
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heavens and the earth?’ Say: ‘It is God. And, behold, either we [who 
believe in Him] or you [who deny His oneness] are on the right path, or 
have clearly gone astray!’” (S‰rat Saba’ 34:24). Rather than following 
this Qur’anic admonition, I was going meekly along with the biased 
positions being put forth by scholars representing the various compet-
ing sects. Of that I am ashamed now, and I want to publicly disassociate 
myself from such an approach. 

Fourth: The language I used was the doctrinaire language of scholas-
tic theology and jurisprudence, and I was quick to pass judgment before 
judgment was due, as a result of which my statements about others 
could easily have paved the way for them to be accused of unbelief. 
Take, for example, my statement: “The claim that it would be impossi-
ble to repeat the first generation’s accomplishments is tantamount to 
attributing impotence to the Book of God and the Sunnah of the 
Prophet... Indeed, those who make such a claim are on the path to out-
right unbelief.”4 In reality, however, the fact that later generations do 
not duplicate the output of earlier ones is attributable to other causes 
and divine laws which I have discussed in later studies. 

Fifth: When I came to the issue of opposing those who refuse to pay 
zakah with armed force, I wrote, “Out of concern to ensure the continu-
ation of Islam, the first caliph, Ab‰ Bakr the Righteous, decided to wage 
war on them [the Arabian tribes who had begun refusing to pay  
the zakah] in order to force them to repent and return to Islam.”5 
Elsewhere I stated, “As long as the Muslim community agrees that  
willfully refraining from performance of the ritual prayer is evidence of 
apostasy, then willful refraining from payment of zakah should like-
wise be viewed as evidence of apostasy, and war should be waged 
against those guilty thereof.”6 However, as will be known by those 
familiar with my later writings, particularly my book entitled, L¥ 
Ikr¥ha fil-DÏn,7 I no longer hold the view that apostasy is subject to an 
Islamically prescribed punishment. Rather, I take my stand on the 
Qur’anic verse in which God declared, “There shall be no coercion in 
matters of faith” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:256). There is no justification 
whatsoever for forcing people to adopt this belief or that. However,  
my previous studies, which at the time I was not in the psychological or 
intellectual position to critique properly – no one having taught me  
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how to engage in such a critique or to subject my research to the prob-
ing gaze of the Qur’an – exposed me to such pitfalls. I am deeply 
grateful to God for having granted me a long life and, in these later 
years of mine, having inspired me to critique my own work in light of 
the guidance of the Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet. Perhaps God 
willed in this way for me to find deliverance from my own errors, and I 
praise and thank Him for having granted me the gifts of sight and 
insight. 

Sixth: In my earlier work I adopted the doctrinal vocabulary and 
language of the Qur’an rather than the cultural vocabulary of which I 
now make use. The first editions of the book were replete with the term 
k¥fir, or “unbeliever.” On one occasion, for example, I would apply the 
term to Muslims who had introduced unwarranted innovations into 
Islam, on another to colonialists, and on still others to other groups or 
individuals. 

Seventh: I relied in the earlier work on hadiths which, based on criti-
cal studies which I engaged in later, I now know to be in conflict with 
the Qur’an. Indeed, hadith specialists and other Muslim scholars have 
agreed to reject whatever contradicts the Qur’an. In one such hadith, 
the Prophet is reported to have said, “I have been commanded to fight 
people until they say that there is no god but God.”8 This hadith has 
been passed down via numerous chains of narrators. However, not one 
of these chains is fully sound. Rather, they are invariably either misrep-
resented (mudallas), incompletely transmitted (mursal), or otherwise 
objectionable on one basis or another. This fact has been confirmed  
not only by me, but by other scholars as well. Further, the acceptance  
of this hadith places us at odds with no fewer than two hundred 
Qur’anic verses of clearly established meaning. This hadith gained cir-
culation after the Muslim community had moved away from peaceful 
means of propagating Islam to conquering and invasion. The hadith 
was thus used as a means of reinforcing the views of those who  
supported aggressive means of spreading the religion as over against the 
peaceful call to embrace the faith supported by the Qur’an. As we read 
in S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:77, “Art thou not aware of those who have been 
told, ‘Curb your hands, and be constant in prayer, and render the puri-
fying dues?’ But as soon as fighting [in God’s cause] is ordained for 
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them, lo, some of them stand in awe of men as one should stand in awe 
of God – or in even greater awe – and say, ‘O our Sustainer! Why hast 
Thou ordained fighting for us? If only Thou hadst granted us a delay for 
a little while!’ Say: ‘Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life 
to come is the best for all who are conscious of God – since none of you 
shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth.’” 

Eighth: I referred repeatedly in the original book to the authority of 
the early Islamic scholars without linking this to the authority of the 
Qur’an. However, this was inconsistent with my renewal project, 
which consists in measuring our entire Islamic heritage – its principles, 
its jurisprudence, its scholastic theology, its hadiths, and its exegesis – 
by the standards set forth in the Book of God Almighty. As the Prophet 
was instructed to say, “Behold, I take my stand on a clear evidence from 
my Sustainer – and [so] it is to Him that you are giving the lie! Not in my 
power is that which [in your ignorance] you so hastily demand: judg-
ment rests with none but God. He shall declare the truth, since it is He 
who is the best judge between truth and falsehood” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 
6:57). “Art thou not aware of those who have been granted their share 
of revelation? They have been called upon to let God’s writ be their law 
– and yet some of them turn away [from it] in their obstinacy” (S‰rat ®l 
¢Imr¥n 3:23). Authority belongs to the Qur’an and to the Sunnah of the 
Messenger of God, in which we observe the manner in which we are to 
adhere to and apply the teachings of the Qur’an. 

In taking such a position, I was obliged to say that “all controversial 
issues should be referred to the teachings of the venerable scholars of 
the early years of Islam.” However, this position was clearly inconsis-
tent with my current enterprise, in which the Qur’an is the sole 
authority, the one and only source of Islamic legal rulings, and in which 
the Prophetic Sunnah presents us with the ways in which the Qur’an 
was applied by the sinless Apostle. 

Ninth: Like any other Azharite, I supported the notion of abroga-
tion (naskh), on which I relied in more than one place in the book. In 
addition, I affirmed the concept of ijm¥¢, or consensus, as understood 
by Sh¥fi¢Ïs and scholastic theologians. Now, however, I attribute 
authority to the Book of God alone, my view being that the Muslim 
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community can adopt the teachings of certain sects or schools of 
thought, but in arriving at its conclusions, it must derive its evidence 
from the Book of God, and if it claims to have a consensus on a given 
issue, the Qur’an must affirm it. 

Tenth: I included quite a number of accounts, such as the dialogues 
that took place between Ibn ¢Abb¥s and the Kharijites, and between the 
leading scholars of that day, without providing any documentation, 
and without ascertaining with certainty whether such dialogues actually 
took place or not. I also upheld the view that the Companions should be 
consistently viewed as upright, reliable, and correct in their views, as 
well as the definition of “Companion” adopted by the Ash¢aris and the 
Sh¥fi¢Ïs. 

As time went on, however, I concluded that the concept of 
Companionship needs to be modified. Rather than classifying someone 
as a Companion of the Prophet simply because he had seen him or met 
him momentarily as is the practice among Hadith scholars, I adopted 
the view that the title “Companion” should be reserved solely for those 
who were consistently in the Prophet’s company over an extended  
period of time. More specifically, “Companion” is a title to be applied 
only to someone to whom the Qur’an itself would apply it. God spoke 
to the Prophet saying: 

 
But among the Bedouin who dwell around you there are hypocrites; and 

among the people of the [Prophet’s] City [too] there are such as have 

grown insolent in [their] hypocrisy. Thou dost not [always] know them, 

[O Muhammad – but] We know them. We shall cause them to suffer 

doubly [in this world]; and then they will be given over to awesome suf-

fering [in the life to come]. (S‰rat al-Tawbah 9:101) 

 
In light of this declaration from God, the notion that the Prophet’s 

Companions were, without exception, trustworthy individuals of 
integrity will need to be revised. In light of this reevaluation, we can  
distinguish between those who are to be viewed as Companions of the 
Prophet, and those who can rightly be described as trustworthy and 
righteous. People falling into the latter category include, for example, 
those who swore allegiance to the Prophet in al-¤udaybiyah in the  
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year 6 ah/628 ce and who are commended in the Qur’an. As we read in 
S‰rat al-Fat^ 48:29: 

 
Muhammad is God’s Apostle; and those who are [truly] with him are 

firm and unyielding towards all deniers of the truth, [yet] full of mercy 

towards one another. Thou canst see them bowing down, prostrating 

themselves [in prayer], seeking favor with God and [His] goodly accept-

ance: their marks are on their faces, traced by prostration…. 
 
When we speak of what it meant to be a Companion, we must think 

in terms of who was “with him,” and the trustworthiness and integrity 
of the Companions both in the transmission of narratives and other 
matters. 

Eleventh: I related the events that took place in the SaqÏfah of Ban‰ 
S¥¢idah (where allegiance was pledged to Ab‰ Bakr as the first caliph) as 
narrated by historians without any sort of editing or verification. 
However, because accounts of these events have undergone additions 
and deletions, they are not fit to be cited as evidence in support of this 
claim or that without being properly vetted in keeping with hadith 
scholars’ standards and criteria. 

Twelfth: I spoke about the criteria for Islamic brotherhood and the 
unity of Muslim ranks as though I were a preacher delivering a Friday 
sermon. As such, I was not presenting unity from the civilized, univer-
sal perspective of the Qur’an. The Messenger of God said, “The Arab 
has no greater merit than the non-Arab, nor the non-Arab than the 
Arab. A fair-skinned individual has no greater merit than a dark-
skinned individual, nor the dark-skinned than the fair, except insofar as 
one is more God-conscious than another.”9 The regions of the Earth 
likewise enjoy equality. The Messenger of God said, “I have been given 
four graces: The Earth has been made a place of worship and purifica-
tion for my believing community, I have been sent to all people, I have 
been granted victory by the terror struck into my enemies from a 
month’s journey away, and the spoils of war have been rendered per-
missible to my community.”10 Similarly, the people of the world have 
been granted equal access to the Earth’s blessings: “For He [it is who, 
after creating the earth,] placed firm mountains on it, [towering] above 
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its surface, and bestowed blessings on it, equitably apportioning its 
means of subsistence to all who would seek it…” (S‰rat F‰||ilat 41:10). 

The Taha Al-Alwani who penned The Ethics of Disagreement in 
Islam nearly forty years earlier has changed as the teachings of the 
Qur’an have prompted me to take positions that are not supported by 
the Islamic heritage. The method I now adhere to is one that takes me 
wherever the Qur’an leads me. My guide is the God-given inspiration 
that entered the heart of the Prophet, then flowed through his limbs into 
a path of constructive action. I declare my remorse to all and sundry for 
whatever errors I have been guilty of, asking God for His forgiveness. 
May the Almighty look upon me not on the basis of what I have said or 
done, but on the basis of my intention, which is and always has been to 
serve Him to the best of my ability. I present these musings to my stu-
dents and colleagues, as I want them to know that revision and 
reevaluation are a never-ending necessity. Imam al-R¥zÏ revised his 
writings before his death, and in his last will and testament, he said: 

 
I have walked the path of the scholastic theologian and the philosopher, 

yet in neither have I found benefits comparable to those of the magnifi-

cent Qur’an. By attributing all greatness and majesty to God Almighty, 

the Qur’an prevents us from getting bogged down in a morass of opposi-

tions and contradictions. Human reason is an ephemerality that 

vanishes in these deep straits and hidden paths.11 
 
With this in mind, I urge my colleagues and students never to be too 

proud to admit their mistakes, and to act promptly to correct them. 
I avoid issuing fatwas, fearful that after issuing a ruling, I might dis-

cover that I was in error. Should this happen, I might not be able to alert 
the person who had requested it to the error concerned and warn him or 
her not to act on the ruling or, at the very least, not to go on acting on it. 
For this reason, whenever anyone asks me for a fatwa, I refer him or her 
to others with the proper knowledge and expertise. 

If, in light of my Qur’an-centered approach, I should come across 
errors in any book I might have written, I stand prepared to retract 
them, and I ask my students and all my other brothers and sisters to 
pray for God’s forgiveness on my behalf for any error I was not able to 
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retract and correct during my lifetime. May God enable everyone to do 
and say that which pleases Him. 

Thus far I have discussed The Ethics of Disagreement in Islam in 
general terms. Turning to the book’s details, its first edition was an 
attempt to engage in a serious treatment of an ailment afflicting the 
Muslim community: that of disagreement and contention. Indeed, so 
widespread are disagreements among Muslim thinkers that a number 
of scholars, both earlier and later, have devoted entire works to the sub-
ject. Indeed, an independent discipline grew up around the topic, 
referred to as the Science of Polemics (¢ilm al-khil¥fiy¥t). Works that fall 
under this category include, for example, Khil¥fiy¥t M¥lik (The 
Polemics of M¥lik), Khil¥fiy¥t AbÏ ¤anÏfah (The Polemics of Ab‰ 
¤anÏfah), Khil¥fiy¥t AbÏ Y‰suf (The Polemics of Ab‰ Y‰suf), 
Khilafiy¥t al-Awz¥¢Ï (The Polemics of al-Awz¥¢Ï), and Khil¥fiy¥t al-
BayhaqÏ (The Polemics of al-Bayhaqi). Bid¥yat al-Mujtahid (The 
Jurist’s Primer) by Ibn Rushd is also considered a work on the Science of 
Polemics, as is al-If|¥^ ¢an M¥¢¥nÏ al-ßi^¥^ (A Clarification of the 
Meanings of the Collections of Authentic Hadiths) and al-Ishr¥f ¢al¥ 
Madh¥hib al-Ashr¥f al-A’immah al-Arba¢ah fÏ Ikhtil¥f al-Madh¥hib 
(An Overview of the Teachings of the Noble Founders of the Four 
Juristic Schools) by Ibn ¤ubayrah al-Shayb¥nÏ (d. 560 ah/1180 ce), al-
Ishr¥f ¢al¥ Nukat Mas¥’il al-Khil¥f (An Overview of Controversial 
Issues) by ¢Abd al-Wahh¥b Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn Na|r al-Baghd¥di al-M¥liki, 
and many others. 

Over time, jurisprudence has begun to infiltrate virtually all areas of 
our lives. As a result, people have begun wondering about everything 
they encounter – whether this or that food is permissible to eat, for 
example, and who issued the fatwa to this effect, which has caused peo-
ple to think increasingly in terms of what one might term “juristic 
conflict.” If we speak of the unity of the Muslim community, the first 
thing some people think about is how to bring scholars together, and 
how to arrive at juristic solutions to matters of dispute. As for politics 
and economics, few people pay them any attention. Consequently, the 
focus of The Ethics of Disagreement in Islam in its first edition was the 
legal basis for dealing with disagreements among the four orthodox 
schools of jurisprudence.  
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By way of introduction to a discussion of the disagreements among 
the four Sunni juristic schools, Chapter One identifies which types of 
disagreement are acceptable and unacceptable, the division of disagree-
ment into categories according to the motives behind them, and 
scholars’ views on them. In Chapter Two, “The History and Evolution 
of Disagreement,” I made reference to disagreements among the 
Companions of the Prophet during the Prophet’s lifetime. In this con-
text I discussed metaphorical Qur’anic interpretation and the criteria 
governing it, the position of those who issue fatwas, mujtahids, and 
reciters of the Qur’an. I also made reference to political differences and 
the role they play in the Muslim community’s juristic and theological 
controversies, citing examples of debates that took place in these  
contexts. 

Chapter Three was devoted to a discussion of the Muslim communi-
ty’s methods of deduction, while Chapter Four addressed the causes of 
disagreement during the eras of the Prophet and the four rightly guided 
caliphs. From here I turned to the causes of disagreement among Muslim 
jurists down the centuries, providing an overview of juristic controver-
sies and how, if we are unable to uproot disagreements entirely, we need 
to adhere to the rules of etiquette governing them. Chapter Five, enti-
tled, “The Ethics of Disagreement among the Founders of the Four 
Sunni Schools of Jurisprudence,” includes a letter written by al-Layth 
Ibn Sa¢d to Imam M¥lik as an illustrative example, while numerous 
other situations cited illustrate the ways in which these rules of etiquette 
were applied by Muslim scholars and mujtahids in their debates with 
one another and the ways in which they weighed the evidence at their 
disposal. On the basis of the foregoing, I derived a method, or ethic that 
would allow us to overcome the negative effects of disagreements and 
deal with violations of this ethic. 

Chapter Six treated the subject of disagreement since the time when 
people abandoned ijtihad, settling instead into successive eras of imita-
tion and reliance on tradition. I explained the causes underlying the 
disagreements of the last thirty years, and I set out the path to deliver-
ance. At that time, I would never have imagined that disagreements 
among Muslims would intensify to the point of armed conflicts and 
internecine warfare. Yet we find ourselves embroiled in more division, 
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conflict, sectarianism and partisanship than ever before, as if each sect 
or party were living on an island separate from the rest. Nevertheless, 
the book as a whole prepared the groundwork in a clear and prescient 
way for an ethics of disagreement, and contributed to raising awareness 
of one of the most critical and important issues facing the Muslim com- 
munity. If proponents of the Islamic awakening had given this earlier 
book the attention it merited, they could have prevented the worsening 
of the causes underlying the disagreements among the various move-
ments, which have reached the point where some of them consider 
themselves justified in killing those who differ with them. 

As for this revised edition of the book, it is based on the foundation 
laid by the first edition, but with additions, corrections and clarifica-
tions. Hence, I advise researchers and universities which have decided 
to make use of the earlier editions of The Ethics of Disagreement in 
Islam to consider obtaining this later edition as well. In this way, the 
two books can be studied together, and their issues linked in a compre-
hensive manner that shows how ideas evolve and benefit from being 
both culled and augmented. To this end, Chapter One provides a sum-
mary of the first edition of the book. Both editions are calls to unify the 
Muslim community and to disavow sectarian divisions. Unlike the  
earlier book, however, the revised version lays a foundation for this 
summons which is not only juristic, but intellectual and methodological 
as well.  

 
May the Almighty enable this work to achieve its intended purpose.  

It is He who hears and answers. 
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Nothing has received greater emphasis in Islam than the message of 
God’s unity, or taw^Ïd, and the unity of its message. The former 
involves a call to a pure, unadulterated faith in God, while the latter is a 
practical reflection of the former. Those who have a single Lord, a sin-
gle prophet, a single holy book, a single direction of prayer, and a single 
Source and reason for being, must of necessity have a single message. As 
God declares to the Muslim community, “Verily, this community of 
yours is one single community, since I am the Sustainer of you all: wor-
ship, then, Me alone!” (S‰rat al-Anbiy¥’ 21:92). Unfortunately, how- 
ever, the Muslims have acted contrarily to the message of God’s unity. 

We have acquired knowledge, while lacking the moral character 
required to use it well. We possess the means of accomplishing our 
intended goals, while allowing the goal to disappear from view. 
Followers of earlier revelation likewise possessed knowledge, but they 
strayed from it and perished, using such knowledge in ways that were 
harmful. As we read in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:19, “…and those who were 
vouchsafed revelation aforetime took, out of mutual jealousy, to diver-
gent views only after knowledge had come unto them.” So, have we in- 
herited the errors of those who received previous revelations? Have we 
become heirs to their mutual jealousy rather than adhering to the high 
moral standards required by the knowledge we have at our disposal? 

The only way to overcome the intellectual crises that have afflicted 
the Muslim psyche and the moral crises revealed by Muslims’ behavior 
is to address their roots by revising our ways of thinking. To this end, it 
will be necessary to reformulate fundamental concepts, rearrange our 
priorities, and educate young generations of Muslims on this basis. 

chapter one  
 

A Synopsis of  
The Ethics of Disagreement



first: when is disagreement acceptable, 

and when is it not? 
     
God has created the human race with a diversity of perceptive and intel-
lectual capacities, conceptions and ideas which, taken together, lead to 
a multiplicity of opinions and rulings. The varied nature of our lan-
guages, races, and practices is one of God’s signs on Earth. Indeed, 
human life on Earth would not have evolved and flourished if human 
beings had been created equally in every respect. As it is, every entity 
that exists has been given the capacity to do what it was intended to. 
“And had thy Sustainer so willed, He could surely have made all 
mankind one single community: but [He willed it otherwise, and so] 
they continue to hold divergent views, save those upon whom thy 
Sustainer has bestowed His grace. And to this end has He created them” 
(S‰rat H‰d 11:118-119). 

The difference that arose among the early Muslims – and which per-
sist to this day – can be viewed as a further manifestation of the variety 
God intends on Earth. For if disagreements remain within their proper 
bounds, and if they are handled through adherence to the appropriate 
rules of etiquette, they can be a positive phenomenon. If the intentions 
of those disagreeing are sincere, disagreements can enable us to perceive 
all the possibilities to which a given piece of evidence might point, as 
well as exercising the mind and providing a way for ideas to cross-polli-
nate and enrich each other. If, on the other hand, a disagreement is not 
handled in keeping with the required rules of etiquette, it can lead to 
conflict and discord that tear at the fabric of the believing community. 

 
1. Types of Disagreement Classified According to Their Causes    
(a) Disagreements sparked by selfish whim and arrogance, including 
the desire to achieve egoistic ends or worldly gratification. This type of 
disagreement is blameworthy, since it is driven more by egotism than it 
is by the desire to seek the truth. As we read in S‰rat ß¥d 38:26, “Do not 
follow vain desire, lest it lead you astray from the path of God.” There 
are numerous ways of determining the extent to which an idea has been 
influenced by “vain desire,” both objective and subjective. Objective 
means include weighing an idea against the Qur’an and the authentic 
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Sunnah so as to ensure that it does not conflict with the kind of sound 
reasoning to which people are willing to appeal. As for the subjective 
means of achieving this end, they include reflection on the source of the 
idea in question, as well as honest self-examination as to the reason one 
has adopted this idea or that, and the degree to which one’s thinking has 
been impacted by surrounding circumstances, including subtle and, at 
times, unconscious, pressures. Additionally, one should examine the 
idea in depth, identifying and critiquing its basic content. 

(b) Conflicts sparked by the desire to defend the truth. When those 
who cling to the truth stand opposed to those who represent unbelief, 
polytheism and hypocrisy, this generates a necessary conflict that one is 
duty-bound to involve oneself in. In fact, it would be unacceptable to 
acquiesce to such attitudes. However, this does not mean that Muslims 
should live with such individuals in a state of constant warfare, since 
matters of war and peace are governed by rules and texts of their own. 

(c) Disagreements that fall somewhere along a continuum between 
the categories of praiseworthy and blameworthy. Conflicts of this type 
revolve around subsidiary issues, the rulings on which vary depending 
on a variety of particular factors. Conflicts of this type are dangerous 
given the fact that personal whim might be disguised as piety, specula-
tion as knowledge, an unfounded claim as a well-founded one, and the 
objectionable as acceptable. The only way to avoid such perils is to 
adhere to well-defined rules and criteria to which appeal can be made, 
without which minor disagreements can easily turn into intractable 
divisions. 

 
second: the history of disagreements within 

the muslim community 
     
During the lifetime of the Messenger of God there was nothing that 
might have led to disagreement or conflict in the senses mentioned 
above, since the Messenger of God was the agreed-upon authority to 
which everyone appealed if a dispute arose. If, for example, the 
Companions disagreed on something, they would refer the dispute to 
the Prophet, who would make the truth plain. As for those for whom 
issues arose without their being able to refer them to the Messenger of 
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God due to their distance from Madinah, disagreements would indeed 
arise. When they returned to Madinah, they would present the solu-
tions and conclusions they had reached to the Messenger of God, and he 
would clarify their understandings of things. 

For example, prior to the Battle of the Confederates, the Prophet 
said, “Let no one pray the mid-afternoon prayer anywhere but at 
among the Ban‰ Quray·ah.” It then happened that the time for the mid-
afternoon prayer arrived when some of the Companions were still on 
their way to the territory of the Ban‰ Quray·ah. Some of them said, 
“We shouldn’t pray the mid-afternoon prayer until we get there,” while 
others disagreed, saying, “No, we are going to pray it now. He did not 
mean that we should delay it until our arrival.” This exchange was later 
mentioned to the Prophet, who condemned neither of the positions 
taken on it.1  

It is clear from this hadith that the Companions had been divided 
into two groups, one of which took the Prophet’s words at face value, 
and the other of which deduced a meaning from what he had said and 
applied it to their particular situation. The fact that the Messenger of 
God judged both groups to be in the right indicates the legitimacy of 
each of their interpretations. In other words, his words could be taken 
at face value, or one could draw reasoned conclusions from them. 

However, this does not mean that the Messenger of God approved 
all of his Companions’ interpretations or legal interpretations. In illus-
tration of this fact, the hadith collections of Ab‰ D¥w‰d and D¥raqu~nÏ 
both include an account narrated by J¥bir, who said, “We set forth on a 
journey, and one of the men with us was struck in the head by a rock, 
after which he had a seminal emission. So he asked his companions 
whether there was an allowance in Islamic law that would permit him 
to perform a sand ablution. To this his companions replied, ‘We find no 
such allowance for you when you have access to water.’ The man then 
performed a ritual bath, and died. When we approached the Messenger 
of God, he was informed of what had happened, and he said, ‘They 
killed him! They should have asked if they did not know [the correct 
ruling]. After all, the antidote to uncertainty is inquiry. It would have 
been enough for him to perform a sand ablution and to wring out a rag 
or bind the wound with it [the narrator of the hadith was uncertain as to 
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which had been said], then wipe the area and bathe the rest of his 
body.’”2 

One notes that the Messenger of God did not excuse those of his 
Companions who had issued this fatwa. On the contrary, he repri-
manded them severely for having issued a fatwa without sufficient 
knowledge, accusing them, in effect, of involuntary manslaughter. He 
made clear that those who, like his Companions, find themselves in a 
state of uncertainty over an issue of importance should inquire of oth-
ers first rather than rushing to issue a legal ruling based on insufficient 
knowledge. 

 
1. Ta’wÏl and itsVarious Types    
The following passages from the Qur’an illustrate how the word ta’wÏl 
has been used in the Holy Book: 

 
for, indeed, We did convey unto them a divine writ which We clearly, and 

wisely, spelled out – a guidance and a grace unto people who will believe. 

Are [the unbelievers] but waiting for the final meaning (ta’wÏl) of that [Day 

of Judgment] to unfold? [But] on the Day when its final meaning (ta’wÏl) is 

unfolded, those who aforetime had been oblivious thereof will say: “Our 

Sustainer’s apostles have indeed told us the truth! Have we, then, any inter-

cessors who could intercede in our behalf? Or could we be brought back [to 

life] so that we might act otherwise than we were wont to act?” Indeed, they 

will have squandered their own selves, and all their false imagery will have 

forsaken them. (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:52-53) 

 

… none save God knows its final meaning (ta’wÏl). (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:7) 

 

O you who believe! Obey God and the Apostle, and those charged with 

authority among you. If you differ in anything among yourselves, refer it to 

God and His Messenger, if you do believe in God and the Last Day: That is 

best, and most suitable for final determination (wa a^sanu ta’wÏlan). (S‰rat 

al-Nis¥’ 4:59) 

 
Scholars have suggested many meanings for the term ta’wÏl. 

According to the definition most widely used among Islamic legal  
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theorists, ta’wÏl refers to the process of “shifting from a term’s apparent 
meaning to another probable meaning based on evidence.” The 
Qur’an’s usage of the term is, of course, our primary point of reference. 
According to a hadith narrated by ¢®’ishah, Mother of the Believers, 
“When he bowed in prayer, he would say, ‘Glory be to Thee, O God, 
our Lord, and praise. O God, forgive me.’ In so doing, he was applying 
(that is, “interpreting” – yata’awwalu) the teaching of the Qur’an, in 
which God had instructed the Prophet, ‘extol thy Sustainer’s limitless 
glory, and praise Him, and seek His forgiveness: for, behold, He is ever 
an acceptor of repentance’ (S‰rat al-Na|r 110:2-3).” This passage was 
understood by a number of the Companions to refer to the completion 
of the Prophet’s mission and his imminent departure to be with the 
Heavenly Companion. However, the Prophet himself preferred that the 
passage be understood in its most immediate and direct sense rather 
than in a more distant or metaphorical sense. 

Ta’wÏl, or interpretation, involves focusing on what lies beyond the 
apparent meaning of a text. Some interpretations will be semi-literal, 
based on a minimal degree of reflection on the text, and must, of course, 
be supported by the text itself. Take, for example, the passage which 
reads, “Behold, those who sinfully devour the possessions of orphans 
but fill their bellies with fire: for [in the life to come] they will have to 
endure a blazing flame!” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:10). A near, or semi-literal, 
interpretation of this passage would be that wasting orphans’ wealth or 
giving it away to others as charity is tantamount to “eating it,” and 
must be prohibited. 

Another, more abstract level of ta’wÏl requires deeper reflection. We 
read in S‰rat al-A^q¥f 47:15, for example, that “in pain did one’s  
mother bear him, and in pain did she give him birth; and her bearing 
him and his utter dependence on her took thirty months,” and in S‰rat 
al-Baqarah 2:233 that “mothers may nurse their children for two 
whole years if they wish to complete the period of nursing.” After 
reflecting on these two passages, ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib concluded that the 
shortest period of time a woman might be pregnant is six months. Of 
course, some instances of ta’wÏl are so far-fetched as to lack any real 
basis in the text, such as the suggestion that the phrase al-naba’ al-¢a·Ïm 
in S‰rat al-Naba’ 78:1-2, “About what do they [most often] ask one 
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another? About the awesome tiding (al-naba’ al-¢a·Ïm),” refers to 
Imam ¢AlÏ! 

Some scholars have held the view that ta’wÏl (in the sense of interpre-
tation, or metaphorical interpretation), is the same as tafsÏr (exegesis), 
while others have held that tafsÏr is more general and inclusive than 
ta’wÏl. Scholars holding this latter view include al-R¥ghib al-I|fah¥nÏ, 
according to whom tafsÏr concerns itself primarily with explaining par-
ticular words, whereas ta’wÏl is used predominantly to clarify the 
meanings of entire verses and passages. Nevertheless, the rules govern-
ing tafsÏr are the same as those that govern ta’wÏl. The Qur’an speaks of 
realities that lie beyond the realm of human understanding, and knowl-
edge of which is possessed by God alone. Matters such as these, which 
should not be approached through either exegesis (tafsÏr) or metaphori-
cal interpretation (ta’wÏl), include, for example, the essences under- 
lying the divine names and the ways in which the divine attributes apply 
to the Ultimate Being. Another rule governing ta’wÏl is that it must not 
exclude or contradict the immediately apparent meaning of a word, 
phrase, verse, etc. based on recognized linguistic rules and customary 
use of the Arabic language. Furthermore, it must not conflict with any 
other Qur’anic text, and it must take into account the context in which 
the text appears as well as the purpose the text was intended to achieve 
based on the situation or circumstances that occasioned the text’s reve-
lation. And lastly, it must not violate any unanimously agreed-upon 
juristic rule. 

 
2. The Prophet’s warning against disagreement    
The Prophet realized that one of the most important conditions for the 
Muslim community’s survival was believers’ ongoing unity in the love 
of God. Hence, he cautioned his Companions against disagreement and 
conflict, saying, “Differ not amongst yourselves, lest your hearts dif-
fer.”3 In a concrete application of this command, the Messenger of God 
said to his Companions, “Recite the Qur’an so long as your hearts are in 
harmony, but should you differ over it, then rise.”4 If disagreements 
arose among them over the pronunciation of certain letters or the mean-
ings of certain verses, they were to discontinue their communal 
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recitation until tempers had cooled. Then, if there was a sincere desire 
for mutual understanding, they could go on reciting and reflecting 
together on the verses of the Qur’an. 

 
3. The ethics of disagreement among the Companions    
After the Prophet’s death, the Companions differed over numerous 
issues, some of which were of grave moment, such as the issue of the 
caliphate and waging war on Arabian tribes who were refusing to pay 
zakah. However, thanks to the spirit of Islamic brotherhood which the 
Prophet had instilled in the Companions, they transcended their egos in 
the interests of what they saw as being best for Islam and the Islamic 
community. Consequently, despite the seriousness of these conflicts, 
the related events passed without inflicting a fatal wound on the Islamic 
body of believers. As Islam spread geographically, further divisions and 
disorder resulted. By this time, of course, the Muslim community was 
no longer confined to the generation of the Emigrants and the Helpers 
who had worked with the Prophet to build a society around the author-
ity of the Qur’an. 

 
4. Political conflicts and their impact on intellectual disagreements    
The political conflicts that came on the heels of the sedition that led to 
the slaying of the third caliph, ¢Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n, the transfer of the 
caliphate to Kufa, and then to Damascus, and the tumult that accompa-
nied these events, introduced previously extraneous elements into the 
realm of disagreement. Influenced by political factors, local communi-
ties began focusing exclusively on whatever they had already received 
of the Prophet’s Sunnah, while viewing with suspicion other communi-
ties’ share of the tradition. The fabrication of hadiths thus began, as 
well as the composition of stories intended to communicate a political 
message. In this increasingly polarized atmosphere, the inhabitants of 
the Hejaz insisted that a hadith that circulated among Iraqis or 
Damascenes was unacceptable unless it had originated among the 
Hejazis themselves. The Hejazis were of the belief that they had set 
down the criteria for the acceptability of the Sunnah, and that no ele-
ment thereof could legitimately deviate from the Sunnah available to 
them in particular. After the Battle of ¤unayn in the year 8 ah/630 ce, 
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ten thousand of the Prophet’s Companions remained in Madinah, 
where they lived until his death. Caliph ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz (98-
101 ah/717-720 ce) used to write to the people of the various cities 
instructing them in jurisprudence and the practices sanctioned by the 
Prophet’s example. When he wrote to the people of Madinah, however, 
he would ask them to teach him the practices that they themselves had 
knowledge of from the life of the Prophet so that he could send them on 
to others. The Sunnah and the jurisprudence passed down from the 
Prophet’s Companions in the city of Madinah were safeguarded by 
Sa¢Ïd ibn al-Musayyab and his students, whose teachings were adopted 
later by the imams of the M¥liki, Sh¥fi¢Ï, ¤anbali, <ahiri, and other 
schools of jurisprudence. The scholars of Madinah who were succes-
sors to the Companions were of the view that the hadiths and other 
reports in their possession were sufficient to meet their juristic needs, 
and that there was thus no reason for them to rely on personal opinion 
or interpretation in arriving at legal rulings. A scholar noted for his dis-
agreement with this view, and who adopted opinion and personal 
reasoning to arrive at legal rulings, was a man by the name of RabÏ¢ah 
Ibn AbÏ ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n, who came to be dubbed “RabÏ¢ah of the 
Opinion.” The vast majority of scholars, however, relied exclusively on 
the written heritage of prophetic hadiths and reports passed down on 
the authority of the Companions. 

As for Iraqi scholars such as Ibr¥hÏm al-Nakha¢Ï, they held that 
Islamic legal rulings can be understood through reasoning and logic 
and that they are based on precise principles and effective causes. In 
keeping with this view, the jurist is someone who searches out the pur-
poses and the effective causes on the basis of which rulings have been 
issued. These thinkers noted that whereas Islamic legal texts are finite, 
the situations to which they are a response are infinite. Hence, the only 
way to cope effectively with people’s ongoing legislative needs is to 
identify the effective causes underlying the rulings set down in the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah. A distinguishing feature of the Iraqi school was 
the principle that if no written tradition of relevance to a given circum-
stance exists, then the jurist must arrive at his own reasoned opinion on 
the matter. Iraq had witnessed far more changes than Madinah had. 
Hence, concerned to ensure that their jurisprudence was not tainted by 
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the thought of frivolous individuals and conflicting sects, Iraqi scholars 
set down conditions for the acceptability of hadiths and traditions that 
had come newly to their attention. 

 
third: the leading imams’ differing  

methods of deduction 
     
A full thirteen Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence emerged after the 
eras of the Companions and their Followers. However, not all of these 
schools were fortunate enough to have their juristic teachings set down 
in writing. Furthermore, whereas some of these teachings were record-
ed in their entirety, others were written down only partially. The imams 
who founded these juristic schools were: (1) Ab‰ Sa¢Ïd al-¤asan Ibn 
Yas¥r al-Ba|rÏ (d. 110 ah/728 ce), (2) Ab‰ ¤anÏfah al-Nu¢m¥n Ibn 
Th¥bit Ibn Z‰~Ï (d. 150 ah/767 ce), (3) Ab‰ ¢Amr ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn 
¢Amr Ibn Mu^ammad al-Awz¥¢Ï (d. 157 ah/774 ce), (4) Sufy¥n Ibn 
Sa¢Ïd Ibn Masr‰q al-ThawrÏ (d. 160 ah/777 ce), (5) al-Layth Ibn Sa¢d 
(d. 175 ah/791 ce), (6) M¥lik Ibn Anas al-A|ba^Ï (d. 179 ah/795 ce), 
(7) Sufy¥n Ibn ¢Uyaynah (d. 198 ah/813 ce), (8) Mu^ammad Ibn IdrÏs 
al-Sh¥fi¢Ï (d. 204 ah/819 ce), (9) A^mad Ibn Mu^ammad Ibn ¤anbal 
(d. 241 ah/855 ce), and (10), D¥w‰d Ibn ¢AlÏ al-A|bah¥nÏ al-Baghd¥dÏ, 
best known as al-<¥hirÏ (“the Literalist”) due to his adherence to the 
apparent, or literal, meaning of the Qur’anic text (d. 270 ah/883 ce). 

As for the imams whose schools still have large followings through-
out the Islamic world and whose teachings and principles continue to 
serve widely as the basis for Islamic legal rulings and opinions, they are 
Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, M¥lik Ibn Anas, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, and A^mad Ibn ¤anbal. 

 
The methods of the four Sunnite schools of jurisprudence  
Imams M¥lik, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï and A^mad Ibn ¤anbal relied strictly in their 
jurisprudence on the written heritage of hadiths and reports passed 
down on the authority of the Companions (¥th¥r). As such, they were 
referred to as “the people of the Hadith” (ahl al-^adÏth). These three 
imams received and passed down the jurisprudence and sciences of the 
earliest Islamic scholars of Madinah, while Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, by contrast, 
was representative of the “People of Opinion” (ahl al-ra’Ï) that is, those 
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scholars who relied on reasoned opinion to arrive at legal rulings in the 
absence of explicit texts of relevance from the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 

By the time the Abbasid caliphate was established in Baghdad in 132 
ah/750 ce, the disagreements that had first arisen between the school of 
Sa¢Ïd Ibn al-Musayyab – founded on the jurisprudence of the 
Companions and their traditions – and the school of Ibr¥hÏm al-
Nakha¢Ï of Iraq, which relied on the jurist’s reasoned opinion in the 
absence of an authoritative tradition, had subsided significantly. 
Nonetheless, the Abbasids were keen to ensure that the senior scholars 
of the Hejaz were brought to Baghdad in order to spread the Sunnah 
there. These scholars included RabÏ¢ah Ibn AbÏ ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n, 
Ya^y¥ Ibn Sa¢Ïd, Hish¥m Ibn ¢Urwah, Mu^ammad Ibn Is^¥q, and oth-
ers. Similarly, some Iraqis went to Madinah and studied under scholars 
such as Ab‰ Y‰suf Ya¢q‰b Ibn Ibr¥hÏm and Mu^ammad Ibn al-¤asan 
al-Shayb¥nÏ, who had been disciples of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah but had studied 
with M¥lik as well. Not surprisingly, then, there was a two-way 
exchange of opinions and ideas between Iraq and the Hejaz. 

Imams M¥lik, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï and A^mad adhered to highly similar 
approaches, albeit with different methods of deduction. As for Ab‰ 
¤anÏfah, he stood apart from the rest in certain respects. He wrote: 

 
I apply the teachings of the Book of God if I find [the relevant text] there. 

When I do not find such a text there, I apply the Sunnah of the Messenger of 

God and the authentic traditions about him circulated via trustworthy nar-

rators. If I find nothing [of relevance] in either the Book of God or the 

Sunnah of the Prophet (ßAAS), I rely on statements by his Companions. 

Once I have chosen one of them, I adopt no one else’s view. If I end up con-

sulting Ibr¥hÏm al-Nakha¢Ï, al-Sha¢bÏ, Ibn al-Musayyab (and others whom 

he enumerates here), then I am allowed to arrive at my own reasoned con-

clusions just as they did. 

 
One notes that Ab‰ ¤anÏfah was strict concerning which narratives 

to accept. He would not acknowledge a hadith passed down by only 
one narrator if it supported a special allowance (rukh|ah) intended to 
relieve hardship, and he would give preference to a clear case of analogy 
over a single opposing report. If a narrator with juristic expertise acted 
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contrary to an account which (Ab‰ ¤anÏfah) had narrated, Ab‰ 
¤anÏfah would support the view represented by this juristic expert’s 
action, not that supported by the account he (Ab‰ ¤anÏfah) had narrat-
ed. Hence, the imam was quoted as saying, “This knowledge of ours is 
an opinion only, and it is the best we could do. Thus, if someone pres-
ents us with something superior, we will accept it.” As for Imam M¥lik, 
he wrote [in objection], “Shall we, every time someone presents us 
[with an opinion we find favorable], challenge what the angel Gabriel 
revealed to Muhammad (ßAAS)?” 

The rules on which M¥lik based his system of thought may be 
summed up as follows: Apply the text of the Holy Book, then its appar-
ent meaning, which is most generally accepted. Then examine its 
indirect implications, both negative and positive. After this, turn your 
attention to the clues in the text to the effective cause underlying it. 
These are five principles, and with respect to the Sunnah we have an 
equal number, which makes ten. Then we have consensus, analogical 
deduction, the practices of the people of Madinah, isti^s¥n (juristic 
preference), sadd al-dhar¥’i¢ (prohibition of evasive legal devices), al-
ma|¥li^ al-mursalah (unrestricted interests), statements by the 
Companions who were recognized authorities with sound chains of 
transmission, consideration of opposing views (if there is evidence in 
their favor), isti|^¥b (presumption of continuity), and lastly, considera-
tion of the laws of those who came before us (Christians and Jews). 

We now turn to Imam al-Sh¥fi¢i, who held that the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah have equal standing with respect to Islamic legislation. 
According to al-Sh¥fi¢i, the only conditions a hadith must meet in order 
to be the basis of legislation are that it be sound and have a continuous 
chain of transmission, since it is a fundamental source concerning 
which one may ask neither why or how. Unlike Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï 
did not stipulate that a hadith be well-known (mashh‰r) if it relates to 
an unavoidable necessity (ma ta¢ummu bihi al-balw¥), and unlike 
M¥lik, he did not require it to be consistent with the practice of the  
people of Madinah. However, he rejected hadiths with incomplete 
chains of transmission with the exception of those narrated on the 
authority of Sa¢Ïd Ibn al-Musayyab, since his hadiths had continuous 
paths of narrators. In this respect, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï differed with M¥lik and  
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al-ThawrÏ as well as his contemporary hadith scholars who argued on 
the basis of incompletely transmitted hadiths (a^¥dÏth mursalah). 
Unlike M¥lik and Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, al-Sh¥fi¢i rejected arguments based on 
juristic preference (isti^s¥n). He also denied the validity of arguments 
based on unrestricted interests (al-ma|¥li^ al-mursalah), analogical 
reasoning that was not based on an obvious and specified effective 
cause, and the practices of the people of Madinah. Furthermore, he crit-
icized the ¤anafis for not abiding by many Sunnah-based practices 
which they judged to be inauthentic by their standards, such as requir-
ing relevant hadiths to be mashh‰r, and the like. Lastly, like M¥lik, 
al-Sh¥fi¢Ï did not restrict himself to the adoption of hadiths that origi-
nated with the Hejazis. 

Coming to the ¤anbali school, their rules are as follows: Act on the 
texts of the Qur’an and the Sunnah. If no such texts exist in connection 
with the issue at hand, turn to the fatwas issued by the Companions. If 
you find a relevant fatwa issued by a Companion which is not contra-
dicted by a statement by any other Companion, adopt this view and 
look no further. Do not give any practice, opinion or analogical deduc-
tion priority over it. If the Companions disagreed in their views, choose 
the one closest to the teachings of the Qur’an and the Sunnah, and 
search no further. If it is not clear which view is most consistent with the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah, simply note the dispute, and adopt none of 
them definitively. If you find nothing else of relevance to the question 
before you, you may adopt the ruling found in a hadith that is incom-
pletely narrated (mursal), or a weak hadith with external corrobora- 
tion provided that you encounter no tradition, no statement attributed 
to a Companion, and no consensus which challenges or refutes it. 
Furthermore, you should give this view priority over analogical deduc-
tion, to which appeal should only be made if none of the afore- 
mentioned forms of evidence is available. Lastly, adhere to the principle 
of sadd al-dhar¥’i¢, or prohibition of evasive legal devices. 

Coming at last to the rules followed by the <ahiri, or literalist school 
of jurisprudence, they may be summarized as follows: Adhere to the 
immediately apparent, or literal, meanings of both the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah, giving them priority over the underlying purposes and 
interests in the service of which the text may reasonably be thought to 
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exist. Do not apply analogical deduction unless the effective cause 
(¢illah) is explicitly stated in the text on which the analogy is based (such 
as a ruling which sets a legal precedent), and unless this same effective 
cause is definitively present in the situation to which the precedent is to 
be applied. The use of isti^s¥n, or juristic preference, is forbidden, and 
the only consensus on which legal reasoning may be based is that which 
existed in the era of the Companions. No reliance is allowed on hadiths 
that are incompletely transmitted (mursal) or interrupted (munqa~i¢), 
on the laws of Jews and Christians, or argumentum a contrario 
(mafh‰m al-mukh¥lafah). Lastly, neither scholars nor lay people are 
permitted to engage in blind imitation. 

Actually, many of the principles that have been attributed to the 
imams who founded the various schools of Islamic jurisprudence have 
been extrapolated from their statements rather than having been articu-
lated by them directly. Hence, we should avoid excessive preoccupa- 
tion with defending these principles as though they were sacrosanct. 
Such a preoccupation is a dangerous pitfall that has embroiled us in  
odious conflicts with devastating consequences for the Muslim com-
munity. Rather, our focus should be on the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 

 
fourth: the causes underlying juristic disagreement 

     
It goes without saying that since people are born into a variety of family 
settings, cultures and societies and are gifted with varying levels of  
intellect, understanding and perception, differences over intellectual 
issues, juristic issues included, are a perfectly natural phenomenon. The 
jurist may or may not arrive at the most accurate or suitable ruling on a 
given case. Whether he does or not, however, all that is required of him 
or her is to make the best possible use of his or her mental and intellectu-
al abilities and perceptions. If the ruling one arrives at is not fully 
consistent with that of the Lawgiver, it will at least be the closest one 
was able to come in terms of truth, purposes, and effects. Consequently 
juristic differences are legitimate on two conditions. The first condition 
is that each party to the dispute have valid evidence on which to base his 
position, and that any position that lacks such evidence be dropped 
from consideration. And the second condition is that adoption of the 
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opposing position must not lead to an absurd or fallacious stance. 
These two conditions are what distinguish difference from conflict, the 
latter of which is a sign of over-reaction, caprice and obstinacy. 

People have held widely divergent views concerning the causes that 
underlie juristic disputes. However, such disputes can be attributed 
overall to the following. 

 
1. Linguistic factors    
A Qur’anic text might contain a word that is known to convey a variety 
of different meanings. In some cases, a single word might have both lit-
eral and metaphorical uses, in which case people might disagree as to 
whether a given word was used literally or figuratively in a particular 
context. In fact, there has been disagreement as to whether metaphor 
can occur in the Qur’an at all, with the majority affirming the use of 
metaphor in the Qur’an, and the minority denying it. Among this 
minority were Sh¥fi¢Ï jurist al-Isfar¥yÏnÏ and the Shaykh of Islam Ibn 
Taymiyah. Still other disagreements have arisen over the various forms 
of prohibitions and commands in the Qur’an. It is a known fact, of 
course, that the phrase, “Do…” is a command, while the phrase “Do 
not…” is a prohibition. Furthermore, an unqualified command signals 
duty or obligation, while an unqualified prohibition signals proscrip-
tion. These are the literal uses of the imperative, both positive and 
negative.  

However, the imperative may also be used for purposes other than 
that of issuing commands and prohibitions. A command might be used, 
for example, to indicate that a given action is recommended, to provide 
guidance, or even to threaten. Similarly, a negative command or prohi-
bition might be used simply to indicate that an action is undesirable 
(makr‰h), to convey disdain, or to offer guidance. In other situations a 
command or a prohibition might appear in the indicative form, that is, 
in the form of a declarative statement. All such phenomena have had a 
role to play in disagreements among Muslim jurists and the rulings they 
derive from texts. 

 
2. Factors relating to the narration of hadiths    
Sometimes a hadith will reach one mujtahid but not another, as a result 
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of which they issue inconsistent fatwas. In another case, the same 
hadith may reach both mujtahids, but one of them notes an effective 
cause which, in his view, renders the hadith inapplicable to the situation 
at hand, while the other views it as applicable and acts on it. Scholars’ 
opinions may clash because they differ in their understandings of a 
hadith’s meanings and implications. Or a mujtahid may view a hadith 
as valid, but find that it is challenged by another hadith with stronger 
attestation and validity, as a result of which he favors the stronger of the 
two narrations. In another situation, it may be unclear to the mujtahid 
which of two pieces of textual evidence is more powerful, as a result of 
which he decides to use neither of them unless he finds some evidence 
that tips the scale in favor of one text over the other. Two mujtahids 
may interpret and apply a hadith in different ways, as one of them may 
cite a Qur’anic text which abrogates the hadith, narrows its sphere of 
application, or qualifies its meaning, while the other does not. 

 
3. Factors relating to basic rules and standards of inference    
The science of the fundamentals of jurisprudence concerns itself with 
an overall knowledge of juristic evidence, how to benefit from this evi-
dence, and the status of the beneficiary. Hence, this science consists of 
the sum total of the rules and standards which have been laid down by 
mujtahids to regulate the process of ijtihad and the derivation of sub-
sidiary legal rulings from detailed evidence. In his or her fundamental 
approach, a mujtahid will specify the evidence from which legal rulings 
will be derived and then engage in a reasoning process by means of 
which he or she determines the degree of authority to be attributed to 
each type of evidence. In the course of this process, the mujtahid will 
clarify the ways in which a legal ruling relates to each type of evidence, 
as well as the steps followed in arriving at a ruling. Mujtahids have dis-
agreed over these rules and standards, which is how the various schools 
of jurisprudence came into being. They have differed, for example, over 
the degree of authority to be attributed to the fatwas issued by the 
Companions, the consideration to be given to unrestricted interests, 
and what are termed disputed evidences, such as prohibition of evasive 
legal devices (sadd al-dhar¥’i¢), juristic preference (isti^s¥n), adoption 
of the stricter view (al-akhdhu bil-a^wa~), adoption of the more lenient 
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view (al-akhdhu bil-akhaff), adopting the more burdensome view (al-
akhdhu bil-athqal), custom, habit, and others. There are also differ- 
ences in connection with a text’s broader implications. 

 
fifth: disagreements among the leading imams  

and the ethic they practiced 
     
The founders of the various schools of jurisprudence differed over 
numerous matters of interpretation, just as the Companions and their 
Followers had done before them. However, scholars down the ages 
accepted the legal rulings issued by fellow scholars so long as they were 
qualified for the task of ijtihad. Accordingly, they would affirm the cor-
rectness of rulings that were well-founded, and bear patiently with 
those who had been mistaken, giving everyone the benefit of the doubt 
in the knowledge that every one of them was doing his utmost to arrive 
at the truth and please God. Furthermore, qadis would routinely hand 
down rulings based on schools of jurisprudence other than their own 
when the need arose, prefacing their preferred choices with phrases 
such as “this is more prudent,” “this is better,” “this is what is needed,” 
and the like, thus expressing their personal viewpoints without pressure 
or accusation. 

There were those among the Companions and their Followers who 
recited the basmalah (the phrase, ‘in the name of God, Most 
Compassionate, Most Merciful’), and others who did not; additionally, 
there were some who uttered it aloud, and others who did so under their 
breath. Among them there were some who uttered the invocation of 
humility (du¢a al-qun‰t) with the dawn prayer, and others who did not. 
There were some who performed an ablution if they had a nosebleed, 
vomited, or performed cupping, and some who did not. Some of them 
considered touching a woman to invalidate a man’s ablution, while 
others did not. Yet even those who disagreed on such points were will-
ing to be led by each other in the ritual prayer. Imam A^mad Ibn 
¤anbal was of the view that one should perform an ablution following 
a nosebleed or cupping. He was once asked whether, if a prayer leader 
had had a nosebleed but had not performed an ablution afterwards, it 
would be permissible to pray behind him. To this he replied, “What? 
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Would I refuse to pray behind the likes of Imam M¥lik and Sa¢Ïd Ibn al-
Musayyab?” Once Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï performed the dawn prayer next to 
the grave of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah but without the invocation of humility, which 
he viewed as a well-established Sunnah-based practice. When ques-
tioned about this, he replied, “Would I contradict him (Ab‰ ¤anÏfah) in 
his presence?” He also said, “Perhaps we have begun sympathizing 
with some of the Iraqi school’s positions.” When Caliph Ab‰ Ja¢far al-
Man|‰r wanted to oblige people to follow the juristic teachings of 
Imam M¥lik, Imam M¥lik himself objected, saying, “O Commander of 
the Faithful, do not do this! People have heard sayings and hadiths and 
related narratives of their own, with each community adopting what-
ever teachings it was first exposed to. So leave the people of each locale 
to whatever they have chosen for themselves.” 

History books and biographies are filled with accounts of academic 
debates in which scholars adhered meticulously to an exacting ethic of 
disagreement. And this is the ethic that prevailed among scholars until 
the practice of imitation began its spread, bringing with it fanaticism, 
bigotry and a deterioration in both conduct and ways of viewing 
knowledge itself. One of the most salient examples of a refined etiquette 
of disagreement is the exquisite letter sent by the Egyptian jurist, imam 
and scholar al-Layth Ibn Sa¢d (d. 174 ah/791 ce) to Imam M¥lik (d. 
178 ah/795 ce). In this noteworthy missive, al-Layth presented his 
point of view on numerous issues on which he and Imam M¥lik had 
taken opposing positions. Al-Layth Ibn Sa¢d wrote saying: 

 
It will no doubt have come to your knowledge that I issue fatwas which con-

flict with those being issued to people in your locale, and that I have reason 

to fear for myself when I see people around me relying on the fatwas I issue. 

People emulate the ways of the population of Madinah – to which believers 

migrated, and where the Qur’an was revealed from on high. I hope to have 

been correct in what I have written concerning this, and to have met with 

your good pleasure. Of those reputed to have knowledge, no one has a 

greater loathing than mine for irregular legal rulings, a stronger preference 

for the people of Madinah of generations past, or a greater propensity to 

adopt the fatwas on which they agreed. And praise be to God, Lord of the 

Worlds. 
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Imam al-Layth Ibn Sa¢d then went on in his letter to cite the various 
points on which he and Imam M¥lik disagreed with respect to the 
authority they attributed to the practices of the people of Madinah, 
explaining that the Followers had disagreed on various things with 
those who came after them. He then concluded with the words, “…I 
wish you success from God and a long life, given the benefit I hope this 
will bring people, and the harm I fear they would suffer through the loss 
of one such as you, not to mention the solace I find in being near you, 
however far from home I might be. This is the status I accord you and 
my opinion of you, and of this you can be certain….”5 

Part of early Muslim scholars’ ethic was to shun slander and denun-
ciation; indeed, it was a common practice of that generation to focus 
entirely on acquiring knowledge and to avoid delving into matters of 
which they knew nothing. Imam M¥lik wrote, “This knowledge is a 
religion. So be careful from whom you take your religion. I have been a 
contemporary of seventy people who said, ‘Thus said the Messenger of 
God (ßAAS)’ next to these pillars (referring to the Prophet’s Mosque). 
However, I adopted nothing of what they transmitted. For although 
these individuals were so honest that had they been entrusted with an 
entire treasury, they would have proved themselves upright, neverthe-
less, they were not experts on what the Prophet had said and done.” 
Ab‰ >¥lib al-MakkÏ, author of Q‰t al-Qul‰b (Sustenance of Hearts), 
wrote, “We once related an account on the authority of ¢Abd al-
Ra^m¥n Ibn AbÏ Layl¥, who said, ‘In this mosque (the Prophet’s 
Mosque in Madinah) I have met one hundred and twenty individuals 
who were companions of the Messenger of God (ßAAS). However, if 
any of them was asked about a hadith or a fatwa, he would have pre-
ferred that others spare him such a question.’” It is said that Imam 
M¥lik was once asked about forty-eight issues, and that his reply con-
cerning thirty-three of them was, “I do not know.” 

In this context it would be fitting to mention some hadith scholars’ 
opinions of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah in his capacity as a representative of “The 
People of Opinion.” Renowned hadith scholar Shu¢bah Ibn al-¤ajj¥j 
(d. 160 ah/776 ce) corresponded with Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, with whom 
he was on friendly terms and in whom he placed great confidence. Upon 
learning of Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah’s death, Shu¢bah said, “When he 
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departed, so did the jurisprudence of Kufa. May God grant him, and us, 
His bounteous mercy.”6 When asked about Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, the scholar 
Ya^y¥ Ibn Sa¢Ïd al-Qa~~¥n replied, “He will be adorned in the divine 
presence by nothing but what God taught him. Indeed, whatever of his 
views we found praiseworthy, we approved and put into practice.” 
Hence, it will be clear that differences of opinion did nothing to prevent 
such scholars from adopting whatever of their colleagues’ views they 
found to be valid and praiseworthy. 

Imam A^mad used to say, “If I am asked about an issue in relation to 
which I know of no reports, I say, ‘al-Sh¥fi¢Ï says…’ because he is a 
knowledgeable imam from the tribe of Quraysh.”7 As for al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, he 
humbly gave A^mad Ibn ¤anbal credit for his knowledge of the Sunnah 
although Ibn ¤anbal had been al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s student. Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï would say 
to him, “You are more knowledgeable than I am of hadiths and their 
narrators. So if a hadith is sound, tell me so and I will rely on it, whether 
it originated in Kufa, Basra, or Damascus.”8  

 
sixth: conflict following the eclipse of ijtihad 

     
Ijtihad, or independent reasoning, was still widespread during the third 
century ah. Some scholars may have taken to expounding on the rules 
and principles established by their predecessors; however, they did so 
without adopting their forebears’ views uncritically, clinging to them as 
though they were holy writ. Similarly, fourth-century scholars would 
deal with whatever legal questions came before them by drawing on the 
hadiths of the Messenger of God and accounts handed down on the 
authority of the Companions and their Followers. If the relevant 
accounts conflicted with the Qur’an, or if they lacked external corrobo-
rating evidence for them, they would refer to the writings of jurists who 
had preceded them. If a scholar found two views on a given issue, he 
would choose the better attested of them regardless of whether its pro-
ponent hailed from Kufa or Madinah. Specialized scholars would 
identify the sources of hadiths cited in earlier writings and offer their 
own reasoned interpretation within the framework of the various 
schools of jurisprudence. Such scholars would then be associated with 
the juristic school whose hadiths they annotated. One scholar would be 
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referred to as a Sh¥fi¢Ï, for example, and another as a ¤anafi, yet with-
out their being committed to the school in question as they came to be 
later. No one but a qualified mujtahid could serve as a qadi, nor would a 
scholar merit the title of jurist without being a mujtahid. 

By the end of the fourth century ah, however, ijtihad was being 
eclipsed, and taqlÏd, or the practice of accepting previous scholars’ 
views without question, increasingly became the norm. The practice of 
taqlÏd, which had not existed during the first and second centuries ah, 
involved issuing fatwas based on a single school of jurisprudence alone 
or on the view of a single mujtahid while closing oneself off from all 
other perspectives and interpretations. 

The early fifth century ah witnessed the emergence and rapid 
growth of a highly theoretical jurisprudence that had little grounding in 
concrete reality, as it emphasized issues that were of no real concern to 
people in their day-to-day lives. Rather, many of the juristic questions 
now being discussed revolved around merely hypothetical situations 
that had been generated by scholarly debates and controversies. This 
situation contributed to an unhappy split between the Muslim commu-
nity’s intellectual and political leaderships following the era of the four 
rightly guided caliphs. Jurisprudence was now divorced from life in real 
time in some areas which were being taken over exclusively by those in 
positions of power, while in other areas, it came panting on the heels of 
concrete events as a means of justifying and rubberstamping the actions 
of those in power. By embracing their new-found role as legitimizers of 
the status quo, jurists lost their guiding vision of the higher intents of 
Islamic law. Moreover, in a backlash against the wave of lenient legal 
rulings that resulted from the aforementioned developments, there 
emerged an increasingly rigid and intransigent camp which began 
adopting the harshest and strictest legal stances in the view that they 
were doing so in the service of Islam. 

When, faced with the resulting cacophony of fatwas, upright mem-
bers of the Muslim community went in search of a way to combat this 
fruitless competition and its accompanying deviations, the only solu-
tion they could see was to adopt the positions taken by earlier thinkers 
on controversial issues. Given qadis’ cozy relationships with the hold-
ers of political power, their worldly concerns and lifestyles, and their 
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unjust stances on numerous issues, many lay persons had lost confi-
dence in their rulings unless they were consistent with the position 
taken by the founder of one of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence. 

According to Imam al-JuwaynÏ (d. 474 ah/1081 ce), there was a 
consensus among recognized scholars that one was forbidden to imitate 
any of the prominent Companions. Instead, one was to adhere to the 
teachings of the founders of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence, 
who had delved deep into the source texts and classified all of the avail-
able evidence, after which they had examined the sayings of the earliest 
Muslims.9 Based on this position of al-JuwaynÏ’s, Ibn al-ßal¥^ (d. 643 
ah/1245 ce) likewise held that one must imitate the founders of the four 
Sunni schools of jurisprudence, who had codified their teachings, clari-
fied their conditions, and set them down in writing.10 This stance was 
adopted by later thinkers as well. And thus continued Muslim thinkers’ 
descent into stagnation, allowing conflict to intensify and deepen, and 
causing entire generations to be schooled in nothing but blind reliance 
on tradition. 

Given these conditions, the tree of ijtihad withered, while divisions, 
unrest, and ignorance spread far and wide. The knowledgeable jurist 
thus became – in the eyes of the people – someone who had memorized a 
set of others’ opinions without being able to distinguish the well-found-
ed from the weak, while the hadith scholar came to be defined as 
someone who had learned by rote a body of hadiths, whether sound or 
unsound. This paved the way for invaders to overrun Islamic civiliza-
tion and desecrate Muslim homelands. By the time the European 
Renaissance began, conditions in the Muslim community had declined 
so profoundly that what the colonizing Europeans found was a nation 
of which nothing of real substance remained. 

Doctrine had lost its vitality, thought had grown rigid to the point of 
immobility, independent reasoning had been rendered inoperative, 
awareness was absent, and the Muslim community had been rent asun-
der by strife and conflict. So when colonizers arrived, they found a 
vacuum which they were only too ready to fill both intellectually and 
culturally before overtaking the military and political spheres as well. 

The most serious threat to any effort at Islamic renewal or awaken-
ing is the meaningless conflict that arises out of a confusion between 
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particulars and universals, and a failure to perceive over-arching aims 
and principles. Without a thorough knowledge and understanding of 
the higher intents of Islamic law and the rules governing its application, 
one will never be able to resolve issues by tracing them back to their 
roots, or appreciate the allowance that should be made for differences 
over subsidiary matters. When we simply inherit conflicts from our 
forebears without understanding them within their original context, we 
miss the opportunity to identify their objective causes and to address 
each conflict in a matter appropriate to its particular features, and this, 
in turn, will only cause us greater fragmentation, and doom to failure 
any attempt to advance the Muslim community. 

The Muslim community of faith was formed on the basis of a univer-
sal discourse, a sovereign revealed message, a law of mercy, and a final 
prophethood. Given all the distortion and corruption to which its most 
fundamental concepts have been subjected, however, it can only be 
rebuilt through the restoration of its original foundations and pillars. 
All attempts to revitalize the Muslim community by other means have 
proven useless and ineffective. 

So where do we go from here? This is the question I hope to answer 
in what follows. 
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first: humankind as a unity 
     
The Qur’an was revealed to our master Muhammad in order to pro-
claim the unity of all humankind. As God has said, “O mankind!  
Be conscious of your Sustainer, who has created you out of one living 
entity, and out of it created its mate, and out of the two spread abroad a 
multitude of men and women. And remain conscious of God, in whose 
name you demand [your rights] from one another, and of these ties of 
kinship. Verily, God is ever watchful over you!” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:1). 
All human beings sprang from Adam, and Adam sprang from the dust 
of the Earth. All people bear shared characteristics and share in a single 
origin, their differences in skin color, language, preferences and desires, 
doctrines and temperaments, time and place, being differences of  
variety, not contradiction.  

Variety does nothing to diminish unity, still less to negate it. On the 
contrary, variety affirms unity, lending it deeper dimensions of the 
most fundamental importance. This can easily be observed in the natu-
ral world, of which God says, “Verily, in the creation of the heavens 
and of the earth, and the succession of night and day: and in the ships 
that speed through the sea with what is useful to man: and in the waters 
which God sends down from the sky, giving life thereby to the earth 
after it had been lifeless, and causing all manner of living creatures to 
multiply thereon: and in the change of the winds, and the clouds that 
run their appointed courses between sky and earth: [in all this] there are 
messages indeed for people who use their reason” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 
2:164); “Verily, in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the 
succession of night and day, there are indeed messages for all who are 
endowed with insight” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:190); “Art thou not aware 
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that God sends down water from the skies, whereby We bring forth 
fruits of many hues – just as in the mountains there are streaks of white 
and red of various shades, as well as [others] raven-black, and [as] there 
are in people, and in crawling beasts, and in cattle, too, many hues? Of 
all His servants, only such as are endowed with [innate] knowledge 
stand (truly] in awe of God: [for they alone comprehend that,] verily, 
God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving” (S‰rat F¥~ir 35:27-28). 

A certain passage of the Qur’an has led some to the mistaken conclu-
sion that difference in the sense of disagreement is part of the divine will 
and plan. The passage in question reads, “And had thy Sustainer so 
willed, He could surely have made all mankind one single community: 
but [He willed it otherwise, and so] they continue to hold divergent 
views [all of them,] save those upon whom thy Sustainer has bestowed 
His grace. And to this end has He created them. But [as for those who 
refuse to avail themselves of divine guidance,] that word of thy 
Sustainer shall be fulfilled: ‘Most certainly will I fill hell with invisible 
beings as well as with humans, all together!’” (S‰rat H‰d 11:118-119). 
The key to the proper interpretation of these two verses is the referent of 
the phrase, “And to this end” (wa li dh¥lika) in the longer statement, 
“And to this end has He created them” (wa li dh¥lika khalaqahum). In 
keeping with the rules of Arabic syntax, the demonstrative pronoun 
dh¥lika (this) will point back to the nearest referent, which in this case is 
God’s grace, referred to implicitly in the phrase man ra^ima rabbuka – 
“those upon whom thy Sustainer has bestowed His grace.” As for dif-
ferences within religion, God has forbidden them to Muslims, saying: 

 
And so, set thy face steadfastly towards the [one ever-true] faith, turning 

away from all that is false in accordance with the natural disposition which 

God has instilled into human beings [for,] not to allow any change to cor-

rupt what God has thus created – this is the [purpose of the one] ever-true 

faith; but most people know it not. [Turn, then, away from all that is false,] 

turning unto Him [alone]; and remain conscious of Him, and be constant in 

prayer, and be not among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him, 

[or] among those who have broken the unity of their faith and have become 

sects, each group delighting in but what they themselves hold [by way of 

tenets].” (S‰rat al-R‰m 30:30-32) 
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Nevertheless, people have settled on the notion that difference –  
disagreement, that is – is a law of the universe, an inevitable reality. This 
idea may have been reinforced for some by the Qur’anic passage which 
reads, “All mankind were once one single community, whereupon God 
raised up the prophets as heralds of glad tidings and as warners, and 
through them bestowed revelation from on high, setting forth the truth, 
so that it might decide between people with regard to all on which they 
had come to hold divergent views. Yet none other than the selfsame 
people who had been granted this [revelation] began, out of mutual 
jealousy, to disagree about its meaning after all evidence of the truth 
had come unto them. But God guided the believers unto the truth about 
which, by His leave, they had disagreed: for God guides whomsoever 
He wills onto a straight way” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:213). When read cor-
rectly, this passage confirms that it is human beings who turn those 
things that might have been a means of affirming the divine unity and 
bringing people closer into sources of division and discord. Twisted 
motives such as ill-will, jealousy and arrogance cause people to read the 
revelation they have received as guidance in ways that lead to disunity 
and conflict. 

In a condemnation of sectarianism and divisiveness, God informed 
the Prophet that he was to separate himself from those who promoted 
such attitudes, saying, “Verily, as for those who have broken the unity 
of their faith and have become sects – thou hast nothing to do with 
them. Behold, their case rests with God: and in time He will make them 
understand what they were doing” (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:159). Hence, the 
Messenger of God dissociated himself from these people. Such dissocia-
tion, it should be remembered, was reserved for phenomena of the 
severest gravity. As God declared elsewhere, “And a proclamation 
from God and His Apostle [is herewith made] unto all mankind on this 
day of the Greatest Pilgrimage: God disavows all who ascribe divinity 
to aught beside Him, and [so does] His Apostle. Hence, if you repent, it 
shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you 
can never elude God! And unto those who are bent on denying the 
truth, give thou [O Prophet] the tiding of grievous chastisement” (S‰rat 
al-Tawbah 9:3). As for Jews and Christians, who had received revela-
tion prior to the Muslim community, they suffered from no lack of 
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knowledge. Rather, they went astray because they made improper use 
of the knowledge they had received due to attitudes of enmity, jealousy, 
and overweening pride. This is clear from God’s statement that, 
“Behold, the only [true] religion in the sight of God is [man’s] self-sur-
render unto Him; and those who were vouchsafed revelation aforetime 
took, out of mutual jealousy, to divergent views only after knowledge 
had come unto them. But as for him who denies the truth of God’s mes-
sages – behold, God is swift in reckoning!” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:19). So, 
have Muslims inherited the failings and infirmities of Jews and 
Christians rather than having inherited the Divine Revelation? Have 
they inherited envy and hostility rather than knowledge and under-
standing? 

 From the foregoing it can be seen that jealousy and religious divi-
siveness are among the failings that led to the abrogation of Jews and 
Christians’ religions, leaving nothing but the lessons to be gleaned from 
their stories by those who received divine revelation after them. 
Differences that are not regulated by the teachings of the Qur’an are 
classed by God as a kind of torment or chastisement. In this connection 
He stated, “Say: ‘It is He alone who has the power to let loose upon you 
suffering from above you or from beneath your feet, or to confound 
you with mutual discord and let you taste the fear of one another’” 
(S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:65). The act of sowing discord among people is one 
of the gravest of transgressions. As such, it is on a par with sorcery 
aimed at separating loving spouses. As God declared in S‰rat al-
Baqarah 2:102: 

 
it was not Solomon who denied the truth, but those evil ones denied it by 

teaching people sorcery –; and [they follow] that which has come down 

through the two angels in Babylon, Harut and Marut – although these two 

never taught it to anyone without first declaring, “We are but a temptation 

to evil: do not, then, deny [God’s] truth!” And they learn from these two 

how to create discord between a man and his wife; but whereas they can 

harm none thereby save by God’s leave, they acquire a knowledge that only 

harms themselves and does not benefit them – although they know; indeed, 

that he who acquires this [knowledge] shall have no share in the good of the 

life to come. For, vile indeed is that [art] for which they have sold their own 

selves – had they but known it!  
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If this degree of guilt is borne by those who separate a husband and 
wife, what, then, shall we say of those who cause divisions among entire 
nations and peoples? 

Thus, the oft-repeated statement that differences and disagreements 
are a law of the cosmos is a pernicious falsehood to which many have 
fallen prey due to a misunderstanding of their scriptures. As for the 
hadith to which appeal is frequently made and according to which the 
Prophet stated, “Differences among members of my community are a 
mercy (ikhtil¥fu ummatÏ ra^mah),” it is fabricated, as we have had 
occasion to mention. If such differences were something God had called 
upon us to emulate, He would not have commanded us to pursue unity. 
Indeed, had God instructed us to emulate those who disagree, He would 
have been issuing a command to undertake an action that would yield 
intolerable outcomes. However, God is just, and would never com-
mand us to do anything that would overburden us or lead us to 
destruction. Consequently, we need to be aware that difference in the 
sense of disagreement is not a law of the cosmos. As for the differences 
among people in terms of language, complexion, and the like, these are 
signs of the richness of the Divine Being. The difference of variety con-
tributes to an appreciation of God’s blessings and enriches our knowl- 
edge and experience. In this way it differs radically from the difference 
of disagreement so familiar to us, which destroys the unity of the 
Muslim community, rending hearts asunder and diverting believers’ 
attention away from the Book of God and the example set by God’s 
messenger.  

 
second: the progressive nature of the divine discourse 
     
The divine discourse has been revealed to human beings in stages. The 
first stage might be referred to as the stage of “selection,” which was 
associated with the process of building the religious community (mil-
lah). This phase was a temporary one during which God chose 
particular individuals for particular unique roles and tasks. We read of 
this in S‰rat al-¤ajj 22:75, “God chooses message-bearers from among 
the angels as well as from among human beings. But, behold, God 
[alone] is All-Hearing, All-Seeing.” This phase came to an end with the 
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revelation of a comprehensive, world-wide discourse to the Messenger 
of God. The comprehensive nature of this message was summed up by 
the divine exhortation: “O you who have attained to faith! Bow down 
and prostrate yourselves, and worship your Sustainer [alone], and do 
good, so that you might attain to a happy state! And strive hard in 
God’s cause with all the striving that is due to Him: it is He who has 
elected you [to carry His message], and has laid no hardship on you in 
[anything that pertains to] religion, [and made you follow] the creed 
(millah) of your forefather Abraham. It is He who – in bygone times as 
well as in this [divine writ] – named you ‘muslims’ (those who surrender 
themselves to God), so that the Apostle might bear witness to the truth 
before you, and that you might bear witness to it before all humankind. 
Thus, be constant in prayer, and give zakah, and hold fast unto God. He 
is your protector: and how excellent is the protector, and how excellent 
this Giver of Succour!” (S‰rat al-¤ajj 22:77-78). 

This pristine, magnanimous, world-embracing monotheism had 
been present from the time of Abraham. But it was to the Prophet in 
particular that God said, “And [thus, O Prophet,] We have sent thee as 
[an evidence of Our] grace towards all the worlds” (S‰rat al-Anbiy¥’ 
21:107). He was a mercy to both those who believed in him and to those 
who did not. To those who believed in him he was a mercy by being 
their source of guidance, and to those who did not believe in him he was 
a mercy by providing proofs from God for the truth of his message and 
showing them the path to follow. If those in this category made good 
use of their God-given reason, insight, hearing and physical sight, they 
would be guided aright. 

The selection phase then opened onto the phase of universalism, 
which transcended geographical, ethnic, racial and linguistic bound-
aries and differences. When God declared, “O people! Behold, We have 
created you all out of a male and a female, and have made you into 
nations and tribes, so that you might come to know one another. Verily, 
the noblest of you in the sight of God is the one who is most deeply  
conscious of Him. Behold, God is All-Knowing, All-Aware” (S‰rat al-
¤ujur¥t 49:13), God’s words addressed every human being in his or her 
core being. These words brought everyone a single message that 
allowed for the formation of the extended human family. At the same 
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time, they paved the way for God’s religion to triumph over all other 
religious expressions, having become a set of values which, shared by 
people all over the globe, enables the human race to extricate itself from 
the intractable state of conflict that threatens us all with destruction 
through the power of deceit. 

The first, and sturdiest, mainstay of the Islamic edifice is monothe-
ism,1 while the second is the ummah, or the worldwide Muslim 
community. In its proper Qur’anic sense, the term ummah embodies a 
distinctive concept that goes beyond that of a group of people unified by 
an ethnicity, language, geographical location, nationality or sectarian 
identity. Rather, what binds the members of the ummah is an affirma-
tion of the oneness of God which enables it to accommodate all types 
and categories of individuals. Addressing the ummah directly, God 
said, “You are indeed the best community that has ever been brought 
forth for [the good of] humanity: you enjoin the doing of what is right 
and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and you believe in God. Now if 
the followers of earlier revelation had attained to [this kind of] faith, it 
would have been for their own good; [but only few] among them are 
believers, while most of them are iniquitous” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110; 
see also 3:104). 

Other factors that lend cohesion to the ummah are the authority of 
the Qur’an, or written revelation, and the coming of the final prophet 
for which Abraham prayed long ago, saying, “O our Sustainer! Raise 
up from the midst of our offspring an apostle from among themselves, 
who shall convey unto them Thy messages, and impart unto them reve-
lation as well as wisdom, and cause them to grow in purity: for, verily, 
Thou alone art Almighty, truly Wise!” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:129). It was 
to the ummah that the Messenger of God passed on the task of witness-
ing to the truth before the peoples of the world. By taking on this task, 
the ummah became the nucleus, not of some Arab or Islamic entity but, 
rather, of a righteous, witness-bearing collectivity which God described 
as “the best community that has ever been brought forth for [the good 
of] humanity”: a model and exemplar of moderation with the ability to 
bind the nations of the world together around shared values, forming 
them into a single grand procession of praise to God. As God declared: 
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And thus have We willed you to be a community of the middle way, so that 

[with your lives] you might bear witness to the truth before all mankind, and 

that the Apostle might bear witness to it before you. And it is only to the end 

that We might make a clear distinction between those who follow the 

Apostle and those who turn about on their heels that We have appointed 

[for this community] the direction of prayer which thou [O Prophet] hast 

formerly observed: for this was indeed a hard test for all but those whom 

God has guided aright. But God will surely not lose sight of your faith – for, 

behold, God is Most Compassionate towards people, a Dispenser of Grace 

(S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:143). 

 
It should be noted, however, that the process being described here is 

not one of coercion. It does not involve the use of force such as that 
employed by empires down the ages and up to the present day. Rather, 
it takes place through invitation, persuasion, and the knitting of hearts, 
and by offering a model that people everywhere can adopt, namely, that 
of the ummah or millah.2 This is the model that was adhered to during 
the lifetime of the Prophet, during the first two rightly guided 
caliphates, and for several years into the caliphate of ¢Uthm¥n Ibn 
¢Aff¥n. Then came what is known historically as the First Fitnah (sedi-
tion) in 36 ah/656 ce with ¢Uthm¥n’s assassination, at which point the 
Muslim community was ushered into a phase of bitter internal struggle 
that led to a deviation from these principles that rent it into rival sects 
and parties. 

 
third: weakness sets in 

     
We are told by al-DhahabÏ in his Siyar A¢l¥m al-Nubal¥’ (A 
Biographical Encyclopedia of Illustrious Scholars), and al-Suy‰~Ï in his 
T¥rÏkh al-Khulaf¥’ (History of the Caliphs) that as the Islamic sciences 
began to be recorded during the Abbasid caliphate, taw^Ïd, or 
monotheism, was transformed into an academic discipline with a par-
ticular method, topic and principles, and as a consequence, its 
presentation and explication began to deviate from the way in which it 
is presented and explicated in the Qur’an. Monotheism became a topic 
of discussion and analysis in the field of scholastic theology, which was 
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defined as “a science which seeks to establish religious doctrines 
through argumentation and refutation.” As a religious doctrine to be 
established, monotheism was broken down into specific issues or ques-
tions. Theologians categorized each theoretical ruling on a known topic 
under religious doctrines, or treated it as the basis for some doctrine 
which was itself viewed as a higher science associated with particular 
methods and questions. Many issues were included within this science 
for the most trivial reasons, and as it was viewed more and more as a 
merely academic topic of study, the explication of monotheism began 
increasingly to deviate from the way it is presented in the Qur’an. 
Nevertheless, it was claimed that the refined science of scholastic theol-
ogy benefited its learners by elevating them from the depths of blind 
imitation to the heights of certainty. The status accorded to those with 
knowledge is affirmed by the words of God Almighty: “O you who 
believe! When you are told to make room in the assemblies, [spread out 
and] make room: [ample] room will God provide for you. And when 
you are told to rise, rise, and God will raise up, to [suitable] ranks those 
of you who believe and who have been granted true knowledge. And 
God is well-Acquainted with all you do” (S‰rat al- Muj¥dalah 58:11). 

The discipline of scholastic theology provided guidance to those 
seeking direction, challenged the intransigent with cogent arguments, 
and helped to prevent the foundations of the religion from being shaken 
by the doubts raised by its detractors. Indeed, scholastic theology came 
to be viewed by some as the be-all and end-all of the Islamic legal sci-
ences, its topics being the most important and sublime of all issues, and 
its aims the most noble and worthwhile. Indeed, its evidences were seen 
as unassailable certainties on the basis of which reason could arrive at 
unshakable conclusions, and which were likewise supported by the 
divine revelation. 

The place of highest importance among the various topics of 
scholastic theology was reserved for the caliphate,3 since it was related 
to who would succeed the Messenger of God and as a consequence, the 
dispute that arose over it was intense. In fact, the dispute over the 
caliphate was the principal cause of the split that rent the fabric of the 
Muslim community. 
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However, scholastic theology was beset by what one might term a 
“knowledge gap.” From the beginning it had been founded upon 
rational proofs and on philosophical opinions and schools, with the 
texts of the Qur’an and the Sunnah serving merely as supporting docu-
mentary evidence. Before being taken up by scholastic theology as an 
issue of discussion, monotheism had been classified during the Abbasid 
era (132-656 ah/750-1258 ce) as what was termed a ‘doctrine’ 
(¢aqÏdah),4 and people began drawing distinctions among themselves in 
relation to it even though they were in agreement over their basic 
acknowledgment of the oneness of God. 

This was followed by a development in which concern for the state 
eclipsed concern for the ummah, or Muslim community, to the point 
where the ummah was essentially replaced by the state. Rather than 
devoting efforts to building up, supporting and preserving the Muslim 
community, preservation of the state and expansion of its influence 
became ends in themselves. 

As a consequence, the process of promoting and laying the ground-
work for Islamic evangelization, thereby transforming the entire 
ummah into an institution of Islamic outreach that enjoins the good and 
forbids what is evil as God had commanded (see S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110, 
quoted above) was essentially derailed and forgotten. Conquest and its 
associated values – which bore a powerful resemblance to the values 
that had governed the raids engaged in by pre-Islamic Arabs – supplant-
ed the call to Islam, while the understanding that God had sent Muslims 
“to free those whom God wills from the worship of the creature for the 
worship of the Creator alone, from the injustice of ‘religions’ to the jus-
tice of Islam, and from the constriction of the earthly realm to the 
expansiveness of this world and the world to come” gave way to the 
pursuit of military conquest, hegemony, amassment of wealth, subjec-
tion and enslavement of others, and enjoyment of the bounties of 
conquered territories in a manner that had been unknown to those who 
lived in the eras of the Prophet, Ab‰ Bakr, ¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b, and 
Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n.5 

The Qur’anic verses that command Muslims to engage in warfare, 
such as S‰rat al-¤ajj 22:39, which reads, “Permission [to fight] is given 
to those against whom war is being wrongfully waged – and, verily, 
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God has indeed the power to succour them,” refer to the Arab polythe-
ists on the Arabian Peninsula, which God had foreordained to be the 
birthplace of Islam and the springboard from which its message would 
launch. The Arab polytheists of the Prophet’s day took a wide variety of 
stances toward the Islamic message, and they continued to pose a major 
threat to monotheism, the Muslim community, and Islamic outreach. 
This threat emerged particularly after the death of the Messenger of 
God when their tribes rose up against any entity that would allow the 
establishment and spread of a monotheistic community. Anyone famil-
iar with the history of the Arabian Peninsula will realize that the 
polytheists who controlled Makkah and its environs as well as the 
transportation routes throughout the peninsula were not a monolith, 
but were rather divided into various camps. Nevertheless, they had the 
power to inflict great harm on the Muslims in both their persons and 
their property, and to hinder others from coming to Islam.  

Moreover, given the differences among these groups, the Qur’an 
detailed specific ways of responding to each of them.6 Those who view 
this type of discourse, which was addressed specifically to the Arab 
tribes living on the Arabian Peninsula in the sixth century ce, as 
embodying the universal Islamic message have overlooked the overall 
principles of the Qur’an, which prohibit against coercing anyone in 
matters pertaining to religion. So central is the principle of non-coer-
cion that it may be discerned in no fewer than two hundred verses of the 
Qur’an. A close reading of verses 1-13 of S‰rat al-Tawbah (9) indicates 
that the fighting that took place between Muslims and non-Muslims 
during the lifetime of the Prophet was not based on an attempt to force 
others to accept Islam. Rather, its aim was to oblige the non-Muslims to 
respect treaties and agreements. The permission granted in the begin-
ning of the surah to fight such people was based not on their being 
polytheists but, rather, on their having repeatedly violated covenants 
and broken their word. As we read in verse 4, “But excepted shall be – 
from among those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God – [people] 
with whom you [O believers] have made a covenant and who thereafter 
have in no wise failed to fulfill their obligations towards you, and nei-
ther have aided anyone against you: observe, then, your covenant with 
them until the end of the term agreed with them. Verily, God loves those 
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who are conscious of Him.” Based on the text of the Qur’an, we can 
identify six categories of polytheists during the days of the Prophet: 

First: Polytheists who had never entered into a covenant with the 
Muslims, but who had never committed aggression against them. These 
are the people in relation to whom God revealed the verses guarantee-
ing freedom of belief. Such verses include, for example, S‰rat 
al-Baqarah 2:256, which states, “There shall be no coercion in matters 
of faith,” and S‰rat Y‰nus 10:99, which addresses the Prophet, saying, 
“And had thy Sustainer so willed, all those who live on earth would 
surely have attained to faith, all of them: do you, then, think that you 
could compel people to believe?” 

Second: Polytheists who had entered into a covenant with the 
Muslims and had been faithful to it, and in relation to whom verses on 
freedom of belief were also revealed. In addition to S‰rat al-Tawbah 
9:4, these verses include 9:7, where God says, “How can there be a 
league, before God and His Messenger, with the polytheists, except 
those with whom you made a treaty near the Sacred Mosque? As long as 
these stand true to you, stand true to them: for God loves the right-
eous.” Those who had entered into a covenant with the Messenger of 
God at the Sacred Mosque in Madinah are singled out for mention, and 
are exempted from all of the ugly descriptions applied to those who had 
violated their covenants, having only pretended to support the Prophet 
and the believers while harboring ill will toward them in their hearts. 

Third: Polytheists who had not entered into a covenant with the 
Muslims and who had, in addition, committed aggression against 
them. It is this group to whom reference is made in S‰rat al-Baqarah 
2:190-193, which read:  

 
And fight in God’s cause against those who wage war against you, but do 

not commit aggression – for, verily, God does not love aggressors. And slay 

them wherever you may come upon them, and drive them away from wher-

ever they drove you away – for oppression is even worse than killing. And 

fight not against them near the Sacred Mosque unless they fight against you 

there first; but if they fight against you, slay them: such shall be the recom-

pense of those who deny the truth. But if they desist – behold, God is 

Much-Forgiving, a Dispenser of Grace. Hence, fight against them until 
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there is no more oppression and all worship is devoted to God alone; but if 

they desist, then all hostility shall cease, save against those who [willfully] 

do wrong. 
 
The initial command given to the Muslims was to demonstrate an 

attitude of conciliation, pardon and longsuffering. After this, however, 
permission was granted to fight in self-defense until the aggressors 
desisted from their aggression. As we read in S‰rat al-¤ajj 22:39, 
“Permission [to fight] is given to those against whom war is being 
wrongfully waged – and, verily, God has indeed the power to succor 
them.” 

Fourth: The command to act with forbearance gave way to a com-
mand to kill those who had violated their covenant with the Prophet as 
punishment for their treachery, and not to pardon them even if they pre-
tended to have desisted from their hostilities unless they repented and 
began to perform the ritual prayer and pay the zakat dues. This com-
mand is found in S‰rat al-Tawbah 9:5:  

 
And so, when the sacred months are over, slay those who ascribe divinity to 

aught beside God wherever you may come upon them, and take them cap-

tive, and besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every conceivable place! 

Yet if they repent, and take to prayer, and give zakah, let them go their way: 

for, behold, God is Much-Forgiving, a Dispenser of Grace. 
 
Fifth: Polytheists who entered into a covenant and who, although 

they did not explicitly violate the covenant, paid mere lip service to the 
Muslim community. Concerning this group God asked rhetorically, 
“How could they who ascribe divinity to aught beside God be granted a 
covenant by God and His Apostle?” (9:7), to which He added, “…if 
they were to overcome you, they would not respect any tie [with you,] 
nor any obligation to protect [you]. They seek to please you with their 
mouths, the while their hearts remain averse [to you]; and most of them 
are iniquitous. God’s messages have they bartered away for a trifling 
gain, and have thus turned away from His path: evil, behold, is all that 
they are wont to do, respecting no tie and no protective obligation with 
regard to a believer; and it is they, they who transgress the bounds of 

preserving unity and avoiding division36



what is right!” (9:8-10). This group is also referred to in S‰rat al-Anf¥l 
8:58-60 with the words:  

 
If thou hast reason to fear treachery from people [with whom thou hast 

made a covenant], cast it back at them in an equitable manner: for, verily, 

God does not love the treacherous! And let them not think – those who are 

bent on denying the truth – that they shall escape [God]: behold, they can 

never frustrate [His purpose]. Hence, make ready against them whatever 

force and war mounts you are able to muster, so that you might deter there-

by the enemies of God, who are your enemies as well, and others besides 

them of whom you may be unaware, [but] of whom God is aware.  
 
In other words, the Muslims were not being told to commit aggres-

sion against such people but, rather, to act to prevent aggression from 
being committed against them. If, however, such people showed them-
selves ready for peace, the Muslims were to reciprocate this readiness. 
As we read in S‰rat al-Tawbah 9:11, “Yet if they repent, and take to 
prayer, and give zakah, they become your brethren in faith: and clearly 
do We spell out these messages unto people of knowledge.” 

Sixth: Polytheists who entered into a covenant and then broke their 
covenant with the believers after having been afforded lenient treat-
ment by the Prophet. Of these people God said, “But if they break their 
solemn pledges after having concluded a covenant, and revile your reli-
gion, then fight against these archetypes of faithlessness who, behold, 
have no [regard for their own] pledges, so that they might desist [from 
aggression]” (9:12), and, “Hence, make ready against them whatever 
force and war mounts you are able to muster” (8:60). 

The states that have been known historically as Islamic were keen 
on military conquest, taxation, self-enrichment with the spoils of war, 
and territorial expansion. The effects of these preoccupations on the 
mission to spread the Islamic message may have gone unnoticed at first. 
However, as these effects deepened and the Muslim community’s con-
nection with the Qur’an weakened, it lost its guiding compass. Reliance 
on the Qur’an was replaced with reliance on extra-Qur’anic reports 
and traditions, while the erroneous notion of abrogation (naskh) took 
hold, spawning fruitless discussions of which texts of the Qur’an and 
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the Sunnah abrogated which. It could now be claimed that the “sword 
verse” of S‰rat al-Tawbah 9:29

7 had superseded the verses that call for 
peaceful dealings, dialogue and persuasive but kindly argumentation, 
and that all that remained now was to brandish the sword in others’ 
faces, as it were, so as to force them either to convert to Islam or pay the 
jizyah. 

Ironically, this attitude actually served to delay the spread of Islam 
among numerous peoples, such as the Berbers, for example, while giv-
ing many a tyrant an excuse to wage war against Islam and its adherents 
with all the weapons at their disposal. Islamic outreach thus paid a 
heavy price for this orientation,8 as it opened the door for Muslim rulers 
to deviate from the approach that had been taken by the Messenger of 
God, who made explicit to the monarchs and rulers of his time that if 
they embraced Islam, their lands would not be annexed by force or 
taken over by some other government or state. 

Following this development, numerous problems, crises and devia-
tions arose within the fledgling Muslim community. Although some 
regimes established policies which they rooted in Islamic sources in 
order to ease political tensions among the peoples, the act of treating the 
caliphate as a doctrinal issue (akin to matters of faith, unbelief, error, 
heresy, apostasy and the like) rather than as a political one had the 
effect of removing this highly practical issue from the sphere of public 
affairs with its concern for securing people’s day-to-day necessities in 
ways that were consistent with the Qur’an and the practices of the 
Messenger of God.  

As a consequence, it became more difficult to approach people’s 
earthly affairs and concerns in light of the universally applicable princi-
ples and intents of Islamic law, which include a consideration of 
relevant benefits and harms. 

When jurists set out to reduce Islamic legal theory (u|‰l al-fiqh) to a 
systematic approach to which they could adhere when arriving at juris-
tic rulings on newly arising situations, those concerned with affairs 
relating to the caliphate and state policy found that this approach failed 
to provide them with the proper sources on which to base decisions 
about political succession and leadership. Consequently, they took 
scholastic theology – which they had once employed to defend Islamic 
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doctrines against objections raised by Jews and Christians – into a 
weapon to be wielded by one Islamic faction against another. Applying 
the principles of scholastic theology, competing Muslim factions and 
sects set out to demonstrate the supremacy of their respective doctrinal 
beliefs. Scholastic theology thus became a means of fanning the flames 
of intra-religious controversies in which every sect but one’s own was 
branded as godless and heretical, while salvific efficacy was attributed 
to one’s own sect alone. 

Still another deviant notion that arose was that the Qur’an is subject 
to numerous interpretations,9 and that its verses are only general in 
meaning rather than specific and detailed. In response to these notions, 
many scholars began using the Sunnah alone to support their claims, 
and for the rules they were establishing for their sectarian brand of 
scholastic theology. 

Then came the movement to fabricate hadiths in support of particu-
lar sectarian positions, which further reinforced the divisive attitudes 
increasingly in evidence in the Muslim community. Virtually all of the 
sects that had emerged were sufficiently tainted that they were willing 
to turn a blind eye to forgery. In particular, they were lenient about sup-
porting forged hadiths whose purpose was to encourage believers to 
undertake certain actions and refrain from others.  

One forged hadith that gained special currency purported to 
announce which sect or sects had been guaranteed deliverance in the 
afterlife,10 a theme that scholastic theologians later turned into an entire 
science (¢ilm al-milal wal-ni^al), which came to be known as  
sectology. This fledgling Islamic field of inquiry was based on a book by 
Ab‰ ¤asan al-Ash¢arÏ (d. 324 ah/936 ce) entitled, Maq¥l¥t al-
Isl¥miyÏn wa Ikhtil¥f al-Mu|allÏn (The Disparate Theological Opinions 
of Islamic Sects and Their Worshippers).  

In his book, al-Fi|al bayn al-Milal wal-Ni^al (The Divisions among 
Religions and Sects), Ibn ¤azm (d. 456 ah/1064 ce) drew an apt paral-
lel between the disputes taking place within the Muslim community 
and Muslims’ disputes with Christians and Jews. A similar approach 
was followed by Imam al-R¥zÏ (d. 606 ah/1209 ce) in his book, 
I¢tiq¥d¥t Firaq al-MuslimÏna wal-MushrikÏn (Beliefs of Muslim and 
Pagan Sects), while others, such as al-Isfar¥yÏnÏ (d. 471 ah/1078 ce) in 
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his book al-Tab|Ïr fÏ al-DÏn (An In-Depth Look at Religion) and ¢Abd 
al-Q¥hir al-Baghd¥dÏ (d. 429 ah/1038 ce) in his book al-Farqu Bayn al-
Firaq (Differences Among the Sects), limited their treatments to Islamic 
sects alone. 

 
fourth: scholastic theology spawns  

a growing sectarianism 
     
Over the years, Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï and a number of other leading scholars 
grew increasingly impatient with the scholastic theologians. At the 
same time, conflicts continued unabated among the various Muslim 
sects due to political polarizations between the Umayyads and the 
Abbasids, and between the Umayyads and the Hashemites.  

The conflicts intensified with the Abbasids’ seizure of power in 132 
ah/749 ce and their overthrow of their erstwhile allies among the 
Alawis, the Talibis (descendents of Ab‰ >¥lib, father of ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ 
>¥lib) and certain factions of the Hashemites, as well as the appearance 
of Ottomanism and the Shu¢‰biyah movement, and the struggle which 
ensued among the courtiers who rushed to take possession of ruling 
families’ inheritances in their time of weakness as happened later with 
the Buyid Dynasty (333-446 ah/945-1055 ce), the Seljuk Dynasty 
(428-590 ah/1037-1194 ce), and others. We also see the rise of the 
Fatimid State in Egypt in 296-566 ah/909-1171 ce, which led in turn to 
the struggle between the Ottomans and the Safavids (927-1148 ah/ 
1501-1736 ce). 

All of the foregoing served to lend an apparent legitimacy to the divi-
sion and fragmentation of the Muslim community. The political 
sectarianism that had taken hold continued to weaken ties among 
Muslims, while the establishment of the East India Company11 enabled 
Great Britain to secure control over a number of Indian territories that 
had been under Muslim rule, eventually bringing Muslim control over 
India to an end.  

With the discovery of the Cape of Good Hope and the introduction 
of gunpowder manufacture, Great Britain, its allies and other Western 
countries set out to rid themselves of the danger posed by the Muslim 
community. To this end, they fomented sectarian and ethnic strife 
throughout the Islamic world until at last they succeeded in expelling 
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the Ottomans from the Arab world. Once established in the region, the 
British and their allies created disjointed, haphazardly planned national 
states, drawing their boundaries in such a way as to ensure that there 
would be border problems between them from the very start. This 
would make it easy for colonial powers to stir up local armed conflicts 
that would exhaust the newly-formed states’ resources, leaving them 
unable to survive on their own. Given the absence of neighborly ties, 
still less solidarity or cooperation, among these fledgling states, they 
would resort to the colonial powers for help in settling their conflicts. In 
addition, efforts were made to ensure that these states’ economies, 
including their weapons supplies and industries, were tightly bound to 
those of the colonial powers, thereby guaranteeing that they remained 
within the Western orbit and under its control. 

However, if the ideal of restoring its unity is posed to the Muslim 
community when it is in this state of fragmentation and disintegration, 
the message may fail to reach its audience. The concept of the ummah 
has all but been replaced by the concepts of region, tribe, sect, party and 
the like. Or, put another way, regionalism, political sectarianism, parti-
san biases and ethnic conflicts have become such dominant influences 
that the concept of the ummah in its original, unadulterated form  
comes across as a foreign concept that lacks appeal and influence. 
Though present, it no longer possesses the vividness and vitality 
required to counter the pull of the divisive allegiances now at work in 
the Muslim community and polity. And unless Muslims act quickly to 
restore and nurture their shared identity as members of the Islamic 
ummah, no place will remain to them – whether as rulers or as ruled, as 
adherents of this sect or that, as proponents of either modernism or 
authentic traditionalism – but that of captives marching through the 
wasteland of servility, disgrace and alienation in which they now find 
themselves.  

When it was first raised up, the Muslim community was knit together 
by a divine hand that unified its members’ hearts, an authoritative and 
final revelation, a universal discourse, and a law of mercy conveyed via 
verses of crystal clarity and applied by a noble Prophet in the rough-
and-tumble of life. Given the distortions and corruptions to which its 
formative concepts have been subjected, the Muslim community can 

the ethics of disagreement in islam 41



only rebuild itself by restoring the foundations on which it was originally 
constructed. As for alternative methods and approaches, they have 
demonstrated their inefficacy time and time again.
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first: the inception of scholastic theology  
     
As we have noted, scholastic theology had the effect of exacerbating 
and entrenching schisms in the Muslim community. In fact, after the 
various afflictions and trials the Muslim community had faced, 
scholastic theologians appear to have set themselves the task of seeking 
out justifications for existing divisions among Muslims within their 
authoritative source texts. On the positive side, scholastic theology 
gave rise to a set of related disciplines, such as sectology, doctrinal stud-
ies, and other sub-disciplines to which Muslims continue to give their 
attention and to which modern university departments and even entire 
faculties have been devoted, including, for example, Islamic Outreach, 
Islamic Legal Theory, Islamic Doctrine, and the like. 

The Qur’an uses the simple term “faith” (Ïm¥n) to speak of one’s 
certainty of the five pillars of the creed, its opposite being “unbelief” 
(kufr). During the Abbasid era,1 however, the word Ïm¥n was replaced 
with the word ¢aqÏdah, or doctrine. The emergence and spread of the 
term “scholastic theology” (¢ilm al-kal¥m, which translates literally as 
“the science of speech”) came in response to the emergence of the issue 
of whether the Qur’an was uncreated or created, which was the most 
prominent topic of debate within Islamic circles during that time period. 
When some Sunni scholars began referring to scholastic theology as 
“the science of monotheism” (¢ilm al-taw^Ïd) rather than as “the sci-
ence of speech” (¢ilm al-kal¥m), this did nothing to change its reality. It 
would have been more fitting simply to continue relying on the con-
cepts and terminology of the Qur’an itself. The Qur’an presents an 
eminently simple, easy-to-understand doctrine which it supports with a 
range of arguments. These include, for example, the argument from 
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creation, the argument from providence, the argument from originali-
ty, and everything that makes the Islamic creed credible and under- 
standable. The Qur’an offers a comprehensive vision that will enable 
people to be true to their covenant with God, to serve as God’s stewards 
on Earth, to preserve the trust they have been given, to bear up under 
trial, and to remain humble when rewarded. Together with this faith, 
God bestowed a law of mercy that lifted excessive burdens from human 
beings and concluded the cycle of prophethood and messengerhood,2 
which meant that after Mu^ammad Ibn ¢Abd All¥h there would be no 
other prophet or messenger, nor any divine revelation after the Qur’an. 
Unlike the religious discourses that had preceded it, the Qur’an made 
both faith and the law so simple and reasonable that anyone on earth 
would be able to embrace and follow them, speak of them freely to  
others, and be liberated by them from captivity to earthly masters, so-
called gods, sham intercessors, and self-deluded impostors who deemed 
themselves, and who were deemed by others, men of religion. 

Nevertheless, both faith and the law in their Qur’anic expressions 
came under attack not only by pagans, but by those who had received 
prior divine revelations (such as the Jews and the Christians). Such peo-
ple knew the Apostle and the truth he had brought as they knew their 
own children, but their knowledge was eclipsed by their envy, jealousy 
and errant ways of thinking. 

Faith came under attack during the days when the Qur’an was still 
being revealed to the Messenger of God . Hence, the Qur’an undertook 
to defend the pillars of faith one by one, refuting every argument that 
was brought against them. It discussed every objection raised concern-
ing God and the divine names and attributes, making clear what 
statements may (or must) be posited of God, and which statements may 
not. In so doing, the Qur’an demonstrated that everything claimed by 
those who assailed the faith was either invalid or led to invalid conclu-
sions. It discussed people’s questions and doubts concerning the angels, 
revealing the untenability of their beliefs about these beings and the 
absurd views and actions such beliefs entailed. Additionally, it 
addressed unfounded opinions, stories, and illusions having to do with 
God’s messengers, clearing them of the outrageous claims that some 
had made about them influenced by misguided Jewish or Christian 
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teachings. The Qur’an also brought out the truth about the well-known 
messengers and prophets whose memories had been preserved on the 
Arabian Peninsula and its environs. It even took up the issue of the Last 
Day, which had caused tremendous confusion in people’s minds. 

The Qur’an dealt head-on with the thorny issue of human action, 
demonstrating human beings’ responsibility for the things they do and 
the intentions they form, and the justness of the responsibilities God has 
laid upon us and the rewards and punishments we receive – a topic 
which, were we to discuss it in full, would fill hundreds of pages. 

However, after the completion of the Qur’an and the death of the 
Messenger of God, certain contentious individuals reopened the debate 
on faith and the Islamic law. Many of these people began challenging 
the Qur’an’s replies to the questions their predecessors had raised about 
the pillars of faith. In response, some Muslim scholars began offering 
partial refutations. This phenomenon spread to the point where it was 
preoccupying entire Muslim communities, whereupon more scholars 
began responding to the points being raised, and signs emerged that a 
new science was coming into being – a science that would fulfill an 
important function and meet a need that was growing by the day. Thus 
began the slow, laborious birth of what would come to be known as 
¢ilm al-kal¥m. 

The questions and doubts that had given rise to this new discipline 
were also being raised by newcomers to Islam from a variety of peoples 
and nations, and Islam’s expansion into new territories faced Muslim 
jurists with increasing numbers of unprecedented situations. Many of 
the peoples who had converted to Islam had not received earlier mono-
theistic revelations. Nevertheless, their cultural and religious back- 
grounds continued to impact their perceptions. Thus, having emerged 
only recently from other ways of thinking, believing and acting, some 
newly Muslim societies witnessed frequent disagreements and argu-
ments over issues of human responsibility, free will and the like.  

Add to this the political developments that cast their shadow over 
the era of the first four caliphs. Beginning with the martyrdom of  
Caliph ¢Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n, and followed by that of ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib 
and the wars waged by the Companions, the Muslim community was 
rocked by one disturbance after another. These unsettling events raised 
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a variety of questions about the rightness of the positions taken by the 
various actors and which of them was the most entitled to the caliphate, 
as well as the spiritual fates of those martyred and killed in these con-
flicts. Such questions included, additionally, what Islamic legal ruling 
applied to someone who had committed a major sin, and whether the 
civil strife that had broken out among the Muslims had been divinely 
preordained. If it was, it would logically follow that no one could have 
done anything to prevent it and, therefore, no one was culpable. If, on 
the other hand, it had been a result of human choice, then the individu-
als involved deserved to be punished for the roles they had played in 
events, the implication being that both the slayer and the slain were now 
in hellfire. And so on went the thorny questions which, exhausting 
minds and hearts alike, sowed the seeds of defeats suffered thereafter by 
the Muslim polity. 

It was at this stage that scholastic theology went from being a tool 
used in defense of the pillars of the faith revealed in the Qur’an, to being 
a weapon brandished against each other by Muslim sects and factions 
that has arisen out of beliefs in Fatalism and the like, the Shia and 
Kharijite movements, government parties, competing Umayyad, Abba-
sid and Shu¢ubi rulers, prejudice in favor of Arabs against non-Arabs 
and vice-versa, and so on, with each group’s members branding all the 
others as godless infidels. 

Accusations of this nature might have been understandable had the 
issues at stake been the pillars of the faith contained in the Qur’an. As it 
was, however, the points of contention were subsidiary matters which 
were being treated arbitrarily as litmus tests of faith. In so doing, they 
had gone beyond the bounds of reason and divine guidance. In this con-
nection, the leading imams and scholars of the day rightly condemned 
scholastic theology. In fact, some of them may have ruled in favor of 
disciplining those debating others based on scholastic theology because 
of the way in which it had deepened the rift among the various factions. 
For in so doing, scholastic theologians were threatening the unity of the 
Muslim community and opening it up to attack by its opponents. On 
this subject, Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï had the following to say: “Beware of delv-
ing into scholastic theology. If a man is asked about a matter of 
jurisprudence and he gives a mistaken reply, or if he is asked about a 
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man who murdered someone and says that the slain man’s blood 
money should consist of an egg, the worst that can happen is that he’ll 
be laughed at. But if he is asked about a question of scholastic theology 
and gives a mistaken reply, he will be branded a heretic … Whatever 
you do, do not debate about scholastic theology! If you must debate, let 
your debates be about jurisprudence. As for scholastic theology, it will 
relegate you all to the ranks of the infidels.”3 

 
second: methodological problems in  

scholastic theology 
     
When Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah first began writing about scholastic theology 
he viewed it as a kind of “greater jurisprudence” which dealt with 
belief-related questions, as opposed to the “lesser jurisprudence” 
which treated issues of a subsidiary and practical nature; hence the title 
of his al-Fiqh al-Akbar, or The Greater Jurisprudence. 

The structural features of scholastic theology were determined by 
the circumstances in which it emerged. As we have seen, scholastic the-
ology first came into being not as a means of establishing knowledge, 
but rather, for the purpose of refuting attacks on the faith. Its sole 
objective was to rebut the arguments of the opponent. As time went on, 
however, scholastic theologians were consumed by particulars which 
they were unable to place within a broader framework or reevaluate 
from an integrated perspective. Deriving their importance from the 
way in which they were approached by opponents, certain subsidiary 
matters were elevated to the status of pivotal, central issues when in 
fact, they were peripheral in nature. 

Thus, because they had blown peripheral issues out of proportion 
and given them a centrality they were not meant to have, scholastic the-
ologians began to lose sight of the issues of universal import. This 
resulted in a number of methodological problems, such as decontextu-
alization, and a distorted perception of the relationship between the 
spiritual and material worlds. 

 
Decontextualization    
The term decontextualization refers to the process of reading and 

 scholastic theology 47



understanding verses of the Qur’an in isolation from their surrounding 
contexts. The Qur’an warns us against this: “And say: ‘Behold, I am 
indeed the plain warner [promised by God]! [For, thou art the bearer of 
a divine writ] such as We have bestowed from on high upon those who 
[afterwards] broke it up into parts, [and] who [now] declare this 
Qur’an to be [a mass of] falsehoods! But, by thy Sustainer, we shall 
indeed call them to account, one and all, for whatever they have done!” 
(S‰rat al-¤ijr 15:89-93). 

Decontextualization is a signature feature of scholastic theological 
discourse which – although other Islamic sciences have been known to 
engage in this practice as well – lies at the root of both its structural 
weaknesses and its methodological inadequacies. Decontextualization 
as practiced by scholastic theologians has manifested itself in two main 
areas. The first is their manner of dealing with the texts of the Qur’an 
and the Prophetic Sunnah, while the second is their approach to issues 
pertaining to related disciplines such as those of jurisprudence and 
hermeneutics. 

When examining how scholastic theological discourse deals with 
the Qur’anic text, it should be noted that the difficulties associated with 
decontextualization began manifesting themselves during the lifetime 
of the Prophet. We read in the hadith collection of A^mad Ibn ¤anbal 
that the Messenger of God once found his Companions debating the 
issue of predestination. One was saying, “Didn’t God say such-and-
such?” while another exclaimed, “And didn’t God say thus-and-so?” 
Upon hearing this exchange, the Prophet was enraged. His face pome-
granate-red, he stated, “Is this what you have been instructed to do?! 
This is what destroyed your forebears who pitted one part of God’s 
Book against another! The reason the Book of God was revealed was 
for its various parts to confirm each other. So, look to what you have 
been commanded to do, and do it. And look to what you have been for-
bidden to do, and avoid it.”4 

Based on the Prophet’s diagnosis of the situation, the problem lay 
not in raising questions about predestination as such but, rather, in the 
way in which such questions were being addressed. That is to say, the 
answers to the questions were being sought through the practice of 
looking at one verse or another out of its particular context. This  
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resulted in the illusion that there are contradictions in the Qur’an that 
do not in fact exist. The view underlying this approach is that the 
Qur’an consists of disconnected verses that can be read in isolation 
from each other when, in fact, no part of it can be understood properly 
without an understanding of the whole. When verses are stripped of the 
explanatory elements found within their larger context, it becomes easy 
to read into the text messages that exist nowhere but in the mind of the 
reader, and one’s study of the Qur’an becomes little more than a search 
for justification for a preconceived notion or point of view. In keeping 
with this process of decontextualization, it was inevitable that a kind of 
ambiguity would be attributed to the Qur’an in order to refute oppo-
nents who cited other verses to support competing points of view. 
According to the scholastic theologians, the Qur’an “bears multiple 
aspects, and as such contains ambiguities and difficulties which require 
external clarification.”5 This position opened the door for every sect to 
project its own biases and preconceived notions onto the Qur’an with-
out clear determinants or controls. As a consequence, the Qur’an came 
to be used merely as supporting evidence rather than as the authorita-
tive point of reference for the various schools.6 Some scholars even went 
so far as to claim that the seeds of disagreement lay in the Qur’an itself. 
This was stated explicitly by Fakhr al-DÏn al-R¥zÏ – may God pardon us 
and him – in the words, “If the Qur’an were clear in and of itself 
(mu^kam), it would be consistent with only one of the juristic schools 
while explicitly refuting all the others…. However, given that it con-
tains both that which is clear and of itself (al-mu^kam) and that which 
requires external clarification (al-mutash¥bih), adherents of each 
school study and reflect on the Qur’an in search of that which supports 
their own school and upholds their claims.”7 

Imam al-R¥zÏ’s assertion has nothing to commend it, since the 
Qur’an was not revealed in order to provide fuel for scholars’ debates, 
nor are those who turn to the Qur’an supposed to do so simply to find 
support for their opinions or claims! Rather, believers are to approach 
the Qur’an as though they were approaching God Himself, recognizing 
it as the authoritative source to which God has confined all needed wis-
dom and legal rulings. As we read in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:23: “Art thou 
not aware of those who have been granted their share of revelation? 
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They have been called upon to let God’s writ be their law – and yet some 
of them turn away [from it] in their obstinacy.” Hence, all that can be 
said in explanation of al-R¥zÏ’s outrageous statement is that it demon-
strates the reality of the tragedy that afflicted scholastic theological 
discourse, which was so steeped in sectarianism that it turned a blind 
eye to the structural unity of the Qur’an, its supreme sovereignty, and 
its governing principles and aims. 

The reason I reject al-R¥zÏ’s assertion is not that I believe we can 
divest ourselves of our cultural backgrounds, prejudices and precon-
ceived notions when reading the Qur’an. However, we should make 
our best effort to identify our biases and the impact they have on our 
thinking and perceptions. Only in this way will we be able to give the 
Qur’an the opportunity to speak to our minds and hearts, and to shape 
our ideas and attitudes. For the Qur’an only yields itself to those who 
give it their all, devoting a wholehearted effort to reading it based on 
the Qur’an’s own method rather than some method imposed on it from 
without. No merely human reading of the Qur’an can be said to be 
absolutely reliable. On the contrary, we must recognize the impact of 
the social, political and cultural context in which the reading takes 
place, including the store of knowledge enjoyed by the individual 
engaging in the reading, and the society and culture in which he or she 
lives. Awareness of these impacts makes it possible to distinguish con-
stants from variables. For the Qur’an is an overflowing, ever-renewing 
wellspring of universal, abiding principles, the only difference between 
one age or generation and another being in the way in which these time-
less universals are applied to real-life situations. 

 
Scholastic theological discourse and the Sunnah    
If scholastic theology’s approach to the Qur’anic text was problematic, 
its approach to the texts of the Sunnah was even more fraught with  
difficulties. Some scholastic theologians adopted hadith scholars’ defi-
nition of the Sunnah as everything that has been handed down and 
narrated on the authority of the Messenger of God, be it a statement he 
made, an action he performed, or a practice he approved. With this def-
inition as their starting point, scholastic theologians relied for many of 
their arguments on hadiths whose validity they accepted based on their 
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inclusion in recognized hadith collections. However, they made no 
appreciable effort to scrutinize the validity of these hadiths’ main texts 
(the matn) or their chains of transmission (the isn¥d), and this despite 
their knowledge that (1) hadiths are presumptive in both their attesta-
tion and their meaning, whereas matters of scholastic theology deal for 
the most part with definitive certainties, and (2) a presumption can nei-
ther confirm nor negate a statement that requires certainty. Hence, the 
fact that very few of the hadiths relied on by scholastic theologians are 
classified as authentic (|a^Ï^) constitutes a perilous intellectual, metho-
dological and structural weakness in this field. 

Muslim jurists have defined the Sunnah as a practice which an 
accountable adult Muslim will be rewarded for performing, but not 
punished for omitting (such as the voluntary portions of the ritual 
prayers, or fasting on Mondays and Thursdays). In many cases scholas-
tic theologians bypassed this juristic definition of Sunnah, limiting 
themselves instead to the definition given by hadith scholars noted 
above, and buttressing it with the definition provided by scholars of 
legal theory, according to which the Sunnah is “an evidence for juristic 
rulings,” or “the second source of juristic evidence after the Qur’an.”8 
Hence, when Imam al-R¥zÏ made his infamous statement in al-TafsÏr al-
KabÏr that whenever a non-Qur’anic report or tradition conflicts with 
the Qur’an, greater weight should be given to the tradition than to the 
Qur’an, he was forgetting his background as a jurist and remembering 
only his allegiance to scholastic theology. Contrary to his usual practice 
of challenging positions taken by Imam A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, al-R¥zÏ 
adopted his predecessor’s stance uncritically in this case – God forgive 
him.9 

What Imam al-R¥zÏ failed to note here was that the pronoun  
translated “that which” (m¥) in the phrase “that which has been thus 
bestowed upon them” (m¥ unzila ilayhim) refers back to “this 
reminder” (al-dhikr), which is the Qur’an. According to al-R¥zÏ, that 
which is being made clear is the Qur’an itself, while the clarification is 
being provided by the Prophet’s recitation of the Qur’an, his instruction 
based on its teachings, and his practical applications of these teachings 
for them to emulate. However, the claim that the Qur’an contains 
vague assertions which require clarification is inconsistent with a  
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number of statements in the Qur’an itself, for example, that God 
revealed the Qur’an “to make everything clear (tiby¥nan li kulli 
shay’in)” (S‰rat al-Na^l 16:89) in the form of “clear messages” (¥y¥tin 
bayyin¥t)” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:99), and that He sent “an apostle who 
conveys unto you God’s clear messages” (¥y¥t ill¥hi mubayyan¥t)” 
(S‰rat al->al¥q 65:11). 

Imam al-Sh¥~ibÏ (d. 790 ah/1388 ce) showed himself more astute 
than al-R¥zÏ when he said, “God revealed the Qur’an as a means of clar-
ifying everything. Hence, it clarifies the Sunnah and other things as 
well, and there are no grounds for the unjustified assertion that the 
Sunnah stands in judgment over the Qur’an, and not vice-versa.”10 As 
for the related claim “that the Qur’an needs the Sunnah more than the 
Sunnah needs the Qur’an,”11 it is similarly a baseless statement which 
should never have been made by anyone with even the most rudimen-
tary knowledge of the Qur’an. 

The notion that the Qur’an and the Sunnah could be separated from, 
or inconsistent with, one another is unthinkable. Those who consider 
this a possibility have clearly not thought through the implica- tions of 
such a proposal, which are that God might declare His own Messenger 
to be untruthful, or that the Messenger of God might violate, contra-
dict, or object to what had been revealed to him by his Lord. No believer 
in his or her right mind could possibly hold such a view. 

Scholastic theologians frequently reasoned on the basis of non-
Qur’anic narratives and were lenient in their acceptance of them. In 
fact, they would often treat a hadith as not needing a chain of transmis-
sion simply by virtue of the fact that everyone accepted it. “Everyone,” 
of course, meant the adherents of their own sect or denomination, who 
found support in certain accounts for their teachings and opinions. It 
was on the basis of this kind of thinking that adherents of various sects 
promoted the hadith, discussed earlier, which speaks of the Muslim 
community being divided into seventy-three sects, as well as others 
about the one sect that will achieve salvation, the coming of the 
Antichrist and the Mahdi, the second coming of Christ, and numerous 
other traditions which have been deemed inauthentic by critical hadith 
scholars. Despite the questionable validity of such narratives, they 
became a haven for individuals who used them to lend legitimacy to 
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their own sects and schools of thought while denying it to their rivals. It 
was in this context that the forgery movement, whose aim was to cham-
pion the virtues of particular sects, cities, tribes, individuals and the 
vices of others, continued to gained steam. The body of sectarian lore 
thus ballooned, with each sect standing behind a set of narratives that 
enhanced its own reputation and its claim to existence. Needless to say, 
this type of focus flew directly in the face of the intents, purposes and 
values of the Qur’an. 

 
Nitpicking and its pitfalls  
As noted earlier, the discourse of scholastic theology first emerged in 
response to a state of crisis and conflict among Islamic sects in their 
quest to find whatever would support their position in confrontations 
with rivals. As a consequence, there was a tendency among scholastic 
theologians to atomize larger issues in search of particular pieces of evi-
dence and subsidiary details which could then be used in a selective, 
opportunistic fashion to take potshots at opponents. When an issue 
was taken up, it would be studied not in order to establish an integrated 
understanding of the matter at hand but, rather, for the sole purpose of 
refuting someone else’s claims in favor of one’s own. Scholars would 
formulate their ideas in such a way as to prevent any possibility of con-
firming their opponent’s point of view. In this way, everyone was led 
down a path of endless, and fruitless, contrariness and one-upmanship 
that threatened to carry them to destinations far distant from where 
they had wished to go. Those who had intended to demonstrate the 
divine attributes might unwittingly end up promoting a gross anthro-
pomorphism, while those who had set out to prove predestination 
might end up concluding that God punishes people for things He had 
fated them to do.12 

  
Employing Verses of the Qur’an as Ammunition for Debate  

The decontextualized reading of the Qur’an robbed scholastic theology 
of the ability to construct a cognitive methodology and semantic system 
that would prepare the way for the formulation of conceptions that 
were based on the logic and language of the Qur’an itself. Instead, the 
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Qur’an was treated as little more than a storehouse from which proof 
texts could be trotted out in a selective, atomistic fashion.  

Because it began in response to doubts that had been raised about 
Islam from without, scholastic theology came to approach problems of 
hermeneutics based on extraneous premises and suppositions rather 
than formulating such problems and the questions relevant to them in 
keeping with the Qur’an’s own logic, language and conceptual frame-
work. Muslim scholars’ mental energy was being drained by a never- 
ending, frenetic quest for answers to queries and conundrums that had 
been manufactured on foreign soil, as it were, and imported by force 
into the realm of Islamic debate. Consequently, the role of the Qur’an 
was reduced to that of reaction rather than initiative, and the Qur’anic 
text was being read through the lens of conceptions external to it rather 
than being treated as the founding source of Muslims’ perspectives and 
beliefs. This was the bitter harvest of decontextualization.13 
The aforementioned situation resulted in the use of an endless mish-
mash of terms within the framework of verbal sparring matches among 
competing sects who made no attempt to clarify, regulate or qualify 
such terms in light of the Qur’an and its authority. It should be remem-
bered, of course, that every word in every language conjures a con- 
stellation of associated meanings and mental images, and when the 
meaning signified belongs to the realm of the unseen and the absolute, 
the inadequacy of language to the task of accurately conveying the 
intended meaning is magnified all the more given the limited, relative 
nature of human perceptual capacities. The gap between signifier and 
signified is thus further widened,14 creating a space that is easily over-
run by competing meanings and connotations. This situation necessi- 
tates that some of these meanings be retained, and others excluded, 
which calls in turn for a final arbiter to whom appeal can be made. In 
the absence of such an arbiter, selective citation from the Qur’an and 
the narrative tradition threatens to spawn a semantic free-for-all  
which, in turn, gives rise to difficulties that divide and multiply ad 
infinitum. 

The problematic link between signifier and signified has been per-
ceived in a range of ways. At one extreme, it has been perceived based 
on a literal reading of the text which restricts itself to the most obvious 
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and concrete meaning of the terms in question. At the opposite extreme, 
it has been understood in terms of metaphorical mechanisms which 
have taken scholars so far afield that the words or phrases of concern 
are treated as nothing but symbols pointing to some esoteric meaning 
with no evidence to support it in the context, and no connection to the 
text’s most obvious and literal meaning. In sum, the distance between 
the signifier (the Qur’anic text) and the signified (the meaning the text is 
intended to convey) has been arbitrarily broadened or narrowed based 
on factors completely extraneous to the context. 

Regardless of which side of a given debate they were on, all scholas-
tic theologians without exception appealed to metaphor. Just as the 
Mu¢tazilah appealed to metaphor in their exegesis of verses that speak 
of God as having a hand or an eye, for example, the People of the Hadith 
appealed to it as well in their claim that actions can only be attributed to 
human beings in a metaphorical sense, as when we say that the cold has 
left, when in fact, other forces have caused it to leave. 

The difficulty may lie in the fact that the relationship between signi-
fier and signified is visualized as a straight line along which lie a large 
number of semantic points, with those at one end of the scale represent-
ing meanings that are proximate and direct, and those at the opposite 
end as remote and indirect, whereas in reality, the relationship between 
signifier and signified is more complex than this. A given signifier (a 
word or phrase) might be visualized as radiating concentric semantic 
circles which overlap and intersect with those of other signifiers, since 
different signifiers might refer to the same object or meaning but based 
on different considerations. The Arabic nouns sayf and |¥rim, for 
example, both refer to the same object – a sword – but with respect to 
two different aspects thereof. The word sayf refers to a sword in its 
capacity as a concrete entity, while the word |¥rim – meaning sharp or 
cutting – refers to a defining characteristic of this entity.  

Conversely, a single signifier might refer to several different mean-
ings or objects which share one or more semantic elements in common. 
Thus, rather than conceiving of the semantic map in simple linear fash-
ion, we are better advised to envision it as a complex network or grid. In 
keeping with this three-dimensional model, the distinction we need to 
make is not between direct and indirect meanings, but rather, between 
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meanings that harmonize more or less fully with the structure of the 
Qur’anic speech or the context. And herein lies the importance of 
appealing to the Qur’anic semantic point of reference, that is to say, its 
customary linguistic styles and structures, and treating this point of ref-
erence as authoritative. 

This process – which can best be illustrated in relation to the 
Qur’an’s discussions of abstract ideas and metaphysical themes, exam-
ples of which we will examine shortly – involves drawing on 
non-Qur’anic sources of information for deeper insight and under-
standing, yet without stifling the semantic input provided by Qur’anic 
concepts by imposing epistemological ceilings based on human histori-
cal experiences or considerations. The Qur’an takes the language of the 
Arabs and employs it as a vehicle with which to convey the content of 
its own message. In so doing, it empties the words in question of their 
accustomed cultural associations and content, and imbues them with 
seman- tic content of its own in keeping with its unique message and 
purpose. In this way, the Qur’an adopts the language of the Arabs in its 
human, relative dimension in order to render its message comprehensi-
ble to its audience. At the same time, however, it ushers us by means of 
this human, relative vehicle into the realm of the transcendent and 
absolute. 

To borrow another analogy, the Qur’an deconstructs words’ tradi-
tional semantic fields, retaining some of their elements and eliminating 
others in the process of constructing semantic fields of its own. The 
words in question then emerge as conveyors of composite Qur’anic 
concepts brimming with vitality and relevance. However, we can only 
achieve a proper understanding of these concepts through an inductive 
reading of the Qur’an which assimilates its distinctive logic and styles. 

This process is illustrated in S‰rat al-Isr¥’ 17:13-14, where God 
declares: “And every human being’s destiny have We tied to his neck 
[literally, ‘Every human being, We have bound his bird to his neck’ – wa 
kullu ins¥nin alzamn¥hu ~¥’irahu fÏ ¢unuqihi]; and on the Day of 
Resurrection it will emerge for him as a record which he will find wide 
open; [and he will be told:] ‘Read this your record! Sufficient is thine 
own soul today as the basis for your account!’” If we were to under-
stand this passage literally, we would have to imagine an actual bird 
bound to each person’s neck! Clearly, the reference to a bird in this  
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passage is not meant to be read literally as, for example, in S‰rat al-
An¢¥m 6:38.15An examination of the broader context of S‰rat al-Isr¥’ 
17:13-14 further confirms that a literal reading of the passage would be 
unacceptable. In three other Qur’anic texts (al-A¢r¥f 7:131; al-Naml 
27:47; and Y¥ SÏn 36:19), the triliteral root ~-y-r appears in relation to 
unbelievers’ attempt to blame their prophets for their misfortunes, the 
message being that these unbelievers’ unhappy fate is actually a result of 
their own actions. 

The Qur’an took the verb ta~ayyara (verbal noun, al-ta~ayyur) – a 
word associated with the custom of seeing events as negative or positive 
omens – from the vernacular Arabic of its day. The desert Arabs of the 
Prophet’s generation would anticipate good or evil based on the direc-
tions of birds’ movements. If birds flew from the right, they would see 
this as auguring good things to come, whereas if they flew from the left, 
this was seen as an evil omen. Eventually, however, the use of the word 
al-ta~ayyur came to be associated in particular with pessimism, or  
seeing an event as boding ill. Hence, the Qur’an borrowed the term al-
ta~ayyur in reference to human beings’ tendency to deny their own 
personal responsibility by pinning blame for their misfortunes on oth-
ers without there being any clear causal connection on which to base 
such thinking, in the process of doing which they were simply project-
ing their own psychological state onto actors or events outside of 
themselves. This tendency exhibits itself worldwide, although it may 
manifest itself differently from one society or place to another. The 
communities who had been addressed by the prophets spoken of in the 
Qur’an may not have seen good or bad omens in the movements of 
birds in particular, but in other natural phenomena, for example. 
Nevertheless, the Qur’an uses the term al-ta~ayyur in order to convey 
the idea in a general, abstract form. Moreover, it does so not to affirm 
the validity of this tendency or the notions on which it is based, but to 
counter them. Its purpose is to lead people to the realization that their 
happiness or lack thereof is a fruit of their own actions and that, for this 
reason, they must look to themselves as the determiners of their fates, 
whether for good or for ill. This is the message being conveyed in the 
passage quoted above, where God warns those who seek to externalize 
responsibility for their fates, saying, “And every human being’s destiny 
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have We tied to his neck [literally, ‘Every human being, We have bound 
his bird to his neck’ – wa kullu ins¥nin alzamn¥hu ~¥’irahu fÏ ¢unuqihi]; 
and on the Day of Resurrection it will emerge for him as a record which 
he will find wide open; [and he will be told:] ‘Read this thy record! 
Sufficient is thine own soul today as the basis for thine account!’” (S‰rat 
al-Isr¥’ 17:13-14). 

In keeping with the reformulation process described above, the 
Qur’an takes a term in the Arabic language and reconstructs its seman-
tic content by eliminating some elements of this content and retaining 
others, then imbuing it with content of its own. In this way, the word in 
question is transformed into a vehicle for conveying a complex concept, 
some aspects of which can be envisioned in terms of known entities, and 
some of which cannot, since they have to do with metaphysical realities 
that cannot be perceived directly through the senses, but only by extrap-
olation from sensory experience. One notes, for example, the contrast 
between the Qur’anic description of earthly gardens, and its description 
of the gardens of Paradise. The former are spoken of in S‰rat al-Kahf 
18:32-33 as follows: “And propound unto them the parable of two 
men, upon one of whom We had bestowed two vineyards, and sur-
rounded them with date-palms, and placed a field of grain in between. 
Each of the two gardens yielded its produce and never failed therein in 
any way, for We had caused a stream to gush forth in the midst of each 
of them.” Contrast this with the following description of the gardens of 
Paradise: “God has promised the believers, both men and women, gar-
dens through which running waters flow, therein to abide, and goodly 
dwellings in gardens of perpetual bliss, but God’s goodly acceptance is 
the greatest [bliss of all] – for this, this is the triumph supreme” (S‰rat 
al-Tawbah 9:72). The former are entities we can readily imagine, 
whereas the latter, we can only imagine with reference to what which 
points to them from our direct sensory experience. This direct sensory 
experience constitutes the semantic field which is common to both 
realms, the earthly and non-earthly, the physical and the metaphysical. 
The Qur’an conveys the concept of Paradise by making use of what is 
perceived by the senses to point us to that which the senses cannot per-
ceive. 

This is the method of reasoning which was established by the 
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prophet Abraham, who was led by what his senses perceived to a belief 
in what could not be perceived by his senses. Thus he was persuaded of 
the existence of God, in Whom he placed his trust before even receiving 
divine revelation. 

A practice which has given rise to a kind of semantic chaos is that of 
introducing extra-Qur’anic terms and investing them both with 
Qur’anic content and with a degree of binding authority which they do 
not possess. One such term is “doctrine” (¢aqÏdah), which was intro-
duced as being synonymous with faith (Ïm¥n). Scholastic theologians 
then included within ¢aqÏdah issues that went beyond the five pillars of 
faith set forth in the Qur’an (belief in God, His angels, His revelations, 
His messengers, and the Day of Judgment). The term ¢aqÏdah was then 
further expanded to include what went beyond the level of supposition 
to that of probability as well as the positions held with relative certainty 
by this or that sect or denomination. In this way the original five ele-
ments of faith were multiplied many times over, with al-Baghd¥dÏ 
numbering them at no fewer than three-hundred and eighty in his al-
Farq bayn al-Firaq, and a similar number, give or take a few, in the 
reckonings of other thinkers. This phenomenon, not surprisingly, 
opened the door to the practice of branding as infidels whoever failed to 
embrace these added elements. 

 
Confused perceptions of the relationship between the worlds of  
the seen and the unseen  
The Qur’an has its own unique ways of dealing with the various topics 
it treats. This is as it should be, of course, since the Qur’an is tailored not 
to human knowledge, but to the knowledge of God – a complete, all-
encompassing knowledge which is not limited or circumscribed by the 
boundaries of the worlds of sensory perception and cognition which 
define the areas of human thought, awareness and interpretation. In 
presenting a concept that people will have difficulty grasping, the 
Qur’an sometimes begins with the world of the unseen, which it then 
brings down to the level of the world of sensory perception clothed in 
“thingness” only to shift once again to the world of the unseen. In other 
words, the Qur’an appears to be in a state of constant motion between 
one realm and another. For no amount of human knowledge – not even 
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what has come to be known as the sciences of monotheism (al-taw^Ïd), 
doctrine (al-‘aqÏdah), or scholastic theology (¢ilm al-kal¥m) – will ever 
be able to bring people to the horizons of divine knowledge or enable 
them to navigate its unexplored realms. This being the case, people 
should not take it upon themselves, given their limited powers of 
awareness, to explore these uncharted regions since it is, quite simply, 
beyond their capacity to do so. However laudable their motives or 
aims, they should stop at the same limits at which the Qur’an itself has 
stopped, since what they have been given in the Qur’an is sufficient for 
them and more. On the contrary, it will do human beings no harm to 
recognize their limitations. It is important, when discussing metaphysi-
cal matters, to draw a distinction between those that belong entirely to 
the world that transcends human perception and understanding and 
which, for this reason, God reserves entirely to Himself (“He [alone] 
knows that which is beyond the reach of a created being’s perception, 
and to none does He disclose aught of the mysteries of His Own unfath-
omable knowledge” – S‰rat al-Jinn 72:26) and those that may have 
begun in the realm beyond that transcends human perception but 
which, over time, cease to belong to this realm as human beings 
advance in their pursuit of knowledge. By failing to recognize this dis-
tinction, human beings have demonstrated a willfulness that has 
disturbed the balance in their relationship to the worlds of the seen and 
the unseen alike. Consequently, scholastics’ discussions of many meta-
physical issues have been marked by a blameworthy presumptuous- 
ness, as they were venturing into realms which, had they exercised the 
proper humility, they would have respectfully avoided. 

 
Encouraging Debate and Dissemblance  

As we have seen, scholastic theological methodology was initially 
founded upon controversy and debate. As such, its aim was not to treat 
the issue at hand in a thorough, integrated manner, but rather, simply 
to demonstrate the incoherence of one’s opponent’s claims and the 
soundness of one’s own – as well as, of course, the soundness of any 
assertion that might be built on or derived from one’s claims. Hence, 
concerned solely with buttressing their own positions and beliefs rather 
than delving deep into all the relevant facts, scholastic theologians fell 
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captive to a short-sighted preoccupation with winning an argument – a 
preoccupation in which they were increasingly entrapped. 

Debate is an aspect of Aristotelian logic, which rests upon conceptu-
alizations and assertions that arise out of specific terms. Whether one 
was taking the affirmative side or the negative side of a debate, the 
polemicist would approach the topic at hand from a subjective point of 
view in which his primary aim was to defeat and refute whatever his 
opponent was saying while showing the superiority of his own views, 
denomination or school of thought without regard for truth and false-
hood as such. An individual might take up either side of a debate with 
equal passion, tailoring his arguments, objections, and method of rea-
soning to his immediate aim. Thus, the same person who had debated 
successfully in favor of a given position might easily turn around and 
refute the position for which he had argued so persuasively in a previous 
round. Needless to say, whoever rests upon this sort of foundation is 
teetering on the brink of a bottomless abyss into which he might plunge 
at any moment. And herein lies one of scholastic theology’s most seri-
ous weaknesses. 

The scholastic theological mindset left its mark on other disciplines 
as well, including Islamic legal theory (u|‰l al-fiqh) and exegesis 
(tafsÏr). For example, Muslim legal theorists with scholastic theological 
leanings embroiled themselves in a fruitless theoretical debate over 
whether it was permissible to trace the causes underlying the precepts of 
Islamic law and attribute aims and goals to the Divine Lawmaker. Such 
scholars had no compunctions about analyzing or searching out the 
reasons underlying the actions and precepts of God Almighty, despite 
the fact that this practice was tantamount to saying that God has goals 
that He strives to achieve – a notion that flies in the face of the assertion 
of God’s oneness and self-sufficiency. 

In this connection, the Mutazilites held that good and evil can be 
perceived via human reason (al-^usn wal-qub^ al-caqliyan) apart from, 
and prior to, the receipt of divinely revealed laws, and that God is 
obliged to do what is “best” for human beings (wuj‰b al-a|la^ lil-
cib¥d). As for the Asharites, they hold that God has linked His precepts 
to human beings’ best interests out of His gracious bounty, but that had 
He so willed, He could have caused humans’ best interests to consist in 
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something else entirely. In other words, God is free to attach human 
interests to this ruling or that at His divine discretion; thus, what are 
spoken of as the effective causes (cilal) for divine precepts (a^k¥m) are in 
reality nothing but signs of God Almighty’s having associated particu-
lar rulings or precepts with particular human benefits. The reason the 
Asharites took this position was to uphold the principle that the tempo-
ral cannot influence the timeless or eternal. An effective cause (cillah) is 
temporal, whereas a divine precept is eternal, and one cannot explain 
the eternal in terms of the temporal. Thus, the actions of God cannot be 
explained in terms of aims (aghr¥\), wise purposes (^ikam), and human 
interests (ma|¥li^). For even though wisdom may be demonstrated 
through the outcomes of such actions, and even though they may be 
seen to serve humans’ best interests, one cannot say that these actions 
were inspired by a wise purpose in the sense in which one would speak 
of a human action being undertaken for a wise purpose, since human 
beings are temporal creatures without knowledge of the future. 

The Maturidites, unlike the Asharites, maintain that the divine 
actions can indeed be explained in terms of human interests; however, 
they disagree with the Mu¢tazilites’ claim that God is under some obli-
gation to do that which is in His creatures’ “best interests.” Rather, 
insist the Maturidites, God acts toward His creatures out of His grace 
and bounty, and in accordance with His infinite wisdom and knowl-
edge. As for the arguments proffered by those who hold that God’s 
actions and precepts may not be explained in terms of temporal reali-
ties, and that God cannot be spoken of as having aims or even wise 
purposes because they are temporal in nature, the Maturidites refute 
such arguments by saying that the aim in such a context is attributable 
not to God, but to human beings themselves, whose best interests are 
achieved, or who are protected from harm, through God’s actions and 
commands. It is the creature who is completed by the aim in question, 
not the Creator. 

As for the Hanbalites, they have had many things to say on this 
topic. According to al-Q¥\Ï Ab‰ Yacl¥, for example, it may not be said 
that God does something for an aim or in response to a motive cause, 
since this would entail affirming the teachings of the Qadrites (who pro-
mote the notion that everything is predetermined), the Dualists, those 
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who believe in incarnation, and proponents of other heretical innova-
tions. Rather, aims and effective causes are only applicable to entities 
that are susceptible to being harmed or benefited and, as a conse-
quence, have needs. As ®l Taymiyah wrote in al-Musawwadah fÏ U|‰l 
al-Fiqh: 

 

A number of our companions, that is, the Hanbalites, such as Ab‰ al-

Kha~~¥b, Ibn cUqayl, al-¤alw¥nÏ and others have indicated in a variety of 

places that what are referred to as the effective causes of the Lawgiver are, in 

fact, merely signs or markers which God has established as pointers to His 

rulings and precepts. In other words, they function simply as names. 

However, this is not correct at all. There is a great deal to be said about the 

true nature of the effective causes underlying Islamic precepts (al-cilal al-

sharciyah). Ibn cUqayl and others have stated that even if these effective 

causes are signs or markers, they nevertheless act as genuine causes of bene-

fit and the prevention of harm.16 

 
 As for rational causes (al-cilal al-caqliyah), they have stated in this 

connection that rational analogy or comparison is an argument which 
must be taken into account and which forms a valid basis for reasoning 
once the Divine Law has been revealed and established. It was Ibn 
Taymiyah’s view that support for talcÏl, or the practice of identifying 
and analyzing the effective causes underlying the precepts of Islamic 
law is an important concomitant of taw^Ïd, or affirmation of the divine 
oneness. According to Ibn Taymiyah, there must be a concatenation of 
effective causes at work, not a single effective cause operating inde-
pendently of all others, since the only effective cause which can operate 
independently of all others is God Himself, the Sovereign of the 
Universe. 

Had it not been for the way in which scholastic theological dis-
course took over the field of Islamic reasoning and argumentation, taclÏl 
might have served as an important point of departure for the formula-
tion of aims-based thought at an early stage of Islamic history. After all, 
purposefulness is one the most central features of Islam, one that mani-
fests itself clearly and unmistakably in virtually all aspects of creation. 
There is no creature, great or small, which lacks a purpose and a role to  
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perform in this life, whether we humans are aware of it or not. In S‰rat 
al-Mu’min‰n 23:115, for example, God addresses a rhetorical question 
to those who deny the purposefulness of human existence, saying, “Did 
you, then, think that We created you in mere idle play, and that you 
would not have to return to Us?” Nothing in the Universe can be said to 
have come into existence by mere chance or coincidence, devoid of any 
wise purpose, effective cause, or function. The claim that things come 
about by chance or coincidence is a reflection of primitive animistic 
thought with its origins in the earliest phases of human evolution.  

However, Islam brought people out of the darkness of that bygone 
era, transporting them from the realm of superstition into one of logical 
thought which could trace cause and effect, enabling us to discover the 
links among objects and phenomena, unveiling the divine laws at work 
in human life and the Universe and perceiving divine wisdom and provi-
dence in all things. This type of rational pursuit gave rise to academic 
disciplines which fueled human progress enabling people to see beyond 
the particular significance of things and phenomena to vast networks of 
purposeful connections. As God declares in S‰rat al al-Dukh¥n 44:38-
39, “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is 
between them in mere idle play. None of this have We created without 
[an inner] truth: but most of them understand it not.” 

At the same time, some polemicists were at such pains to demon-
strate the peril inherent in their opponent’s point of view that they 
would go so far as to accuse those who adopted it of unbelief.17 The out-
come of this was to raise subsidiary issues that were in some cases not 
even religious in nature to the status of fundamental religious princi-
ples, as well as to misclassify issues in such a way as to rob the discus- 
sions thereof of all meaning and practical value.18 

Scholastic theology was first established with a view to its being a 
solution to difficulties by defending Islamic doctrine and establishing 
its foundations. The goal was to respond effectively to attacks on sound 
Islamic teaching and to the introduction and legitimization of contra-
dictory doctrines by individuals who were armed with Greek thought 
and logic and pagan philosophy. However, instead of facilitating cul-
tural reform and clear delivery of the Islamic message, scholastic 
theology ended up stoking the flames of rivalry and divisiveness among 
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competing Muslim schools of thought, and entrenching intellectual 
partisanship and fanatic adherence to this or that scholastic theological 
position or school of thought. In the midst of this explosive intellectual 
crisis, which distracted Muslims from their mission and impeded the 
role of sound doctrine in their lives, there was no solution apart from a 
whole-hearted return to the Qur’an. 
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first: establishing a transcendent awareness— 

a methodological introduction 
     

 
1. The sovereignty of the Qur’an and the power of narrative    
The Qur’an is God’s discourse addressed to all of humanity, revealed to 
restore people to a state of truthfulness and integrity, to affirm whatever 
truths they still retained, and to correct whatever falsification, or con-
fusion, or contradiction may have tainted human understandings of the 
divine message. Moreover, because human beings would be incapable 
of accomplishing this task with the needed integrity and precision, God 
undertook to preserve the Qur’an Himself. The people to whom previ-
ous scriptures had been revealed had entrusted them to their monks and 
scribes and the divinely inspired individuals among them, yet even they 
had not been up to the challenge. As God declared in S‰rat al-M¥’idah 
5:13: 

 

Then, for having broken their solemn pledge, We rejected them and caused 

their hearts to harden – [so that now] they distort the meaning of the 

[revealed] words, taking them out of their context and they have forgotten 

much of what they had been told to bear in mind; and from all but a few of 

them thou wilt always experience treachery. But pardon them, and forbear: 

verily, God loves the doers of good. 

 
Experience had thus proven that for numerous reasons, even the 

most godly scribes and learned men of religion were unable to preserve 
what had been entrusted to them. After all, the discourse of God 
Himself is like no other. As God declared to the Prophet, “Behold, We 
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shall bestow upon thee a weighty message” (S‰rat al-Muzammil 73:5). 
God has placed the Qur’an in order just as He has the stars in the sky. 
Any defect or alteration in the positions of the verses of the Qur’an 
would trigger an imbalance or malfunction in the entire message, just as 
an alteration in the position of a single star would disturb the order of 
the Universe as a whole.  

This being the case, God pledged to preserve the Qur’an and to pro-
tect it from the errors and defects to which previous revelations had 
been prone, saying, “Behold, it is We Ourselves who have bestowed 
from on high, step by step, this reminder, and, behold, it is We who 
shall truly guard it [from all corruption]” (S‰rat al-¤ijr 15:9). God 
alone sent down the “Reminder” contained in the Qur’an without 
assistance from anyone else in its composition or style, and has prom-
ised to guard it from corruption until the Day of Resurrection. Just as 
its revelation began with God, so will it end with God as He recites it to 
the inhabitants of Paradise on the Last Day. God alone uttered the 
Qur’an, made it clear and commanded His Messenger to follow it 
unhastily as it was recited to him, saying: “Move not thy tongue in 
haste, [repeating the words of the revelation:]” (S‰rat al-Qiy¥mah 
75:16). What this means is that even the recitations with which we are 
familiar need to be reviewed and scrutinized in light of the guidance 
contained in the Qur’an’s own verses, the manner in which they were 
gathered, and the Qur’an’s own interpretation and explanation of 
itself. 

In effect, the various Qur’anic recitations constitute a change in the 
words of the Qur’an in keeping with this or that person’s narrative, 
whereas the Qur’an itself tells us that there is nothing which could 
change the words of God, and that the Qur’an was sent down from on 
high a single time, never to be repeated. Hence, the Muslim community 
should not entertain a single doubt concerning the soundness of this 
Qur’an, in which there is no multiplicity of languages, readings, or 
words. God’s purposes are as precise and comprehensive as they are 
wise and His mercy encompasses the preservation of the blessed Qur’an 
which is the culmination of all prophecies and divinely revealed mes-
sages. Nevertheless, as time passed following the Apostle’s coming, 
people’s hearts grew hard, and before long, the Great Sedition had 
reared its head among them. This hardening dulled the impact of the 
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Qur’an on those who had believed in it, opening their hearts and minds 
to changeable attitudes which served in turn to blind them to the 
Qur’an’s distinctive and inimitable features. 

Moreover, because people in their innate short-sightedness tend to 
make themselves the center from which they proceed in their percep-
tions of others, they began projecting the features of probability and 
relativity onto the Book of God rather than drawing on the absolute-
ness of the Book of God for help in overcoming their subjective 
impulses. Hence, people began circulating baseless views according to 
which, for example, the Qur’an is subject to a variety of interpretations 
(al-qur’¥n ^amm¥lu awjuh), or that whereas the situations which 
human beings encounter are infinite, the revealed texts are finite. On 
the basis of such views, it was concluded that since some passages of the 
Qur’an are problematic and obscure, with some being literal and others 
metaphorical, some still valid and others abrogated, it therefore stands 
in need of an external source of clarification. Accordingly, the Arabic 
language with its human norms and features was adopted as the stan-
dard against which to measure the speech of God, and the verses which 
affirm the Qur’an’s inerrancy and the infallible way in which God had 
gathered it and set it forth were forgotten. 

This was followed by blatantly blasphemous claims that the Qur’an 
contains grammatical errors, omissions, and additions, or that some 
verses had been abrogated with respect to both recitation and applica-
tion, while others had been abrogated in terms of recitation but not 
application. God has Himself preserved the glorious Qur’an and made 
its meanings clear as a Reminder that will stand as a challenge to the 
entire world until the Day of Judgment. Furthermore, God has forbid-
den Muslims to accept anything not founded upon knowledge or 
proof.  How, then, can they believe that the evidence for something 
could be abolished while preserving the entity for which said evidence 
provided the basis? We are told clearly in S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:115 that 
“there is no power that could alter His words” whether in the form of 
recitations, accounts or whatever else. Nevertheless, narrative 
accounts gained such power over people’s minds and hearts that they 
found it acceptable to make such baseless claims about the Qur’an. 
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Examples of works that advanced such groundless and harmful 
views include Fa|l al-Khi~¥b fÏ Ta^rÏf Kit¥b Rabb al-Arb¥b (The Final 
Word on the Corruption of the Book of the Lord of Lords) by ¤usayn 
Ibn Mu^ammad al->abarsÏ, and works on the Qur’anic sciences replete 
with statements about how such and such a verse had been abrogated 
by some other verse, or how this or that verse or passage had been 
revealed concerning a particular tribe, battle, incident, etc. By employ-
ing the concept of “occasions of revelation” (asb¥b al-nuz‰l) in the 
reading of the Qur’an, scholars promoted the mistaken notion that the 
Qur’anic text is historically bound. Statements conveying this notion 
have been repeated down the generations, and are being taught in insti-
tutes of Islamic legal sciences to this very day, the claim being that they 
were transmitted via reliable accounts. Nevertheless, it should be 
remembered that however well-reputed an account might be, it cannot 
be used to refute a fact which is necessarily and intuitively true. Rather, 
if such an account conflicts with certain knowledge gleaned from the 
verses of the Qur’an which affirm its inerrancy and infallibility, it must 
be rejected. Unfortunately, however, this has not been done. 

A narrative (riw¥yah) is by definition a human transmission of 
reports, events and traditions which originated with individuals who 
preceded those who transmitted their statements. The narrative will 
sometimes be accompanied by the phrase “on the authority of” (con-
veyed by the Arabic preposition ¢an), and at other times by the use of the 
phrase, “we were informed by” (akhbaran¥), “it was related to us by” 
(^addathan¥), etc., the purpose of such words or phrases being to docu-
ment and confirm the validity and correctness of the statement being 
passed down. The Qur’an, by contrast, is the speech of God, whose doc-
umentation, confirmation or authoritativeness is not dependent on the 
manner in which it was transmitted, who undertook the transmission, 
or how many narrators were involved. Rather, its unique author- ity 
and reliability is founded upon God’s challenge to produce a single 
chapter or even verse that could rival the Qur’an’s style, eloquence, and 
poignancy. 

As noted, this challenge has no bearing on the number of individuals 
who transmitted the Qur’anic text. Never has anyone argued for the 
definitive attestation or authority of the Qur’an based on the number or 
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even trustworthiness of those who transmitted it. Rather, it was estab-
lished based on the Qur’an’s inimitable eloquence, formulation and 
style. As for the issue of transmission, it arose only later, after the 
Qur’an’s definitive and authoritative attestation had been established. 

Similarly, the distinction between definitive and speculative certainty 
arose among Muslim scholars after the knowledge of other nations had 
entered the Muslims’ sphere of awareness via translations of their works 
into Arabic, and with the birth of juristic schools of thought. Some 
jurists, believing there might be internal inconsistency among different 
Qur’anic texts, began arguing for the doctrine of abrogation, saying 
that a Qur’anic text revealed at an earlier time could be abrogated by a 
text revealed at a later time. Similarly, they maintained that a text 
marked by definitive certainty constituted more powerful evidence 
than one with speculative certainty. They also put forward principles of 
argumentation according to which, for example, greater weight was to 
be attributed to the literal meaning of a text than to a non-literal mean-
ing, to teachings supported by numerous passages, allowances within 
Islamic law to spare people hardship, and so on. 

Such scholars then attempted to argue for the value of narratives not 
only as transmitters of traditions and reports but, in addition, as means 
of establishing whether something found in the Qur’an was of defini-
tive or speculative certainty. They held that the Qur’an as a whole was 
of definitive attestation because it had been transmitted by taw¥tur, but 
that most of its passages were of speculative significance or meaning. 
Accordingly, they accepted the existence of multiple readings of the 
Qur’an, some of them having been passed down by taw¥tur, others by 
single narrators, and still others being irregular (sh¥dhdhah) and weak 
(\a¢Ïfah). 

Scholars should not have allowed themselves to be drawn down this 
path, of course, as God has endowed the Qur’an with incorruptibility 
(¢i|mah) on all levels: from its individual words, to its verses, to its chap-
ters, to the Book as a whole. Furthermore they found that if they argued 
for the definitive certainty of the Qur’an based on its having been trans-
mitted by taw¥tur, this would require them to accept the claims of Jews, 
Christians and others for the truths of their religions, whose scriptures 
had been similarly passed down. Consequently, they were forced to 
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deny that traditions and reports in general had been passed down by 
taw¥tur. In fact, however, there was no need for such scholars to condi-
tion the reliability of the Qur’an on the process by which it was trans- 
mitted. Rather, the only attestation the Qur’an needs is found in the 
insurmountable challenge which God posed to its skeptics: the chal-
lenge to produce its like. 

The Qur’an bears witness to itself in God’s declaration: “for, 
behold, it is for Us to gather it, and to cause it to be read [as it ought to be 
read].Thus, when We recite it, follow thou its wording [with all thy 
mind]: and then, behold, it will be for Us to make its meaning clear” 
(S‰rat al-Qiy¥mah 75:17-19). These verses draw attention to the order 
in which the processes of gathering, recitation, and clarification took 
place with respect to the Qur’an. It can only be read as it ought to be 
read in consequence of its having been gathered in accordance with the 
divine will, and only then can its meanings be brought forth with their 
intended clarity. From this it may be concluded that any narrative 
which claims that the gathering and construction of the Qur’an were 
based on the Companions’ own ideas or planning is to be dismissed. 
Rather, the manner and order in which the Qur’an was compiled are a 
matter of divine discretion and knowledge alone. Nor was its manner of 
recitation left to the discretion of those who put it in writing. Rather, it 
was written down as it was dictated by the Messenger of God, and in the 
precise language in which it had been revealed. All of these steps were 
integral parts of the process by which the Prophet delivered the message 
from his Lord. He would not depart this world without having accom-
plished everything God had intended him to, nor would he leave any 
part of his God-given mission to anyone else. 

This being the case, no store should be placed in narratives accord-
ing to which some verses of the Qur’an were excluded from this process 
of ordering and construction. And as for the claim that certain verses 
were abrogated with respect to recitation but nevertheless remained in 
effect with respect to the legal rulings founded upon them, it is prepos-
terous. For how is one to discern the meaning and implications of 
something which is not being recited?! The same goes for accounts 
according to which a given verse had been in the possession of a single 
individual, or that this or that recitation was irregular while another 
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was mutaw¥tirah, and still another ¥^¥d. All such claims bring the 
divinely originated, ordered, constructed and preserved Qur’an down 
to the level of mere human accounts in the form of traditions and 
reports. Consequently, it would have been more fitting had the Muslim 
community contented themselves in the knowledge and belief that God 
alone had gathered, ordered, and preserved the Qur’an, whether or not 
they were able to trace the reasons for this or the way in which this took 
place. For all such matters are the sole concern and province of the One 
who sent down the revelation, and no one can add to it or take away 
from it, including even our master Muhammad upon whose heart the 
Qur’an descended and about whom God uttered the stern words, “Now 
if he [whom We have entrusted with it] had dared to attribute some [of 
his own] sayings unto Us, We would indeed have seized him by his right 
hand, and would indeed have cut his life-vein, and none of you could 
have saved him!” (S‰rat al-¤¥qqah 69:44-47). Any and all accounts 
which conflict with these premises must be called into question. 

Alternatively, it has been suggested that narrative accounts are 
something which God has made use of in the process of preserving the 
Qur’an; however, we disagree entirely. On the contrary, we hold that 
the preservation, gathering, and clarification of the Qur’an are divine 
acts attributable to God alone, and it is from God alone that they derive 
their infallibility. As for narratives, they are products of human effort 
which, like all things human, are flawed and imperfect. Consequently, 
they would be unfit to bear this heavy burden of responsibility. How 
could the speculative and uncertain uphold and preserve that which is 
definitive and certain? How could the higher be indebted to the lower? 
As for the argument that the Qur’an was preserved thanks to the efforts 
of certain of the Prophet’s Companions or members of his household, 
this assertion remains inadequate. If a given verse or chapter of the 
Qur’an had been in the possession of a certain individual, then if this 
individual had died before passing the verse in question on to others, it 
would have been lost, and this is a thought which should not be enter-
tained by someone who believes in the Qur’an as the Book of God, who 
has undertaken its collection, recitation, clarification and preservation 
from all contradiction, loss or corruption. This is why God’s challenge 
to the Prophet’s contemporaries to produce the likes of the Qur’an 
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would have been impossible to meet, since even if all humankind, 
together with all of the spirit world, had conspired to produce the likes 
thereof on any level, they would have failed to do so even had they oper-
ated in perfect unison. God’s word could never have been mingled with 
that of human beings or prone to its vicissitudes. As noted earlier, even 
the trustworthy Apostle who received it from his Lord received a stern 
warning to the effect that should he attempt to interpolate his own 
words into God’s speech, he would face the severest of punishments 
(S‰rat al-¤¥qqah 69:44-47). 

Works written by Muslim thinkers down the centuries which equate 
the Book of God with the statements of His Messenger, and/or with 
later traditions and reports, have opened the precious revelation to 
error and deviation. Therefore, they stand in need of deconstruction 
and radical revision under the Qur’an’s own watchful gaze. If the 
Islamic sciences and the narratives that inform them have any virtue, it 
inheres in the witness they bear to the Qur’an’s having been in fact pre-
served by God, who has left this task to none of His creatures. If these 
sciences and narratives had been left to their own devices, they would 
have doomed us to an inevitable and woesome consequence, namely, 
the actual corruption of the Qur’an. As it is, however, we have been 
spared this fate by God’s gracious providence. 

 
2. The examples of narratives which suggest that God did not preserve 
the Qur’an    
We now turn to specific narratives which claim that the Qur’an con-
tains ungrammaticalities resulting from errors committed by those who 
recorded it and differences among their local dialects. The following 
account has been attributed to ¢Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n and ¢®’ishah, which 
tells us that the Arabs would be charged with the task of correcting the 
Qur’an based on their respective dialects,1 and that the Qur’an contains 
irregularities. Al-Suy‰~Ï stated, “I know that Judge Jal¥l al-DÏn al-
BalqÏnÏ said, ‘The recitations of the Qur’¥n may be divided into four 
categories: mutaw¥tir, ¥^¥d, sh¥dhdh and those of the Companions. 
Those in the first category are the seven most widely known readings; 
the second category includes the following three, which complete the 
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ten; the third category consists of the recitations of the Successors such 
as al-A¢mash, Ya^y¥ Ibn Wathth¥b, Ibn Jubayr, and others; and the 
fourth is that the recitations of the Companions.’”2 

According to this perspective, the Qur’an also contains that which is 
ungrammatical according to the generally accepted speech of the Arabs. 
However, it is incumbent upon centers of Islamic learning, both Sunni 
and Shi¢a, to distance themselves from such groundless teachings, and 
to reaffirm the Qur’an’s inerrancy and infallibility. We fully expect 
institutions of religious instruction, including specialized colleges and 
universities, to rescue the Qur’an from the corruption and deviation to 
which the Qur’anic sciences have fallen prey. Quoting from al-W¥^idÏ 
in his book Asb¥b al-Nuz‰l (Occasions of Revelation), al-ZarkashÏ 
wrote, “If it is possible for there to be passages of the Qur’an which are 
applied but not recited, this is because God knows best what is in our 
interests, and He may know how our interests are served by applying 
teachings [which are not founded in the texts recited].”3 

Perhaps what al-ZarkashÏ was referring to here is the so-called 
“stoning verse,” which is said to have been recited at one time as part of 
the Qur’an, after which its recitation was abolished, whereas the legal 
ruling based on it remained in effect. In reality, this is a verse from the 
Old Testament, which appears to this day in the Jewish scriptures, but 
which never appeared in the Qur’an. Some narrators became confused 
about this matter, however, thinking that the phrase “part of what God 
had sent down” (mimm¥ anzala all¥hu) – or, in some versions, “what 
had been recited” (k¥nat fÏ m¥ yutl¥)4 – referred to what had been 
revealed in the Qur’an and recited thereof, whereas in fact, it refers to 
what had been recited from the Old Testament. 

Some accounts indicate that this alleged verse was found in S‰rat al-
N‰r (24), and others that it was in S‰rat al-A^z¥b (33). In an attempt to 
explain why the verse can be found nowhere in the Qur’an, some 
accounts have suggested that the Apostle himself did not allow it to be 
written down,5 while others suggest that it was ¢Umar who refused to 
allow this.6 

In a similar phenomenon, accounts which circulated among the 
Twelver Shi¢ites speak of verses supporting the teaching that ¢AlÏ Ibn 
AbÏ >¥lib was to be recognized as the infallible imam. According to 
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such accounts, some of the Companions intervened and removed these 
verses from the Qur’an; according to others they were eaten by a chicken 
and no one has ever collected the entire Qur’an apart from the infallible 
imams themselves. One such account reads, for example, “…Ab‰  
Ja¢far said, ‘No one can claim that he has collected the entire Qur’an, 
both that which conveys an obvious and literal meaning and that which 
conveys a hidden and esoteric meaning, apart from the sinless 
guardians.” Another reads, “J¥bir said, ‘I heard Ab‰ Ja¢far say, “Any-
one who says that he has gathered the entire Qur’¥n as God revealed it  
is a liar. Moreover, no one has collected and preserved it as God 
revealed it from on high but ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib and the infallible imams 
after him.”’” Still another reads, “A man once asked Ab‰ Ja¢far [about 
the collection of the Qur’an], to which he replied, ‘No one but the sin-
less guardians (al-aw|iy¥’) can say that he has collected the entire 
Qur’an.’” 

In a section entitled, “On the fact that the infallible imams have the 
entire Qur’an,” al-ßaff¥r included an account which reads as follows: 
“As a certain man recited to Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h, I heard pronunciations of 
the Qur’an which differed from the way in which the Qur’an was  
normally recited. In reply, Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h declared, ‘Ugh! Stop this 
recitation! Recite as other people do until the awaited Mahdi arrives!’ 
He then brought out the copy of the Qur’an which had been compiled 
by ¢AlÏ, saying, ‘¢AlÏ brought it out to the people after finishing it and 
recording it, saying, “This is the Book of God as it was revealed to 
Muhammad.” To this they replied, “We already have a book which 
contains all of the Qur’an, so we have no need of this.” As for ¢AlÏ, he 
retorted, “I swear by God, you shall never see it again….”’”7 

According to an account passed down by al-KulaynÏ (d. 329 ah/941 
ce), Ab‰ Ba|Ïr said, “… the revelation then came to the Prophet in the 
words, ‘One who is minded to ask might ask about the suffering which 
is bound to befall those who deny the truth. [Know, then, that] nothing 
can ward it off’ (S‰rat al-Ma¢¥rij 70:1-2). But I said, ‘O thou for whom I 
would lay down my life, this is not how we recite it.’ And he replied, ‘I 
swear to you this is how it was revealed through Gabriel to Muhammad. 
And this is how it was recorded in the copy of the Qur’an which is in the 
possession of F¥~imah.’”8 
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There are other accounts of a similar nature which, in the interests of 
space, we will not cite here. However, a statement worth noting is that 
of al-Mirza Abu al-Hasan al-Sha¢rani (d. 1320 ah/1902 ce), who com-
mented on the aforementioned account with the words, “Any claim to 
the effect that something might have dropped out of the Qur’an is base-
less according to Islam’s leading scholars and hadith transmitters. As 
for this account of Ab‰ Ba|Ïr’s, it must be rejected based on the fact that 
among the individuals through whom it was passed down was Sulay-
m¥n al-DaylamÏ (who is said to have been a liar and an extremist, as was 
his son who narrated the account on his authority)…”9 

We cannot, of course, specify the exact percentage of Twelver Shiite 
scholars and hadith transmitters who believe that the Qur’an has not 
been corrupted as compared to those who believe that it has. Never-the-
less, it can be stated with confidence that the first group is not in the 
minority – at least in terms of its significance – as it includes pioneering 
representatives of the Twelver Shiite school of thought who helped to 
set its course and who headed schools which for centuries occupied 
places of prominence in the denomination’s scholarly circles. One such 
scholar was the venerable Shaykh al->‰sÏ, whose ideas held sway over 
the Twelver Shiite community for hundreds of years, and whose succes-
sors continued to follow more or less blindly in his footsteps until the 
establishment of the al-¤illah School, which marked the beginning of a 
new phase in Twelver Shiite thought founded upon reason and inde-
pendent interpretation.  

This was followed by the emergence of the modern Akhb¥ri 
Current,10 which dominated the Twelver Shiite arena throughout the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries ah. The foundation for this current had 
been laid by Shaykh Mu^ammad AmÏn al-Istr¥b¥dÏ in his book al-
Faw¥’id al-Madaniyah (Useful Lessons from Madinah). This current 
played a major role in reviving the notion among Twelver Shi¢ites that 
the Qur’an had been corrupted. In particular, this topic was reopened 
by the scholar al-Fay\ al-K¥sh¥nÏ (d. 1091 ah/1680 ce) who, in the 
sixth preface to his commentary al-ß¥fÏ, argued that the Qur’an had 
been corrupted, and cited various accounts in support of this view. Al-
K¥sh¥nÏ wrote: 
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It may be concluded from the sum total of these reports as well as other 

accounts which have reached us via members of the Prophet’s household 

that the Qur’an which we now have in our hands is not the complete revela-

tion which was sent down upon Muhammad. Some of what it now contains 

is contrary to what God revealed, some has been altered or corrupted; and 

many elements have been deleted from it, including numerous mentions of 

the name of ¢AlÏ. Furthermore, the Qur’an is not in the order which would 

have been pleasing to God and His Apostle. 
 
Al-K¥sh¥nÏ followed this statement with specific instances of alleged 

corruption in the Qur’anic text. These include, for example, the claim 
that the verse which reads, kuntum khayra ummah (“you are the best 
community”) in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110 should actually read, kuntum 
khayra a’immah (“You are the best imams”). And this same line of 
thought was adopted by other Akhb¥rÏ scholars the likes of Ni¢matall¥h 
al-Jaz¥’irÏ (d. 1112 ah/1700 ce), hadith transmitter Y‰suf al-Ba^r¥nÏ 
(d. 1186 ah/1772 ce), and al-M¥zandar¥nÏ (d. 1081 ah/1670 ce). 

Nevertheless, Haydar Hubb Allah concludes that al-K¥sh¥nÏ did not 
deny the authority of the Qur’an. In a striking observation which cap-
tured Hubb Allah’s attention, al-K¥sh¥nÏ wrote, “The claim that the 
Qur’an has been corrupted would render it impossible to appeal there-
after to the Qur’anic text. However, we are obliged to cling to the 
Qur’an and to appeal thereto as the criterion by which we measure 
accounts and narratives.” This observation, which marked the begin-
ning of a powerful argument for the invalidation of the meanings of the 
Qur’an among members of the Akhb¥rÏ Current, was made by al-
K¥sh¥nÏ in a number of his books: al-W¥fÏ (The Comprehensive and 
Complete), ¢Ilm al-YaqÏn (Certain Knowledge), and al-Ma^ajjah al-
Bay\¥’ (The Faultless Argument). However, in these contexts, al- 
K¥sh¥nÏ understood the texts referring to corruption as applying not to 
the Qur’an itself, but to its interpretation. In other words, he under-
stood the term “corruption” (al-ta^rÏf) to refer not to changes in the 
words of the Qur’anic text but, rather, in their exegesis. In his commen-
tary, al-ß¥fÏ (The Pure and Lucid), al-K¥sh¥nÏ sought to refute such 
texts in such a way as to retain the notion of corruption, while at the 
same time not undermining the meaning of the Qur’anic text. He did 
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this by saying that the change to which the texts alleging corruption 
were referring had no appreciable effect on the intended meaning, such 
as omission of the name of ¢AlÏ or the names of members of the 
Prophet’s household, since such omissions would not interfere with the 
possibility of generalizing from the text in question. As a consequence, 
the text was not lost or wasted despite the corruption. Alternatively, he 
proposed that the Prophet’s household compensate for what we have 
missed. As a result, al-K¥sh¥nÏ reasoned, we may appeal to the Qur’an, 
while receiving what was removed from it on the authority of the 
Prophet’s household. 

In sum, the role played by al-K¥sh¥nÏ’s studies was not so much to 
tear down the authority of the Qur’an as it was to reinforce the effects of 
the tearing down that had already occurred. It was on this basis that the 
twelfth-century ah scholar al-Nab¥~Ï al-Fatt‰nÏ (twelfth century 
ah/eighteenth century ce) concluded that the key to supporting the 
belief in the supreme virtues, sainthood and infallible imamate of the 
Prophet’s household and the duty to obey them, lay in claims that the 
Qur’an had been changed and corrupted.11 

Scholars representing Legal-Theoretical and Rationalist currents 
involved themselves in refuting claims that the Qur’an had been cor-
rupted, though they differed with respect to whether they rejected the 
accounts promoting claims of corruption and omission, or whether 
they interpreted them metaphorically. In his book entitled Kashf al-
Ghi~¥’, Shaykh Ja¢far al-Jin¥^Ï – better known as K¥shif al-Ghi~¥’ (the 
Unveiler) (d. 1228 ah/1716 ce) –maintained that 

 

…no addition has been made to it [the Qur’an]: neither chapter nor verse, 

neither basmalah, nor word, nor even so much as a letter. Everything recited 

from its beginning to its end is by necessity the speech of God Almighty, not 

only as a teaching of the denomination, but of the entire religion by the 

unanimous agreement of the Muslim community and in keeping with the 

reports handed down on the authority of the Prophet and the immaculate 

and infallible imams. . . Secondly, regarding omissions: There can be no 

doubt but that the Qur’an has been protected from omissions by the provi-

dence of the Almighty Sovereign and Judge, as evidenced by the Qur’an’s 

own explicit declarations... As for those accounts which claim that elements 
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are missing from the Book, their apparent meaning is intuitively and 

unquestionably unsound… Consequently, such reports need to be inter-

preted metaphorically in one of a number of aspects: (1) The missing 

element is understood to be absent not from the revelation sent down from 

on high but, rather, from the creature that received it. (2) The missing ele-

ment is absent from what was sent down to the heavenly sphere, not from 

what reached the Seal of the Prophets.12 (3) The missing element has to do 

not with the words, but their meanings. (4) What is missing is absent from 

the extra-Qur’anic revelations (al-a^¥dÏth al-qudsiyah). In my view, the 

correct view is that what has been revealed of the contents of the Preserved 

Tablet is incomplete with respect to the written words, but what is missing 

therefrom has been preserved with the Prophet. As for the Qur’an that was 

in circulation in the Hejaz and elsewhere, it has not been altered by any 

omission or deletion since the time of the Prophet.13 
 
Al-Sayyid al-Khu’i (d. 1992) devoted a discussion to this issue in his 

commentary, al-Bay¥n. After asserting that the Qur’an has undergone 
no corruption, al-Khu’i states, “It is a known fact among Muslims that 
the Qur’an has undergone no corruption, and that the Qur’an we have 
now is the entire revelation which was sent down from high upon the 
Prophet. This has been stated explicitly by numerous scholars of ster-
ling repute, including the leading hadith transmitter of all time, Ibn 
B¥bawayh (d. 381 ah/991 ce), and Ab‰ Ja¢far >‰sÏ (Shaykh al- 
>¥’ifah). Others include the illustrious scholar al-Shahshah¥nÏ in his 
book al-¢Urwah al-Wuthq¥ (The Firm Hold), famed hadith scholar al-
Mawl¥ Mu^ammad al-Q¥s¥nÏ, and the heroic seeker of knowledge 
al-Muj¥hid Mu^ammad Jaw¥d al-Bal¥ghÏ in the preface to his com-
mentary ®l¥’ al-Ra^m¥n (Signs of the Most Merciful).” Al-Khu’i then 
goes on to list, and refute, the arguments put forward by those who 
maintain that the Qur’an has been corrupted. In this connection he 
writes: 

 

The second argument: ¢AlÏ had a copy of the Qur’an other than the one in 

circulation. He presented it to the Companions, but they would not accept 

it… In response to this argument, it may be said that the Commander of the 

Faithful’s possession of a copy of the Qur’an in which the chapters (surahs) 
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were ordered differently than they were in the copy of the Qur’an in general 

circulation at the time is a fact of which there should be no doubt.14 Further-

more, his Qur’an’s inclusion of additions which were not part of the Qur’an 

proper, though a fact, does not mean that these additions had once been part 

of the Qur’an but had then dropped out of it by a process of corruption. 

Rather, these additions consisted of commentary, referred to as ta’wÏl, or as 

revelations from God in explanation of what the Qur’an meant … As such, 

the copy of the Qur’an in the Caliph’s possession contained the names of 

hypocrites…15 

 
In response to the claim that accounts transmitted by taw¥tur on the 

authority of the Prophet’s descendents serve as evidence that the 
Qur’an has been corrupted, al-Khu’i explains that many of these 
accounts have weak chains of transmission, as a number of them come 
from Kit¥b al-Qir¥’¥t (The Book of Recitations) by A^mad Ibn 
Mu^ammad al-Sayy¥rÏ who, according to experts in ¢ilm al-rij¥l, held 
unfounded beliefs, including a belief in reincarnation, and from one ¢AlÏ 
Ibn A^mad al-K‰fÏ, who has been said to be a liar with unsound beliefs. 
However, he also added, “The sheer number of these accounts renders 
it virtually certain that some of them originated from infallible individ-
uals….” He then lists the accounts indicating that the Qur’an has been 
corrupted and categorizes them into a number of groups.  

Group 1 contains accounts that suggest corruption by reinterpreting 
verses of the Qur’an which imply a denial of the virtues of the 
Household of the Prophet. Group 2 consists of accounts which indicate 
that numerous Qur’anic verses which had mentioned the names of the 
infallible imams have been removed. After listing such accounts, al-
Khu’i responds saying, “As we have explained, some of what was 
revealed was in the form of commentary and not intended to be part of 
the Qur’an itself … otherwise, it would be necessary to reject such 
accounts due to their inconsistency with the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 
Furthermore, all of these accounts are contradicted by the |a^Ï^a^ 
[sound hadith collection] of Ab‰ Bu|Ïr which is narrated in al-K¥fÏ, 
where we read: ‘I asked Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h about the verse of the Qur’an 
which reads: “Obey God and obey the Apostle” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:59), 
to which he replied, “This verse was revealed concerning ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ 

preserving unity and avoiding division80



>¥lib, al-¤asan and al-¤‰sayn.” I replied, “People ask why ¢AlÏ and his 
household aren’t named in the Book of God,” and he said, “Tell them 
that the ritual prayer was revealed to the Messenger of God, but with-
out any mention of whether it was to be performed three times or four 
times, and it was the Messenger of God who eventually explained this 
to people… Hence, this |a^Ï^ah supersedes all of these accounts.”’” 

Group 3 consists of accounts which suggest that the Qur’an was  
corrupted via additions and omissions, and that after the death of the 
Prophet, the Muslim community changed some words and replaced 
them with others. In response, he notes that not only do these accounts 
have weak chains of transmission, but they conflict with the Qur’an,  
the Sunnah, and the consensus of Muslim scholars. In response to 
Group 4, which consists of accounts indicating that the Qur’an was 
corrupted via omission alone, al-Khu’i refers back to what was said in 
connection with the additions that were found in ¢AlÏ’s copy of the 
Qur’an, namely, that these were commentaries on the Qur’an than 
being a part of the Qur’an itself; if any other omission is being referred 
to in such accounts, he maintains, they must be rejected as inconsistent 
with the Qur’an and the Sunnah. He also notes that most of these 
accounts have weak chains of transmission, and some of them are 
inherently unbelievable. 

A group of highly reputed scholars, including al-Mu^aqqiq al-
Kalab¥sÏ, al-Mu^aqqiq al-Baghd¥dÏ who wrote a commentary on 
al-W¥fiyah, and al-Mu^aqqiq al-KarakÏ, who wrote an independent 
treatise on this subject in which he stated that accounts which indicate 
that things were omitted from the Qur’an must either be interpreted 
metaphorically or rejected, have declared the need either to interpret 
these accounts metaphorically, or to reject them. Indeed, if a statement 
which conflicts with the evidence found in the Qur’an, the Sunnah 
transmitted by taw¥tur, and the consensus of Islamic scholars cannot 
be interpreted metaphorically or understood in some other non-literal 
way, it must be dismissed. 

Al-Khu’i lists the following accounts, all of which were passed down 
via taw¥tur, which support al-KarakÏ’s position: 

 

• “To hesitate at the presence of a reasonable doubt is better than to 
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plunge headlong into perdition … Whatever is consistent with the 
Book of God, accept it, and whatever conflicts with it, leave it 
aside.” Narrated by Shaykh al-ßad‰q with a sound chain of trans-
mission on the authority of al-ß¥diq. 

• “If you are presented with two hadiths which differ in substance, 
measure them against the Book of God. That which agrees with the 
Book of God, accept it, and that which conflicts with it, reject it.” 
Narrated by the venerable Shaykh Sa¢Ïd Ibn Hibat All¥h al-Qu~b al-
R¥wandÏ, with a sound chain of transmission, to al-ß¥diq. 

• In his commentary, al-MÏz¥n, al-Sayyid al->ab¥~ib¥’Ï (d. 1412 
ah/1991 ce) demonstrated that the Qur’an, which God described as 
a Reminder (dhikr) which has been divinely preserved in the form in 
which it was first revealed, has been protected from additions, omis-
sions, and changes just as He promised His Prophet. In sum, the 
argument is that God sent the Qur’an down from on high upon His 
Prophet, assigning it unique descriptions in many of its verses. If it 
had changed in any way via addition, omission, or alteration in its 
words or arrangement, it would have lost these unique qualities.16  

 
Other highly reputed Shia scholars who have denied the occurrence 

of corruption in the Qur’an are al-Sayyid Mu^ammad B¥qir al-ßadr, 
Mu^ammad MahdÏ Shams al-DÏn, and al-Sayyid Mu^ammad ¤usayn 
Fa\l All¥h, who insist that the Qur’an is invulnerable to any corruption, 
and that the accounts which claim otherwise do not stand up in the face 
of critiques of either their content or their chains of transmission. 
Indeed, claims that the Qur’an has been subject to corruption have been 
unable to impose themselves on reality. Nowhere in the entire world is 
there a copy of the Qur’an which differs from that which is in common 
circulation among all Islamic sects. 

In sum, not all Shia hold that the Qur’an has been corrupted. 
Furthermore, the Shia current which holds that the Qur’an was not, in 
fact, corrupted is an old and genuine one whose leading thinkers 
belonged to the Twelver Shia sect. As such, it was not some later, extrin-
sic development that arose from attempts at dissimulation in hopes of 
currying favor with other sects. Indeed, these same scholars made no 
attempts to conceal their disagreement with scholars from other 
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schools of thought, and had no hesitations about making known their 
views, some rather shocking, on a variety of theological issues. 

As mentioned above, there is no version of the Qur’an in circulation 
among the Shia other than the one known to Muslims everywhere. 
Even those who maintain that elements of the original recension are 
missing from the current copies of the Qur’an believe that the Qur’an in 
its entirety has been preserved by the infallible imams, and that they 
themselves are bound to abide by what is written in the Qur’an as we 
now know it. Furthermore, they believe that the absence of the verses 
which they allege to be missing does nothing to detract from the 
Qur’anic message, and that the extra-Qur’anic revelations with which 
the infallible imams have been entrusted are in the sole possession of 
these infallible imams, and will only be revealed to the rest of the faith-
ful when the Twelfth Imam, the awaited Mahdi, emerges from 
occultation. 

The essential issue is: Was the Qur’an collected and arranged 
through the planning and efforts of the Prophet’s Companions, or by a 
process which was initiated, powered and guided by God alone? We 
should have appealed to the Book of God for an answer to this ques-
tion. Instead, however, we have lent our ears to unfounded narratives 
compiled in times of sedition, turmoil and polarization. There were 
some who sought to elevate the Companions by crediting them with the 
preservation of the Qur’an, while others were only too anxious to bring 
them into disrepute and elevate the members of the Prophet’s house-
hold. However, God has left His revelation to the devices of no mere 
human being. As we are reminded by God Himself in these words  
spoken to the Prophet Muhammad, “it is for Us to gather it, and to 
cause it to be read [as it ought to be read]. Thus, when We recite it, fol-
low thou its wording [with all thy mind]: and then, behold, it will be for 
Us to make its meaning clear” (S‰rat al-Qiy¥mah 75:17-19). 

The Book of God, Blessed and Exalted is He, has been preserved 
complete down to the word and even the letter (“The words of thy Lord 
doth find their fulfillment in truth and in justice: None can change His 
words” – S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:115), and that its verses have been master-
fully arranged in such a way that they form a unified structure which, 
were a single letter or word changed, would collapse, emptied of its 
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rhythm, style, and effect. The entire Qur’an, from beginning to end, 
bears witness to this indubitable reality. Hence, those who do not 
believe in it, claiming instead that the Qur’an is incomplete, or contains 
additions or distortions, have lost their faith and fallen into error. And 
indeed, some have succumbed to the lure of human accounts and narra-
tives and embraced them with enthusiasm, justifying to themselves the 
transmission of the most heinous claims by appealing to the crafty say-
ing that, “The person who conveys a blasphemous statement is not 
himself a blasphemer,” all the while disregarding the difference between 
testimony and narration. If a ruler summoned you to testify against 
someone else concerning a blasphemous word you had heard, and if the 
testimony required you to mention the statement just as you had heard 
it, this would be one thing. However, it would be quite another thing for 
you simply to pass on a narrative as if you were speaking on your own 
behalf. Nevertheless, under cover of this cleverly worded expression 
such scholars convey whatever blasphemies Satan has been pleased to 
place on their lips. They conveniently pass off responsibility for such 
falsehoods to the party being quoted, since if one attributes a statement 
to someone else, he is excused for the content of the statement. By pref-
acing one’s statement with, “on the authority of so-and-so or so-and- 
so”, one is freed to propagate whatever blasphemies and falsehoods 
one wishes. 

The Qur’an itself makes mention of, then refutes, what unbelievers 
and polytheists of its day were saying. Hence, it is clearly not relating 
facts on the authority of unbelievers and polytheists, or propagating 
their views. Rather, its purpose is to expose the foolishness of such peo-
ple’s beliefs. After all, it was being alleged that the Most Merciful had 
fathered a son, for example, or that God’s hands were tied, notions that 
would never endure the test of reason, and which would, on the con-
trary, bring a curse on those who embraced them. When quoting the 
repugnant things done and said by infidels and criminals the likes of 
Pharaoh, H¥m¥n, and Q¥r‰n, the Qur’an enables those who hear what 
such people were saying to perceive the depth of their ignorance and 
their entrapment in falsehoods. Nevertheless, accounts of such individ-
uals frequently featured in hadiths and traditions, and even in Qur’anic 
commentaries and other scholarly writings, which gave readers the 
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impression that the beliefs being put forth were actually valid. Hence, if 
someone were to ask why Muslims have fallen so short of the noble 
aims and purposes of Islam while losing sight of the Book of God and its 
noble truths, the answer may lie in this ponderous legacy of wayward 
notions, opinions and beliefs, and in the divisiveness, fragmentation, 
and disputes that were sparked by such accounts. 

The Book of God, Majestic and Exalted is He, challenged all con-
scious beings, humans and jinn included, to come forth with something 
that could rival one of its surahs if they did not believe that it had origi-
nated with God, and it persisted in this challenge until one and all  
confessed their inability to meet it. Nevertheless, even the venerable 
fields of scholastic theology, Islamic legal theory and history were infil-
trated by baseless, frivolous claims that the Qur’an had been corrupted, 
that some passages abrogated others, and that parts of it had even been 
forgotten, not to mention accounts of chickens or donkeys eating this 
verse or that, and some of its words or verses being replaced by others. 
The destructive influence of such claims down the centuries is felt to this 
day, as Sunnis continue to accuse Shia of rejecting the Qur’an that is 
recited by believers worldwide. Fortunately for all of us, the scholars of 
Islam’s various sects and denominations were not entrusted with the 
Qur’anic revelation the way the Old Testament was entrusted to Jewish 
clergy who allowed it to be lost or distorted. Rather, God Himself 
undertook to preserve His revelation lest it be undermined by the dis-
tortions of extremists, falsifiers and the ignorant, or lest it depend on 
any human factor for its existence or structure. For this reason, the 
Qur’an has remained perfectly intact, and the impossibility of meeting 
the challenge to produce something like it will remain in perpetuity as a 
beacon to light the path for all humanity. 

Nevertheless, the reliance on extra-Qur’anic texts spread like a can-
cer as people passed on one faulty narrative after another. Even some 
Muslim legal scholars placed their trust mistakenly in such narratives, 
and were led astray as they repeated and discussed them. This growing 
confidence in extra-Qur’anic narratives hindered progress toward 
attempts to reestablish unity among the various Muslim sects, which 
placed their trust in narratives that were mutually incompatible. 
Certain Shia scholars, for example, held that the Qur’an had been  
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corrupted by additions and omissions. In fact, however, the entire  
sectarian tradition was now riddled with weakness, as sect after sect 
became guilty of being overly lenient in accepting accounts they had 
received without the least attempt to measure them against the Qur’an 
or sound reason and logic. Indeed, even the criteria they laid down 
themselves were often set aside if the account being narrated achieved 
some sectarian aim or protected some cherished interest. Most of these 
narratives had originated with individuals who were either ignorant or 
outright forgers who made a profession of fabricating accounts, pro-
moting the belief that they had been handed down by long chains of 
reliable narrators, and marketing them to gullible folks who did not 
think to question something so long as it was prefaced by the magic 
words, akhbaran¥, ̂ addathan¥, and the like. No sooner had such tales 
been uttered than they made their way into the minds of the masses 
without the slightest critique or scrutiny. 

Hence, I urge everyone in the Muslim community to rethink this 
questionable tradition, and to subject it to the probing scrutiny and  
critique of the Book of God. We urge believers everywhere to dismiss 
anything that contradicts the teaching of the Qur’an, and to remove it 
from circulation among seekers of knowledge and institutions of 
Islamic learning. 

That said, it bears noting that both the Shia, whose sources cite 
claims that the Qur’an has undergone corruption, and Sunnis who have 
propagated the notion that the recitation, if not the application, of cer-
tain Qur’anic texts has been abrogated, have continued to use the very 
same Qur’an. We do not find the Shia using a Qur’an that differs in any 
way from that recognized all over the Muslim world; indeed, no two 
Muslims, whatever their sect or school, would differ over the contents 
of the Qur’an. By contrast, however, al->abarsÏ’s infamous Fa|l al-
Khi~¥b fÏ Ta^rÏf Kit¥bi Rabb al-Arb¥b was based on an assortment of 
spurious claims and invalid accounts which, despite having reliable 
chains of transmission, have been found to be defective or irregular on 
the level of content. Furthermore, al->abarsÏ combined false reports 
with traditions passed down by individuals who professed belief in 
abrogation and other groundless teachings. In sum, the work is to be 
rejected lock, stock and barrel, and its defects are the responsibility of 
the author alone. 
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The legacy of the Islamic narrative tradition has weighed heavily on 
the community of the Qur’an, distancing them from the revelation of 
their Lord, and undermining their ability to conjure and draw upon its 
sovereign power. Hence, rather than engrossing ourselves in sectarian 
disputes that only draw us farther away from the Book of God while 
entrenching us in bigoted defenses of texts and beliefs held near and 
dear by this group or that, the task before us is to redress the errors com-
mitted by our predecessors by looking to the Book of God as arbiter of 
every element of the narrative tradition, however cherished it happens 
to have been by this or that denomination or school of thought. 

 
second: formulating a discourse  

based on a qur’anic scholastic theology 
     
In the traditional formulation still being taught in Shia Islamic educa-
tional institutions, scholastic theology is no longer fit to be studied and 
promoted under any circumstances. Consequently, the relevant facul-
ties and academic departments would be best advised to gather all their 
holdings in this area written before the turn of the twentieth century 
and tuck them away in a section of their own where they could serve as 
reference material for scholars specializing in the history and evolution 
of this science. Suitable topics of interest now classed under the rubric 
of scholastic theology could be usefully reclassified under the banner of 
other specializations in the interests of cross-disciplinary research. The 
topic of the imamate (the caliphate), for example, along with all rele-
vant subtopics, debates and discussions, would be best treated not as a 
concern of scholastic theology but, rather, under the rubric of Political 
Science or Islamic Legal Policy. 

Another set of issues with which scholastic theology has concerned 
itself, such as whether language is something established by divine fiat 
(and, thus, not subject to human inquiry or analysis), or simply a 
human phenomenon which has evolved based on people’s agreeing  
collectively to express ideas and concepts in this way or that, as well as 
related inquiries into literal vs. metaphorical meaning, ought to be  
subsumed under the linguistic sciences, including grammar, syntax, 
etymology, and rhetoric. Similarly, there exist numerous juristic  
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questions which found their way into scholastic theology, but which 
would be better suited for treatment under the rubric of Islamic juris-
prudence, which is best equipped to accommodate such issues. 

This type of reclassification will help open the way for the formula-
tion of a contemporary scholastic theology and scholastic theological 
discourse capable of addressing and refuting the objections which have 
arisen against Islam since the East began encountering the West within 
the framework of modern civilization. Western Orientalism raised 
many questions having to do with Islam, both its fundamental teach-
ings and subsidiary matters, which inevitably touched upon Islam’s 
primary and secondary sources: the Qur’an, the Sunnah, and historical 
writings. Similarly, Anthropology has raised suspicions concerning 
Muslim peoples, who have been described as barbarians who resist 
being civilized, urbanized, and the like.  

The formulation of a new scholastic theology will offer experts the 
opportunity to catalogue, analyze, and respond to the various argu-
ments that have been put forward against Islam and Muslims, and 
which set the stage for the emergence and growth of Islamophobia, the 
association of Islam with terrorism, and the identification of Muslims 
as threats to world peace and security. 

The new scholastic theology will be tasked with explaining the 
Islamic position on a range of vital issues. These include, for example, 
the importance of both protecting and preserving human freedoms. 
Similarly, it will be called upon to address trends of modernity and pro-
gressive and liberal discourse, and to provide answers to the question of 
why the Muslims have fallen behind while the rest of the world has pro-
gressed. After all, of what benefit will scholastic theological discourse 
be to anyone if its discussions are restricted to traditional topics such as 
the debates that once raged among the Mutazilites, the Asharites, the 
Murjites, and the Maturidites, or between Shias and Sunnis, and other 
issues, many of which are no longer familiar or relevant to the vast 
majority of Muslims? Indeed, some of the sects and schools of thought 
which were party to these disputes no longer have followings, whereas 
all of the contemporary issues we have mentioned represent currents, 
social groups and parties which exert significant influence in the Islamic 
world of today. At the same time, given Muslims’ widespread lack of 
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adequate understanding and awareness of their religion, they have 
become susceptible to pernicious influences from every imaginable 
quarter. They are influenced all too easily by the doubter, the skeptic, 
and the outright unbeliever, including those who deny the existence of 
God outright, adopting approaches based on the latest view to come in 
vogue, or engaging in dubious comparisons that undermine their 
appreciation of the truth of Islam. Given the decline in their knowledge 
and understanding of the Book of God and the message brought by the 
Seal of the Prophets, Muslim youths in various countries are being 
taken in by destructive notions and slogans. Lacking a proper apprecia-
tion of their past and present and the contradictions which now riddle 
their societies, these young people’s view of Islam has been colored by 
queries which, however sophisticated they may appear to be, are little 
more than a variation on the type of questions posed long ago by the 
people described in S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:67-71 who, having been 
informed by Moses that God had commanded them to sacrifice a cow, 
sought to deflect the discussion from their responsibility before God 
and the purpose for which the command had been given by asking 
about trivial details such as what color, shape, age, etc. the cow was 
supposed to be until, in their obstinate prevarication, they nearly lost 
sight completely of the issue at hand. This explains why, in S‰rat al-
Jumu¢ah 62:5, God described the Children of Israel’s relationship to 
the revelation they had received through Moses with the words: “The 
parable of those who were graced with the burden of the Torah, and 
thereafter failed to bear this burden, is that of an ass that carries a load 
of books.” For like the ass bearing a load of books, they had no appreci-
ation of the content of what they had been given to carry. 

The new scholastic theology for which we are calling must be able to 
respond to ultimate questions with answers that preserve the Muslims’ 
faith, shielding it from doubts and uncertainties, illusions and half-
truths, weakness and hypocrisy, and the temptation to divide their 
loyalty between God and earthly objects of devotion lest they join the 
ranks of those of whom God spoke in S‰rat Y‰suf 12:106, saying, 
“And most of them do not even believe in God without [also] ascribing 
divine powers to other beings beside Him.” 
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In order to establish the principles and foundations of this new  
discipline, we will need to combine a reading of the divine revelation 
embodied in the Qur’an with a reading of the world around us. Such an 
approach will help us to correct our course and to renew and revive 
what has grown obsolete. We have the highest regard for religious edu-
cational institutions such as al-Azhar University in Cairo, the University 
of Ez-Zitouna in Montfleury, Tunis, the University of al-Qarawiyyin in 
Fez, Morocco and others, whose dedicated, highly competent faculty 
faithfully man their posts along the frontiers of the Islamic world in a 
battle for Muslims’ and others’ minds, hearts and wills. 

This new scholastic theological science has the potential to highlight 
the universal, comprehensive vision which lies at the heart of Islam, and 
which will give rise in turn to a new scholastic theological discourse 
bearing the hallmarks of God’s final message to humankind, including 
a sovereign Qur’an, a universal discourse, and a law of mercy and com-
passion which relieves believers of undue hardships and restraints by 
permitting that which is wholesome and beneficial and forbidding what 
is loathsome and harmful. In so doing, the new scholastic theology will 
nurture human potentials and capacities and let none go to waste, while 
providing the components of a proper human stewardship before God. 

In this and the chapters to follow, I will be working to identify the 
distinguishing features of the new scholastic theology, and I call upon 
the world’s Islamic educational institutions to work with me toward 
defining and establishing this vital and pioneering discipline. It may 
prove helpful in this context to refer to an earlier work of mine entitled, 
al-Ta¢lÏm al-DÏnÏ bayn al-TajdÏd wal-TajmÏd (Religious Education: 
From Stagnation to Renewal), which contains a number of suggested 
curricula that strive to achieve this aim. Islamic educators are invited to 
reflect carefully on these attempts and to build upon them. 

 
third: scholastic theology among some  

jews and christians 
     
It appears that it was not among the Muslims alone that scholastic  
theology was marred by distortions. Indeed, the Qur’an contains refer-
ences to deviations that had emerged in relation to numerous issues 
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within the scholastic theology of the Jews and Christians as well. One of 
the most dangerous phenomena to emerge among scholastic theolo-
gians of various faiths was an abandonment of the principle according 
to which their sacred texts were infallible and unchangeable. Needless 
to say, it is far more difficult for futile theological debates to gain steam 
around texts which are not subject to question. Consequently, we find 
that the deviations into which the possessors of sacred texts fall tend to 
begin with attempts to “soften up” the texts in one way or another 
because, as noted, the sacred text which continues to be recognized as 
stable and unchanging cannot be exploited and made to conform to the 
wishes of the rabbi, the priest or some other cleric. However, when the 
text is perceived as fluid and subject to change, it becomes putty in the 
exegete’s hands, as it were: he can then read into the text meanings that 
it does not support, and which serve his own ends or prejudices.  

The Talmud displays countless examples of interpretations which 
read extraneous meanings into the words of the text. This practice is 
particularly common in relation to the divine attributes, as well as the 
attributes of God’s messengers, laws and precepts. By divorcing the 
words from the messages they had originally been intended to convey, 
exegetes relegated to themselves the authority to change the meaning of 
the revelation itself and to claim that words meant something other 
than what they had originally been employed to mean, whether these 
meanings had been established by God Himself, who had taught Adam 
the names of all things, or by human beings. This type of deviation is 
spoken of in S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:75-76, where God describes a state of 
hard-heartedness that enables people to distort the divine message 
without remorse. God remonstrates with people whose hearts have 
been hardened, saying: 

 

And yet, after all this, your hearts hardened and became like rocks, or even 

harder: for, behold, there are rocks from which streams gush forth; and, 

behold, there are some from which, when they are cleft, water issues; and, 

behold, there are some that fall down for awe of God. And God is not 

unmindful of what you do! Can you, then, hope that they will believe in 

what you are preaching – seeing that a good many of them were wont to  

listen to the word of God and then, after having understood it, to pervert it 
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knowingly? For, when they meet those who have attained to faith. they say, 

“We believe [as you believe]” – but when they find themselves alone with 

one another, they say, “Do you inform them of what God has disclosed to 

you, so that they might use it in argument against you, quoting the words of 

your Sustainer? Will you not then, use your reason?” 

 
There are times when the practice of “softening up” the text takes 

place in secret. Of this we read in S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:159: “Behold, as 
for those who suppress the evidence of the truth and of the guidance 
which We have bestowed from on high after We have made it clear unto 
humankind through the divine writ – these it is whom God will reject, 
and whom all who can judge will reject,” and S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:174, 
“Verily, as for those who suppress the revelation which God has 
bestowed from on high, and barter it away for a trifling gain – they but 
fill their bellies with fire. And God will not speak unto them on the Day 
of Resurrection, nor will He cleanse them [of their sins]; and grievous 
suffering awaits them.” The same phenomenon is described in different 
terms elsewhere in the Qur’an: “And lo, God accepted a solemn pledge 
from those who were granted earlier revelation [when He bade them]: 
‘Make it known unto mankind, and do not conceal it!’ But they cast this 
[pledge] behind their backs, and bartered it away for a trifling gain: and 
how evil was their bargain!”17 

Sometimes the distorter of scriptures affirms the text as it is, but 
claims that it is beyond the capacity of one’s mind and heart to compre-
hend, or that it is so general as to be ambiguous. People of this sort are 
spoken of in S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:155, where God declares, “And so, [We 
punished them] for the breaking of their pledge, their refusal to 
acknowledge God’s messages, their slaying of prophets against all 
right, and their boast, ‘Our hearts are already full of knowledge’ – nay, 
but God has sealed their hearts in result of their denial of the truth, and 
[now] they believe in but few things.” 

In still other situations, exegetes with questionable motives will 
declare permissible that which is forbidden by drawing an invalid anal-
ogy between a forbidden entity and something which is permissible 
under the Divine Law. This practice is illustrated in S‰rat al-Baqarah 
2:275, where we read, “Those who gorge themselves on usury behave 
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but as he might behave whom Satan has confounded with his touch; for 
they say, ‘Selling is but a kind of usury’ – the while God has made selling 
lawful and usury unlawful.” Similarly, the Qur’an warns us against the 
temptation to distort scripture by seeking to conceal the truths it 
expresses or mingling them with falsehoods, as when God says, “And 
do not overlay the truth with falsehood, and do not knowingly suppress 
the truth” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:42). 

Another form of scriptural corruption takes place when, after 
adopting the literal import of the text, the exegete links this import to a 
set of logical conclusions which appear to follow from it, but which in 
fact twist its meaning, such as adopting the literal meaning of the 
Qur’anic statement, “God’s hand is shackled!” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 
2:64), or concluding from the Qur’an’s question, “Who is it that will 
offer up unto God a goodly loan?” in S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:245 that God 
takes “loans” from His creatures! 

There were even those who, especially among the Jews, would go so 
far as to kill God’s prophets if they found themselves unable to manipu-
late the sacred text. After all, the prophets, who came in succession to 
serve as the guardians of the scriptures, would recite them correctly and 
clearly to the people such that there could be no danger of their being 
misunderstood or misinterpreted, and expose the falsification in which 
such miscreants were engaged. This is spoken of in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 
3:112, which reads, “Overshadowed by ignominy are they wherever 
they may be, save [when they bind themselves again] in a bond with 
God and a bond with men; for they have earned the burden of God’s 
condemnation, and are overshadowed by humiliation: all this [has 
befallen them] because they persisted in denying the truth of God’s mes-
sages and in slaying the prophets against all right: all this, because they 
rebelled [against God], and persisted in transgressing the bounds of 
what is right.” 

Consequently, Jews in the time of the Messenger of God were partic-
ularly disturbed by the fact that he confronted them with parts of the 
divine revelation which they had been concealing. As we read in S‰rat 
al-M¥’idah 5:15, “O followers of the Bible! Now there has come unto 
you Our Apostle, to make clear unto you much of what you have been 
concealing of the Bible, and to pardon much. Now there has come unto 
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you from God a light, and a clear divine writ.” In a similar context, God 
addressed the Apostle, saying, “But how is it that they [the Jews] ask 
thee for judgment – seeing that they have the Torah, containing God’s 
injunctions – and thereafter turn away? Such as these, then, are no 
believers” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:43). By the time of the Prophet, the 
authentic, original version of the Torah was only in circulation among a 
very limited number of Jews – a tiny religious elite who prevented it 
from being recited by the Jewish laity. As we are told in S‰rat al-
M¥’idah 5:41-45: 

 

O Apostle! Be not grieved by those who vie with one another in denying the 

truth: such as those who say with their mouths, “We believe,” the while 

their hearts do not believe; and such of the Jewish faith as eagerly listen to 

any falsehood without having come to thee [for enlightenment]. They dis-

tort the meaning of the [revealed] words, taking them out of their context, 

saying [to themselves], “If such-and-such [teaching] is vouchsafed unto you, 

accept it; but if it is not vouchsafed unto you, be on your guard!” [Be not 

grieved by them –] for, if God wills anyone to be tempted to evil, thou canst 

in no wise prevail with God in his behalf. It is they whose hearts God is not 

willing to cleanse. Theirs shall be ignominy in this world, and awesome suf-

fering in the life to come, those who eagerly listen to any falsehood, greedily 

swallowing all that is evil! Hence, if they come to thee [for judgment], thou 

mayest either judge between them or leave them alone: for, if thou leave 

them alone, they cannot harm thee in any way. But if thou dost judge, judge 

between them with equity: verily, God knows those who act equitably. But 

how is it that they ask thee for judgment – seeing that they have the Torah, 

containing God’s injunctions – and thereafter turn away? Such as these, 

then, are no believers. Verily, it is We who bestowed from on high the 

Torah, wherein there was guidance and light. On its strength did the 

prophets, who had surrendered themselves unto God, deliver judgment 

unto those who followed the Jewish faith; and so did the [early] men of God 

and the rabbis, inasmuch as some of God’s writ had been entrusted to their 

care; and they [all] bore witness to its truth. Therefore, [O children of 

Israel,] hold not men in awe, but stand in awe of Me; and do not barter away 

My messages for a trifling gain: for they who do not judge in accordance 

with what God has bestowed from on high are, indeed, deniers of the truth!  
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During the Children of Israel’s exile in Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar 
destroyed their holy books in an attempt to wipe the Jewish memory 
out of existence. In response, Ezra worked to establish the Jewish  
narrative as an acceptable means of validating the sacred texts, and he 
strove to gather the Torah from the mouths of narrators who, by virtue 
of the authority with which Ezra had invested the narrative, were 
allowed to say whatever they wished on the pretext that they had mem-
orized it as part of the Torah revealed to Moses. Ezra and those under 
his supervision claimed to be reconstructing the books of the Torah lest 
Judaism and the divine revelation to Moses be lost. In this way, distor-
tions were introduced into the Torah which Ezra constructed based on 
oral narratives. If those guilty of introducing such distortions were  
cornered and accused of adding to, corrupting or losing the divine reve-
lation with which they had been entrusted, they would appeal to their 
status as “the beloved children of God.” 

This, then, is a brief sampling of the falsehoods that were introduced 
into scholastic theology by some Jews and Christians, bearing in mind 
that overall, the Christians’ attitude toward the Seal of the Prophets  
differed markedly from that of the Jews. As we read in S‰rat al-M¥’idah 
5:82, “Strongest among people in enmity to the believers wilt thou find 
the Jews and pagans; and nearest among them in love to the believers 
wilt thou find those who say, ‘We are Christians,’ because amongst 
these are men devoted to learning and men who have renounced the 
world, and they are not arrogant.”  

Christian and Jewish scholars would sometime take refuge in faith 
as a means of getting the laity to believe their untruthful claims. If their 
ruses aimed at corrupting the scriptures were unsuccessful, such schol-
ars would simply ignore the sacred texts. This, of course, made it all the 
more likely that they would fall into error, such as that of deifying their 
prophets and messengers. This kind of error is pointed out in S‰rat al-
M¥’idah 5:17: “Indeed, the truth deny they who say, ‘Behold, God is 
the Christ, son of Mary.’ Say: ‘And who could have prevailed with God 
in any way had it been His will to destroy the Christ, son of Mary, and 
his mother, and everyone who is on earth – all of them?’ For, God’s is 
the dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that is between 
them; He creates what He wills: and God has the power to will  
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anything!” Similarly, we read in S‰rat al-Tawbah 9:30, “And the Jews 
say, ‘Ezra is God’s son,’ while the Christians say, ‘The Christ is God’s 
son.’ Such are the sayings which they utter with their mouths, following 
in spirit assertions made in earlier times by people who denied the 
truth.” 

These are the depths to which both Jews and Christians descended 
as a result of their failed scholastic theologies, with each group pointing 
an accusing finger at the other: “Furthermore, the Jews assert, ‘The 
Christians have no valid ground for their beliefs,’ while the Christians 
assert, ‘The Jews have no valid ground for their beliefs’ – and both 
quote the divine writ! Even thus, like unto what they say, have [always] 
spoken those who were devoid of knowledge; but it is God who will 
judge between them on Resurrection Day with regard to all on which 
they were wont to differ” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:113). 

The Qur’an indicates to us that Jewish and Christian scholastic 
 theology prepared the way for a discarding of the divine revelation, a 
phenomenon which is described in S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:175-177, where 
God says: 

 

And tell them what happens to him to whom We vouchsafe Our messages 

and who then discards them: Satan catches up with him, and he strays, like 

so many others, into grievous error. Now had We so willed, We could 

indeed have exalted him by means of those [messages]: but he always clung 

to the earth and followed but his own desires. Thus, his parable is that of an 

[excited] dog: if you approach him threateningly, he will pant with his 

tongue lolling; and if you leave him alone, he will pant with his tongue 

lolling. Such is the parable of those who are bent on giving the lie to Our 

messages. Tell [them], then, this story, so that they might take thought. Evil 

is the example of people who are bent on giving the lie to Our messages: for 

it is against their own selves that they are sinning! 

 
fourth: islamic scholastic theology and its legacy 

     
When we look closely at the distortions that have marred scholastic 
theology among Jews and Christians, we find that they have clear coun-
terparts in scholastic theology as it emerged and evolved among the 
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various Islamic sects, and that the resulting difficulties have been as 
severe as, and possibly even more severe than those that have manifested 
themselves among Jews and Christians. 

Those who established the principles of Islamic theology claimed 
that this science would defend Islamic beliefs from the arguments made 
against them. In reality, however, we find that after it had been afflicted 
with so many distortions, Islamic scholastic theology served actually to 
reinforce and entrench doubts about the religion. Those who had been 
unable to respond to the Qur’an’s challenge began contriving objec-
tions to it, fabricating specious arguments, claiming that it had under- 
gone deletions or additions, or that it contained ambiguity, allusion, 
double entendre, irregularities and the like. Like their predecessors, 
they set up extra-Qur’anic narratives as judges over the Qur’an itself. 
Fortunately, however, God did not assign the task of protecting and 
preserving the Qur’anic revelation to scholastic theologians or jurists, 
be they Arabs or non-Arabs, to the Prophet’s Companions or to their 
Successors, nor even to the descendents of the Prophet. Rather, He 
reserved this task for Himself alone. Were this not the case, the Qur’an 
would have suffered the same corruption as that suffered by the earlier 
revelations. 

Consequently, any and all doubts and arguments that might be 
raised against the Qur’an collapse in the face of God’s challenge to all 
and sundry to produce something like it. Nevertheless, a number of 
these arguments, which have been recorded in numerous writings, con-
tinue in circulation to this very day, deriving their ongoing persuasive 
power from the authority attributed to extra-Qur’anic narratives. 
Indeed, such writings are some of the major sources on which both 
Orientalists and other enemies of the Qur’an draw for ammunition in 
their never-ending attacks on the Holy Book. 

Were it not for the power that continues to be invested in extra-
Qur’anic narratives, the principle arguments against the Qur’an would 
not have survived to the present day. Be that as it may, these arguments 
may be divided into four categories. (1) The claim that additions had 
been made to the Qur’an. According to some, Surahs 113 and 114 (the 
two that ward off evil, or al-mu¢awwidhat¥n) and the F¥ti^ah had been 
added to the Qur’an. The Maymuniyah, a subsect of the Kharijites, also 
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held that S‰rat Y‰suf (12) was a later addition. (2) The claim that mate-
rial had been removed from the Qur’an. This claim was based on a 
hadith falsely attributed to ¢®’ishah according to which S‰rat al-A^z¥b 
(33) had once been the same length as S‰rat al-Baqarah (2), after which 
it was reduced to no more than seventy-three verses, as well as the claim 
by certain extremists to the effect that a surah known as S‰rat al-
Wal¥yah (Guardianship) had been concealed, and that it was found in 
the Qur’anic recension that had been in the possession of the Prophet’s 
daughter F¥~imah. (3) The claim that some verses of the Qur’an had 
abrogated others. (4) The claim that the Qur’an contains verses that are 
ambiguous (mutash¥bih), vague (gh¥mi\), cryptic (mubham), and the 
like. 

Some additional claims were similar to those that had been put for-
ward earlier by Jews and Christians, while still others had to do with 
matters that would never have occurred to either of these groups, but 
which have come down to us by virtue of the authority that came to be 
invested in extra-Qur’anic narratives. Such narratives were adopted by 
many exegetes, Islamic legal theorists and others. In this connection, al-
R¥zÏ wrote, saying, “…before becoming familiar with alien teachings 
and points of view, people believed firmly that all Muslims recognized 
what lies between the two covers of the Qur’an as the speech of God. 
However, upon investigation of these alien theories, they encountered 
claims that were radically contradictory, such as the account according 
to which [the Companion] Ibn Mas¢‰d is said to have denied that the 
F¥ti^ah and surahs 113 and 114 (al-mu¢awwidhat¥n) had originally 
been part of the Qur’an.”18 

Muslim scholars were divided into four camps regarding the hadiths 
which supported this claim regarding Ibn Mas¢‰d. The first camp held 
that they were inauthentic. The second accepted the hadiths as authen-
tic, but interpreted them subjectively, and gave the Qur’an priority over 
them. The third camp was a wayward and deceptive group who were 
quick to accept these accounts as authentic in order to use them as a 
basis for attacking and undermining the reliability of Ibn Mas¢‰d by 
claiming that he denied that surahs 113 and 114 were actually part of 
the Qur’an. And as for the fourth camp, which comprised the majority 
of scholars and exegetes, it also accepted the hadiths as valid, but  
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countered them with powerfully attested narratives to the contrary. Al-
B¥qill¥nÏ (d. 403 ah/1013 ce) devoted a section of his book al-Inti|¥r 
lil-Qur’¥n (In Defense of the Qur’an) to a rational refutation of this 
argument which is summarized as follows: 

 

(a) This argument is based on a hadith classified as ¥^¥d and which was 
listed by ¢Abd All¥h Ibn al-Im¥m A^mad in Zaw¥’id al-Musnad 
from the hadith passed down by Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh, who said, “I told 
Ubayy Ibn Ka¢b that Ibn Mas¢‰d had not written the two surahs of 
protection (al-mu¢awwidhatayn) in his copy of the Qur’an. Ubayy 
Ibn Ka¢b replied that the Messenger of God had told him that 
Gabriel had instructed him to say, ‘I seek refuge in the Lord of the 
dawn…’, so that he had recited it. Gabriel had also told him to say, ‘I 
seek refuge in the Lord of humankind,’ so he did so. Thus, we recite 
what was recited by the Prophet.”19 
 

(b)Likewise in al-Zaw¥’id, ¢Abd All¥h [Ibn ¤anbal] also included a 
hadith passed down by ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn Zayd, who said, “¢Abd 
All¥h used to scratch out surahs 113 and 114 from his copies of the 
Qur’an, saying, ‘They are not part of the Book of God, blessed and 
exalted is He.’”20 Al-A¢mash – on whose authority Im¥m A^mad 
related the hadith to his son ¢Abd Allah – said, “We were told by 
¢®|im, on the authority of Zirr, that Ubayy Ibn Ka¢b had said, ‘We 
asked the Messenger of God about them [surahs 113 and 114], to 
which he replied, “I was told [to recite them], so I did so.”’”21 
 

(c) Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh stated that, “I once said to my father, ‘Your brother 
scratches them [surahs 113 and 114] out of the Qur’an,’ and he did 
not deny it.” Sufy¥n Ibn ¢Uyaynah, on whose authority this hadith 
was transmitted in al-Musnad, was asked, “Ibn Mas¢‰d?” (In other 
words: Does the phrase “your brother” refer to Ibn Mas¢‰d?) “Yes,” 
Sufy¥n replied. Then he added, “They are not found in Ibn Mas¢‰d’s 
version of the Qur’an. He used to hear the Messenger of God  
use them in a prayer of protection over al-¤asan and al-¤usayn;  
however, he did not hear him reciting them in any of his ritual 
prayers. Consequently, he thought them to be simply incantations. 
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He continued to insist on this position of his, whereas others verified 
that they were part of the Qur’an and thus included them in their 
copies of it.”22 
 

(d)The first part of the aforementioned hadith revolving around Sufy¥n 
was narrated by Ab‰ Ya¢l¥, while the second part, which is traced 
back to the Prophet, was narrated by al-Bukh¥rÏ, who wrote, “We 
were told by ¢®|im that he had heard Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh say, ‘I said to 
Ubayy Ibn Ka¢b, “O Ab‰ al-Mundhir, your brother Ibn Mas¢‰d says 
such-and-such!” But Ubayy replied, “I asked the Messenger of God 
[about the matter], and he said, ‘I was told [to recite them], so I did 
so.’ Thus, we recite what the Messenger of God recited.”’”23 
Commenting on the phrase, “such-and-such” in the quote from Zirr 
Ibn ¤abÏsh, al-¤¥fi· Ibn ¤ajar, stated, “Some narrators may have 
deliberately left this phrase ambiguous in an attempt to soften its 
impact. I believe this was done by Sufyan.” To this he added, “Sufy¥n 
would sometimes mention explicitly what had been said, and at 
other times he would leave it vague.”24 
 

(e) Speaking of the F¥ti^ah, al-Qur~ubÏ wrote, “There is unanimous 
agreement within the Muslim community that it is part of the 
Qur’an. However, someone might argue, saying: If the F¥ti^ah were 
part of the Qur’an, it would have been included by ¢Abd All¥h Ibn 
Mas¢‰d in his copy of it. Thus, the fact that he did not include it 
serves as evidence that, like surahs 113 and 114, the Qur’an does not 
include the F¥ti^ah. In refutation of this argument, Ab‰ Bakr al-
Anb¥rÏ wrote, ‘It was related to us by al-¤asan Ibn al-¤abb¥b, who 
heard from Sulaym¥n Ibn al-Ash¢ath, who heard from Ibn AbÏ 
Qud¥mah that JarÏr that al-A¢mash had said, “I believe it originated 
with Ibr¥hÏm, who said, ‘When ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Mas¢‰d was asked 
why he did not include the F¥ti^ah in his copy of the Qur’an, he 
replied, “If I were to do so, I would include it before every 
surah!”’”’”25 

 
Ab‰ Bakr said, “What this means is that every rak¢ah (cycle of 
prayer) can be introduced by reciting the F¥ti^ah before the surah or 
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verses that form part of that rak¢ah. So he [Ibn Mas¢‰d] said, ‘I con-
densed [the Qur’an] by dropping it [the F¥ti^ah], confident of 
Muslims’ having memorized it. I did not fix it in a given location, lest 
I have to write it down with every surah, since it would [always] pre-
cede it in the ritual prayer.’”26 

 
These, then, are the hadiths which have been cited in support of this 

argument. As noted earlier, Muslim scholars fell into four different 
groups according to the stance they took on these hadiths. 

The first group rejected them as inauthentic. A leading figure in this 
group was Ab‰ Mu^ammad Ibn ¤azm, who said, “All narratives 
passed down on the authority of Ibn Mas¢‰d to the effect that surahs 
113 and 114 and the F¥ti^ah were not included in his copy of the 
Qur’an are false. Rather, the reading which may correctly be attributed 
to him is that of ¢®|im, on the authority of Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh, on the 
authority of Ibn Mas¢‰d, which contains both the F¥ti^ah and surahs 
113 and 114.”27  

This view was supported by Imam al-R¥zÏ in his commentary on the 
Qur’an, where he wrote, “The best-attested view is that the transmis-
sion of this teaching on the authority of Ibn Mas¢‰d is fabricated and, 
hence, inauthentic. With this recognition, we can be rid of this com-
plex.”28 Imam al-NawawÏ – author of al-Majm‰¢ and a commentary on 
ßa^Ï^ Muslim – wrote in a similar vein that “Muslims are in unanimous 
agreement that surahs 113 and 114 and the F¥ti^ah, as well as all other 
surahs contained in the copy of the Qur’an [which we have before us] 
do indeed belong to the Qur’an, and that whoever denies any part there-
of is an unbeliever. Narratives attributed to Ibn Mas¢‰d concerning the 
F¥ti^ah and surahs 113 and 114 are false, and not to be recognized as 
authentic.”29 The same position was taken by the two commentators on 
al-Shif¥’ by al-Q¥\i ¢Iy¥\ – al-Khaf¥jÏ and Mullah ¢AlÏ al-Q¥rÏ30 – and 
others. 

The second group, as noted above, accepted these narratives and 
viewed them as authentic, but approached them through metaphorical 
interpretation and a process by which they gave greater weight to other 
evidence. The most prominent representative of this point of view was 
al-¤¥fi· Ibn ¤ajar. Commenting on the hadith mentioned earlier on 
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the authority of al-Bukh¥rÏ, Ibn ¤ajar first mentioned others who had 
also narrated the same hadith, including al-Im¥m A^mad and ¢Abd 
All¥h, son of Imam A^mad, noting that it had been recorded by Ibn 
¤abb¥n, al->abar¥nÏ, Ibn Mardawayh, and al-Bazz¥r. The hadith 
states toward its end, “The Prophet gave instructions for them [surahs 
113 and 114] to be used as protective incantations.” However, as noted 
by al-Bazz¥r, “None of the Companions adhered to this practice after 
Ibn Mas¢‰d, as the Prophet had been correctly reported to have recited 
them during ritual prayer.” He then went on to mention the interpreta-
tion offered by al-Q¥\Ï al-B¥qill¥nÏ, which was adopted by al-Q¥\Ï 
¢Iy¥\ and others. Then – after mentioning statements by al-NawawÏ, 
Ibn ¤azm, and al-R¥zÏ to the effect that these narratives were not 
authentic – he wrote, “It is not acceptable to impugn authentic narra-
tives without supporting evidence. Rather, the narrative is valid, but 
subject to a more nuanced interpretation. Thus, if he is claiming that the 
consensus of which he speaks has existed in every generation, then his 
claim is inaccurate. However, if what he means to say is that this con-
sensus eventually stabilized, then his assertion is correct.” Ibn ¤ajar 
followed this statement with a series of such metaphorical interpreta-
tions, which we will be discussing when we present interpreta- tions 
which are based on the assumption that the transmission of this narra-
tive was valid.31 

The third group, as stated earlier, quickly accepted these accounts as 
authentic with the intention of adopting the most unlikely understand-
ing thereof, namely, that Ibn Mas¢‰d had denied that surahs 113 and 
114 were actually part of the Qur’an. They then used this claim as a 
basis for attacking and undermining the reliability and integrity of both 
Ibn Mas¢‰d and the other Companions of the Prophet. Not only this, 
but they sought to call into question Muslims’ unanimously-held belief 
that everything contained in the Qur’an had been passed down by 
taw¥tur. The Mu¢tazilite scholar al-Na··¥m is considered to have 
belonged to this group, as these anomalous views of theirs, among  
others, were attributed to him by Ibn Qutaybah,32 though without men-
tioning him by name.33 

As noted earlier, the fourth group – which comprised the majority of 
scholars and exegetes – also accepted the hadiths as valid, but then 
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countered them with powerfully attested narratives affirming that the 
F¥ti^ah and surahs 113 and 114 were Qur’anic. What follows is a list-
ing of a number of the narratives on which this group relied: 

 

(a) In the additions he made to his father’s Musnad, ¢Abd All¥h Ibn 
A^mad Ibn ¤anbal reported that ¢Uqbah Ibn ¢®mir had said, “The 
Messenger of God once took my hand and said, ‘O ¢Uqbah Ibn 
¢®mir, shall I teach you the best three surahs of the Torah, the 
Gospel, the Psalms and the Mighty Qur’an ever to have been 
revealed from on high?’ ‘Yes!’ I replied, ‘God make me your redemp-
tion.’ So he had me recite, ‘Say, God is one,’ ‘Say, I seek refuge in the 
Lord of the Dawn,’ and ‘Say, I seek refuge in the Lord of 
humankind,’ and said to me, ‘O ¢Uqbah, do not forget them, and 
never go to sleep for the night without reciting them.’ So I have never 
forgotten them, and never have I gone to sleep for the night without 
reciting them.”34 
 

(b)Mu¢¥dh Ibn ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Khubayb related that his father had 
said, “We were thirsty and darkness had fallen, but we waited for 
the Messenger of God to lead us in prayer. When he came out, he 
took me by the hand and said, ‘Say!’ ‘What shall I say?’ I asked. ‘Say, 
“God is one,” and the two surahs of protection (surahs 113 and 
114) three times every morning and every evening. It will suffice you 
to do this twice a day.’”35 
 

(c) ¢Uqbah Ibn ¢®mir said, “As I was leading the Messenger of God 
through a mountain pass, he said to me, ‘O ¢Uqbah, will you not ride 
yourself?’ However, I felt it to be above my station to ride the 
Messenger of God’s mount. So again he asked, ‘O ¢Uqbah, will you 
not ride yourself?’ Then I was afraid [that if I did not do as he asked], 
I would be guilty of disobedience. So the Messenger of God got off 
his mount, and I got on and rode for a while, after which he mounted 
once more. Then he said, ‘¢Uqbah,36 shall I teach you two of the best 
surahs ever to have been recited?’ ‘Of course, O Messenger of God!’ 
I replied. So he had me recite, ‘Say, I seek refuge in the Lord of the 
dawn,’ and ‘Say, I seek refuge in the Lord of humankind.’ When it 
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was time for the ritual prayer to be performed, the Messenger of God 
stepped forward and recited them, after which he passed me, saying, 
‘So, what do you think, ¢Uqbah? Recite them before sleeping, and 
upon waking.’”37 
 

(d) ¢Uqbah Ibn ¢®mir also said, “The Messenger of God said, ‘Two 
surahs have been revealed to me from on high (while another version 
reads, ‘Verses the likes of which no one has ever seen have been 
revealed to me from on high.’). So use them to seek protection, for 
never before has there been anything like them by means of which to 
seek such protection.’”38 

 
(e) Similarly, ¢Uqbah related that the Messenger of God had said, 

“Recite al-mu¢awwidhatayn, for you will find nothing comparable 
through which to seek protection.”39 

 
(f) According to Ab‰ al-¢Al¥’, “A certain man – who, according to Ibn 

KathÏr, was ¢Uqbah Ibn ¢®mir – said, ‘We were on a journey with the 
Messenger of God, and people were following in succession. The 
time had come for the Messenger of God and me to come down, and 
he came down after I did, and struck me on the shoulder, saying, 
‘Say, I seek refuge in the Lord of the Dawn,’ whereupon he recited 
the surah, and I recited it with him. Then he said, ‘Say, I seek refuge 
in the Lord of humankind,’ whereupon he recited the surah and I 
recited it with him. Then he added, ‘Recite them when you pray.’”40 
Commenting on this narrative, al-HaythamÏ stated, “It was narrated 
by A^mad and his men, who passed down the accounts recorded in 
al-Bukh¥rÏ’s collection of sound hadiths. It was also included by Ibn 
KathÏr in his commentary, where he attributed it to Imam A^mad. 
Additionally, al-Nas¥’Ï narrated it on the authority of Ya¢q‰b, on 
the authority of Ibr¥hÏm, on the authority of Ibn ¢Aliyyah. After cit-
ing the hadiths passed down via ¢Uqbah with their various chains of 
transmission, Ibn KathÏr wrote, ‘… these paths of transmission on 
the authority of ¢Uqbah, having been passed down by a kind of 
taw¥tur, provide definitive attestation on the authority of numerous 
hadith scholars.’”41 
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(g) Ab‰ Sa¢Ïd al-KhudrÏ said, “The Messenger of God used to seek pro-
tection from the [envying] eyes of both jinn and human beings. So 
when the two surahs of protection were revealed from on high, he 
adopted them exclusively and ceased making use of any others.”42  

 
(h) ¢®’ishah is reported to have said, “Whenever the Messenger of God 

suffered from some physical ailment, he would recite al-mu¢awwid-
hatayn and blow on himself. So when his pain grew more severe 
[toward the end of his life], I would recite prayers of protection over 
him and pass his own hand over him in hopes of them bringing a 
blessing.”43 
 
These are most of the hadiths which affirm that al-mu¢awwid-

hatayni (surahs 133 and 114) are an integral part of the Qur’an. 
Despite the fact that these accounts are worded in different ways and 
have differing contexts, they serve overall to confirm beyond the shad-
ow of a doubt that these two surahs are as much part of the Qur’an as 
the remainder of what was revealed from on high to the Messenger of 
God. 

The hadith narrated by ¢Uqbah cited in (c) above states explicitly 
that the Messenger of God recited them in his ritual prayer, after which 
he asked, “What do you think, ¢Uqbah?” This suggests that ¢Uqbah had 
been under the impression that these two prayers of protection were 
simply incantations which the Prophet had been granted to use for pro-
tection but without being part of the Qur’an. He may then have asked 
the Messenger of God about this matter so that when he recited them as 
part of a ritual prayer, this banished all of his doubts and questions. 
When, after praying, the Prophet came to ¢Uqbah, saying, “What do 
you think, ¢Uqbah? Recite them before going to sleep, and upon wak-
ing,” he was telling him, in effect, to pray using them as he had seen the 
Prophet do.  

Al-B¥qill¥nÏ devotes a twelve-page section of his momentous work 
al-Inti|¥r to a rational discussion and refutation of the claim that 
surahs 113 and 114 are not part of the Qur’an. After pointing out that 
those who circulate this objection do so with the aim of challenging the 
taw¥tur with which the last two surahs of the Qur’an had been trans-
mitted, al-B¥qill¥nÏ refutes the possibility of Ibn Mas¢‰d’s having 
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excluded these two surahs from the Qur’an. Given Ibn Mas¢‰d’s lofty 
station and abundant knowledge, al-B¥qill¥nÏ points out that had he 
held a position of this nature, news of it would quickly have spread far 
and wide and caused no small stir. After all, a dispute over whether two 
surahs of the Qur’an were integral to the revelation would not have 
been taken lightly by the Muslim community; as such, it would not have 
been relegated to the category of minor events, reports of which were 
found in hadiths passed down by single narrators (¥^¥d). Ibn Mas¢‰’d’s 
views on juristic issues, both central and subsidiary – such as, for exam-
ple, the prohibition of placing one’s palms together between one’s 
knees during the ruk‰¢, or kneeling posture, of prayer, and his dispute 
with other Companions over certain religious obligations – have gained 
far wider circulation than this matter has. 

If news of such a view on Ibn Mas¢‰d’s part had become known in 
the era of the Companions – bearing in mind that they and all other 
members of the Muslim community after them believed that surahs 113 
and 114 were part of the Qur’an – they would have been duty-bound to 
take him to task and debate him on the issue. After all, it is a known fact 
that anyone who doubted a single word of the Qur’an (much less two 
entire surahs!) was considered to have doubted the entire Book, and 
they would have demanded that the Caliph declare him an apostate and 
carry out the requisite ̂ add punishment against him. Furthermore, this 
would have been one of the principle reasons ¢Uthm¥n cited to justify 
his decision not to commission Ibn Mas¢‰d to compile the master copy 
of the Qur’an and to appoint Zayd Ibn Th¥bit to this task instead. 
¢Uthm¥n did, in fact, remonstrate with Ibn Mas¢‰d over the latter’s 
unwillingness to surrender his copy of the Qur’an to the Caliph; how-
ever, there is no report of the Caliph’s having uttered a single word 
about the claim that Ibn Mas¢‰d did not recognize surahs 113 and 114 
as part of the Qur’an. 

To this refutation, al-B¥qill¥nÏ adds that ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Mas¢‰d had 
been one of the most prominent Qur’an reciters both during the lifetime 
of the Prophet and after his death. Indeed, Ibn Mas¢‰d had been identi-
fied by the Prophet as one of the most important people from whom the 
Qur’an was to be learned, and there were numerous Companions who 
did, in fact, learn the Qur’an from him. These include ¢Ubayd al-
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Salm¥nÏ, Masr‰q Ibn al-Ajda¢, ¢Alqamah Ibn Qays, ¢Amr Ibn 
Shar^abÏl, al-¤¥rith Ibn Qays, al-Aswad Ibn YazÏd, and numerous 
other well-known students of his who spread his learning among others 
as well. Not one of these many individuals has ever been reported to 
have transmitted an account of any kind to the effect that ¢Abd All¥h 
Ibn Mas¢‰d held such a view. If it had come to their attention that he 
held such a view, it would have become common knowledge, and there 
would be reports of their having condemned him in the severest of 
terms. It should be remembered that all of these individuals were 
among the most revered and upright of Muslims and that, given the fact 
that they were known to have been Ibn Mas¢‰d’s companions and stu-
dents, they would surely have been asked their opinion on this matter, 
and been obliged to respond to such queries by either approving or dis-
approving of Ibn Mas¢‰d’s position. As noted, however, not a single 
account of such a query, still less responses thereto, has come down to 
us from any of Ibn Mas¢‰d’s companions or students. This very absence 
serves as irrefutable evidence that Ibn Mas¢‰d did not deny that al-
mu¢awwidhatayn – surahs 113 and 114 – were part of the Qur’an. 

Further, al-B¥qill¥nÏ goes on to note that Ibn Mas¢‰d could not have 
been accused of having taken such a position without testimony that 
fulfilled the required conditions to serve as legal evidence. The reason 
for this is that the claim that Ibn Mas¢‰d doubted the Qur’anicity of the 
last two surahs is tantamount to an accusation of apostasy, a highly 
serious charge conviction on which would have called for the death 
penalty. Given the seriousness of the charge, then, the testimony sup-
porting it could not be based on accounts that had been passed down 
via single narrators (¥^¥d), such as the accounts cited earlier on the 
authority of Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh. Supposing that Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh’s 
accounts had fulfilled the conditions to serve as legal evidence, then 
either Ibn Mas¢‰d would have deserved to be convicted of apostasy and 
punished accordingly, or the entire Muslim community at that time 
would have been guilty of negligence for not having carried out the 
divinely prescribed penalty which he deserved. However, neither of 
these scenarios would have been possible on the basis of an account 
passed down through a single narrator or chain of transmission. 
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Al-B¥qill¥nÏ then goes on to cite a series of hadiths testifying to Ibn 
Mas¢‰d’s virtues. According to one such hadith, the Messenger of God 
said, “Should anyone desire to recite the Qur’an with the freshness with 
which it was first sent down from on high, let him do so based on the 
recitation of the son of the mother of ¢Abd Allah [¢Abd All¥h Ibn 
Mas¢‰d].” This hadith was passed down by A^mad Ibn ¤anbal in his 
Musnad, as well as by Ibn M¥jah and al-¤¥kim, and on the authority of 
Ab‰ Bakr and ¢Umar based on what we find in al-Suy‰~Ï’s al-Fat^ al-
KabÏr.44 To this al-B¥qill¥nÏ adds the consideration that, assuming for 
the sake of argument that Ibn Mas¢‰d did, in fact, deny the Qur’anicity 
of surahs 113 and 114, whether in direct disagreement with the other 
Companions, or based on a personal interpretation [of, for example, 
something the Prophet had said or done] suggesting that these surahs 
were not part of the Qur’an, the fact remains that the consensus accord-
ing to which everything contained in the Qur’an now in our possession 
is an integral part thereof would have negated his disagreement, render-
ing it of no effect. 

Following this, al-B¥qill¥nÏ cites well-attested narratives which 
counter what had been passed down by Zirr. These counter-narratives 
include, for example, the hadiths transmitted on the authority of 
¢Uqbah and others of a similar nature. Al-B¥qill¥nÏ also lists accounts 
passed down by companions and students of Ibn Mas¢‰d containing 
explicit indications of the Qur’anicity of al-mu¢awwidhatayn. One 
such account was narrated by Ibr¥hÏm, who said, “I asked al-Aswad, 
‘Do they belong to the Qur’an?’ ‘Do you mean al-mu¢awwidhatayn?’ 
al-Aswad inquired. ‘Yes,’ I affirmed. ‘Yes, they do,’ he replied.” A simi-
lar account is attributed to al-Sha¢bÏ. 

After this, al-B¥qill¥nÏ plays the devil’s advocate, posing objections 
to his own arguments, saying: “What you have said here is correct. 
However, something must have happened or been said with respect to 
al-mu¢awwidhatayn that caused them, unlike the other surahs of the 
Qur’an, to be the focus of controversy. Similarly, something must have 
occurred in relation to Ibn Mas¢‰d in particular for such statements to 
have been attributed to him.” 

“In response to the first objection,” al-B¥qill¥nÏ writes, “the Mes-
senger of God used to call down divine protection over both himself and 
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his grandsons al-¤asan and al-¤usayn by reciting certain traditional 
prayers. However, after al-mu¢awwidhatayn (surahs 113 and 114) 
were revealed, he limited his invocations of protection to these two 
prayers alone. This development may have caused Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh and 
others to wonder whether these two surahs were simply invocations of 
protection and nothing more. This uncertainty may have been rein-
forced by the fact that Ibn Mas¢‰d did not include these two surahs in 
his copy of the Qur’an, which prompted Zirr Ibn ¤abÏsh to ask Ubayy 
about the matter as in the hadiths cited earlier, and after which there 
was no more discussion of them. 

As for the attribution of doubts about the Qur’anicity of surahs 113 
and 114 to Ibn Mas¢‰d and to no one else, this is because, confident that 
all Muslims had memorized these two surahs just as they had the 
F¥ti^ah because they had been commanded to seek protection through 
them by reciting them every morning and every evening, Ibn Mas¢‰d left 
them out of his version of the Qur’an. This reasoning is supported by 
the fact that in the earliest days of Islam, this issue arose nowhere but in 
the narratives passed down through Zirr. 

Furthermore, if we examine the accounts which attribute to Ibn 
Mas¢‰d statements such as, “They are not part of the Book of God,” or, 
“Do not mingle the Book of God with things that are not part thereof,” 
we find that they exhibit obvious confusion and inconsistency (i\~ir¥b). 
Secondly, it is possible that the narrator was not attributing these state-
ments to Ibn Mas¢‰d, but to someone else. And thirdly, the narrator 
may not have understood exactly what Ibn Mas¢‰d was referring to in 
these statements. He may have been referring to something other than 
surahs 113 and 114, whereas the narrator misunderstood his intent due 
to the discussion that had already arisen concerning these surahs. All of 
these possibilities assume, of course, that the narrative is sound to begin 
with. In sum, there is nothing in these accounts which could possibly 
call into question either the taw¥tur with which the contents of our 
Qur’an were passed down, or the uprightness and integrity of the 
Companions.45 

All of this said, it should be remembered that ultimately, what 
demonstrates the Qur’anicity of everything found between the covers 
of the Book of God, from the F¥ti^ah to surahs 113 and 114, is God’s 
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own preservation of the entire Qur’anic revelation, down to the last 
word and even letter, from being lost or corrupted. “Behold, it is We 
Ourselves who have bestowed from on high, step by step, this 
reminder, and, behold, it is We who shall truly guard it [from all cor-
ruption]” (S‰rat al-¤ijr 15:9). “[Know,] then, [that) God is sublimely 
Exalted, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth: and [knowing 
this,] do not approach the Qur’an in haste, ere it has been revealed unto 
thee in full, but [always) say: ‘O my Sustainer, cause me to grow in 
knowledge!’” (S‰rat >aha 20:114). With these Qur’anic affirmations 
and commands in mind, we have no need to go on repeating such 
groundless arguments and attacks generation after generation. Indeed, 
it would have been more fitting had we paid no attention to them, and 
allowed their cradle to be their grave. Instead, however, we were taken 
in by our opponents’ citation of the time-worn phrase, n¥qil al-kufr 
laysa bi k¥fir (“A conveyor of blasphemy is not a blasphemer”) and by 
their heavy reliance on extra-Qur’anic narratives and their chains of 
transmission. When it comes to the Qur’an, the only thing we need to 
rely on in order to demonstrate its reliability and authenticity is its own 
inimitable style and eloquence, and human beings’ inability to produce 
anything remotely resembling it. This is the basis on which we prove the 
authenticity of its every chapter, its every verse, and even its every 
word. 

We come now to the topic of abrogation (al-naskh), which consists 
of three types: (1) abrogation of a verse or passage with respect to its 
recitation, though the ruling based thereon continues in effect; (2) 
abrogation of the ruling based on the passage in question, though it 
continues to be recited; and (3) abrogation of the passage with respect 
to both its recitation and the ruling based thereon. 

After a detailed discussion of abrogation, we concluded that there is 
no such thing as abrogation with respect to the Qur’an. What has led 
many to conclude that abrogation has occurred is the assumption there 
is inconsistency within the Qur’an such that we are required to posit 
that one passage has abrogated, or takes priority over, another. Indeed, 
a variety of factors have served to entrench the belief that some parts of 
the Qur’an have abrogated others. These factors include: (1) the princi-
ple according to which the various parts of the Qur’an were revealed at 
different times such that one would predate the other; (2) the notion 
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that some passages have a definitive meaning, while others have only a 
speculative meaning, (3) the belief that the abrogation of some passages 
of the Qur’an by others might reflect the divine mercy by relieving 
human beings of undue hardship, and (4) the existence of passages 
which scholars have found it difficult to explain in such a way as to 
avoid concluding that there was an inconsistency between them. It also 
bears noting that the concept of abrogation has evolved over time, and 
differs from one juristic school to another. In this connection, I refer my 
readers to my book entitled Na^wa Mawqif Qur’¥nÏ min al-Naskh 
(Towards a Qur’anic Stance on Abrogation), where I show there are no 
inconsistencies in the Qur’an that would require us to posit one passage 
or another. 

As for the division of Qur’anic texts into the categories of mu^kam 
(clear in and of itself) and mutash¥bih (ambiguous and in need of clari-
fication), it is a topic on which numerous Muslim scholars have waxed 
prolix. However, I have read the Qur’an from cover to cover more 
times than I can count, and never have I found it to be anything less than 
a fount of wisdom and guiding light, a balm to the soul, a path illu-
mined by a radiant brilliance that banishes the last vestiges of darkness 
and uncertainty and etches itself on the memory with an indelibility 
that no other text could approach. Unfortunately, many of the issues 
that have been raised under the rubric of the Islamic sciences have been 
little more than deceptive ruses whose purpose is to cast doubt into peo-
ple’s minds and hearts and, in this way, discourage people from reciting 
the Qur’an as it was revealed, and reflecting on its meaning.46 

One of the most valuable works of its day, al-B¥qill¥ni’s book al-
Inti|¥r lil-Qur’¥n, effectively addressed and refuted the specious 
arguments then in circulation against the Book of God. The approach 
adopted by al-B¥qill¥nÏ (d. 403 ah/1013 ce) in this admirable book 
was to take, in turn, each argument that had been raised against the 
Qur’an since the death of the Prophet, outline its premises, and then 
proceed to pull it up by its roots, as it were. I highly recommend that 
people of this generation read either al-B¥qill¥ni’s original work or al-
ßayrafÏ’s abridgement of it, since those who raise objections against the 
Qur’an may think themselves to be original in their thinking whereas, 
in fact, they are merely rehashing worn-out arguments that were raised, 
and debunked, long ago.47 
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It is important to bear in mind here that scholastic theology came 
into being in relative isolation from the Qur’an, and that when it 
referred to it, it did so essentially in search of proof texts for the posi-
tions it had already formulated. Furthermore, the atomistic, decontex- 
tualized reading of the Qur’an associated with traditional scholastic 
theology is still prevalent today. 

The approach advocated by the Qur’an, by contrast, involves a 
holistic and integral reading of its message. God instructed the Prophet 
with the words, “Say: ‘O followers of earlier revelation! Come unto 
that tenet which we and you hold in common, that we shall worship 
none but God, and that we shall not ascribe divinity to aught beside 
Him, and that we shall not take human beings for our lords beside 
God.’ And if they turn away, then say: ‘Bear witness that it is we who 
have surrendered ourselves unto Him’” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:64). “Say: 
‘O God! Originator of the heavens and the earth! Knower of all that is 
beyond the reach of a created being’s perception, as well as of all that 
can be witnessed by a creature’s senses or mind! It is Thou who wilt 
judge between Thy servants [on Resurrection Day] with regard to all on 
which they were wont to differ!’” (S‰rat al-Zumar 39:46). “And on 
whatever you may differ, [O believers,] the verdict thereon rests with 
God. [Say, therefore:] ‘Such is God, my Sustainer: in Him have I placed 
my trust, and unto Him do I always turn!’” (S‰rat al-Sh‰r¥ 42:10). 
“Behold, We have bestowed upon thee from on high this divine writ, 
setting forth the truth, so that thou may judge between people in accor-
dance with what God has taught thee. Hence, do not contend with 
those who are false to their trust” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:105). “Say [O 
Prophet]: ‘O mankind! The truth from your Sustainer has now come 
unto you. Whoever, therefore, chooses to follow the right path, follows 
it but for his own good; and whoever chooses to go astray, goes but 
astray to his own hurt. And I am not responsible for your conduct.’ And 
[as for thyself, O Muhammad,] follow but what is being revealed unto 
thee, and be patient in adversity, until God shall give His judgment: for 
He is the best of all judges” (S‰rat Y‰nus 10:108-109). “All that you 
worship instead of God is nothing but [empty] names which you have 
invented – you and your forefathers – [that] for which God has 
bestowed no warrant from on high. Judgment rests with God alone – 
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[and] He has ordained that you should worship naught but Him: this is 
the [one] ever-true faith; but most people know it not” (S‰rat Y‰suf 
12:40). “And he added: ‘O my sons! Do not enter [the city all] by one 
gate, but enter by different gates. Yet [even so,] I can be of no avail 
whatever to you against [anything that may be willed by] God: judg-
ment [as to what is to happen] rests with none but God. In Him have I 
placed my trust: for, all who have trust [in His existence] must place 
their trust in Him alone’” (S‰rat Y‰suf 12:67). “Say: ‘Behold, I take my 
stand on a clear evidence from my Sustainer – and [so] it is to Him that 
you are giving the lie! Not in my power is that which [in your igno-
rance] you so hastily demand: judgment rests with none but God. He 
shall declare the truth, since it is He who is the best judge between truth 
and falsehood’” “…And they [who have died] are thereupon brought 
before God, their true Lord Supreme. Oh, verily, His alone is all judg-
ment: and He is the swiftest of all reckoners!” (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:57 and 
62). 

As we have seen, the principle flaw underlying the errors into which 
scholastic theologians fell was the practice of reading the Qur’an in an 
atomistic, decontextualized fashion rather than as an integral whole 
informed by an overarching structural unity.48 It is only by taking this 
overall unity into account that we can be liberated from the tunnel 
vision and fragmented awareness that have prevented the Muslim com-
munity from achieving a comprehensive, integral vision of the Qur’anic 
message, benefit from its self-explanatory power, and access the actual 
message it addresses to all people rather than projecting our own per-
ceptions and desires upon it. 

As an aside, it should be noted that the Sunnah clarifies the Qur’an. 
However, it does this not in the sense of revealing the meaning of some-
thing which is allegedly vague and ambiguous but, rather, by demon- 
strating the concrete ways in which the Qur’an is to be applied. In other 
words, the Sunnah is in the service of the Qur’an, not vice-versa. At the 
same time, the Sunnah may be seen as forming, together with the 
Qur’an, a still broader structural unity which encompasses the 
Prophet’s translation of the Qur’an’s teachings into concrete realities. 
As we approach the Qur’an in the present day, our responsibility is not 
to conjure, still less seek to recreate, the historical reality of the genera-
tion that received the Qur’an but, rather, to apply it to our own 
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immediate circumstances as the Prophet did to his. When the Muslim 
community adheres to this approach, it will be freed from partial, atom-
istic and decontextualized readings, the needless complexities of 
debates over controversial hadiths, problematic traditions, textual 
inconsistencies, and attempts to weigh one text against another.49 

As for the question of whether the Sunnah can serve as an independ-
ent source of legislation, this is a controversial issue that has occupied 
Muslim legal theorists to no small degree.50 The problem that arises 
when we posit that the Sunnah can, in fact, serve as an autonomous 
basis for lawmaking is that we open the door to reliance on other 
sources of evidence in addition to both the Qur’an and the Sunnah, 
which implies that neither the Qur’an nor the Sunnah – nor even both of 
them together – is a sufficient basis on which to derive Islamic legal rul-
ings. This unacceptable premise is embodied in baseless assertions such 
as that, “whereas the revealed texts are finite, the situations human 
beings encounter are infinite” (al-nu|‰| mutan¥hiyah, wal-waq¥’i¢ 
ghayru mutan¥hiyah), that “the Qur’an is subject to a variety of inter-
pretations” (al-qur’¥n ^amm¥lu awjuh), and the like. Indeed, such 
assertions opened the door to the consideration of more and more 
sources of evidence until their number came to a whopping fifty! No 
wonder, then, that confusion arose in Muslims’ minds over whether the 
Qur’an was possessed of sole authority. 

 
fifth: awareness of qur’anic authority among  

the various islamic schools of thought 
     
When we speak of the Qur’an as Islam’s foundational authority, what 
we mean is that it is the Qur’an which brings Islamic legal rulings into 
being. It reveals to us what has passed into obsolescence, having 
changed due to the passage of time and the hardening of hearts. It then 
confirms and preserves what has ongoing validity. This understanding 
of the Qur’an’s central authority has been reflected since the earliest 
days of Islam in the doctrines of its various sects and schools. 
Nevertheless, it received insufficient emphasis in scholars’ treatments 
of juristic questions and their legal rulings, especially as they pertained 
to human moral accountability. In what follows we highlight the 
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importance of recognizing Qur’anic authority as it pertains to discern-
ing the universals and particulars of Islamic jurisprudence. If this is 
done consistently, jurisprudence is freed from arbitrary assumptions, 
legal artifices, the temptation to view things from a truncated perspec-
tive, and numerous other weaknesses that have dogged it down the 
centuries as a result of the failure to root it properly in the Qur’an. 

We will be examining a number of examples which show that schol-
ars of all of Islam’s sects have recognized the central authority of the 
Qur’an, but that the scope of its influence has been constricted due to 
the hierarchical construal of the relationship between the Qur’an and 
the Sunnah. We find, for example, that when a mujtahid fails to find a 
particular Qur’anic passage that applies to a given situation, the Sunnah 
is summoned as a kind of substitute for the Qur’an. Conversely, when 
inconsistencies are noted among non-Qur’anic sources, they are exam-
ined in light of the Qur’an. The appeal to the Qur’an thus takes place 
when various passages or accounts conflict and need to be weighed 
against a higher authority. However, a sounder way to view the sover-
eignty of the Qur’an would be to start from the premise that every 
particular of Islamic law or doctrine is rooted in a Qur’anic universal. 
This universal then needs to be identified and adopted as a point of ref-
erence when addressing legal questions and formulating primary and 
subsidiary rulings based thereon. As God has declared, “No thing have 
We neglected in the Revelation” (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:38), the purpose of 
which is “to make everything clear” (S‰rat al-Na^l 16:89). As for the 
practice of appealing to external sources before appealing to the funda-
mental point of reference (that is, the Qur’an), it suggests a view of the 
Qur’an as having failed to clarify the issues at hand, or simply as insuffi-
cient. However, God asks rhetorically, “Is it not enough for them that 
We have bestowed this divine writ on thee from on high, to be conveyed 
[by thee] to them?” (S‰rat al-¢Ankab‰t 29:51). 

Hence, all other evidence a jurist cites or encounters is subject ulti-
mately to confirmation by the Qur’an, without which it will be the basis 
for a ruling contrary to what God has revealed. For the Qur’an alone is 
the foundational source of all sound Islamic legal rulings. And in fact, 
discussions of textual authority within every Islamic denomination 
exhibit threads which point, however indistinctly, to an appreciation of 
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the Qur’an’s true sovereignty, and it is out of these threads that we pro-
pose to weave together an inter-sectarian approach to the application 
of the Qur’an’s teachings modeled on that of the Prophet himself. In 
what follows, then, we attempt – without claiming to have exhausted 
all points of view, and without identifying with every view we cite – to 
lay out such an approach, our aim being to tease out these threads, 
nothing more. 

 
Among the Ibadites  
According to Ab‰ ¢Ubaydah Muslim Ibn AbÏ KarÏmah (the second 
imam of the Ibadites in Basra, d. 150 ah/767 ce), “The Muslim’s imam 
is the Qur’an, and his guide is the Sunnah of the Messenger of God. The 
Muslim loves nothing but that which is loved by God and His 
Messenger.”51 Writing in al-J¥mi¢, Ibn Barakah al-¢Um¥nÏ al-BahlawÏ 
(362 ah/973 ce) stated: 

 

All Islamic legal rulings are taken from a single path and a single source, 

which is the Book of the Lord of the Worlds, who said, “Follow what has 

been sent down unto you by your Sustainer, and follow no masters other 

than Him. How seldom do you keep this in mind!” (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:3). The 

Sunnah is also taken from the Book of God. As God commanded, “pay heed 

unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:92). The 

Sunnah is the application of the Book of God and, as such, Muslims must 

adhere to it; so also is consensus, which is founded upon both the Sunnah 

and the Qur’an. The Sunnah may be divided into two categories: agreed-

upon and disputed. The agreed-upon Sunnah consists of those hadiths 

which, because they have found unanimous acceptance, need not be investi-

gated for their soundness, while the disputed Sunnah consists of hadiths 

which are not known to all and concerning whose soundness there is some 

disagreement. Therefore, their soundness needs to be investigated and con-

firmed. Once the soundness of a hadith’s transmission has been confirmed, 

there may be disputes over its proper interpretation, and if scholars disagree 

over the ruling to be derived from it, they must appeal to the Qur’an.52 

 
In answer to the question from his student, Abu Gh¥nim al-

Khur¥s¥nÏ, concerning whether a man who has had illicit sexual 
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relations with a woman may marry the woman with whom he had such 
relations, ¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz (an adherent of the Opinion 
School within the Ibadite sect, as opposed to the Tradition School) crit-
icized those who held that this practice was permissible, saying, “You 
content yourselves with accounts passed down by people who cling to 
opinions and illusions while disregarding the Book of God, which pro-
hibits a man and woman who have had illicit sexual relations from 
marrying one another. Indeed, never have we seen a people more will-
ing than you are to bow to a mere human account, and more ready to 
spurn the Book of God!”53 

 
Among the Zaydites  
Imam al-Murta\¥ Mu^ammad Ibn Ya^y¥ al-H¥dÏ (d. 310 ah/922 ce) 
was of the view that the Sunnah is “that which agrees with the Qur’an. 
Whatever conflicts with the Qur’an contains untruths about the 
Messenger of God. Furthermore, the Sunnah clarifies and details that 
which is stated in general terms in the Qur’an.” In answer to questions 
posed to him, Imam al-Murta\¥ stated, “Every view we have expressed 
and every reply we have given can be found in the Book of God, in the 
unanimously agreed-upon Sunnah on the authority of the Messenger of 
God, or in a rational proof which is confirmed by the Qur’an. Every-
thing that comes via one of these paths is desirable and sound, and the 
most brilliant proof in the heart.” In sum, as Imam al-Murta\¥ stated in 
various places in his books and letters, all proofs derive from the Book 
of God and/or from a unanimous consensus regarding something based 
on the Qur’an or the Sunnah.54 He also stated in relation to issues posed 
by ¢Abd All¥^ Ibn al-¤asan, “Know – may God guide and assist you – 
that no hadith rightly attributed to the Messenger of God will conflict 
with the Book of God. Rather, the Revelation will bear witness to its 
truth. In this connection the Prophet is reported to have said, “Lies are 
uttered about me just as they were uttered about the prophets before 
me. If any statement is attributed to me, compare it to the Book of God. 
Whatever agrees with the Book of God is indeed from me – I said it, and 
whatever conflicts with the Book of God is not from me – I did not say 
it.”55 
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On this point we have corroboration from ß¥rim al-DÏn Ibr¥hÏm Ibn 
Mu^ammad al-WazÏr (d. 914 ah/1508 ce), who said: 

 

As for the Almighty Book, God (blessed and Exalted is He) has pledged to 

preserve, guard and protect it from contradictions, corruption, alteration 

and distortion…. No wonder, then, that those who deny the truth of the reli-

gion have found no way to change it. On the contrary, those verses which 

are clear in and of themselves (¥y¥tuhu al-mu^kam¥t) have remained clear 

and comprehensible, while those that require clarification and interpreta-

tion (al-mutash¥bih¥t) have remained accessible and readily explain- able 

by those well-established in knowledge. This is why the Prophet command-

ed his community of faith to refer to it and rely on it, and instructed them in 

how to verify the truthfulness of hadiths by measuring them against it.56 

 
However, the practice of measuring extra-Qur’anic texts against the 

Qur’an is limited to hadiths passed down via single narrators (¥^¥d), 
about which there is some disagreement. This principle was articulated 
by al-¢IzzÏ, who instructed his students saying, “Hadiths over which 
there is some disagreement are subject to the rule according to which 
they must be measured against the Qur’an, which is invulnerable to 
falsehood (‘for, behold, it is a sublime divine writ: no falsehood can ever 
attain to it openly, and neither in a stealthy manner’ – S‰rat Fu||ilat 
41:41-42). For the Qur’an is the authoritative point of reference when-
ever disagreements arise.”57 

 
Among the Twelver Shi¢ites  
The view of Qur’anic authority among the Twelver Shi¢ites has been 
clouded by the spread of views that were circulating between the 
eleventh and thirteen centuries ah (seventeenth and nineteenth cen-
turies ce), which brought down the authority of the Qur’an. According 
to the aforementioned views, appeals can only be made to the Qur’an or 
the Sunnah based on views expressed by the infallible imams belonging 
to the Prophet’s family. In his book entitled al-Faw¥’id al-Madaniyah 
(Lessons from Madinah), Mu^ammad AmÏn al-Istr¥b¥dÏ (d. 1036 
ah/1627 ce) put forth the view that “it is impossible to deduce rulings 
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from the apparent meanings of either the Book of God or the Prophetic 
Sunnah without appealing to the views of the ‘people of remembrance’. 
This is because the Qur’an was revealed in such a way that it was 
opaque to the minds of ordinary people, but commensurate with the 
understanding of the ‘people of remembrance’.” In so saying, al-
Istr¥b¥dÏ confined Islam’s authoritative point of reference to the 
reports and traditions passed down by the family of the Prophet. He 
wrote: 

 

It is a known fact that given the condition in which we find the Qur’an and 

the Prophetic Sunnah (that is, containing some passages that abrogate  

others, and some which are unqualified in their meaning and application, 

while others are qualified and restricted), it can only be comprehended with 

their help, as a result of which one must limit oneself to their hadiths.”58 

 
The Akhb¥ri Current was not monolithic in nature, as it included 

individuals who hesitated to argue for the absolute and unconditional 
authority of the literal meanings of the Qur’an, as well as that of non-
Qur’anic accounts passed down on the strength of a single narrator. 
However, what we are looking for will be found in the Juristic, or 
Legal-Theoretical, Current (al-tayy¥r al-u|‰lÏ), which countered the 
Historical Current’s claims to abolish, or at least, undermine the 
authority of the Qur’anic text, stressing the Qur’an’s independent 
authority without reference to the Sunnah as a fundamental premise. 
Accounts passed down on the authority of the imams indicate that 
whatever narratives people received on their authority should be meas-
ured against the Qur’an such that whatever was consistent with it, they 
should accept, and whatever conflicted with it, they should reject. 
Moreover, in addition to these arguments, Shaykh Ja¢far al-Jin¥^Ï (aka 
K¥shif al-Ghi~¥’) (d. 1228 ah/1813 ce) drew a connection between the 
inimitability of the Qur’an and the possibility of understanding it 
directly. In this connection, he asked, “What sense would it have made 
for the Qur’an to challenge people to produce something comparable 
to it had they not been able to understand it – that is to say, had they 
perceived it as nothing but cryptic symbols and riddles?”59 
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This said, it behooves us to review the positions which certain 
Twelver Shi¢ite scholars – and most particularly, the legal theorists 
among them – took on the authority of the Qur’an. SharÏf al-Murta\¥ 
(d. 436 ah/1044 ce), for example, denied the binding force of reports 
passed down on the authority of a single narrator, holding that they 
have only speculative value. Moreover, he held that the first focus of 
one’s exegesis should be the apparent meaning of the Qur’an, and 
hadiths of definitive attestation. If neither of these speaks to the issue 
under consideration, appeal should be made to consensus (that is to 
say, the consensus of Twelver Shi¢ite scholars). If there is no consensus 
among these scholars but, rather, considerable disagreement, then 
appeal must be made to the text of the Qur’an. Otherwise, one must 
rely on reason, or leave the matter open to choice.60 

In the preface to his commentary, al-Tiby¥n, Ab‰ Ja¢far al->‰sÏ  
(d. 459 ah/1067 ce) sought to offer an explanation of traditions that 
forbid the interpretation of the Qur’an based on reasoned opinion. 
According to one such tradition, the Prophet said, “If someone inter-
prets the Qur’an based on his own opinion and arrives at the truth…, he 
will [still] have committed an error…” Al->‰sÏ’s interpretation of this 
tradition was supported by al->abarsÏ (d. 548 ah/1153 ce) in the  
latter’s Majma¢ al-Bay¥n (The Compendium of Clarification), where 
he wrote, “God has commended the practice of inducing meanings 
from the text, and has explained how to do this. Those who engage in 
such induction are referred to in S‰rat al-Nis¥’ (4:83) as ‘proper investi-
gators’ (alladhÏna yastanbi~‰n). Furthermore, God has reproached 
those who fail to reflect properly on the Qur’an, which was revealed in 
clearly comprehensible Arabic. God declares, ‘Behold, We have caused 
it to be a discourse in the Arabic tongue, so that you might encompass it 
with your reason’ (43:3).”61 From the foregoing, it is clear that we are 
expected to use our reason to understand the Book of God. Hence, the 
meaning of the hadith quoted above according to which those who 
interpret the Qur’an based on their reasoned opinion will fall into error 
must be a reference to those who fail to consider the textual evidence of 
relevance to the passage concerned. In such a case one is likely to misin-
terpret the text and lose one’s way.62 
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The Prophet said, “If you receive a hadith purporting to be on my 
authority, subject it to the scrutiny of the Book of God. If it agrees with 
it, accept it, and if it conflicts with it, disregard it.” From this it is clear 
that the Book of God is authoritative, since it is the point of reference 
against which other texts are to be measured. But how could it be used 
as a measure by which to judge other texts if it were incomprehensible?! 
Rather, those who interpret the Qur’an according to their own rea-
soned opinions, but without considering the textual evidence derived 
from its words and expressions and thereby arriving at the truth, have 
misinterpreted the evidence and thus lost their way.63 In a similar vein, 
the great scholar al-¤illÏ expressed the view that “God could not possi-
bly have intended a meaning contrary to that which appears on the 
surface of the Qur’anic text without evidence for this in the context.”64  

Among the narratives cited in support of measuring hadiths and 
other reports against the Qur’an, we have the statement passed down 
on the authority of Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h, who said, “The Messenger of God 
said, ‘For every truth and for everything that is right, there will be factual 
evidence, and everything correct will be clearly illumined. Whatever 
agrees with the Book of God, accept it, and whatever conflicts with it, 
reject it.” Ayy‰b Ibn R¥shid conveyed on the authority of Ab‰ ¢Abd 
All¥h that “any hadith which does not agree with the Qur’an is of no 
real value.” Similarly, Ayy‰b Ibn al-¤urr stated, “I heard Ab‰ ¢Abd 
All¥h say, ‘Everything should be brought back to the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah, and every hadith which is not consistent with the Book of God 
is mere vanity.’”65 Commenting on the first of these two last hadiths, al-
M¥zandur¥nÏ wrote, “This and the four hadiths following it support 
what was said previously to the effect that the Book of God is the origin 
of all that is true and right, and that whatever is confirmed by the Book 
of God should be adopted, while everything that conflicts with it must 
be abandoned. As for things which do not clearly agree or disagree with 
the Qur’an, we should withhold judgment on them.”66 About the  
second account above, al-M¥zandar¥nÏ had this to say: “However, the 
realization that there is inconsistency [between the Qur’an and this or 
that hadith] about a given matter may present us with a difficulty we are 
unable to resolve, since the Qur’an contains [truths, some of which are] 
apparent, others of which are hidden, and still others of which are  
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mysteries which can only be comprehended by those endowed with 
infallible knowledge.”67 

 
Among the Sunnites  
Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï wrote: 

 

There are people who say that [the Prophet] never established a sunnah (a 

practice to be emulated by others) that did not originate in the Qur’an. It 

was the Prophet’s sunnah, for example, which clarified how many daily 

prayers were to be performed by the Muslim based on the Qur’an’s general-

ized command to pray. Similarly, laws on buying and selling and the like are 

based on God’s having said, “And devour not one another’s possessions 

wrongfully” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:188) and, “God has made buying and sell-

ing lawful and usury unlawful” (2:275). What has been made lawful and 

unlawful is thus clear in the Qur’an on the divine authority, as is the obliga-

tion to perform the daily prayers.68  

 
Coming to Imam al-Sh¥~ibi (d. 790 ah/1388 ce), he held that the 

meaning of the Sunnah is derived from the Qur’an, the Sunnah being a 
practical clarification thereof. Al-Sh¥~ibÏ wrote: 

 

You find nothing in the Sunnah but that the Qur’an has indicated its mean-

ing, whether in a general or in a detailed manner… Moreover, because God 

has revealed the Qur’an to make everything clear, it follows that the Sunnah 

must be present within the Qur’an in a more general form. As we read in 

S‰rat al-An¢¥m, “no single thing have We neglected in Our decree” 

(6:38)… In sum, then, the Sunnah is an elucidation of what is in the Qur’an. 

This is what we mean when we say that the meaning of the Sunnah is 

derived from the Qur’an. A thorough reading of both the Qur’an and the 

Sunnah will also lead one to this conclusion.69 

 
From the foregoing it may be seen that those engaged in the Islamic 

sciences have long had an embryonic awareness of the Qur’an’s being 
the arbiter and originating source of all Islamic legal rulings and extra-
Qur’anic reports, but that this awareness was not allowed to flower 
into a full-fledged, integrated methodology. The evolution of such a 
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methodology was thwarted by a number of factors. One such factor 
was the notion, touched upon earlier, that the Qur’anic revelation and 
the texts of Islamic law were insufficient in and of themselves to address 
the myriad practical situations and conundrums with which human 
individuals and societies are faced. Other factors include sectarian con-
troversies and divisions fueled by bitter disagreements over the matter 
of the caliphate, as well as, subsequently, by other scholastic theologi-
cal debates which took on doctrinal overtones. These debates were so 
fraught with passions, in fact, that one’s position on the relevant issues 
came to be treated as a litmus test for whether one was a believer or not. 
And as if these tensions were not enough, each of the ummah’s individ-
ual schools of thought was being racked by tugs of war between the 
Opinion and Tradition currents. In consequence of all these controver-
sies and divisions, the Muslim community lost sight of the centrality of 
the Qur’an itself. The Qur’an’s role as sovereign arbiter was thus sup-
planted by the “sovereignty” of sectarian allegiance, blind imitation, 
and bigotry. 

We have no choice, then, but to allow the Qur’an to reassert its 
authority over the Islamic heritage which, by virtue of the accretions of 
centuries on end, has become more sectarian than ecumenical. This so-
called ‘sectarian heritage’ has prevented the formation of a communal 
consciousness within the Muslim community. As a consequence, what 
we now have are semi-autonomous, disjointed religious ummahs rather 
than the single ummah of the Qur’an.  

Lest my intent be misunderstood, what I am speaking about here is 
not a kind of “melting pot” unity in which distinctives disappear, in 
which case we would be working against the laws through which God 
Himself governs the Universe. As God declares, “O people! Behold, We 
have created you all out of a male and a female, and have made you into 
nations and tribes, so that you might come to know one another. Verily, 
the noblest of you in the sight of God is the one who is most deeply  
conscious of Him. Behold, God is All-Knowing, All-Aware” (S‰rat al-
¤ujur¥t 49:13). In keeping with this declaration by God, the goal I am 
proposing that we strive to achieve is an integrative unity, the purpose 
of which is to enable us to fulfill our trust as God’s stewards on Earth. 
We are told in the Qur’anic revelation that God has knit believers’ 
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hearts together. However, we are not told that He has united them in 
the sense of a complete fusion or merger. When unification is imposed 
upon entities, they lose their unique individual characteristics. As for 
the “knitting” process referred to here, it affords a harmony that allows 
differences of language, skin color, nationality and the like to become 
sources of enrichment rather than estrangement within the ummah, 
which is empowered to accomplish the tasks of fruitful development 
while serving as faithful stewards of the Earth in service to God. In the 
context of this kind of cooperation, progress is achieved toward fulfill-
ing common aims by making use of the unique strengths and gifts of the 
individuals and groups involved. 

This broader goal can be achieved by addressing controversial issues 
that divide the Muslim community in the following three ways: (1) by 
viewing them in light of the governing aims and intents of the Qur’an, 
(2) by addressing them based on a dual reading of the written revelation 
and the entire creation, and (3) by recognizing them as the complex, 
nuanced questions which they are rather than as monolithic and unidi-
mensional. In what follows, I will address each of these three points in 
turn. 

First: By viewing controversial issues in light of the governing aims 
and intents of the Qur’an (al-maq¥|id al-Qur’¥niyah), namely, affirma-
tion of God’s oneness, inward purification, development and prosper- 
ity, nurturing the ummah, and Islamic outreach,70 we lay the founda-
tion for a Qur’an-centered community capable of fulfilling the trust 
embodied in being God’s vicegerents on Earth. Identifying the goal we 
wish to achieve is the best means of ensuring that we are on the right 
path, and that we are not frittering away our time and energy on fruit-
less controversies that will do nothing to help us get where we need to 
go. Furthermore, it will enable us to extricate ourselves from the polar-
ization, power struggles, and verbal sparring which have led to 
inadequate treatments of the issues at hand. By identifying our more 
overarching aims, we can classify and prioritize issues based on the 
extent to whether they clarify, or obscure, the vital aims we share as 
believers. More specifically, our treatments of metaphysical issues need 
to be assessed in terms of the degree to which they further the aim of 
self-purification by nurturing a sense of God’s oneness and holiness, 
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and the reverent fear and hope to which such an awareness leads. Any 
discussion of, or approach to, metaphysical or doctrinal issues that fails 
to meet these criteria should be avoided, as they will serve no useful pur-
pose. Similarly, theological or metaphysical issues which have no direct 
bearing on our concrete, day-to-day lives (such as, for example, ques-
tions surrounding the beatific vision) should not be given any doctrinal 
importance. 

Second: By committing ourselves to a dual reading of the written 
revelation and the entire creation (including current realities), we 
acknowledge the inseparable connection between the material and the 
spiritual in human experience. This methodology is based on the under-
standing of the Qur’an as an objective equivalent – or mirror – of 
cosmic existence71 because, just as the Cosmos is marked by a unified 
network of laws and patterns that we are called upon to discover and 
respect, so also is the Qur’an marked by an overarching unity which, 
when discovered, will help us to frame an integrated methodology on 
the basis of which to understand both the Qur’an itself and the creation. 
Accordingly, any issue with a metaphysical dimension needs to be 
understood and discussed in light of the following three considerations: 
(1) The structural unity of the Qur’an, as well the Qur’an’s structural 
unity with the Prophetic Sunnah as the practical means of applying the 
Qur’an’s teachings to a world of changing realities; (2) the governing 
intents of the Qur’an (the divine unity, inward purification, prosperity 
and development, nurturing the Muslim community worldwide, and 
Islamic outreach); and (3) the combined reading of the Qur’an and the 
Cosmos, by means of which we strive to understand the patterns and 
laws exhibited in the universe and the interactions among them so as to 
achieve the Qur’an’s higher purposes. 

Third: By taking a bird’s eye-view of the controversial issues that 
continue to divide the Muslim community, we recognize them for the 
diverse, complex and multi-dimensional entities which they are, and in 
so doing, we begin to see them in a more nuanced manner. For while 
some elements are distinctive to each denomination or school of 
thought, others are common to all believers, and on the basis of these, 
we can better fulfill our responsibility to be God’s stewards on Earth. 
This nuanced treatment of issues needs to be adopted by adherents of all 
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sects and schools of thought, lest we find ourselves embroiled in a new 
round of sectarian sparring matches. 

The dispute over the leadership of the Muslim community may well 
be Muslims’ gravest and most central point of controversy, not only 
because it led to the demise of the first caliphates and resultant divisions 
that continue to this very day, but, in addition, because the will, charac-
ter and role of the Muslim community were reduced to the way in which 
they answered the question: Who should rule? The answers given to this 
question – which varied from one school of thought and sect to another 
– remained fixed and rigid, marking time between the covers of books 
without any genuine rethought or reconsideration. Meanwhile, the 
Muslim community suffered from ongoing unrest without a clear 
vision of the entity that ought to govern and regulate it. Power vacuums 
were filled by prominent families with their respective bigotries and 
political, tribal or sectarian axes to grind, which perpetuated societal 
divisions and politicized jurisprudence. The time has thus come to sepa-
rate the question of the caliphate from scholastic theological concerns, 
placing it instead within its rightful context of political and mundane 
concerns subject to practical analysis in pursuit of the higher aims and 
intents of the Qur’an (affirmation of the divine unity, inward purifica-
tion, development and prosperity, nurturing the ummah, and Islamic 
outreach). If we fail to do this, we have nothing to look forward to but 
an ongoing string of social, political and economic crises like those we 
have seen throughout our history. 

In its treatment of the issue of the caliphate, scholastic theological 
discourse had blurred the lines between doctrine and politics. As a 
result, the caliph was no longer viewed simply as a leader whose func-
tion was to order the ummah’s earthly affairs and safeguard its in- 
terests. Instead, supported by prevailing interpretations of the Qur’anic 
phrase ‰lÏ al-amr minkum (which has been translated variously as 
“those from among you who have been entrusted with authority,” 
“those charged with authority among you,” etc.), as well as a set of 
hadiths on the subject of rulership (im¥rah) and obedience to rulers (al-
umar¥’), the caliph was conceived of as a near-embodiment of the 
Prophet. Consequently, the caliphate was discussed within the frame-
work of Muslims’ obligation to obey the Prophet, further reinforcing 
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the belief that the imamate (the caliphate) was a doctrinal issue. This 
was followed by efforts to establish a textual basis for the caliphate, 
and thus the foundation was laid for tyranny, because the ummah had 
been reduced to a single individual. One outgrowth of this was a grad-
ual erosion of the ummah ’s effectiveness, and as Muslim rulers 
weakened as well, Islamic societies found themselves increasingly vul-
nerable in the face of growing Western hegemony in its various forms, 
and torn between two equally bitter choices: either succumb and adapt 
to West-ern civilization, including its political culture and its religious, 
social and economic expressions, or reject the West entirely and revert 
to inherited, and outmoded, cultural, political and social structures and 
expressions that had no basis in Islamic law, but which had come to be 
perceived as legitimate simply because they were familiar. 

Therefore, the time has come to be liberated from bondage to 
scholastic theological discourse. The time has come to separate ques-
tions of public policy and political leadership, including the caliphate, 
from questions of Islamic doctrine, and to shift responsibility for them 
to the Muslim community under the guidance of the Qur’an and the 
Prophetic Sunnah so that we can address them properly – that is to say, 
in light of the higher aims and intents of the Qur’an, and the ummah’s 
ongoing interests and needs. Only then will we be able to emerge from 
the narrow circle of takfÏr in which one Muslim accuses another (or one 
Muslim sect accuses another) of unbelief simply on the basis of political 
disagreements, recognizing that in the realm of the political and, there-
fore, the practical, it is not a question of who is a believer and who is not 
but, rather, what is more or less suitable and beneficial. 

Several levels to the issue of the caliphate can be distinguished.72 
First, there is the level of personal merit, which is related to a particular 
individual who fulfills conditions that others do not, as well as the  
merits of individual witnesses and the Community of the Qur’an as 
stewards of the divine message. As God declared in S‰rat al-Baqarah, 
“And thus have We willed you to be a community of the middle way, so 
that [with your lives] you might bear witness to the truth before all 
mankind, and that the Apostle might bear witness to it before you” 
(2:143). However, this witness-bearing role is one that the Muslim 
community cannot fulfill without an entity to order and regulate its 
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financial, political, economic, military and social affairs. The first level 
is also related to the specific beliefs of each sect as they pertain to the 
qualifications required of the leader of the Muslim community. As for 
the second level, it consists of two aspects, the first having to do with the 
authoritative point of reference that will serve as the basis for the com-
munity’s leadership, and the second having to do with current and 
ever-changing realities, which bear a major contrast to the historical 
context in which the dispute over the caliphate first arose. 

By “authority” (marja¢iyah), I mean the arbiter to which appeal is 
made by the followers of every school of thought or denomination and, 
beyond this, to whom (or which) all Muslims should appeal. This said, 
it will be necessary to pause here to consider the authoritative power 
(^ujjiyah) born by the opinion of the imam (or caliph), or the Compan-
ions, as well as the reliability of their narratives, and whether this 
authoritative power is seen as possessing a sovereignty that might serve 
as a substitute for that of the Qur’an.73 

The dispute over the caliphate can only be resolved by freeing our-
selves from the grip of personality cults and blind veneration of the past. 
Only then can the discussion take place around a point of authoritative 
reference that lies outside the sectarian framework. Otherwise, we are 
doomed simply to reproduce our disputes rather than settling them. 
There is nothing that can bring us together but the Qur’an itself. Were it 
not for the Qur’an, the Muslim community would not even exist. 
Hence, in order to overcome the divisions within the Muslim communi-
ty, Muslims must return to a recognition of the sovereignty of the 
Qur’an, to which all disputes should be submitted. 

When we speak of sovereignty here, we are not speaking of some 
kind of emotional allegiance, but an allegiance rooted in solid method-
ology. Furthermore, our recognition of the sovereignty of the Qur’an as 
the foundational source of all of Islam does not conflict with any 
Islamic sect or school of thought. After all, no Islamic sect or school of 
thought has ever claimed, for example, that the Companions, or even 
the infallible imams of the Twelver Shi¢ites, or the imams belonging to 
the Household of the Prophet so revered by the Zaydites, nor those 
revered by the Ibadites, challenged or questioned the primacy of the 
Qur’an. And as for the Prophetic Sunnah, it is the source which shows 
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the way in which the Messenger of God understood and applied the 
Qur’an to the social realities of his day, bearing in mind that the Qur’an 
itself was described by God as the clarification of all things.74   

When we evoke the sovereignty of the Qur’an, this changes the 
process of ijtihad, since the reliability or authenticity of any given piece 
of textual evidence then rests on our ability to demonstrate that it has its 
origin in the Qur’an. Furthermore, an objective fact which no school of 
thought or sect can disregard is that contemporary social contexts and 
conditions differ from those that prevailed in the day of the founders of 
these schools and sects. Therefore, we are all called upon to appeal to 
the Qur’an as our first and last resort, laying our questions before it and 
allowing it to speak, learning from the Prophetic Sunnah how the 
Qur’an was applied within the historical context of the first generation 
of Muslims, and then applying it within our respective sociocultural 
contexts in the present day. 

As for the Muslim community’s political, social and economic 
affairs,75 they can only be managed correctly by restoring the concept of 
the ummah to its rightful place of centrality as set forth in the Qur’an. 
After all, the Qur’anic discourse was addressed not to a single individ-
ual, but to an entire community. As God declared in S‰rat al-Tawbah 
9:71, “And [as for] the believers, both men and women – they are close 
unto one another: they enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the 
doing of what is wrong, and are constant in prayer, and give zakah, and 
pay heed unto God and His Apostle. It is they upon whom God will 
bestow His grace: verily, God is Almighty, Wise!” We read in a similar 
vein in S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:59, “O you who have attained to faith! Pay heed 
unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle and unto those from among 
you who have been entrusted with authority (‰lÏ al-amri minkum); and 
if you are at variance over any matter, refer it unto God and the Apostle 
if you believe in God and the Last Day. This is the best [for you], and 
best in the end.” 

It should be noted that the phrase, “those from among you who  
have been entrusted with authority” (‰lÏ al-amri minkum) is not an 
endorsement of any sort of elitism. On the contrary, the Qur’an con-
demns the misleading role often played by those in power: “And they 
will say: ‘O our Sustainer! Behold, we paid heed unto our leaders and 
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our great men, and it is they who have led us astray from the right 
path!’” (S‰rat al-A^z¥b 33:67). Nor does the Qur’an approve the 
authoritarianism exemplified in Pharaoh when he said cunningly, “‘O 
my people! I but want to make you see what I see myself, and I would 
never make you follow any path but that of rectitude!’” (S‰rat Gh¥fir 
40:29). Instead of relying solely on earthly leaders, the Qur’an urges 
believers to bring their questions before God and His Messenger, say-
ing, “If any [secret] matter pertaining to peace or war comes within 
their ken, they spread it abroad – whereas, if they would but refer it 
unto the Apostle and unto those from among the believers who have 
been entrusted with authority, such of them as are engaged in obtaining 
intelligence would indeed know [what to do with] it” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 
4:83). The Qur’an urges people to use their reason rather than mind-
lessly obeying corrupt leaders, saying, “Thus he [Pharaoh) incited his 
people to levity, and they obeyed him: for, behold, they were people 
depraved!” (S‰rat Zukhruf 43: 54). Moreover, as in the passage quoted 
earlier, the phrase, “those from among the believers who have been 
entrusted with authority” (‰lÏ al-amri minkum) is not a reference to 
granting some people power over others, but, rather, a reflection of the 
fact that people have disparate levels of ability, and that not all of them 
share the same concerns. 

However, one notes an authoritarian mentality in some juristic and 
scholastic theological writings. Al-Qur~ubÏ, for example, understood 
the reference to establishment of certain people on earth in S‰rat al-¤ajj 
22:40-41, where we read, “And God will most certainly succor him 
who succors His cause: for, verily, God is Most Powerful, Almighty, 
[well aware of] those who, [even] if We firmly establish them on earth, 
remain constant in prayer, and give in charity, and enjoin the doing of 
what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong; but with God rests 
the final outcome of all events” as a reference to God giving some peo-
ple power to rule over others. Based on this interpretation, al-Qur~ubÏ 
concluded mistakenly that the task of commanding the good and for-
bidding evil is one that belongs to rulers alone. 

Consequently, in order to properly address the painful reality faced 
by the Muslim community today, we need a Qur’anically inspired 
methodology which is not bound by sectarian or scholastic theological 
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biases. We need to be able to analyze issues relating to political rule and 
balances of power without rehashing past conflicts or trying to emulate 
the Western experiment. It is hoped that by doing this, we will arrive at 
a mature vision of the kind of political entity that is best suited to man-
age the Muslim community’s affairs by taking into account both histor- 
ical changes and social, economic and cultural differences between one 
group of Muslims and another. The worldwide Muslim community is 
no monolith, and what is good for some parts of it may not be good for 
others, just as what was possible in a given historical context may not be 
possible in another.76 

The foregoing statements and interpretations offered by Muslim 
scholars down the ages should help in laying a groundwork, rebuilding 
a sense of familiarity, if not intimacy, and fostering a kind of solidarity 
among the many Muslim factions and groups. In so doing, it is hoped 
that conflicts can be transformed into differences of variety that enrich 
rather than divide.  

However, we need the courage to delve into and clarify the causes 
behind our differences, and to recognize that they are a result of our 
having deviated from the true message of the Holy Book and the guid-
ance brought by the Messenger of God, as the Qur’an states, “God has 
readied for them [yet more] suffering severe [in the life to come]. Hence, 
remain conscious of God, O you who are endowed with insight – [you] 
who have attained to faith! God has indeed bestowed on you a reminder 
from on high. [He has sent] an apostle who conveys unto you God’s 
clear messages, so that He might bless those who have attained to faith 
and do righteous deeds out of the depths of darkness into the light. And 
whoever believes in God and does what is right and just, him will He 
admit into gardens through which running waters flow, therein to 
abide beyond the count of time: indeed, a most goodly provision will 
God have granted him” (S‰rat al->al¥q 65:10-11). Bygone nations and 
civilizations were used by God to test them, one by means of the other, 
and their messages were scattered and garbled by virtue of their dis-
agreements and their abandonment of what God had revealed to them. 
Thus, the only way the Muslim community can overcome its current 
crisis is to reaffirm its commitment to the divine revelation and submit 
once more to its guidance. Part of this commitment involves striving to 
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ensure that our unity is based first and foremost not on religious convic-
tion or identity, but on our common humanity. Otherwise, the message 
I seek to convey, however positive, will remain nothing but a pipe 
dream, hollow words that bear no fruit. May God plant and nurture the 
best of seeds in our hearts: “And on that day will the believers rejoice in 
God’s succour: [for] He gives succour to whomever He wills, since He 
alone is Almighty, a Dispenser of Grace” (S‰rat al-R‰m 30:4-5).
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first: variety and plurality  

do nothing to diminish unity 
     
What this chapter seeks to demonstrate is that despite various Islamic 
sects’ practice down the centuries of branding one another’s adherents 
as heretics, sinners and infidels, and each sect’s belief that it alone 
would attain to salvation in the hereafter while those of all other sects 
would be doomed to perdition, we nevertheless find signs of an aware-
ness that they all remained within the fold of Islam. Granted, one 
encounters doctrinal works whose authors would exclude those with 
competing points of view from the fold of Islam, claiming, for example, 
that it was forbidden to marry those of differing theological persua-
sions (even though they were fellow Sunnis), or to consume meat they 
had slaughtered. It would be unrealistic to deny the existence of such 
extreme views even in our own day. 

In the beginning of his book entitled, Maq¥l¥t al-Isl¥miyÏn (The 
Disparate Theological Opinions of Islamic Sects), Ab‰ al-¤asan al-
Ash¢arÏ stated, “After the passing of their Prophet, Muslims differed 
over matters in relation to which they misled one another, divided into 
disparate sects, and even disowned one another. Nevertheless, Islam 
encompassed them all.”1 Commenting on this statement Ibn Taymiyah 
wrote: 

 

This was his [al-Ash¢arÏ’s] belief, and it was shared by most of his compan-

ions, although some of them – some of the Hanbalites, that is – branded 

those who disagreed with them as unbelievers. Among jurists, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï is 

quoted as having said, “I do not reject the testimony of the unorthodox 

unless they belong to the al-Kha~~¥biyah sect,” because they condoned lying 
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in one another’s defense against those who disagreed with them. As for Ab‰ 

¤anÏfah, he was quoted by al-¤¥kim (author of al-Mukhta|ar fÏ Kit¥b al-

Muntaq¥)  as saying that he would declare no Muslim to be an infidel. Ab‰ 

Bakr al-R¥zÏ once quoted al-KarkhÏ and others as affirming a similar view. 

As for us, our choice is not to brand as an infidel anyone who prays toward 

the qiblah.2  

 
Shams al-DÏn al-DhahabÏ wrote saying: 
 

Al-Ash¢arÏ once made a statement that inspired my admiration, and it is well 

established. Al-BayhaqÏ said, “I heard Ab‰ ¤¥zim al-¢AbdawÏ quote <¥hir 

Ibn A^mad al-SarkhasÏ as saying, ‘When Ab‰ ¤asan al-Ash¢arÏ was nearing 

the end of his life in my home in Baghdad, he called me to him, and I came. 

And he said to me: “Bear witness of me that I declare no one who prays to 

the qiblah to be an infidel, because they all address themselves to a single 

Object of Worship, and they differ over nothing but words and expres-

sions.”’ [Al-DhahabÏ then stated], “And I profess the same belief. Similarly, 

our spiritual teacher Ibn Taymiyah used to say toward the end of his life, ‘I 

declare no member of the ummah to be an infidel.’ In this connection, he 

would quote the Prophet as saying, ‘Place your feet on the straight path and 

draw near to one another, knowing that the best of all the actions you per-

form is that of prayer, and that anyone who regularly performs the ritual 

ablution must needs be a believer.’”3 

 
In sum, what these scholars concluded after lengthy reflection was 

that as long as doctrinal and juristic disagreements among Muslims do 
not involve a denial of the call to worship God alone, they provide no 
basis for accusations of unbelief. Ibn Taymiyah’s citation of prayer and 
the ritual ablution – which together constitute the central rite of mono-
theistic worship and submission to God Almighty, and the visible fruit 
of belief – may well have been for the purpose of freeing the criteria of 
commitment to Islamic doctrine from all the needless complexities that 
had been thrust upon them by sectarian and scholastic theological 
wrangling and debate. 

In his book al-DalÏl wal-Burh¥n (Evidence and Proof), the Ib¥\Ï 
scholar al-W¥rijl¥nÏ (d. 570 ah/1174 ce) stated that the religion of 
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Islam encompasses the various sects of the Muslim community, saying, 
“No one refers to the ‘Qadriyah religion,’ ‘the Murji’ah religion,’ or 
‘the M¥riqah religion,’ nor do they speak of ‘the religion of Ab‰ 
¤anÏfah,’ or ‘of M¥lik,’ or ‘of al-Sh¥fi¢Ï.’”4 This point was further clari-
fied by Mu^ammad Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-KindÏ (d. 508 ah/1114-15 ce), who 
wrote, “The Muslims (meaning the Ibadites) took leave of all 
Kharijites, disassociating themselves from their practice of labeling 
those who acknowledge the one God, God’s angels, God’s messengers, 
and the Last Day as polytheists.”5 To this, al-KindÏ adds that “Muslim 
jurists (by which he means the Ibadites) have adhered to rightness, truth 
and justness, about which there is no disagreement among them. Nor is 
there any dispute among them as to the fact that people fall into one of 
two categories. The first category consists of people who are bound to 
God, God’s angels and messengers, the Last Day, death and resurrec-
tion, reward and punishment, and whom he declares avowed mono- 
theists,”6 as contrasted with adherents of other religions who associated 
partners with God. Elsewhere al-KindÏ asserts, “Those who acknowl-
edge the Qur’an, yet who misinterpret it, distorting the meanings of its 
words, but who also argue on the basis of the Qur’an, we judge to be 
avowed monotheists.” Following this, he backtracks somewhat, saying 
“[such a person] is hypocritical, misguided, and an infidel, [yet] inno-
cent of idolatry and, therefore, immune to being taken as a prisoner of 
war or treated as booty.”7 

In this connection, mention should be made of the way in which the 
Ibadites define the word kufr, usually translated as unbelief, and which 
they attribute to those who disagree with them. Those who read state-
ments by the Ibadites in which they use this word in an unqualified 
manner may think that they are branding their opponents unbelievers, 
which is not the case. Rather, what the Ibadites mean by the word kufr 
is ingratitude for the grace one has received. 

In his book U|‰l al-Dayn‰nah al-ß¥fiyah (Principles of Sound 
Judgment), Shaykh Ab‰ ¤af| Ibn ¢Amr‰s Ibn Fat^ al-Nuf‰sÏ divides 
people into three categories with respect to faith and practice. He 
states: 

 

The first thing of which we have made mention is acknowledgment that 

God is One, that no aspect of His creation resembles Him in any way, that 
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He has no partner, and that Muhammad is His servant and His messenger… 

Whoever acknowledges these things is excluded from the category of  

polytheist … Then God tried and purified them via religious obligations, 

that is, by the requirement that they act on what they had acknowledged: 

“Yea, indeed, We did test those who lived before them; and so, [too, shall be 

tested the people now living: and] most certainly will God mark out those 

who prove themselves true, and most certainly will He mark out those who 

are lying” (S‰rat al-¢Ankab‰t 29:3). “Those who prove themselves true” 

 are believers, while “those who are lying” are traitors who have abandoned 

action on the basis of what they acknowledge, and whom God has termed 

‘hypocrites.’ God has never applied the term ‘hypocrite’ to a polytheist. 

Accordingly, the same legal penalties (^ud‰d) which apply to believers 

apply likewise to hypocrites, as does the right to marry and inherit from 

believers, to slaughter animals whose meat may be eaten by believers, to be 

buried with believers, and to bear legal testimony which is acceptable 

among believers. … The only practices which are prohibited due to their 

hypocrisy are those of taking them as protectors or allies in times of war-

fare, and referring to them as believers. They are to be referred to as 

unbelievers and hypocrites, but not as polytheists. We thus have three cate-

gories of people in this respect. First, we have the polytheist who refuses 

either to acknowledge or act on the articles of faith. Second we have the  

hypocrite who acknowledges the truth of the articles of faith but refuses to 

act on them. And third, we have the believer who both acknowledges the 

truth of the articles of faith and acts on this acknowledgment. Hypocrites 

are not referred to as polytheists, although they are, like polytheists, 

described as unbelievers, just as polytheists may not be described as  

hypocrites.8 

 
In his section entitled, “Differences Among People With Respect to 

Unbelief (al-kufr), Major Sins (al-kabÏrah), and Disobedience (al-
Ma¢|iyah),” al-W¥rijl¥nÏ said, “…know that there is unanimous 
agreement among people that the term ‘polytheism’ (al-shirk) refers to 
unbelief (al-kufr), but there is disagreement over whether it refers to 
unbelief as manifested in one’s actions (kufr al-af¢¥l). The Sunnites and 
Mu¢tazilites hold that it does not, while the Ibadites and the Kharijites 
hold that it does.”9 
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Regarding the meaning of the term kufr and whether it includes any-
one who disobeys God, Ab‰ al-¤asan al-BasyawÏ states that “there are 
two types of kufr: kufr with respect to the revelation, and kufr with 
respect to God’s blessings and interpretation of the revelation.”10 

In light of the foregoing, it may be said that the Ibadites do not rele-
gate those who disagree with them to the realm of infidels. And this is 
the foundation upon which we must build. In keeping with this under-
standing, Ibn MakkÏ al-¢®milÏ, also known as the First Martyr, wrote: 

 

Upon reflection, the major sins may be seen to be related to the five essen-

tials which Islam is intended to preserve, namely: religion, the soul, the 

mind, progeny, and property. The sin associated with the first essential, that 

of religion, and which is related to belief, may be classified as either kufr, 

which refers to associating partners with God (shirk), or as something less 

serious than kufr, which includes the views of innovators within the ummah  

such as the Murji’ites, the Kharijites, and the Anthropomorphists (al-

Mushabbihah).11  

 

As for Zayn al-DÏn al-Jub¥¢Ï (d. 965 ah/1558 ce), also known as the 
Second Martyr, he held that in order for someone to be judged a 
Muslim in appearance, it is sufficient for him or her to acknowledge the 
two testimonies of faith (‘There is no god but God,’ and ‘Muhammad is 
the Messenger of God’). However, being Muslim is to be distinguished 
from actual faith (Ïm¥n); in order for a person to be judged to have faith, 
he or she must also recognize the five essentials mentioned above. He 
goes on that what we are saying is supported by numerous hadiths, as 
well as by the fact that Twelver Shi¢ite scholars acknowledge those who 
disagree with their views to be Muslims, but not believers.12 

Elsewhere in the same work, al-Jub¥¢Ï explains the disagreement 
among Twelver Shi¢ite scholars over whether those who disagree with 
them are to be deemed unbelievers or not. He states: 

 

They deem everyone who makes the two confessions of faith to be a Muslim 

with the sincere intention of entering Islam, regardless of whether he or she 

is known to believe in the imamate of the imams, or not. The only thing that 

would cause them to deny that someone is a Muslim would be the presence 
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of some other disqualifying factor… You will also realize from the fore-

going that belief in the imamate of the imams is a foundation of faith for the 

Twelver Shi¢ite sect, which follows necessarily from their teachings. … 

When someone is deemed to be a Muslim in appearance, many legal rulings 

[applicable to Muslims] will likewise be applicable to said individual. In 

sum, then, the Lawgiver has caused utterance of the two testimonies of faith 

to be a sign of the validity of applying most legal rulings to the person who 

has uttered them, such as the permissibility of his marrying a Muslim, deem-

ing him to be ritually pure, deeming his property and his life to be exempt 

from harm at Muslims’ hands, and other subsidiary legal rulings … Know 

that a number of Twelver Shi¢ite scholars have ruled that those who disagree 

with them are unbelievers, although the majority of them deem them to be 

Muslims. The dispute appears to be merely a matter of terminology, since 

the Twelver scholars who hold that those who disagree with them are 

Muslims do not mean that they are Muslims in the same way that they them-

selves are, but simply, as we had occasion to mention earlier, that most 

rulings which apply to those who are Muslims outwardly will apply validly 

to these individuals as well.13 

 
The issue of the caliphate lies at the center of the Zaydite school of 

thought, as one must adopt Zaydite belief on this matter in order to 
belong to it. Hence, we need to clarify their ruling on those who dis-
agree with Zaydite belief on this matter, since this will help us to 
understand the foundations on which the Zaydites based their open-
ness to people with views that differed from their own. Based on 
Zaydites’ assertion that the text appointing Imam ¢AlÏ is not of defini-
tive signification,14 they hold that those who disagree with them on this 
pivotal issue cannot be declared unbelievers or sinners. 

This position was affirmed by Imam al-Man|‰r b’ill¥h ¢Abd All¥h 
Ibn ¤amzah (d. 613 ah/1217 ce) – an adherent of the Jarudite sect, 
according to whom the texts stipulating that the imamate should 
belong to ¢AlÏ are abundantly clear (jalÏ) – who wrote: 

 

Given our principles, the error of those who disagree with us on the matter 

of the imamate is similar to that of those who relegated the caliphate to 

themselves rather than to him [¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib], or on a lesser order of 
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seriousness. If we do not judge someone who makes an exclusive claim to 

the caliphate even to be a sinner (f¥siq), then how much less could we brand 

as an infidel someone who believes in such a claim, be he a jurist, a 

Mu¢tazilite, or a simple layperson? This is based on what we have said pre-

viously to the effect that no one can be deemed an unbeliever, or even a 

sinner, without definitive evidence based on reason, a verse from the 

Qur’an, or a recognized hadith. Yet in this case, such evidence is lacking.15 

 
Now, if this is the position which was held by the Jarudites, then 

there would be all the more reason to attribute it to all Zaydites. In his 
book Mishk¥t al-Anw¥r lil-S¥likÏna Mas¥lika al-Abr¥r (The Niche of 
Lights for Those Treading the Paths of the Righteous), Imam Ya^y¥ Ibn 
¤amzah is quoted by al-Sayyid al-Im¥m al-H¥dÏ Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-WazÏr 
as saying, “Although we hold that the texts supporting the imamate of 
the Commander of the Faithful ¢AlÏ are definitive (q¥~i¢ah),16 their error 
with respect to them does not call for them to be branded infidels or  
sinners.”17  

In sum, disputes among the various Muslim sects exclude none of 
them from the community of faith, since the beliefs and practices which 
these sects have in common are of far greater significance than those 
that divide them. This common foundation is something we should all 
be aware of, and do our best not to undermine or disregard. Those who 
hold differing opinions must not judge those who disagree with them as 
deserving of hellfire, or claim that only those who agree with them 
merit Paradise. People’s fates in the afterlife are in the hands of the All-
Wise, All-Knowing One alone.  

As for those of us dwelling in this abode of toil, our duty is to hold 
fast to the rope of God, uniting our hearts around it and seeking to 
understand each other and work together toward achieving God’s pur-
poses for human beings. Our role on Earth is not to bicker over people’s 
ranks in Heaven or Hell, but to be God’s stewards. Hence, we need to 
shed light on the foundation we possess for harmonious coexistence 
with those who hold differing views under the umbrella of the one 
Muslim community. 
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second: the components of unity and  

peace-making among muslims 

 
     
Without entering peaceful relations with one another, there is no way 
for believers to accomplish the tasks involved in being God’s stewards 
and fulfilling the divine trust on Earth. God has said, “O you who 
believe! Enter one and all into peace, and follow not the footsteps of the 
evil one” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:208). The alternative to entering into 
peace with one another is to “follow…the footsteps of the evil one” by 
embroiling ourselves in disputes and wars, which lead in turn to a loss 
of security and peace of mind and make it impossible to achieve the 
higher aims and intents of the Qur’an (the promotion of taw^Ïd, pros-
perity, inward purification, advancement of the ummah, and the spread 
of Islam). The historical circumstances in which the rightly guided 
caliphate emerged cannot be repeated or replicated. For at that time, the 
Muslim community had yet to experience the divisions and sharp con-
flicts which it has witnessed since then, and newly arising issues were 
settled based on the authoritative point of reference that had been given 
in the Qur’an: “Obey God and obey the Apostle” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 
5:92). After civil strife had arisen repeatedly within the Muslim commu-
nity, new questions emerged about matters such as the ruling on 
someone who commits a major sin or separates himself from the believ-
ing community, and the question of who was being addressed in God’s 
command to “fight against the one that acts wrongfully” (S‰rat al-
¤ujur¥t 49:9) when there was a dispute between two different groups 
of Muslims. Other questions had to do with the legal ruling on those 
who promoted belief in predestination (al-Qadriyah), the absence of 
human free will (al-Jabriyah), and the impermissibility or impossibility 
of rendering judgment against a sinner in this life (al-Murji’ah). It was 
around the answers given to such questions that the various Muslim 
sects began to form. 

Still another issue around which debate swirled was whether the 
successor to the Messenger of God had been specified in an explicit text, 
or whether it was a matter to be decided based on the choice of the 
Muslim community. This issue – that of the caliphate – made its way 
into scholastic theology, and the practice of accusing others of being 
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sinners and heretics further perpetuated a spirit of divisiveness, provid-
ing this spirit with seeming justifications as though such divisions 
represented the normal state of affairs, and locking people into compet-
ing parties and factions, “each group delighting in what they them- 
selves possess” (S‰rat al-Mu’min‰n 23:53). These differences were no 
longer superficial; rather, they went to the heart of people’s under-
standing of piety, and the meaning of the imamate. By contrast, the 
differences that had arisen in the first generation of Muslims – at the 
time when the Qur’an was still being revealed – simply took the form of 
minor disagreements over how to manage the transition from the pre-
Islamic days of ignorance to the age of Islam, in which tribes and 
factions melted into one another. Consequently, differences at that time 
had been more limited and superficial than they were after civil strife 
and wars had broken out among members of the ummah.  

Among the things that prevented differences or disputes in the early 
days of Islam from escalating into full-fledged divisions and confronta-
tions was that everyone’s attention was focused on the well-being of the 
religion and the ummah. There was nothing but a “collective self” in 
which all competing identities and interests were submerged. As God 
reminded the Prophet in S‰rat al-Anf¥l 8:62-63, “He it is who has 
strengthened you with His succour, and by giving you believing follow-
ers whose hearts He has brought together: [for,] if you had expended all 
that is on earth, you could not have brought their hearts together [by 
yourself]: but God did bring them together.” When the Messenger of 
God passed away, he had left them on a straight path that was illumined 
day and night by the light of the Qur’an, and when the caliphate was 
first established, it was modeled on the leadership of the Prophet and a 
continuation thereof. Over time, however, hearts grew hard, and they 
were hardened still further by civil strife and war, while the uprisings 
that had resulted in the overthrow of the rightly-guided caliphate 
opened the door to increasingly autocratic and unjust regimes. 

A truly just state does not serve one group at the expense of another, 
but embraces all. However, by the time ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz – 
whose reign from 98-101 ah/717-720 ce has been viewed as an exten-
sion of the rightly-guided caliphate – came to power, divisions within 
the ummah had spun out of control. Consequently, it was vital that 
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efforts be made to bring about greater unity within the ummah, and this 
is what ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz set out to do. (We will be turning later 
to an examination of the unification project undertaken by ¢Umar and 
the distinctive features of that experiment.) Were it not for ¢Umar Ibn 
¢Abd al-¢AzÏz’s endeavors in this area, he would not have been able to 
establish a just rule based on the fair and equitable treatment of differ-
ing factions.  

What we wish to stress here is that if the ummah is to assert its pres-
ence fully, unity is a must. Furthermore unity requires peaceful coexistence 
among the community’s members, and mutual acceptance by those of 
them who differ with each other. Difference is not a momentary aberra-
tion but, rather, a perennial phenomenon within human societies. 
However, peaceful coexistence among Muslims is contingent upon a 
number factors, which include: respect by each Muslim for the sanctity 
of his or her fellow Muslims (the sanctity of their lives, their property, 
and their honor), fairness, and equal rights and responsibilities. These 
are the mainstays of peaceful coexistence within the framework of 
Islamic community life. Indeed, no other factors are eligible for consid-
eration in formulating a covenant of peace among Muslims. Thus, for 
example, there is no place for judgments concerning who is, and is not, 
a believer, or who is destined for Heaven and who for Hell. As al-Sh¥fi¢Ï 
stated, “Even if a group of people were to express the views of the 
Kharijites, avoiding others and labeling them infidels, this would not 
make it permissible to take up arms against them. They would still 
enjoy the sanctity afforded by faith and, as such, would not have arrived 
at the state in which God would command the Muslim community to 
fight against them.”18 

Similarly, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï wrote, “¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn al-¤asan Ibn al-
Q¥sim al-AzraqÏ al-Ghass¥nÏ informed us that he heard his father say 
that ¢AdÏ had written to ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz, saying, ‘The Kharijites 
among us curse you.’ ¢Umar replied, ‘If they curse me, then either curse 
them in turn, or pardon them. If they draw their swords against you, 
then draw yours against them. And if they strike you, strike them.’” 

On the same topic, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï wrote: 
 
On the basis of all this we say: Muslims may not shed their blood. So long as 
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they are deemed Muslims and they wage jihad against their [the Muslims’] 

enemies, they may not be denied a share of the fay,’19 nor may they be denied 

access to the mosques and marketplaces. If they bear witness to the truth 

while exhibiting these behaviors, whether or not they have actually believed 

yet, and if they conduct themselves in a chaste and prudent manner, then the 

judge must make inquiries about them. If they deem it permissible to testify 

on behalf of someone who adheres to their school of thought by confirming 

things they have not themselves heard or seen, or to inflict bodily harm on 

those who disagree with their views or rob them of something via false testi-

mony, then their testimony will be invalid. If, on the other hand, they do not 

deem such behavior permissible, then their testimony will be valid. Thus, 

when it comes to heretics or those with unorthodox views who commit 

wrongdoing, no distinction is to be made between them and others with 

respect to their rights and responsibilities.20 
 

Among the Ibadites, an early example of openness and understand-
ing toward those with differing views on doctrinal matters was Imam 
S¥lim Ibn Dhakw¥n al-Hil¥lÏ (d. 101 ah/720 ce). Al-Hil¥lÏ was a mem-
ber of the delegation which, according to an account passed down by 
the Ibadites, went to meet with Caliph ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz (d. 101 
ah/720 ce). Referring to those who disagreed with his school of 
thought as “our people,” al-Hil¥lÏ wrote: 

 

We support intermarriage and mutual inheritance with our people. These 

practices should not be forbidden so long as they pray with us towards the 

same qiblah… We do not support the practice of falsely accusing someone 

who turns for prayer in the same direction that we do. Many of the 

Kharijites deem it permissible to level false accusations of sexual conduct 

against those who differ with their views even though they know them to be 

innocent. They may never have even spoken to them before, and know  

nothing about their character or situation. God has declared, “O you who 

have attained to faith! Be ever steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing 

witness to the truth in all equity; and never let hatred of anyone lead you  

into the sin of deviating from justice” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:8). Nor do we 

deem it necessary to separate ourselves geographically from those who  

differ with our views, as our circumstances are not comparable to those 
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faced by the Prophet (ßAAS) and his Companions, who were obliged to  

distance themselves from their opponents by migrating from Makkah to 

Madinah…. We urge rulers who differ with our views to be conscious of 

God, not to succumb to their fancies and illusions, not to persist in any sin 

once they have become aware of it, and to distribute charity (al-|adaqah) 

and booty collected without warfare (al-fay’) in the manner God has com-

manded them to. … As for the Kharijites, we urge them to be conscious of 

God, not to go to excess in their religion, and not to turn away from the path 

of those whom God has guided aright before them…. Coming to the 

Murji’ites, we likewise urge them to be conscious of their Lord, and to place 

their trust in those who believe in the rightful rule of the Muslims who lived 

before them… As for those who stir up strife and sedition, we call upon 

them to be conscious of God, to acknowledge the sovereign rule of the 

Qur’an, to be certain of its promise, and to ostracize and fight against 

wrongdoers until they repent … Regarding those with heretical views, we 

urge them to be conscious of God, and to strive to emulate the example of 

the Prophet (ßAAS) even if they find themselves inadequate to the task….As 

for individuals who accommodate those who differ with our teachings, we 

urge them to be conscious of God their Lord, not to place their people’s 

judgment above His, and not to cling to a covenant with people who disobey 

Him. For God allows no one to covenant with those who disobey His  

command.21 

 
Al-W¥rijl¥nÏ states in al-DalÏl wal-Burh¥n, “In relation to those 

who differ with him, the Commander of the Faithful should call upon 
them to abandon whatever is at the root of their error. If they respond, 
they will be rightly guided, and they will become brothers of ours with 
whom we share in the same rights and responsibilities.”22 Concerning 
the uprising led by ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Ya^y¥ Ibn ¢Amr al-KindÏ (d. 90 
ah/709 ce) out of Hadramaut against the Umayyads, Ab‰ ¤amzah al-
Mukht¥r Ibn ¢Awf delivered a speech to the people of Makkah in which 
he stated: 

 

Hear ye! The people belong to us, and we belong to the people. [The only 

individuals who would be excluded are] the idol worshipper, the tyrannical 

ruler, and the heretic who invites others to embrace his heresy.23 If people 
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refrain from embracing it, we invite them to allow us to establish God’s rule 

over them. If they do so, they shall enjoy the same rights that we do, and 

bear the same responsibilities. Not included, however, shall be the right for 

us to ask God’s forgiveness of them so long as they persist in their error. 

 

Justice shall encompass us all. They shall be entitled to al-fay’, booty from 

warfare (al-ghan¥’im), and alms, all subject to their respective legal provi-

sions. They, like other Muslims (that is to say, Ibadites), shall also be 

entitled to our protection from injustice…. Those of them who refuse to 

carry out their duties, we will discipline by restraining them and returning 

them to the right path. If their remissness goes beyond mere negligence of 

their duties [to active misconduct], we will deem it permissible to fight 

against them. If, however, they acknowledge their duty to obey us, restrict-

ing themselves to their own lands and enforcing their legal rulings among 

themselves alone, we shall leave them in peace so long as this does not con-

flict with a Qur’anic text with a definitive and unambiguous meaning or an 

established practice of the Prophet, and we shall seek judicial redress 

against them on behalf of those among them who are acting in accordance 

with their rights and responsibilities. … If we accuse them of wrongdoing of 

any kind, we must present evidence to them of the wrongdoing they have 

committed and warn them to prepare for war on an equal footing… We 

must not allow them to commit reprehensible acts openly among us … and 

we must prevent them from introducing any new practice among us unless 

it is something that entails no harm. Hence, we have the choice … If we are 

in a position of authority over them, we shall put to death any of them who 

has slain a particular individual rather than deeming them combatants. 

Otherwise, we shall kill [only] those in authority over them, but leave the 

general populace in peace. The only common people we would target 

would be those among them who have cast aspersions on the religion, killed 

Muslims, or led their enemies to them. Such people, should we gain power 

over them, shall be put to death even if they repent – unless they repent 

before we overpower them, in which case we will pray for their slain and 

bury them [with other Muslims]. We will also inherit from one another  

subject to the relevant legal provisions, and share together in property, and 

mutually recognized sanctity. 
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In a section entitled, “Particular issues relating to those living under 
the rule of those who disagree [with Ibadite teaching],” al-W¥rijl¥nÏ 
states: 

 

Every ruling concerning which Muslims [that is, the Ibadites] have not 

agreed definitively that they [those who differ with them doctrinally] may 

be excused for violating, and every ruling which they have confirmed based 

on witnesses and solemn oaths shall apply to us and against us … and we are 

entitled to treat them in keeping with all rulings which they have confirmed 

based on witnesses and solemn oaths for or against us … However, in  

relation to rites of worship such as ritual prayer, zakah, fasting, and the  

pilgrimage to Makkah, there is no room for any departure from the 

 consensus…”24 

 
Among the Zaydites, we find that those who branded individuals 

who differed with them as sinners or infidels did not view this as a viola-
tion of justice. On the subject of declaring someone an infidel on the 
basis of his interpretation of texts, Imam Ya^y¥ Ibn ¤amzah (d. 746 
ah/1346 ce) wrote in connection with the conditions one must meet in 
order to qualify as a muezzin: 

 

Those who have proven themselves infidels through interpretation include 

the proponents of fatalism and anthropomorphism, as well as the Rafidites 

and the Kharijites. Those who pray toward the qiblah in Makkah are of  

differing opinions on whether such groups should be considered infidels, 

with some of them ruling them to be unbelievers, and others ruling them to 

be Muslims. Those judging the fatalists and anthropomorphists to be infi-

dels include the imams descended from the Prophet (ßAAS), as well as the 

majority of the Mu¢tazilites and the Zaydites. What we mean by declaring 

someone an infidel based on his interpretations is that such people recognize 

God Almighty, the divine attributes and wisdom, the prophethood of 

Muhammad and the Islamic law; they pray towards Makkah, they marry in 

keeping with the Prophetic Sunnah, and they acknowledge the truthfulness 

of the Apostle and of the Qur’an. Nevertheless, they hold beliefs which 

require that they be classified as infidels. 
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Imam Ya^y¥, however, holds that such individuals are not to be 
deemed infidels, his reason being that the textual evidence mentioned in 
support of the opposing position can be interpreted in numerous ways. 
Generally speaking, both those who rule them to be infidels and those 
who rule them to be believers recognize their call to prayer as valid and 
accept their reports and testimony. In essence, then, their fatalistic, 
anthropomorphist beliefs do nothing to invalidate their claim to be 
Muslims and believers.25 In still another argument in support of the 
position that such people may not be deemed infidels based on their 
interpretations of Islamic texts, Imam Ya^y¥ writes, “They have exam-
ined [the evidence], but they have failed to understand it properly. Even 
so, given the earnest efforts they have expended, their erroneous con-
clusions exempt them from being branded infidels, and to do so would 
be a breach of justice.”26 

In his book ¬th¥r al-¤aqq ¢al¥ al-Khalq, Ibn al-WazÏr quotes Imam 
al-D¥¢Ï il¥ All¥h Ya^y¥ Ibn al-Mu^sin, who wrote in al-Ris¥lah al-
Mukhrisah li Ahl al-Madrasah (The Treatise to Silence Adherents of the 
School): 

 

Support or allegiance [which is prohibited] must not involve assent to a 

view on something which is subject to interpretation, since many members 

of the Prophet’s household are known to have followed or assented to 

unjust rulers in this or that respect for some justifiable reason. Al-N¥|ir [al-

KabÏr] (d. 304 ah/916 ce) demonstrated support for many such rulers, 

while Ja¢far al-ß¥diq (d. 148 ah/765 ce) led them in the Friday prayers, and 

al-¤asan Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib (d. 97 ah/715 ce) prayed at their funerals.27 

 
Ibn al-WazÏr also cites a statement by al-Im¥m al-MahdÏ Mu^ammad 

Ibn al-Mu~ahhar to the effect that, “the kind of support or allegiance 
which is prohibited by consensus is to love the unbeliever for his unbe-
lief, and the disobedient for his disobedience, not for some other 
reason, such as having brought benefit to others or protected them 
from harm, or some other worthy action or quality.” 

As noted earlier, the Twelver Shi¢ites deem a person to be Muslim in 
outward terms based on a simple utterance of the two confessions of 
faith (“There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of 
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God”), so that whatever legal rulings apply to Muslims likewise apply 
to him or her. The most important of these rulings is that allowing such 
a person to marry a Muslim, particularly in view of the fact that inter-
marriage among people of differing sects has been prohibited during 
periods of deep-seated hatred among Islamic subgroups, even among 
different Sunnite sects. ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Sin¥n, for example, related that 
he had once asked Imam Ja¢far al-ß¥diq by what criterion a man would 
be deemed a Muslim such that he could marry a Muslim woman and 
inherit from another Muslim, and such that his life would be held 
sacred by other Muslims. Ja¢far al-ß¥diq replied, “If he professes Islam 
outwardly, his life will be deemed sacred, and he will be allowed to 
marry a Muslim woman and to inherit from another Muslim.”28 

Similarly, ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Sin¥n related as follows: “I heard Ab‰ ¢Abd 
All¥h [al-Imam Ja¢far al-ß¥diq] say, ‘I adjure you to be conscious of God 
Almighty, and not to bear people on your shoulders lest you be degrad-
ed and humiliated. However, as God says in His Book, “speak unto all 
people in a kindly way” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:83).’” To this he added, 
“Visit the sick among you, attend their funerals, bear witness for them 
and against them, and pray with them in their mosques.”29 

 
third: prayer unites 

     
If the principle purpose underlying communal prayer is not to bring 
people to a single geographical location per se but, rather, to foster a 
spirit of unity, cohesion, cooperation and, above all, peace, then com-
munal worship is not a political expression of submission to an unjust 
ruler, nor a way of forming partisan blocs. On the contrary, such  
understandings of communal prayer have not only robbed it of its uni-
fying role, but have turned it into an instrument of divisiveness. When 
conflicts arise, the act of standing reverently before the one God, facing 
in a single direction of prayer, and reciting a single Qur’an can help 
extinguish the flames of deep-rooted hostility and replace them with a 
spirit of brotherhood, mutual compassion and solidarity. Otherwise, 
what benefit is to be had from crowding ourselves into a cramped space 
in order to worship? Communal prayer endows us with a conscious-
ness of what is right. If it does not afford an opportunity for self- 
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examination and the softening of hearts, then at the very least, it serves 
as a reminder of Muslims’ rights over each other as fellow believers and 
countrymen answerable to the one God. For unless we understand these 
deeper meanings of communal prayer, turning it instead into a pretext 
for partisanship, we have fallen into true heresy.30 

This then is the significance to be discerned in the communal prayer. 
Moreover, if we bear this significance in mind, this should enable us to 
overcome a concern shared by the adherents of many sects, namely,  
that if they agree to pray behind, or next to, someone who holds 
unorthodox or heretical beliefs, they will be condoning or even encour-
aging this person’s error. It should be remembered that communal 
prayer was established within the framework of the entire Muslim com-
munity, not that of a single faction or sect. The communal prayer also 
needs to be held separate from the notion of pledging allegiance to a 
ruler, a party, or some other political entity. As for the acceptability of 
one’s prayer, this is between the individual worshipper and God, who 
knows the secrets of the heart, and who alone perceives the degree of 
sincerity and humble devotion with which each worshipper comes 
before Him. 

The writings of jurists from a number of Muslim schools of thought 
reflect an appreciation of this inward dimension of communal prayer. 
In this connection, al-NÏs¥b‰rÏ wrote: 

 

Scholars have held differing views on whether one should pray behind the 

adherent of some unacceptable, heretical teaching. An example of someone 

who approved this practice was al-¤asan al-Ba|rÏ (d. 109 ah/728 ce), who 

said, “Pray behind [the heretic], remembering that he alone is responsible 

for his heresy.” Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï likewise held the view that a prayer performed 

behind someone with whom one disagrees will merit a reward even if the 

person leading the prayer is not in a praiseworthy religious state. Similarly, 

the Companions of the Messenger of God (ßAAS) used to pray behind  

people whom they knew to have dubious ties to the ruler of the day.31 

 

This position is confirmed by statements of Ibadite scholars to the 
effect that performance of the communal prayer in congregations of 
worshippers who hold differing theological views is actually a religious 
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duty. In refutation of the views of H¥r‰n Ibn al-Yam¥n – an adherent of 
the Sha¢bite (al-Sha¢biyah) subsect of the Ibadites which held that pray-
ing behind imams holding views that differed from those of the Ibadites, 
though permissible, was nevertheless best avoided – Ibadite scholar 
Ma^b‰b Ibn al-Ra^Ïl stated: 

 

This attitude is contrary to the views of Muslims who preceded us, and an 

abandonment of the practice adhered to by the earliest (Ibadite) Muslims, as 

well as trustworthy predecessors of theirs whose statements are taken as 

authoritative…. There was no disagreement or dispute among them over 

the fact that praying the Friday communal prayer behind imams who dis-

agreed with their views was a religious obligation which they were to fulfill 

eagerly and for which they were to prepare themselves by taking a ritual 

bath, donning their best attire and perfuming themselves in recognition of 

the significance and gravity of the rite, and as an expression of their hope for 

God’s reward.32 

 

In support of his argument, Ibn al-Ra^il then cites specific incidents 
illustrating early Ibadites’ conscientious attendance of communal 
prayer with those who disagreed with their views. 

It may be worth noting in this context that the Sha¢bite subsect of the 
Ibadites did not, for the most part, prohibit prayer behind Muslims who 
disagreed with their views, and although they deemed it preferable to 
refrain from praying behind unjust rulers in particular, they neverthe-
less viewed even this practice as meriting a divine reward. Similarly, 
Imam A^mad MakkÏ al-¢®milÏ (the First Martyr) not only deemed it 
permissible to attend the communal prayer with people with whom one 
disagreed, but went so far as to stress the desirability of this practice. In 
his book, al-Bay¥n (The Clear Declaration), he quoted al-ß¥diq as hav-
ing said, “He who prays in his own mosque, and then comes to the 
mosque of those [with whom he disagrees] and prays with them, will 
acquire their good deeds,” and, “If you pray with them, you will be for-
given for as many sins as there are people who disagree with you.”33 

Contemporary researcher Ahmad ¢Abidini34 has compiled a number 
of accounts which encourage the practice of praying in congregations 
that differ with one’s own views. One such account, which ¢Abidini 
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describes as authentic, reads, “¤amm¥d Ibn ¢Uthm¥n quoted Ab‰ 
¢Uthm¥n as saying, ‘Whoever prays with them [those who hold views 
that differ from his own] in the first row will be as one who had prayed 
in the front row behind the Messenger of God (ßAAS).’”35 After citing 
other accounts which convey a similar message, ¢Abidini offers the  
following reflection: 

 

There are numerous accounts which fall within this category… Their pow-

erful authentication, indeed, their overall agreement in spirit, is undeniable. 

However, the fundamental point here is encapsulated in the question: Why 

is such a tremendous reward attached to praying with those with whom one 

disagrees? Why is praying behind an imam of some other doctrinal persua-

sion equal in merit to praying behind the Messenger of God (ßAAS) 

himself? And why is the person worshipping behind him comparable to a 

warrior wielding the sword in the way of God? Isn’t the basic aim here that 

of preserving Islamic unity and, as a consequence, preserving the Islam 

which the Messenger of God (ßAAS) came to bring, whose foundation he 

laid, and whose breaches he secured?36 

 

In a discussion of prayer behind fellow Muslims who hold different 
views from one’s own and the various opinions on this matter among 
the Zaydites – who viewed them as everything from infidels, to inveter-
ate sinners based on their interpretation of the religion, to blameless 
believers – Im¥m Ya^ya Ibn ¤amzah concluded that what mattered 
was that the person’s religion not be tainted by the commission of 
major sins (that is, sins involving not interpretations of the Qur’an and 
the Sunnah, but immoral conduct) or a failure to act justly. If someone 
fulfilled this condition, it was Imam Ya^y¥ Ibn ¤amzah’s view that not 
only would it be permissible to pray behind him, but one’s prayer 
would merit a reward. He also addressed the matter of allowing oneself 
to be led in prayer by someone with whom one disagreed on juristic 
questions relating to ritual purity and prayer – questions over which 
entire congregations had been known to split. On this issue Imam 
Ya^y¥ Ibn ¤amzah stated, “According to the most powerfully attested 
view from the standpoint of Islamic law and legal theory, one may pray 
behind someone whose school of thought differs from one’s own, and 
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this whether the person being led in prayer is aware of the difference or 
not.”37 He also cited arguments in support of this opinion. 

Despite the vociferous doctrinal tensions and sectarian conflicts that 
dot the ummah ’s historical landscape and plague us to this day, we nev-
ertheless encounter examples down the centuries of successful attempts 
at scaling the formidable walls that have been erected between one sect 
or school of thought and another. The break among these differing 
groups has never been as complete as is often imagined; rather, there 
have long been points – indeed, broad areas – of contact and mutuality 
among them. Hence, the call to unity in the modern day is not some 
anomalous development out of sync with the Islamic tradition. On the 
contrary, the roots of this unity run deep in Islamic soil. However, they 
have suffered from long years of neglect, and need to be nurtured and 
allowed to give rise to new life. 

 
fourth: academic exchange as a unifying factor 

     
The first figure we wish to highlight here is J¥bir Ibn Zayd (d. 104 
ah/722 ce), the venerable Successor of whom Ibn ¢Abb¥s once said, “If 
the people of Basra had adopted the view expressed by J¥bir Ibn Zayd, 
it would have enhanced their knowledge of the Book of God.”38 As a 
leading jurist not only for the Ibadites, but for the entire ummah, J¥bir 
Ibn Zayd served as a bridge among parties in conflict. Ab‰ ¢Ubaydah 
Muslim Ibn AbÏ KarÏmah, the second Ibadite imam following J¥bir, 
once declared, “The hadith scholar who has no guide in jurisprudence 
will go astray. And had God not bestowed J¥bir Ibn Zayd upon us in 
His grace, we ourselves would have gone astray.”39  

This truth is beautifully illustrated in the relationship between J¥bir 
Ibn Zayd and al-¤asan al-Ba|rÏ (d. 110 ah/728 ce). So deep was the 
bond between these two men that when J¥bir Ibn Zayd lay dying, his 
only wish was to see al-¤asan al-Ba|rÏ, who was in hiding at the time 
from the notorious Governor of Iraq, al-¤ajj¥j Ibn Y‰suf al-ThaqafÏ. 
Despite the danger in which he knew it would place him, al-¤asan al-
Ba|rÏ went to visit J¥bir, and was the last person to see him alive. 
Consequently, the Ibadites view [Jabir Ibn Zayd] as a model for those 
who take a middle position [between conflicting parties], thereby  
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opening the door to communication with those who hold differing 
opinions from one’s own as happened with ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz.40 
 
Imams Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and M¥lik  
In Akhb¥r AbÏ ¤anÏfah wa A|^¥bihi (Reports on Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and His 
Companions), al-ßaymarÏ (d. 436 ah/1035 ce) tells us that Imam 
M¥lik was once asked about a legal matter, whereupon he issued a 
fatwa. However, after being informed of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah’s opinion on the 
same matter, he retracted his fatwa and ruled in keeping with Ab‰ 
¤anÏfah’s view. We have another account passed down by al-
Dar¥wardÏ, who said, “Once, after the final evening prayer, I saw 
M¥lik and Ab‰ ¤anÏfah engaged in a scholarly discussion at the 
Prophet’s mosque. Whenever either of them learned of the view that his 
friend embraced and applied, he would express his reservations, yet 
without arbitrariness or fault-finding. And so on they went until the 
next morning, when they prayed the dawn prayer in the spot where 
they had been sitting.”41 
 
Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and the imams descended from the Prophet  
Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah was known to enjoy similarly cordial relations 
with the imams descended from the Prophet. Speaking of Imam Zayd 
Bin ¢AlÏ, Ab‰ ¤anÏfah once said, “Never have I met anyone more ready 
with a reply than Zayd Ibn ¢AlÏ…”42 Nor was the relationship between 
the two men restricted to the academic sphere, as Ab‰ ¤anÏfah backed 
Imam Zayd’s uprising against Umayyad Caliph Hish¥m Ibn ¢Abd al-
Malik with both monetary support and legal rulings. Ab‰ ¤anÏfah also 
narrated hadiths on the authority of Imam Ja¢far al-ß¥diq (d. 765 ah/ 
1364 ce), son of Imam al-B¥qir Mu^ammad Ibn ¢AlÏ. These accounts 
were included by his students, Mu^ammad Ibn al-¤asan and Ab‰ 
Y‰suf, in their respective books despite their opposition to the use of 
analogical reasoning for which Ab‰ ¤anÏfah had become so well 
known.43 

This dispute is reflected in a contradiction between two versions of 
an account of a debate that took place between Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and 
another scholar. According to the account passed down by Hanafite 
sources, the debate was between Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and Imam Mu^ammad 
al-B¥qir, whereas the version passed down by Twelver Shi¢ite sources 
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describes the debate as having taken place between Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and 
Imam Ja¢far al-ß¥diq.44 

Imam M¥lik Ibn Anas used to quote from Imam Ja¢far, as did Sufy¥n 
Ibn ¢Uyaynah.45 Sufy¥n al-ThawrÏ, Iraq’s most prominent hadith trans-
mitter, also used to attend his sessions, intent on not missing the honor 
of receiving accounts from him. Speaking of this Sufy¥n al-ThawrÏ once 
said, “When I met al-ß¥diq, son of al-ß¥diq Ja¢far Ibn Mu^ammad, I 
said, ‘O son of the Messenger of God, I am at your service.’”46 
 
The schools of legal opinion and tradition  
Despite the tugs-of-war that raged between the schools of opinion and 
tradition, we find hints in some narratives that there were dissenting 
voices which sought to give credit to the other side where credit was 
due. One such hint is found in an account transmitted by ¢Abd al-
Ra^m¥n Ibn MahdÏ, who said, “It is the knowledgeable man who 
considers the views of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah.”47 Imam A^mad considered that 
al-Sh¥fi¢Ï had helped to bridge the gap between the proponents of opin-
ion and the proponents of tradition. For although he himself was a 
scholar of jurisprudence, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï used to come to Imam A^mad to 
hear hadiths from him, and to consult him concerning hadiths he had 
heard elsewhere as to whether they were strong or weak, and which 
ones he should and should not accept.48  

In this connection, Is^¥q Ibn ¤anbal – Imam A^mad Ibn ¤anbal’s 
paternal cousin – wrote saying, “al-Sh¥fi¢Ï used to come here to see Ab‰ 
Abd All¥h [A^mad Ibn ¤anbal], and they would spend the better part 
of the day studying jurisprudence together and discussing the hadiths 
that al-Sh¥fi¢Ï had received from Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h to include in his 
books.”49 
 
The Zaydites and the Hanafites  
A similar rapport developed between Zaydite Imam Mu^ammad Ibn 
al-¤asan Ibn al-Q¥sim (d. 360 ah/971 ce), and ¤anafite scholar Ab‰ 
al-¤asan al-KarkhÏ (d. 340 ah/951 ce). Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h Imam Ibn al-
D¥¢Ï, who studied ¤anafite jurisprudence under Shaykh Ab‰ al-¤asan 
in Baghdad, would ask his companions to test him on what he had 
learned. So they would find him obscure legal questions to resolve, and 
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in the answers he wrote, he never once disparaged the ¤anafite school 
of jurisprudence.50 Over the years, the two men’s mutual respect and 
admiration grew by leaps and bounds. Qadi Ibn al-Akf¥nÏ related, 
“One day we were in Ab‰ al-¤asan al-KarkhÏ’s assembly, and Ibn al-
D¥¢Ï was present as usual. When Ab‰ al-¤asan finished the lesson, he 
rose and left the mosque, and Ibn al-D¥¢Ï followed him out. When Ab‰ 
al-¤asan turned and saw Ibn al-D¥¢Ï, he said, ‘O noble one, were it not 
for the fact that there is no virtue in leaving the mosque, I would not 
have left ahead of you!’”51 Al-ßaymarÏ tells us in Akhb¥r AbÏ ¤anÏfah 
wa A|^¥bihi that when Ab‰ ¤anÏfah passed away, Ibn al-D¥¢Ï was 
intent on attending his funeral and praying over him.52 

Imam Ibn al-D¥¢Ï also developed close ties with Mu¢tazilite scholar 
Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h al-¤usayn Ibn ¢AlÏ al-Ba|rÏ. The two men enjoyed a 
relationship marked by mutual respect and appreciation despite their 
disagreement over the question of the caliphate (as Ibn al-D¥¢Ï held that 
¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib had been identified in Islamic texts as the rightful 
caliph, while Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h al-Ba|rÏ held the opposite view). They 
would spend long hours studying together, and whenever the topic of 
the caliphate came up, each of them would do his best to demonstrate 
the rightness of his own point of view, but without arrogance or obsti-
nacy, and without allowing the disagreement to turn into a quarrel. 
Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h al-Ba|rÏ used to tell his students, “There are two issues 
you should not speak of in Sharif Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h’s presence. One is the 
matter of the text [that is, whether ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib is explicitly named 
the successor to the Prophet in an authoritative Islamic text], and the 
second is the share of the spoils to be set aside for the Prophet’s family 
after his death.”53 

Ibn ¢As¥kir (d. 571 ah/1175 ce) describes a particular scene that 
brought together a number of leading jurists in fourth-century Iraq. 
Relating an account he heard from al-SharÏf Ab‰ ¢AlÏ Mu^ammad Ibn 
A^mad Ibn AbÏ M‰s¥ al-H¥shimÏ, Ibn ¢As¥kir writes, “In 370 ah, I 
attended a gathering at the house of our shaykh, the leading Hanbalite 
Ab‰ al-¤asan ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz Ibn al-¤¥rith al-TamÏmÏ. Also in atten-
dance were leading Malikite scholar Ab‰ Bakr al-AbharÏ, leading 
Shafi¢ite Ab‰ al-Q¥sim al-D¥rikÏ, leading hadith scholar Ab‰ al-¤asan 
>¥hir Ibn al-¤asan, Shaykh Ab‰ al-¤asan Ibn Sam¢‰n, chief among 
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preachers and ascetics, leading scholastic theologian Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h 
Ibn Muj¥hid, and his companion, Ab‰ Bakr al-B¥qill¥nÏ.” Given these 
scholars’ prominence and close association, Ibn ¢As¥kir remarked, “If 
the roof had fallen in on them, no one the likes of them in all of Iraq 
would have been left to rule on a legal case.”54 
 
The Twelver Shi¢ites and the Zaydites  
Despite their disagreement over the question of the caliphate, Twelver 
Shi¢ite and Zaydite scholars adhered to the most refined etiquette in 
their communications with each other. This positive spirit can be 
observed in the response penned by al-SharÏf al-Murta\¥ (d. 436 ah/ 
1044 ce) – a leading Twelver Shi¢ite scholar – to his maternal grand-
father Imam al-N¥|ir the Great, or al-A~r‰sh (a leading Zaydite in 
Daylam, now northern Iran) in his treatise entitled, al-Mas¥’il al-
N¥|iriy¥t. Al-Murta\¥ opens this work as follows: 

 

I have pondered the various issues raised by al-N¥|ir’s jurisprudence (may 

God have mercy on him) and replied to the questions which have been asked 

about them, clarifying their various aspects and making mention of those 

who agree and disagree on them. Of all people, I am the best suited and most 

entitled to present the thought of this skilled and virtuous scholar, may God 

honor him, since he was my maternal grandfather… As for Ab‰ Mu^ammad 

al-¤asan Ibn AbÏ al-¤usayn Ahmad, also known simply as al-N¥|ir (the 

younger, as he was his grandfather), and the commander of his father’s 

army (his father being al-N¥|ir the Elder) … and who died in Baghdad in 

368 ah/978 ce, he was a good, pure-hearted man with nothing but the  

kindest intentions, the finest of morals, and the most generous manner… 

Ab‰ Mu^ammad al-N¥|ir took over leadership of the ¢Alawites in the City 

of Peace (Baghdad) when my father (may he rest in peace) retired from the 

position in 362 ah/973 ce … As for Ab‰ Mu^ammad al-N¥sir the Elder, 

who was al-¤asan Ibn ¢AlÏ, his asceticism, his understanding of jurispru-

dence, and the benefit he graciously bestowed through his knowledge were 

plain for all to see. It is he who spread Islam in the land of Daylam, whose 

inhabitants found right guidance after having been lost in error, turning 

away from ignorance thanks to his prayers of supplication, his praisewor-

thy way of life and his countless virtues. 
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Al-Murta\¥ then goes on to cite the account of Ab‰ al-J¥r‰d Ziy¥d 
Ibn al-Mundhir, who said, “When the fifth Shia Imam Mu^ammad 
(Ab‰ Ja¢far) al-B¥qir (d. 57 ah /733 ce) was asked, ‘Which of your 
brethren is dearest to you and the most virtuous?’ his reply was, ‘Zayd – 
he is the tongue with which I speak.’”55 In a similar vein, Shaykh 
Mu^ammad Vaez-Zadeh Khorasani describes the approach taken by 
al-SharÏf al-Murta\¥ in al-N¥|iriy¥t. He writes: 

 

This book, which was penned by its author in allegiance to his grandfather 

al-N¥|ir despite the fact that they belonged to differing schools of thought, 

manifests a spirit of understanding and peaceful outreach between two 

worlds: one Twelver Shi¢ite and the other, Zaydite … It presents not only the 

approaches of the Twelver Shi¢ites and the Zaydites, but those of most other 

schools as well … There are eighty-one points of agreement with the 

Zaydites, while the points of disagreement come to ninety-six… As he does 

in his other books, particularly in al-Sh¥fÏ fÏ al-Im¥mah (The Comprehen-

sive Exposition of the Imamate), the author observes the utmost politeness 

toward others, never attacking anyone or describing anyone’s views as 

heretical … Concerning Question 69, [his grandfather] al-Imam al-N¥|ir 

asserted that “repeating the phrase, ‘Prayer is better than sleep’ twice during 

the call to the dawn prayer is a heretical innovation.” In comment, al-

Murta\¥ states, “This is correct, and it is agreed upon unanimously by our 

companions.” To this he adds, “Nor is there any dispute over the fact that if 

someone omits this practice, he deserves no blame or criticism, since some 

jurists view it as an emulation of the Sunnah, while other others do not. 

This, given that its omission is not blameworthy, and given that one might 

have reason to fear that it is a heretical innovation or act of disobedience for 

which one might deserve blame, it is better omitted from an Islamic legal 

point of view.”On the subject of wiping one’s feet before ritual prayer, he 

writes, “As we understand it, the obligatory practice is to wipe the feet, not 

to wash them; hence, washing them will not merit a reward.” However, he 

never once uses the word “heretical innovation” either here or in his discus-

sions of any other questions that are sensitive or controversial between 

Twelver Shi¢ites and Sunnis.56 

 
Al-Murta\¥ devotes the same tactful treatment to juristic questions 

differences of variety 157



related to the (greater) imamate, which is a fundamental principle of 
Twelver Shi¢ite doctrine. Concerning Point 98, for example, which 
reads, “No one who fails to meet the minimal requirements of right-
eousness (al-f¥siq) may serve as imam,” al-Murta\¥ states, “This is 
correct. In fact, this is one of the few issues on which all members of the 
Prophet’s household agree….”57 In so saying, the author acknowledges 
the existence of disagreements among the members of the Prophet’s 
household overall, and over the matter of the imamate in particular, yet 
without viewing these disagreements as detracting from the status of 
any one group in relation to the others. Further, one notes the kindness 
and politeness with which he addresses the point of contention, and 
with which he corrects his grandfather’s views. 

On Point 207, in relation to which al-N¥|ir has ruled that “a later 
imam may not contradict an earlier one,” al-Murta\¥ remarks, “This 
stance is inconsistent with our principles, one of which states that the 
imam is infallible and that, therefore, he does not judge based on per-
sonal interpretations which might be subject to dispute.”58 

Al-N¥|ir’s ruling on Point No. 205 is that “if the imam errs in or for-
gets some of his rulings, his imamate will not be invalidated.” To this, 
al-Murta\¥ responds saying, “this ruling is not in keeping with our 
teachings, since we hold that the imam must be immune to the slightest 
error just as the prophets were … However, were we to adopt the posi-
tion of those who do not stipulate the infallibility of the imam, this 
ruling would be valid. According to their teachings, the imamate would 
not be invalidated by a minor error, but only by a major sin. However, 
since this ruling is based on a teaching we do not espouse, there is no 
point in preoccupying ourselves with it.”59 Consider, once again, the 
tactful manner in which al-Murta\¥ corrects his grandfather and 
addresses the point of disagreement. 

Coming now to Question No. 206, al-Murta\¥ states unequivocally 
that Twelver Shi¢ite teachings conflict with the stance al-N¥|ir has 
taken while agreeing with other schools of thought. He writes: 

 

[According to al-N¥|ir,] booty shall be taken from the possessions of the 

outlaw armies. However, this is incorrect, since the possessions of wrong-

doers within the Muslim community may not be taken as booty and divided 
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up as is done with the possessions of those with whom the Muslim commu-

nity is at war, and I know of no disagreement on this point among Muslim 

jurists. The unanimously recognized point of reference in this connection is 

the ruling issued by the Commander of the Faithful regarding the combat-

ants at al-Ba|rah … However, jurists have disagreed over whether it is 

permissible to make use of such wrongdoers’ mounts and weapons if war is 

declared. Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï held that it was not permissible, while Ab‰ ¤anÏfah 

stated, “It is permissible so long as war is already ongoing. And in my view, 

their own weapons may be used to fight against them provided that they are 

not actually taken possession of.”60 

 
Note the impartiality with which the author reviews each issue,  

citing arguments to disprove one opinion and support another while 
taking the viewpoints of jurists from other schools of thought into con-
sideration, since his aim is to search out whatever perspective on the 
question at hand is soundest and closest to the truth. Despite his clear 
affection for his grandfather, al-SharÏf al-Murta\¥ has steered clear of 
the petty doctrinal quarrels that mar so many of the books written in 
refutation of those with differing theological or juristic stances. 
 
Ibn Taymiyah and the Twelver jurist Jam¥l al-DÏn Ibn al-¤us¥m  
Another example of the refined etiquette to which early scholars 
adhered despite their widely diverging points of view may be observed 
in the relationship between Shi¢ite scholar Jam¥l al-DÏn Ibn al-¤us¥m 
(d. 736 ah/1336 ce)61 and a number of scholars who held views 
opposed to his, foremost among them being Ibn Taymiyah (d. 728 
ah/1328 ce). It should be remembered that Ibn al-¤us¥m was a student 
of Shi¢ite scholar Ibn al-Mu~ahhar al-¤illÏ, author of Minh¥j al-
Kar¥mah fÏ Ma¢rifat al-Im¥mah (The Dignified Path to Knowledge of 
the Imamate), which was rebutted by Ibn Taymiyah in his Minh¥j al-
Sunnah al-Nabawiyah (The Path of the Prophetic Sunnah). Al-ßafadÏ 
had this to say about the encounter: 

 

I met with Ibn al-¤us¥m in the village of Majdal Selm in the year 722 ah, 

and we had a lengthy and lively debate over the possibility, or impossibility, 

of the beatific vision. He was of pleasing appearance, gentle-mannered and 
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self-controlled, and the people in those parts held him in the highest regard. 

Al-Q¥\i Shih¥b al-DÏn wrote about him saying, “My last contact with him 

was in the year 736 ah. After having met frequently with him at the gather-

ings of our shaykh TaqÏ al-DÏn Ibn Taymiyah (God have mercy on him), he 

took a lengthy absence, and I wrote to him. Ibn al-¤us¥m would often 

attend Ibn Taymiyah’s gatherings and seek enlightenment from him. We 

would debate with him in the shaykh’s presence, and we would spend long 

hours together, studying and listening to lectures.”62 

 
Al-ßafadÏ also makes mention of the fact that al-Q¥\Ï Shih¥b al-DÏn 

and Ibn al-¤us¥m later exchanged lines of poetry which bespeak the 
intimate friendship and mutual respect which these two scholars had 
come to share. In the verses that follow, Ibn al-¤us¥m bemoans the suf-
fering he endured when, because of his doctrinal stances, his house was 
raided and his books were taken away: 

 

If the practice of jurisprudence were a transgression,  

I would desist for fear of imprisonment.  

But what wrong has the jurist committed against you 

That he should be thus censored and maligned?  

From the privacy of my own home, 

What harm can I do, whether as ¢AlÏ’s supporter or his detractor?  

In purity of heart I follow the Messenger of God, his two grandsons, 

and the Radiant One, Madonna of the Arabs.  

God is my witness that love of the 

The Prophet’s Companions has filled my soul.63 

 
The foregoing examples will, I hope, make it clear that the way to 

prevent fanaticism and bigotry is through dialogue founded upon 
sound argument and impartial, open-minded treatment of points of 
difference. Let us conclude this section with a statement by Imam 
Shams al-DÏn al-DhahabÏ in which he lays the foundation for the 
acceptance and proper appreciation of those with whom we disagree. 
He wrote: 
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Extremists – be they Mu¢tazilites, Shi¢ites, Hanbalites, Ash¢arites, Murji’ites, 

Jahmites, or Karramites – have indeed multiplied and filled the Earth. 

However, among them there are intelligent, pious and knowledgeable  

individuals. May God pardon and forgive all who acknowledge the divine 

oneness, direct us away from whimsical fancy and harmful innovation, and 

grant us a pure love for the Prophetic Sunnah and those who follow it. We 

ask for the grace to love the learned, their adherents, and their praiseworthy 

qualities without thereby loving the harmful innovations to which they may 

have been drawn based on facile interpretations, remembering that what 

matters is an abundance of virtue.64 
 
Why communicate?  
The reason communication is so vital is that our allegiance should be to 
sound argument rather than passive, uncritical reliance on the views of 
those who preceded us. Dialogue among the adherents of differing 
schools of thought should be motivated not only by the desire to pro-
mote Islamic unity, but even more fundamentally by the desire to seek 
truth, which can only be discerned through the pursuit of reliable  
evidence. 

Truth is indeed one. However, there are various paths which lead to 
it. No single path can bring us singlehandedly to truth’s door. Rather, 
this or that path may bring us closer to the truth in some respects, while 
distancing us from it in others. Hence, we approach the truth to the best 
of our ability, but no one can claim to have grasped it completely. It is 
God alone who, in the life to come, will deliver a verdict concerning the 
things about which we have differed on Earth. Accordingly each Islamic 
sect and school of thought down the centuries has had its strengths and 
weaknesses, and accordingly, their founders and leaders have commu-
nicated with each other in the realization that some other school’s 
arguments or proof might be more powerful or cogent than their own 
and that, as a consequence, they need one another’s perspectives. 

It was his understanding of people’s need for each other in their pur-
suit of truth that led Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah to say, “This stance of ours is 
an opinion which we would not oblige anyone else to accept. On the 
contrary, if someone has something better to offer, then let him present 
it.”65 As we saw earlier, it was this attitude of openness and humility 
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that led Imam M¥lik to retract a fatwa he had issued on a matter  
pertaining to ritual purity, and to adopt instead a fatwa that had been 
issued by Ab‰ ¤anÏfah.66 

This concern to seek out the soundest arguments and evidence may 
be observed in the accounts recorded and passed down to us by the 
Ibadite Ab‰ Gh¥nim Bishr Ibn Gh¥nim al-Khur¥s¥nÏ in his al-
Mudawwanah al-Kubr¥ (The Greater Law Code), where he adopts a 
comparable approach in the form of dialogues between him and his 
teacher, ¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz. Ab‰ Gh¥nim notes the surprise 
he felt upon learning that Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz sometimes adopted the 
views of Ibr¥hÏm al-Nakha¢Ï (d. 96 ah/716 ce) over those of jurists 
belonging to his own school, such as J¥bir Ibn Zayd and Ab‰ ¢Ubaydah 
Muslim Ibn AbÏ KarÏmah. When Ab‰ Gh¥nim expressed his astonish-
ment at this, his teacher replied, “You are a man who blindly imitates 
what others say simply because you and they belong to a single school 
of thought! But why should I not adopt a point of view that I find to be 
just, and which satisfies my doubts and distances me from error? I have 
confidence in Ibr¥hÏm’s opinion, so I rely on him.”67 

Likewise in his treatise entitled, al-Mas¥’il al-N¥|iriy¥t, we find al-
SharÏf al-Murta\¥ giving serious consideration to the views of people 
who differ with him. When, for example, he was seeking to formulate a 
ruling on a subsidiary issue on which no one within his juristic school 
had stated an opinion, he had no objections to adopting Imam al-
Sh¥fi¢Ï’s view on the matter. Commenting on this, al-SharÏf al-Murta\¥ 
wrote, “‘[Al-N¥|ir ruled that] there is no difference between water’s 
passing over ritual impurity, and ritual impurity passing over water.’ 
However, I have seen no explicit text or statement on this matter by any 
of my companions. As for al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, he holds that there is a difference 
between water’s passing over ritual impurity, and ritual impurity’s 
passing over water. According to al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, two measures of water68 
will be affected by a ritual impurity’s having passed over it, but not by 
the water’s having passed over an impurity.” Al-SharÏf al-Murta\¥ then 
goes on to note that although other jurists differ with al-Sh¥fi¢Ï on this 
ruling, he himself finds al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s position to be the most convincing.69 

The commitment to pursue the most solid facts and arguments has 
opened up opportunities for agreement among individuals and groups 
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that one might not have expected to concur on anything. A case in point 
is the practice of “innovative divorce” (al-~al¥q al-bid¢Ï), on which Ibn 
Taymiyah adopted a ruling which was in agreement with that of the 
Twelver Shi¢ites. When treating the issue of whether a husband may 
make a triple pronouncement of divorce in a single statement, Ibn 
Taymiyah reviewed the opinions of scholars from both earlier and later 
periods and found that they divided themselves into three positions, the 
third of which is that it is forbidden, and that only one of the three pro-
nouncements will be legally binding. This position had been trans- 
mitted on the authority of a group of both earlier and later Companions 
including, for example, al-Zubayr Ibn al-¢Aw¥mm and ¢Abd al-
Ra^m¥n Ibn ¢Awf, while the other two positions have been attributed 
to ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib, Ibn Mas¢‰d and Ibn ¢Abb¥s. The third position 
was supported by many of the Successors, as well as later figures such as 
>¥w‰s, and has been attributed to Ab‰ Ja¢far Mu^ammad Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn 
al-¤usayn and his son, Ja¢far Ibn Mu^ammad. Accordingly, some 
Shi¢ites adopted this position, which agrees with that espoused by some 
companions of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, M¥lik, and A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, and is 
supported by the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 

In short, Ibn Taymiyah parted ways with the majority of Hanbalites 
by saying that it is forbidden to make a triple pronouncement of divorce 
in which all three pronouncements go into effect, thereby rendering the 
divorce irrevocable via a single pronouncement. Ibn Taymiyah agreed 
with the Twelver Shi¢ites on this point for the simple reason that this is 
where the evidence had led him. Significantly, Ibn Taymiyah suffered 
on account of the position he took on this matter, and was even impris-
oned for it. Some of Ibn Taymiyah’s opponents claimed that in taking 
this position, he was agreeing with the Rafidites (Rejectionists). How-
ever, he rebutted this charge, noting astutely that, 

 

some people are considered to be innovators for uttering the basmalah 

aloud, neglecting to wipe the outsides of their shoes [as part of their ablu-

tion], either at all times or when in the city, uttering the supplication of 

obedience (du¢¥’ al-qun‰t) at the dawn prayer, engaging in mut¢at al-^ajj,70 

forbidding a triple divorce pronouncement from being legally binding, flat-

tening the tops of graves rather than mounding the soil over them, leaving 
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their hands at their sides during prayer, and other matters over which 

Sunnite scholars have disputed. It should be remembered, however, that 

such positions might be correct, or incorrect, since these are matters of 

interpretation. Hence, none of these practices should be condemned unless 

it is associated with, or exploited as a means of, engaging in some practice 

which is itself unjustified (including those in relation to which independent 

reasoning would be in order, such as covering graves with palm branches 

stripped of their leaves, since this is a practice that was passed down from 

some of the Companions).71 

 
One notes that in this discussion, Ibn Taymiyah avoids describing 

such positions in and of themselves as right or wrong, the significance 
of which will be obvious to anyone who knows what a dim view Ibn 
Taymiyah took of Shi¢ism as a whole. And this is why we have cited this 
example, since it helps to show that if we follow the evidence and argu-
ments themselves wherever they lead, we may end up reaching the same 
conclusions as people we thought we could never agree with. In sum, 
what matters is the view itself, not who espouses it. Truth is not recog-
nized based on the individual who utters it. Rather, the individual will 
be recognized by the truth he or she utters.  

This spirit of fairness and tolerance manifests itself in al-DhahabÏ’s 
biographical entry for Is^¥q Ibn Mu^ammad Ibn A^mad Ibn Ab¥n al-
Nakha¢Ï, of whom he wrote, “…he was an extremist Shi¢ite associated 
with the Is^¥qiyah sect, which holds that ¢AlÏ is God, far exalted be He 
above all that they attribute to Him! … In response to such extremists, 
al-¤asan Ibn Ya^y¥ al-NawbakhtÏ – who was himself a virtuous Shi¢ite 
– wrote, ‘Among those who made a virtue of mad extremism in our day 
and age is Is^¥q Ibn Mu^ammad, known as al-A^mar (the red one), 
who claims that ¢AlÏ is God, that he appears at all times … and that he is 
the one who sent Mu^ammad … He (Is^¥q) wrote in a book of his say-
ing, “Even if there had been a thousand [such divine manifestations in 
human form], they would have remained a single being [that is, God 
Almighty] …”’”72 Al-NawbakhtÏ exhibited his concern for honest 
inquiry and exactitude by reading the writings of those who differed 
with his doctrinal views, treating them fairly and avoiding arbitrary 
generalizations. Al-NawbakhtÏ’s work on Shi¢ite doctrine is still in  
circulation to this day. 

preserving unity and avoiding division164



This same conciliatory, truth-seeking attitude is discernible in the 
exchange which takes place between Zayn al-DÏn Ibn ¢AlÏ al-Jub¥¢Ï (the 
Second Martyr, 966 ah/1559 ce) and Shaykh Ab‰ al-¤asan ¢AlÏ Ibn 
Mu^ammad al-BakrÏ al-Sh¥fi¢Ï (d. 962 ah/1555 ce). As the two schol-
ars traveled together on the pilgrimage to Makkah, al-Jub¥¢i read a 
number of books to al-BakrÏ, which led them into lengthy discussions 
and debates. One such debate – we are told by Ibn al-¢AwdÏ, a student 
of al-Jub¥¢Ï’s – had to do with the question of how God will judge com-
mon folk who know nothing about the guidance that delivers one from 
destruction. Will He accept this negligence on their part? However, it 
was decided that the true condemnation should be directed at the illus-
trious, eminent, noble scholars whose thinking has been ossified within 
a single school of thought to the exclusion of all others. Despite their 
ability to inform themselves and seek out knowledge, such scholars 
have contented themselves with blind imitation of their predecessors, 
whom they believe to have spared them this effort. It is a known fact 
that the truth can be on one side only, so if one sect says that the truth is 
on its side based on so-and-so and so-and-so, the other will say the same 
based on its own illustrious teachers, since there is no sect but that it has 
illustrious scholars to whom it appeals. Adherents of these sects seem to 
believe that their predecessors’ efforts were so thorough that they have 
been spared the need to examine things for themselves. “We are certain 
of what we believe,” [they say]. But could everyone possess the truth? 
Impossible! And might some have it? There is no evidence to lend 
greater weight to one conclusion over another. 

Ab‰ al-¤asan replied, “With regard to the common folk, we hope 
that by virtue of God’s gracious pardon, He will not take them to task 
for their negligence. And as for the scholars, each of them appears to 
himself to be right!” Said al-Jub¥¢Ï, “How can they be exempt from 
judgment given what we have said about their failure to investigate?” 
To this the Shaykh replied, “That is an easy question to answer. An 
example of this would be someone who was born circumcised, and who 
would thereby be exempted from the circumcision required by the 
law.” “Yet, even if someone were born circumcised” rejoined al-Jub¥¢i, 
“this would not exempt him from his legal obligation until he ascer-
tains that he has fulfilled the legal requirement by examining things and  
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making inquiries of those with expertise, knowledge and experience.” 
“O Shaykh,” Ab‰ al-¤asan rejoined, “This is not the first rule to have 
been broken in Islam.”73 

As will be seen from the foregoing, the reasons for Muslims in con-
flict to exchange ideas are just as relevant now as they were in the early 
days of Islam, and their ability to influence and be influenced by one 
another every bit as real. The true value of such communication lies in 
the fact that it allows each camp to examine and critique its own posi-
tions and to investigate the truths that others may have to offer in light 
of the single authoritative point of reference which they share in com-
mon. As noted earlier, every Islamic school of thought or jurisprudence 
has both strengths and weaknesses, and none of them holds claim to a 
monopoly on the truth of this religion. 

We also need to reexamine our doctrinal heritage with the aim of 
revealing both the methodological problems which are shared by the 
various schools of thought, but which are often concealed by their  
differences, and those which distinguish one school of thought from 
another. Moreover, this needs to be done not within the framework of a 
doctrinal debate or based on the vision of one specific school of thought 
against which all else is measured but, rather, in light of the centrality of 
the Qur’an. 

 
fifth: unified authority and its impact on  

the academic and doctrinal heritage 
     
Muslims’ unified point of reference in the Qur’an has had a profound 
and undeniable impact on their heritage, manifesting the identity of the 
ummah in myriad ways, whether conscious or unconscious, intention-
ally or otherwise. For however much Muslim sects may have differed in 
their methods of seeking and deriving answers from the Qur’an, their 
conflicts have always been over interpretation, not over the origin or 
reliability of the text itself. As we read in S‰rat al-¤ijr 15:9, “Behold, it 
is We Ourselves who have bestowed from on high, step by step, this 
reminder, and, behold, it is We who shall truly guard it [from all  
corruption].”   
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In what follows we will be identifying certain features of this unified 
point of reference and tracing its effects, many of which have been cam-
ouflaged, as it were, by more obvious doctrinal differences and varia- 
tions. In so doing, our purpose is to demonstrate that, far from being 
arbitrary or forced, talk of areas of commonality and integration 
among Islam’s sects and schools of thought is a natural expression of 
religious inquiry. 

The rational orientation which later crystallized in the trend toward 
legal theorization was accompanied by an openness within Twelver 
Shi¢ite circles toward other doctrinal schools of thought. The degree of 
openness differed, of course, from one scholar to another and from one 
generation to another. Overall, however, the notable figures within this 
trend were scholastic theologians.74 The field of scholastic theology 
requires that one be knowledgeable of the arguments and conclusions 
put forward by those with opposing viewpoints, which in turn requires 
a rational, critical bent and presence of mind. Whatever school of 
thought they belong to, those who possess this critical bent are the most 
able to communicate with opponents and renew their schools of 
thought from within. Herein, perhaps, lies scholastic theology’s great-
est strength. It was scholastic theologians who first opened themselves 
to the ideas and perspectives of the Mu¢tazilites, albeit without adopt-
ing them entirely. In contrast, adherents of the school of narrative or 
tradition tended to isolate themselves from those who differed with 
them in an attempt to preserve their distinctiveness. This differentiation 
within the Twelver Shi¢ite tradition was observed from without, as  
evidenced by the observation recorded by al-Shahrast¥nÏ who, in his 
renowned work, Kit¥b al-Mi^al wal-Ni^al (Book of Religious 
Communities and Sects), wrote, “Some Twelver Shi¢ites became 
Mu¢tazilites … while others joined the reports tradition, whether as 
anthropomorphists or as Salafites.”75 

From within, we find texts which confirm this early differentiation 
between the two trends. As Shaykh al-MufÏd asserted in al-Mas¥’il al-
Sarawiyah (Issues Arising in Sarw), “… hadith transmitters pass on 
both the good and the bad, not limiting themselves to that which is 
known. They are not given to investigation and examination or thought 
or discernment in what they narrate, as their reports are mixtures of the 
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valuable and the worthless, the difference between the one and the 
other only being discernible in light of legal principles.”76 

The roots of this trend are observable among students of the imams 
who engaged in rational induction or analogical reasoning such as al-
Fa\l Ibn Sh¥dh¥n (d. 260 ah/874 ce), and Y‰nus Ibn ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n 
(d. 203 ah/818 ce), both of whom are well thought of among the 
Twelver Shi¢ites. Nevertheless, they were criticized by leading thinkers 
of the early Historical Current. This becomes apparent from a state-
ment by Shaykh al-ßad‰q in his book Man la Ya^\uruhu al-FaqÏh 
(Everyone His Own Jurist) in a section entitled, “Grandparents’ share 
of a grandchild’s inheritance.” After expressing his disagreement with 
al-Fa\l Ibn Sh¥dh¥n on the issue in question, Shaykh al-ßad‰q stated, 
“…this is one of the reasons he [al-Fa\l Ibn Sh¥dh¥n] lost his footing on 
the straight path. Such is the fate of those who engage in analogical  
reasoning”!77 

As Haydar Hubb Allah has observed, “The coming of Ibn al-Junayd 
al-Isk¥fÏ and al-¤asan Ibn AbÏ ¢Uqayl al-¢Um¥nÏ in the fourth century 
ah contributed to the development of a more rationally-based jurispru-
dence. And because these two men were in closer contact than their 
associates with other Islamic sects, they began introducing ideas and 
approaches which, as of that time, were more or less unheard of in 
Shi¢ite scholarly circles. Ibn al-Junayd, for example, is said to have app-
lied the kind of analogical reasoning for which Sunnite scholars were 
best known, having been influenced by Sunnite ways of thinking.”78 

Ibn al-Junayd has many works to his name, including his books ¬\¥^ 
kha~a’ man shanna¢a ¢al¥ al-shÏ¢ah fÏ amr al-qur’¥n (Revealing the Error 
of Those Who Malign the Shi¢ites in Regard to the Qur’an), Kashf al-
tamwÏh wal-ilb¥s ¢al¥ aghm¥r al-shÏ¢ah fÏ amr al-qiy¥s (Exposing the 
Misrepresentation and Concealment of Shi¢ites’ Abundant Knowledge 
in Regard to the Use of Analogical Reasoning), I·h¥ru m¥ satarahu ahl 
al-¢in¥d min al-riw¥yah ¢an al-¢itrati fÏ amr al-ijtih¥d (Revealing the 
Narratives Passed Down on the Authority of the Prophet’s Family 
Which Have Been Concealed by the Obstinate in Relation to Ijtihad), 
and TahdhÏb al-ShÏ¢ah li a^k¥m al-sharÏ¢ah (Shi¢ites’ Emendation  
of Islamic Legal Rulings). In his book entitled ¬\¥^ al-Ishtib¥h 
(Clarification of the Ambiguous), al-¢All¥mah al-¤illÏ tells us that Ibn 
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al-Junayd undertook in TahdhÏb al-ShÏ¢ah li a^k¥m al-sharÏ¢ah to do a 
thorough review of both the fundamental and subsidiary rulings of the 
SharÏ¢ah; he also made mention of the disagreements over particular 
questions and adopted methods of inductive reasoning employed by 
both the Twelver Shi¢ah and those who disagreed with their views.79 

Another influential bridge-builder among the various Islamic 
schools of thought was the Shi¢ite polymath Ab‰ Ja¢far al->‰sÏ (d. 460 
ah/1061 ce). By establishing inductive jurisprudence in the Twelver 
Shi¢ite school, al->‰sÏ benefited from his doctrinally open-minded 
background. Describing al->‰sÏ in his >abaq¥t al-Sh¥fi¢Ïyah (The 
Ranks of the Shafi¢ites), al-SubkÏ wrote, “though a Shi¢ite jurist, author 
and compiler, he educated himself in Shafi¢ite teachings and studied 
both legal theory and scholastic theology under the Twelver Shi¢ite 
jurist Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h Mu^ammad Ibn al-Nu¢m¥n, also known as al-
MufÏd (“The Beneficial One”).”80 

In the preface to his book al-Mabs‰~ fÏ Fiqh al-Im¥miyah (The 
Detailed Exposition of Twelver Shi¢ite Jurisprudence), al->‰sÏ wrote: 

 

I continue to hear educated opponents of ours who study the subsidiary 

branches of jurisprudence disparaging the work of my fellow Twelver 

Shi¢Ïtes…. They [our opponents] claim that they [my fellow Twelver 

Shi¢ites] deal with a paucity of juristic branches and questions, referring to 

them as “people who write nothing but contradictory fluff …” However, 

this reflects their ignorance of our teachings. If they were to examine our his-

torical reports and our jurisprudence, they would know that most of the 

issues they discuss are found within our historical accounts as well and set 

down on the authority of our imams, whose words carry the same weight as 

that of the Prophet himself (ßAAS), whether particularly or generally, 

explicitly or implicitly… [Furthermore, these issues are dealt with in our 

writings] not by way of mere analogical reasoning, but in a manner which 

yields knowledge that must be acted upon… and … which fulfills one’s 

moral responsibility before God… Consequently, I have set about to com-

pose a work that encompasses everything written on jurisprudence to date 

… I have treated most of the branches mentioned by our opponents, my 

statements being in accordance with the requirements of our school of 

thought and the guidance of our fundamental principles… If the issue or 
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branch under discussion is unfamiliar or problematic, I make reference to its 

causal analysis so that those who examine it will not be obliged merely to 

imitate the views of their predecessors … If God facilitates the completion of 

this book, it will be without parallel among the works written either by my 

fellow Twelver Shi¢ites or by those who differ with us, as I have yet to 

encounter a single book by any jurist which covers our entire school of 

thought as it applies to both roots and branches … As for our fellow 

Twelver Shi¢ites, they have written no comprehensive works of the type I am 

referring to, but only summaries….81  

 
In commentary, Haydar Hubb Allah writes, “With the appearance 

of the books al-Mabs‰~ and al-Khil¥f by Shaykh al->‰sÏ, the situation 
began to change. In the first of these works, al->‰sÏ set out to refute the 
charge that the Imamites had no jurisprudence, and to show that the 
Twelver Shi¢ites’ inherited tradition reflected an understanding of the 
terminology, premises and issues of Islamic jurisprudence. Al->‰sÏ 
appears not to have had access to samples of Shi¢ite treatments of juris-
tic issues on which to model his writing. Consequently, he took the 
branches which had been proposed by the Sunnites in their writings and 
attempted to formulate Shi¢ite positions on them. It was in this way that 
Sunnite ideas, positions, premises and disputes made their way into 
Shi¢ite thought. Moreover after writing his book al-Khil¥f (The Dispute) 
as an exercise in comparative jurisprudence, al->‰sÏ was able to present 
al-Mabs‰~ with particular mastery and success.”82 In another work 
entitled ¢Iddat al-U|‰l dealing with various aspects of the principles of 
jurisprudence, al->‰sÏ held that when discussing an issue on which no 
Shi¢ite view had been recorded, one ought to apply a tradition cited by 
non-Shi¢ite scholars provided that no relevant tradition to the contrary 
had been cited in Shi¢ite sources.83 

For nearly a century, al->‰sÏ’s ideas held sway over the Shi¢ite intel-
lectual field, as virtually all Shi¢ite jurists imitated his thought and 
approach. Eventually, however, critics of al->‰sÏ and his experiment  
in openness began to emerge. Foremost among these critics was al-
Mu^aqqiq (Mu^ammad IdrÏs) al-¤illÏ (d. 598 ah/1202 ce), who was 
followed by al-¢All¥mah (Ab‰ Q¥sim) al-¤illÏ (d. 676 ah/1277 ce) and 
Ibn al-Mu~ahhar al-¤illÏ (d. 726 ah/1326 ce), who built upon al->‰sÏ’s 
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work thereby contributing to the reinstatement of the ideas propounded 
by Ibn al-Junayd. Al-Mu^aqqiq al-¤illÏ’s book, Ma¢¥rij al-U|‰l (Stair-
steps of Juristic Principles) is a work in comparative legal theory which 
discusses a number of issues in the field of legal theory from both the 
author’s perspective, and the perspective of jurists holding opposing 
views such as Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, the Jubb¥¢is, Ab‰ Bakr al-
Daqq¥q, and Ab‰ al-¤asan al-Ba|rÏ.84 

In keeping with the same spirit, al-¢All¥mah al-¤illÏ studied under 
Sunnite teachers, a step which clearly bespeaks the high regard in which 
he held those who differed from him doctrinally, and his appreciation 
for their labor and learning.85 Drawing on his broad academic back-
ground, al-¢All¥mah al-¤illÏ made great strides in the area of openness 
to Sunnite thought, an endeavor for which he was criticized by more 
traditionally-minded scholars. His writings in the area of comparative 
jurisprudence include his TahdhÏb al-Nafs fÏ Ma¢rifat al-Madh¥hib al-
Khams (Refinement of the Soul through Knowledge of the Five 
Schools), as well as comparative juristic encyclopedias such as Tadh-
kirat al-Fuqah¥’ (Memorial of Jurists) and Muntah¥ al->alab (The End 
of the Quest), in which he compiled the views of both Sunnite and 
Shi¢ite jurists. It was during al-¢All¥mah al-¤illÏ’s era that the discipline 
of comparative inductive jurisprudence saw significant development. 

Similarly, al-¢All¥mah al-¤illÏ drew on Sunnite thought in his analy-
ses of hadiths, which he divided into the four categories of authentic 
(|a^Ï^), good (^asan), well-documented (muwaththaq),86 and weak 
(\a¢Ïf). He applied this categorization in his book, al-Durr wal-Murj¥n 
fÏ al-A^¥dÏth al-ßi^¥^ wal-¤is¥n (The Pearls and Coral of Authentic 
and Good Hadiths), as well as al-Nahj al-Wa\\¥^ fÏ al-A^¥dÏth al-
ßi^¥^ (The Clear Path Among Authentic Hadiths).87 It is here that 
al-¤illÏ’s fair-mindedness makes itself felt, as he demonstrates appreci-
ation for other thinkers’ ideas and adopts them if he finds them 
persuasive even if they happen to have originated with adherents of 
schools other than his own. 

Numerous Shi¢ite scholars wrote commentaries on works dealing 
with the fundamentals of jurisprudence by Sunnite thinkers such as al-
¢A\udÏ, Ibn al-¤¥jib al-M¥likÏ and others, or on previously existing 
commentaries or annotations of Sunnite works on Islamic legal theory, 
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such as his Gh¥yat al-Wu|‰l wa ¬\¥^ al-Subul fÏ Shar^ Mukhta|ar 
Muntah¥ al-Su’al wal-Amal fÏ ¢Ilmayy al-U|‰l wal-Jadal, a commen-
tary on a work by Ibn al-¤¥jib (646 ah/1249 ce). Al-¤illÏ also com- 
posed a commentary entitled Shar^ Gh¥yat al-U|‰l fÏ al-U|‰l on a 
work by al-Ghaz¥lÏ.88  

The work done by al-¢All¥mah al-¤illÏ gave rise to similar experi-
ments in openness to Sunnite thought, among them the Jabal ¢Amil 
School represented by the thought of the First and Second Martyrs. The 
Second Martyr, Zayn al-DÏn Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn A^mad al-Jub¥¢Ï al-¢AmilÏ (d. 
966 ah/1559 ce) introduced the hadith sciences – which until that time 
had been the sole province of Sunnite scholars – into the Shi¢ite realm. 
As Hubb Allah observes, “The First Martyr (Ibn MakkÏ al-¢®milÏ) was 
the first in the cultural history of the Shi¢ites to formulate the science of 
juristic rules. In so doing, he was influenced by the trend toward the for-
mulation of juristic rules among Sunnite scholars during the seventh 
and eighth centuries ah, which points to the growth of positive interac-
tion between Sunnites and Shi¢ites during that period of time.”89 

In 952 ah/1545 ce, Zayn al-DÏn Ibn ¢AlÏ al-Jub¥¢Ï al-¢®milÏ visited 
Astana (present-day Istanbul), whence he returned with an official  
permit to teach for the N‰riyah School in Baalbek, which was marked 
at that time by a highly diverse doctrinal demographic. Though a 
Hanbalite population center, it was nevertheless surrounded by con-
centrations of Shi¢ites, in addition to varying percentages of Shafi¢ites, 
Hanafites and Malikites. Zayn al-DÏn al-¢®milÏ’s disciple Ibn al-¢AwdÏ 
provides the following description of those days in the words of his 
teacher: 

 

Then we went to reside in Baalbek, where for a time we taught the five 

schools [of jurisprudence] and many of the arts. We befriended its people, 

who were of a variety of opinions, and we had the most pleasant experience 

living among them. Those were auspicious, happy days, the likes of which 

our companions had never witnessed before. 

 
Describing his own experience there, Ibn al-¢AwdÏ writes: 
 

I was in his [the Second Martyr’s] service during those days. I will never  

forget how, as he occupied the most elevated status and was sought out by 
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the elite and common folk alike, he would issue fatwas to every sect accord-

ing to its own doctrine, as he gave instruction in the teachings of all the 

juristic schools. He gave a lesson at its principle mosque … and the entire 

town came to follow him and seek his favor.90 

 
The school of the Second Martyr (Zayn al-DÏn al-Jub¥¢Ï) survived 

and thrived through his students, foremost among them being his son, 
Shaykh ¤asan, who wrote the book Muntaq¥ al-Jum¥n (Choice Pearls) 
in which he drew a distinction between authentic and good hadiths, on 
one hand, and those found in the four hadith collections recognized as 
authoritative among the Shi¢a91 on the other. On this matter he wrote: 

 

… the ancients, God have mercy on them, were extremely lenient with 

regard to the accounts they would accept. Consequently, they began 

approving accounts even when they had not been passed down by reliable 

narrators. They did so based on evidence [historical, textual, etc.] indicating 

that a given hadith was valid and had originated with an infallible imam. 

Over time, however, most of this evidence was lost, so it is no longer possi-

ble to rely on it for acceptance of narratives.92 

 
It was to be expected, then, that the Akhb¥rÏ Current would reject 

anything that might foster openness to those with differing doctrinal 
views. As Hubb Allah explains, adherents of this trend “believed in the 
futility of reason .. and the uselessness of the science of the principles of 
jurisprudence.”93 

In the field of Qur’anic exegesis, a number of commentaries shared a 
common approach that laid the foundation for an exegetical method 
based on prioritizing the most direct or apparent meaning of the 
Qur’an, which opened the door to the practice of adopting any exegesis 
that was supported by the broader lexical context of the Qur’an. The 
commentaries in which this approach was followed include ¤aq¥’iq al-
Ta’wÏl fÏ Mutash¥bih al-TanzÏl (The Realities of Interpreting the 
Mutash¥bih Verses of the Divine Revelation) by al-SharÏf al-Ra\Ï, al-
Tiby¥n fÏ TafsÏr al-Qur’¥n (The Clear Exposition of the Qur’an) by 
Shaykh al->‰sÏ, and Majma¢ al-Bay¥n (The Compendium of 
Clarification) by al->abarsÏ. 
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¤aq¥’iq al-Ta’wÏl fÏ Mutash¥bih al-TanzÏl by al-SharÏf al-Ra\Ï – 
originally consisting of ten parts, of which only Part V has survived – 
revolves around 

 

the interpretation of a set of verses which were known in his [al->‰sÏ’s] day 

to be mutash¥bihah, or ambiguous. His method of explaining them gives 

one the impression that he is concerned to ward off a suspicion, dispel an 

illusion or refute an objection … Appealing to the Qur’an’s style and con-

tent, he also draws on accounts narrated on the authority of the Prophet 

(ßAAS), his Companions, their Successors, and – at times – the authority of 

the imams. Additionally, he cites statements by pre-Islamic Arabs… and 

engages with the views of exegetes, linguists, scholastic theologians and 

jurists from the various Islamic schools of thought.94 

 
In his TafsÏr al-Tiby¥n, al->‰sÏ seeks to achieve a marriage of sorts 

between exegesis based on opinion, and exegesis based on accounts 
transmitted on the authority of either the Prophet or the infallible 
imams. Proposing a four-fold categorization of the meanings of the 
Qur’an, al->‰sÏ writes: 

 

Category 1 includes those meanings which are known to God alone – such 

as when the Day of Judgment will come – and of which no human being is 

entitled to claim knowledge. Category 2 includes meanings which corre-

spond directly to the written word. Category 3 is comprised of general 

rather than detailed meanings. The number of daily obligatory prayers and 

the number of cycles (rak¢¥t) included in each prayer, for example, or the 

detailed rites of the pilgrimage to Makkah (al-^ajj) may only be known 

based on an explicit declaration by the Prophet (ßAAS), or an extra-

Qur’anic revelation from God Almighty. And Category 4 includes multiple 

potential meanings conveyed by the same word or phrase. In relation to 

Category 4, one must not say that the only meaning intended by God is the 

one supported by a declaration from a prophet or an infallible imam. 

Rather, one must say that the words written can be understood to convey a 

number of potential meanings, any one of which may be the one intended. 
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The adoption of the aforementioned categorization assumes accept-
ance of the reports which forbid one to engage in exegesis that is not 
based on the words of a prophet or an infallible imam. At the same time, 
however, the adoption of this categorization of the meanings of the 
Qur’an will not prevent us from offering generalized interpretations of 
certain verses. No one should consider the interpretation of a verse 
whose words do not convey its intended meaning in detail, or imitate 
any exegete, unless the interpretation is agreed upon by consensus, in 
which case one must adhere to said consensus. The reason for this is 
that there are some exegetes whose methods and doctrines have been 
the subject of praise and commendation, such as Ibn ¢Abb¥s, al-¤asan 
[al-Ba|rÏ], Qat¥dah, Muj¥hid and others, while there are others whose 
doctrines have rightly been criticized and condemned, such as Ab‰ 
ß¥li^, al-Sa¢dÏ, al-KalbÏ, and others. 

The foregoing pertains to earlier generations of scholars; as for later 
scholars, each of them adopted those interpretations which were con-
sistent with the teachings of his own school. None of these scholars 
should merely be imitated; rather, one must rely on valid evidence, be it 
rational or legal (in the form of a consensus, or widespread transmis-
sion on the authority of those whose statements ought to be believed). 
Reports classified as ¥^¥d are not acceptable as evidence in this connec-
tion, particularly if such reports are understood to support certain 
knowledge. Furthermore, if the interpretation in question requires  
linguistic evidence, then the evidence provided must consist in some-
thing which is widely known and recognized among speakers of the 
language.95 

In the preface to his commentary entitled Majma¢ al-Bay¥n, Ab‰ ¢AlÏ 
al->abarsÏ (d. 459 ah/1067 ce) writes: 

 
Let it be known to my readers on the authority of the Prophet (ßAAS) and 

the imams who stand in his stead that the Qur’an may only be explained in 

keeping with authentic traditions and explicit texts. The wider community 

of believers has also reported of the Prophet (ßAAS) that he stated, “If some-

one interprets the Qur’an based on his own opinion and arrives at the 

truth…, he will [still] have committed an error.”  
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[At the same time, it should be remembered] that God has commended the 

practice of inducing meanings from the text, and has explained how to do 

this. Those who engage in such induction are commended, and are referred 

to in S‰rat al-Nis¥’ (4:83) as ‘proper investigators’ (Yusuf Ali). Conversely, 

God has reproached those who fail to reflect properly on the Qur’an, which 

was revealed in clearly comprehensible Arabic. God declares, “Behold, We 

have caused it to be a discourse in the Arabic tongue, so that you might 

encompass it with your reason” (S‰rat al-Zukhruf 43:3). The Prophet 

(ßAAS) said, “If you receive a hadith purporting to be on my authority, sub-

ject it to the scrutiny of the Book of God. If it agrees with it, accept it, and if it 

conflicts with it, disregard it.” From this it is clear that the Book of God is 

authoritative, since it is the point of reference against which other texts are 

to be measured. But how could it be used as a measure by which to judge 

other texts if it were incomprehensible? Hence, assuming it to be authentic, 

what this saying of the Prophet (ßAAS) must mean is that those who inter-

pret the Qur’an according to their own reasoned opinions, but without 

considering the textual evidence derived from its words and expressions and 

nevertheless arrive at the truth, have lost their way. …  

 

It has been reported of ¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¢Abb¥s that he divided exegesis into 

four types: (1) exegeses that no one would be excused for being ignorant of, 

(2) exegeses at which Arabs would arrive intuitively based on their knowl-

edge of their own language, (3) exegeses that would be arrived at only by 

learned scholars, and (4) exegeses that would be known to God alone… If 

the apparent meaning of the words of the Qur’an conforms to its actual 

meaning, then anyone who knows the Arabic language will understand it… 

As for passages which are worded in such a general way that a literal reading 

of them will not yield all the detail they imply, their proper understanding 

requires an explanation by the Prophet (ßAAS) through divine inspiration. 

Such passages include, for example, those that speak of the ritual prayer, 

among numerous others. It would be forbidden to attempt explanations of 

such passages without relying either on an explicit text which clarifies them, 

or on an explicit and authoritative statement by the Prophet (ßAAS). And as 

for texts that convey two or more possible meanings, the meaning most in 

keeping with the evidence is the one that should be favored. Furthermore, if 

an expression could have two or more meanings, and if any one of these 
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meanings might be the intended one, no one meaning should be favored 

over the others unless this is based on the statement of a prophet or imam 

whose truthfulness is beyond doubt.96 
 
We may have gone a bit far afield in our exposition of the areas of 

commonality between the Twelver Shi¢ites and the Sunnites in the 
Islamic legal sciences. In so doing, however, our purpose has been to 
dispel the apprehensions which have accumulated over the decades – 
nay, centuries – of each side’s isolation from and ignorance of the other. 

Thanks to the unified source of authority recognized in the Qur’an, 
the Ibadite imam J¥bir Ibn Zayd al-AzdÏ al-Ba|rÏ AbÏ al-Sha¢th¥’ was 
recognized as a leading jurist both among early Sunnite scholars and 
within the Ibadite and even ßufrite97 communities. J¥bir Ibn Zayd  
frequently transmitted accounts on the authority of ¢Abd All¥h Ibn 
¢Abb¥s,98 as well as on the authority of a number of the Prophet’s 
Companions. Consequently, Ibadite jurisprudence was based from its 
earliest inception on a foundation shared by other schools. 

This phenomenon is reflected in the accounts included in the two-
part Musnad of the Ibadite scholar al-RabÏ¢ Ibn ¤abÏb, who narrated 
these accounts on the authority of Companions who had disowned 
them [the Ibadites], such as >al^ah Ibn ¢Ubayd All¥h, ¢Amr Ibn al-¢®|, 
¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¢Umar, ¢Abd All¥h Ibn al-Zubayr, and ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ 
>¥lib. These accounts revolve around subsidiary juristic issues on 
which Muslims everywhere agree. Additionally, Ibadite writings are 
filled with arguments based on the example set by Imam ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ 
>¥lib who, when fighting against fellow Muslims who had broken with 
the Muslim community, refused to allow his soldiers to take their oppo-
nents captive or to loot their possessions for booty. Writing to the 
people of Hadramaut, Ibadite scholar Jaw¥b Ibn al-¤aw¥rÏ stated: 

 

We have learned that at the Battle of the Camel, ¢AlÏ Ibn AbÏ >¥lib issued 

instructions forbidding his soldiers to finish off enemy soldiers who lay 

wounded on the battlefield, to pursue fleeing enemy combatants, to take 

booty from the possessions of those who turn to the qiblah in Makkah in 

prayer, or to take their women and children captive. Any soldier under ¢AlÏ 

Ibn AbÏ >¥lib’s command who was found in possession of an enemy  
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combatant’s property was required to return it. This is the report which has 

come down to us, and we have learned from Muslims (that is, Ibadites) that 

this is their position [on such matters as well].99 

 
Thanks to this same unified source of authority, Zaydites have felt 

comfortable taking positions that agree with those of the Shafi¢ites and 
the Hanafites on some legal questions. In his work entitled al-Maniyah 
wal-Amal (Death and Hope), Imam A^mad Ya^y¥ al-Murta\¥ quotes 
al-¤¥kim al-JashmÏ (d. 423 ah/1032 ce) as saying, “The Zaydites take 
their name from that of Zayd Ibn ¢AlÏ due to their unanimous recogni-
tion of him as Imam, and this despite the fact that they do not adopt his 
views on subsidiary issues. In this respect, they differ from the Shafi¢ites 
and the Hanafites, who are associated with Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and al-Sh¥fi¢Ï 
due to the fact that they follow them on subsidiary matters.”100 Imam 
Ya^y¥ Ibn al-¤usayn Ab‰ >¥lib (known as al-N¥~iq bil-¤aqq, Spokes-
man for the Truth) is reported to have held that if the teaching of 
al-Imam al-H¥dÏ [the tenth imam] contained no explicit text on which 
to base a ruling on a given juristic issue, then he would adopt the view of 
Ab‰ ¤anÏfah.101 In fact, some narrators of the juristic and hadith-related 
collection known as Musnad al-Im¥m Zayd, including the Kufan judge 
Ab‰ al-Q¥sim al-Nakha¢Ï (d. 324 ah/936 ce), and al-¤¥kim al-
¤asak¥nÏ al-QurashÏ, known also as Ibn ¤adhdh¥’ (d. 490 ah/1097 
ce), author of the famed work, Shaw¥hid al-TanzÏl li Qaw¥¢id al-Taf\Ïl 
(Evidences from Revelation for the Foundations of Superiority), were 
leading Sunnite figures.102 Later Zaydite thinkers also recognized and 
made use of Sunnite hadith collections. 

I am not arguing here for the authoritativeness of this common her-
itage, since this is a feature which belongs to the Qur’an alone. Nor am I 
promoting the centrality of Sunnite teaching. Rather, I have simply 
sought to show that these areas of commonality grow out of an under-
lying awareness of the unified authority that has existed within the 
Muslim community and its thinkers down the centuries despite the 
intensity of the disagreements and conflicts that have arisen among 
them. 
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Summary  
There remain numerous lacunae pertaining to jurisprudence, scholastic 
theology, and Islamic legal theory in the written tradition of the various 
Islamic sects and schools whose views we have presented. Nevertheless, 
there is universal agreement among these sects and their adherents that 
however the process takes place, the valid derivation of Islamic rulings 
must be based ultimately on the Qur’an itself. These various sects also 
agree on the Sunnah’s role as a clarification of the Qur’an, although in 
practice, they often divorce the two, dealing with each of them as 
though it were a separate and independent source of legislation. In so 
doing, they overlook the fact that the clarification of something must be 
intimately tied to that which it clarifies. That which is clarified – namely 
the Qur’an – is primary. As we are reminded in S‰rat al-An¢¥m, “judg-
ment rests with none but God” (6:57), whereas the Sunnah is secondary 
to the Qur’an and finds its source therein, its role being to teach us how 
to apply and obey the Qur’anic teachings and translate them into con-
crete realities. 

As we have indicated, however, certain baseless beliefs that have 
taken root in times of political conflict and theological and juristic 
debate have come to be treated as unquestionable axioms, such as the 
notion that the texts of the Qur’an, being limited in number, are inade-
quate to address the myriad issues and situations with which people are 
confronted in life. Thanks in large part to this belief, the Sunnah has 
been proposed as an autonomous source of legal evidence. The result of 
this development is that when scholars have found no discrete evidence 
in the Qur’an or the Sunnah of relevance to this issue or that, they 
invented still more types of evidence. Accordingly, they devised legal 
principles such as consensus (ijm¥¢), analogical reasoning (qiy¥s), juris-
tic preference (isti^s¥n) and an entire system of legal theory which now 
consists of no fewer than fifty types of legal evidence.  

If we are to achieve Islamic unity and understand Islam as a way of 
life suitable for all times and places, we have no choice but to free our-
selves from this legal-theoretical confusion, which has turned the 
Qur’an into little more than one among a number of legislative sources, 
albeit the highest ranking among them. If we fail to do so, we will go on 
being faced with the choice between dependency on a romanticized 
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past, and a barren modernity uprooted from the past, neither of which 
will serve us well. The question is: How, given this degree of fundamen-
tal confusion over Islamic legal theory and principles are we to approach 
ongoing developments as they pertain, for example, to democracy, and 
what authority to ascribe to popular referendums, parliaments, or 
sh‰r¥ and ift¥’ councils? Instead of fifty forms of legal evidence, will we 
end up with sixty or seventy such forms, every one of which vies with 
the Qur’an for first place as the basis for legal rulings on which no two 
people agree, and which give us nothing but grief and turmoil? Or will 
we wake up anew to the fact that the rope to which we have been com-
manded to cling in the midst of life’s storms is the Book of God?
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The proper approach to change  
If Islamists – that is, those who believe that Islam proposes a compre-
hensive vision of humanity, life and the cosmos – aim to bring about 
meaningful change for the ummah, they will need to find inspiration for 
their methodology and guiding principles not from hadiths or other 
non-Qur’anic sources, nor from ideals imported from contemporary 
society, but from the Qur’an alone. The following are the most impor-
tant of such guiding principles. 

 
first: governance is not “theocracy,” but rule  

based on a human understanding of the qur’an 
     
“Divine governance,”1 sometimes referred to as theocracy, is a multi-
valent and ramified philosophical, intellectual and cultural concept 
which is intimately connected to the Islamic system of thought to which 
it belongs. It would thus be difficult, if not impossible, to grasp this con-
cept without an understanding of a broad nexus of Islamic concepts, 
including those of religion, worship and servitude, rule and rulings 
(whether Islamic, legislative, or customary), divinity, creation, this life 
and the next, the meaning of discourse, the permissible and the imper-
missible, the absolute and the relative, general and specific, laws, the 
unity of religion, the Earth, and more.2 

Writers often err by simply drawing a link between the linguistic 
root associated with a concept, and certain uses thereof. The result has 
been a kind “false awareness” of the concept involved. A number of 
intellectual schools have treated the term rule, or governance (al-^ukm, 
al-^¥kimiyah) over the past several decades in the matter just alluded 
to. Some have approached it as they would poetry, deconstructing and 

chapter six  
 

Blueprint for a Covenant  
Among Islamic Movements



reconstructing it in an attempt to reveal its Islamic meaning, while  
others have treated it as one of the higher intents and aims of Islamic 
law. Unfortunately, however, such discussions have done nothing but 
make the concept all the more abstruse. Indeed, confused approaches to 
the terms ^ukm and ^¥kimiyah have continued to be the norm, 
especially since it was introduced into the debate among the ummah’s 
competing sects and movements. 

Lest we fall prey to the illusion of having said the last word about 
this critical concept, I draw attention in what follows to certain sign-
posts or features that need to be observed and taken into account if we 
are going to approach and understand this concept with the requisite 
care and precision. 

First – Justice: It seems fitting first to draw attention to the call that 
was received by Abraham to whom God said, “Behold, I will make you 
a leader of men.” When Abraham asked God, “And [wilt Thou make 
leaders] of my offspring as well?” there came the solemn rejoinder, “My 
covenant does not embrace evildoers” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:124). Hence 
there is a kind of leadership, or imamate, which comes about through 
an external agency, which is God’s, and there is injustice and justice, 
two facets of a value need to be defined. In relation to this value, we can 
better understand what is meant by Qur’anic terms such as ·¥limun li 
nafsihi (one who does himself injustice), muqta|idun (one who walks 
the middle path between right and wrong, justice and injustice), and 
s¥biqun bil-khayr¥t (one who is foremost in righteous deeds) (S‰rat al-
F¥~ir 35:32). In the aforementioned verse, leadership, or imamate, 
takes the form of a covenant between God and human beings. God con-
cluded a covenant with Abraham by virtue of which He made him a 
leader (im¥m). Furthermore, the fact that this covenant “does not 
embrace evildoers” draws attention to the centrality of justice as  
second in importance only to the affirmation of God’s unity. The cen-
trality of justice applies not only to God’s prophets and messengers, but 
to all who strive for righteousness and social reform. These words 
addressed by God to Abraham, the forefather of the prophets, opens a 
window onto all prophets and messengers whom God has made into 
leaders who guide others by His commands, in whom we have been 
commanded to have faith, and whose guidance we are to follow. As 
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God declares, “We raised among them leaders who, so long as they bore 
themselves with patience and had sure faith in Our messages, guided 
[their people] in accordance with Our behest” (S‰rat al-Sajdah 
32:242); “O our Sustainer! … cause us to be foremost among those who 
are conscious of Thee! (waj¢aln¥ lil-muttaqÏn im¥man)” (S‰rat al-
Furq¥n 25:74), and, “now, although the unbelievers may choose to 
deny these truths, [know that] We have entrusted them to people who 
will never refuse to acknowledge them – to those whom God has  
guided. Follow, then, their guidance” (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:90). 

Second – Divine Election: The fact of God’s having made Abraham 
a leader illustrates the process of divine election on the individual level. 
As we read in S‰rat al-¤ajj 22:75, “God chooses message-bearers from 
among the angels as well as from among human beings. But, behold, 
God [alone] is All-Hearing, All-Seeing.” The divine choice of one per-
son rather than another, as well as one people over another, is asso- 
ciated with particular qualities or specifications, since individuals and 
nations are chosen in order to carry out specified tasks related to service 
as God’s stewards on Earth. As we read in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:33, 
“Behold, God raised Adam, and Noah, and the House of Abraham, and 
the House of ¢Imr¥n above all mankind.” 

Third – Divine Rule: Down the millennia, a number of systems of 
government have been founded upon the notion of divine rule, or theoc-
racy, in one form or another. Such systems were familiar to the 
Sumerians, the Akkadians, the Babylonians, the Egyptian Pharaohs, 
and others. Other governments ruled in the name of a people, the peo-
ple of a city, a tribe, or a religious elite. An examination of this history 
may help us to appreciate the idea of divine rule in more absolute or 
abstract terms. Many ancient systems and laws were rooted in religion 
in one sense or another. The systems in place in some ancient civiliza-
tions were headed by priests, and others by kings. What the priests said 
and did was considered to be inspired by the gods, which invested these 
leaders with divine authority or power. Other ancient peoples, such as 
the Romans, adopted the notion that legislation was a human activity 
rather than one inspired by divine powers. This separation of law from 
religion is viewed by many legal scholars as one of the most important 
distinguishing features of Roman law, in fact. 
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Sumerian cities were subject fundamentally to religious rule, 
although there was also a civil governor, who was viewed as the gods’ 
earthly vicegerent and thus, the kingdom’s high priest, which meant a 
kind of unification between temporal and spiritual authority. Laws and 
legal rulings were enforced in the name of the deity, while the monarch 
was viewed as being divinely elected in one sense or another. 

During the era of Akkadian monarchs there emerged the notion of a 
worldwide government, and the chief monarch was described as the 
Supreme Ruler of the Four Directions. The king considered himself a 
god who was responsible for doing all the gods’ bidding on Earth; he 
expressed the will of the gods, and acted only by their inspiration. He 
was also responsible before the gods for his people’s errors, as a result of 
which he would generally demand his subjects’ absolute obedience. 

In the Hittite state of Mesopotamia, by contrast, things differed 
somewhat from what they were in the major monarchies endowed with 
divine law in Egypt or Babylon, as earthly rule came to be based on 
power alone, and the ruler’s legitimacy and worthiness of obedience 
rested on his strength and his ability to achieve victory over others. In 
this state, the monarch was not viewed as a god or as a divine proxy. 
Nevertheless, he was seen as being endowed with divine support and 
provision as long as he was capable of triumphing over his opponents, 
and he was capable, after death, of joining the ranks of the gods. The 
king’s dreams and visions were viewed as reflecting his communication 
with the deities. 

Perhaps the most significant of the peoples of relevance to the theme 
of divine governance were the Hebrews, followed by the Children of 
Israel. The term “Hebrews” is actually broader and more inclusive than 
the term “Children of Israel.” The best attested view historically speak-
ing is that the term “Hebrews” includes all those who crossed the 
Euphrates River in the direction of Palestine and its environs. The 
Hebrews who crossed the Euphrates from the East spent long periods 
moving from place to place in a semi-nomadic existence in search of 
pasture before settling in the land of Canaan (Palestine), where they 
intermarried with the local peoples and began embracing their religious 
beliefs and practices. Following Jacob’s emigration to Egypt as told in 
the story of Joseph, his descendents grew into a sizeable community 
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whose members were eventually exploited as slave labor under one of 
Egypt’s pharaohs. When, in the divine wisdom, the children of Israel 
(that is, the descendents of Jacob, who later came to be known as Israel) 
were chosen to be the bearers of the Torah, God chose His spokesman 
Moses to lead them out of Egypt and unite the twelve tribes of Israel 
through a shared bond of belief and religious practice. In order for the 
Children of Israel to be God’s people and dwell in God’s kingdom, they 
were required to accept God’s direct rule, place their trust in Moses and 
his brother Aaron as God’s prophets, and obey the commandments 
inscribed on the tablets which Moses had received from God on the 
sacred mountain. 

During the period of nomadic existence that followed – the forty 
years of desert wanderings of which we are told in the Old Testament – 
God undertook to meet the needs of the Children of Israel in one super-
natural feat after another. When they asked for water, for example, 
God provided it for them out of the ground. As we read in S‰rat al-
Baqarah 2:60, “And [remember] when Moses prayed for water for his 
people and We replied, ‘Strike the rock with thy staff!’ – whereupon 
twelve springs gushed forth from it, so that all the people knew whence 
to drink.” Given the numerous miracles they had witnessed at Moses’ 
hands, the Children of Israel owed complete obedience and submission 
to the commands God had given them through Moses. However, they 
frequently rebelled and tried to reject God’s direct rule over them. A 
case in point is the mass revolt that occurred when Moses left the People 
of Israel to go up the mountain to meet with God. No sooner had Moses 
absented himself from the community than they turned their backs on 
the worship of the one God and bowed down to a golden calf in their 
midst, and this in spite of the fact that Moses’ brother Aaron was pres-
ent in their midst. It was a case of collective disobedience on the part of 
God’s chosen people, who spurred the recognition of the one God and 
refused to offer him the worship due Him or the proper submission to 
His governance. In fact, they would frequently lash out at Moses, blam-
ing him for bringing them out of the land of Egypt and depriving them 
of the delicious fare they had eaten there!3 Indeed, we read in Exodus 
32:9:  “I have seen these people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they are 
a stiff-necked people.” 

blueprint for a covenant 185



Following the deaths of Moses and his brother Aaron, Moses’s  
successor Joshua led the Children of Israel into the land of Canaan 
(Palestine), which God had declared holy, a land of promise. Neverthe-
less, they were divided once again, and the bonds of solidarity that had 
once united them began to fray. Some of them assimilated into the local 
culture with its religious beliefs and worshipped idols. Civil strife was 
widespread, and whenever there appeared a prophet who called upon 
them to reunite, he would suffer at their hands. The Children of Israel 
killed many such messengers from God, rejecting their authority and 
contenting themselves with a miserable state not unlike the one from 
which God had once delivered them. 

Beginning with the era of the judges, there was a transition from 
direct divine rule to rule by figures who functioned as God’s representa-
tives and by God’s law. However, the people continued to be rebellious 
against God, even asking God to give them kings like those who ruled 
other peoples in imitation of their political systems just as they had imi-
tated them in the worship of idols. This is spoken of in S‰rat al-Baqarah 
2:246-247, where we read: “Art thou not aware of those elders of the 
Children of Israel, after the time of Moses, how they said unto a prophet 
of theirs, ‘Raise up a king for us, [and] we shall fight in God’s cause’? 
Said he: ‘Would you, perchance, refrain from fighting if fighting is 
ordained for you?’ Then God raised up Saul as their king, but even then 
they rebelled against God’s decree. And their prophet said unto those 
elders: ‘Behold, now God has raised up Saul to be your king.’ They said: 
‘How can he have dominion over us when we have a better claim to 
dominion than he!’” Yet despite the people’s stubbornness, God raised 
up righteous leaders such as David and his son Solomon, under whose 
reigns the Children of Israel witnessed a time of relative stability. “[And 
We said:] ‘O David! Behold, We have made thee a [prophet and, thus, 
Our] vicegerent on earth: judge, then, between men with justice, and do 
not follow vain desire, lest it lead thee astray from the path of God’: ver-
ily, for those who go astray from the path of God there is suffering 
severe in store for having forgotten the Day of Reckoning!’” (S‰rat ß¥d 
38:26). 

The Children of Israel experienced divine rule in a highly specific 
and concrete manner. They were given a divine revelation in the form of 
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the Ten Commandments which had been communicated verbatim to 
the prophet Moses, (indeed there were those who claimed that God had 
penned these commandments with His own finger), and they had been 
instructed to obey these commandments to the letter. They were graced 
with prophets who delivered God’s messages to them and mediated for 
them with God Almighty. They all shared in witnessing God’s miracu-
lous gifts, such as the manna and the quails that were provided for them 
in the wilderness, while at the same time, they witnessed the severe and 
direct divine chastisement that was meted out to those who dared to 
transgress against the Torah. 

During the period of kingly rule, the Children of Israel experienced a 
time of stability and prosperity, particularly under Kings David and 
Solomon. However, not long after Solomon’s death, they were over-
taken by the destruction of which God had warned them through more 
than one of His messengers. The year 721 bc witnessed the occupation 
of their capital city, Jerusalem, by the Assyrians. In 587 bc following 
the Assyrians’ overthrow by the Babylonians, Nebuchadnezzar seized 
the Kingdom of Judah, sacked the temple in Jerusalem, and carried the 
city’s inhabitants away into captivity in Babylon. There thus began a 
new phase that would stretch on for many centuries in which the 
Children of Israel lived in exile and were assimilated in varying degrees 
into peoples throughout the world. Then, after the rise of the Zionist 
movement under Theodore Herzl in the nineteenth century, there was 
growing talk of reestablishing the Kingdom of Israel, rebuilding the 
temple, and reclaiming the territory that had been inhabited by their 
ancestors based on what was said to be a divine promise. 

 
second: jewish and christian  

conceptualizations of divine rule 

      
1. The Jewish conception of divine rule    
The Jewish conception of divine rule rests on two fundamental princi-
ples. The first of these is that God has chosen a particular people to be 
His own and to live under His direct governance. Furthermore, God 
has chosen certain members of this people to be prophets and messen-
gers who receive His teachings and communicate them to the people as 
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a whole. These teachings include the contents of the first five books of 
the Old Testament (known as the Pentateuch), particularly Exodus and 
Deuteronomy, which are understood to be God’s direct speech to His 
people and which, therefore, no one can change in any way, whether 
through removal, addition, alteration, interpretation, or abrogation. 

As for the second principle of divine rule from the Jewish perspec-
tive, it is that by virtue of having been chosen by God and living under 
God’s direct rule, the Children of Israel are God’s beloved children who 
enjoy a unique place in the divine scheme of things, and whose land has 
been rendered holy by virtue of their divine sanctification as a people. 
Before the eras of the judges and the kings, this understanding of divine 
rule was clear to the Children of Israel. Thus, it can be said that the  
concept of divine rule within the Jewish religious scheme is based on a 
direct interaction, or covenant, between God and a specified group of 
people, namely, the Children of Israel who, because they had been the 
recipients of such extraordinary divine generosity, were punished with 
extraordinary severity when they went astray.  

As we have seen however, the Children of Israel went from being 
ruled by God directly to being ruled by prophets appointed as guardians 
and authorities over them, to being ruled by prophet kings, to being 
ruled by ordinary kings. Believing that their tendency to rebel was due 
to the severity of the laws they had been commanded to obey, they 
asked God to reduce their obligations and lighten their punishments. 
Instead, however, God in His wisdom announced that the alleviation 
that had been sought by the Children of Israel would not be granted to 
those who had rebelled against Him for so long despite His having 
delivered them from the ignominy of slavery and united them as a 
nation. The Children of Israel did not properly perceive the grace of God 
that had been bestowed upon them, and failed to appreciate or recog-
nize God’s rights over them. 

S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:154-157 provides the following description of what 
took place after the mass rebellion that followed Moses’ ascent to the 
holy mountain: 

 

And when Moses’ wrath was stilled, he took up the tablets, in the writing 

whereof there was guidance and grace for all who stood in awe of their 

preserving unity and avoiding division188



Sustainer. And Moses chose out of his people seventy men to come at a time 

set by Us. Then, when violent trembling seized them, he prayed: “O my 

Sustainer! Hadst Thou so willed, Thou wouldst have destroyed them ere 

this, and me [with them]. Wilt Thou destroy us for what the weak-minded 

among us have done? (All] this is but a trial from Thee, whereby Thou 

allowest to go astray whom Thou willest, and guidest aright whom Thou 

willest. Thou art near unto us: grant us, then, forgiveness and have mercy on 

us – for Thou art the best of all forgivers! And ordain Thou for us what is 

good in this world as well as in the life to come: behold, unto Thee have we 

turned in repentance!” [God] answered: “With My chastisement do I afflict 

whom I will – but My mercy overspreads everything: and so I shall confer it 

on those who are conscious of Me and spend in charity (zakat), and who 

believe in Our messages – those who shall follow the [last] Apostle, the 

unlettered Prophet whom they shall find described in the Torah that is with 

them, and [later on] in the Gospel: [the Prophet] who will enjoin upon them 

the doing of what is right and forbid them the doing of what is wrong, and 

make lawful to them the good things of life and forbid them the bad things, 

and lift from them their burdens and the shackles that were upon them 

[aforetime]. Those, therefore, who shall believe in him, and honour him, 

and succour him, and follow the light that has been bestowed from on high 

through him - it is they that shall attain to a happy state.” 

 
Yet, despite the Children of Israel’s rebellion and waywardness, the 

Jewish mindset continued to be profoundly influenced by the concept 
of divine governance. Indeed, its effects could be felt in all aspects of 
their life as a community, including their understanding of human 
nature and divinity, the divine law, the universe, and public order. In 
short, no realm of the Jewish people’s existence was untouched by their 
understanding of divine rule. 

 
2. The Christian understanding of divine rule    
Over time there developed an urgent need for another message that 
would correct the errors that had resulted from the Jewish people’s dis-
torted perception of their relationship with God, with the cosmos, with 
themselves, with their neighbors, and with their prophets. It was then 
that God sent Jesus to guide “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” 
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(Matthew 15:24), to confirm whatever truth the Jews still retained and 
restore whatever truth had been lost, to declare permissible some things 
that had been forbidden to them, and to announce the glad tidings of 
the coming of the final prophet who would bring the law of mercy and 
compassion. 

Christ came to reunite the people of Israel around the Torah, 
reasserting its authority and teaching them its proper application. He 
explained that they had misunderstood the Torah, clinging to its super-
ficial meanings alone while disregarding its underlying intents, and in 
so doing, he sought to restore their ability to adhere to the spirit of the 
divine law rather than to its letter alone. As we read in Matthew 5:38-
42, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for 
a tooth.’ But I say to you: Do not resist the one who is evil. But if any-
one slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if 
anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as 
well. And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 
Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who 
would borrow from you.”4 

One might understand Jesus’ words here and elsewhere as indicat-
ing that he was belittling the importance of just punishment, even 
though such punishments were established in the Torah. However, this 
would be a misconstrual of Jesus’s message. For what he was aiming to 
say in effect was, “Do not cling to the literal meaning of the law. Rather 
try to understand its spirit. Seek to understand it as a whole, with an 
appreciation of its higher and more comprehensive aims and purposes.” 
In addition, Jesus sought to draw a proper distinction between the pub-
lic domain and that peculiar to the Torah, remembering that relation- 
ships with individuals and private issues must be governed by a spirit of 
brotherhood and tolerance. If we are aware of this aspect of Jesus’  
message in light of the social and political conditions that prevailed in 
his day, with the Roman Empire occupying Jerusalem and the rule of 
the Torah essentially in abeyance throughout the regions where the 
Children of Israel lived, we can better understand statements of Jesus 
that focus on the private realm. Such statements should not be taken, 
however, as meaning that Jesus brought nothing of relevance to the 
issue of legislation but, rather, limited himself to matters of faith and 
moral correction. 
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In this context it is important to note that in keeping with his reasser-
tion of the Torah’s authority and sovereignty, Jesus stressed that none 
of it had been, or ever would be, abrogated, and the impermissibility of 
introducing any change into its teachings. In this connection he stated, 
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I 
have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to 
you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass 
from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matthew 5:17-18). 

At the same time, he presented a sound vision of the Law’s applica-
tion, and stood opposed to the Jewish religious teachers who had not 
only bowed to the Roman authorities, but made common cause with 
them by working to reinterpret and even corrupt the texts of the Jewish 
law in the service of their political interests. So vehement was their 
opposition to Christ that they went before the Roman governor, 
Pontius Pilate, and accused Jesus of stirring up discontent among the 
Jews and inciting them to civil disobedience by claiming to be a king and 
discouraging them from paying taxes to Caesar: 

 

Then the whole company of them arose and brought him before Pilate.2 And 

they began to accuse him, saying, “We found this man misleading our 

nation and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he him-

self is Christ, a king.” And Pilate asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 

And he answered him, “You have said so.” Then Pilate said to the chief 

priests and the crowds, “I find no guilt in this man.”  But they were urgent, 

saying, “He stirs up the people, teaching throughout all Judea, from Galilee 

even to this place.” When Pilate heard this, he asked whether the man was a 

Galilean. And when he learned that he belonged to Herod’s jurisdiction, he 

sent him over to Herod, who was himself in Jerusalem at that time.  When 

Herod saw Jesus, he was very glad, for he had long desired to see him, 

because he had heard about him, and he was hoping to see some sign done 

by him.  So he questioned him at some length, but he made no answer.  The 

chief priests and the scribes stood by, vehemently accusing him.  And Herod 

with his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him. Then, array-

ing him in splendid clothing, he sent him back to Pilate. And Herod and 

Pilate became friends with each other that very day, for before this they had 

been at enmity with each other.5 
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The exchange that took place between Jesus and Pontius Pilate high-
lights the issue of divine versus human rule. When Pilate said to Jesus, 
“Do you not realize that I have the power either to free you or to crucify 
you?” Jesus replied simply, “You would have no power over me were it 
not given to you from above” (John 19:10-11). This statement of Jesus 
has been understood as an affirmation of the principle set forth in the 
Jewish scriptures (the Old Testament) according to which all authority 
and power belong to God alone, Who bestows earthly authority upon 
whomsoever He wills. This principle was likewise affirmed by Paul 
who, in his epistle to the believers in Rome, wrote saying, “Let every 
person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority 
except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 
Therefore, whoever resists the authorities resists what God has 
appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment.”6 

This much may be said, then, about the concept of divine rule within 
the context of Christianity. As we have seen, Jesus Christ confirmed the 
Jewish understanding of divine rule, reasserting the authority of the 
God-given Torah as over against that of the Romans and the human 
laws they had established. At the same time, the Romans allowed no 
other law, be it the Torah or any other, to emerge or be enforced in any 
way that would pose a challenge to their rule. It was within this oppres-
sive context that Christ sought to restore the foundations, principles 
and intents of the divine law. As such, he did not enjoy the freedom to 
act fully as he would have wished, as evidenced by the fact that he was 
later tried on accusations of stirring up an insurrection and, but for the 
deliverance of God Almighty, would have been crucified by the Roman 
authorities. 

By way of further clarification, we will conclude our discussion of 
divine rule as understood by the Children of Israel with a number of 
passages from Maimonides’ (Ibn Maym‰n’s) commentary on the 
Torah. Maimonides wrote: 

 

The principle I seek constantly to make clear is that every prophet other  

than our lord Moses would receive the revelation from an angel who would 

make it known to him. As for Moses, his prophethood was distinct from 

that of everyone who came before him. It was made manifest to him as it had 
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been to Abraham, and the divine name was declared to Moses alone, not to 

the people as a whole. Thus not everything that was communicated to 

Moses reached all of the Children of Israel. Rather, Moses was addressed 

individually. The ten commandments, for example, were communicated 

solely to Moses, whereupon he would descend the mountain and inform 

people of what he had heard, saying, “I stand between the Lord and you at 

this time in order to deliver to you the word of the Lord.” Moses would 

speak and God would answer him in an audible voice so that the people 

could hear him being addressed.7 

  
What this indicates, according to Maimonides, is that the words had 

been addressed to Moses, while the people would hear God’s voice, but 
not the details of what was being said. 

In this manner, Maimonides sought to make clear the bond between 
God, His people Israel, and the holy land in which they dwelt. In his 
view and in the view of all other Jewish scholars, this land was literally 
“the kingdom of God,” to whom absolute rule belonged. Prophets dur-
ing the Mosaic era were mere message-bearers whose function was to 
enable people to hear the voice of the Deity who made all decisions.  

As for David, he was at once vicegerent and prophet, while Solomon 
was a vicegerent endowed with kingly reign and prophethood. God 
speaks of this in the Qur’an, saying, “[And We said:] ‘O David! Behold, 
We have made thee a [prophet and, thus, Our] vicegerent on earth: 
judge, then, between men with justice, and do not follow vain desire, 
lest it lead thee astray from the path of God’: verily, for those who go 
astray from the path of God there is suffering severe in store for having 
forgotten the Day of Reckoning!” (S‰rat ß¥d 38:26). The prophet-king 
was a vicegerent in the sense that if he erred in his rule, he would be sub-
ject to immediate correction. The account according to which two 
litigants came to David with a dispute – which is mentioned in both the 
Torah and the Qur’an – serves to underline this principle.8 Similarly, 
God speaks of the understanding which He granted to Solomon (S‰rat 
al-Anbiy¥’ 21:79), as though the Creator were granting direct guidance 
to His vicegerent prophets. Then the people of Israel asked that God 
give them kings to rule over them. They first asked that such kings reign 
over them in the way in which the vicegerent prophets had done, after 
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which they asked that they do so after the manner of the kings who 
ruled over the neighboring peoples just as they had initially demanded 
deities like those of the surrounding nations. As God states (S‰rat al-
A¢r¥f 7:138): “We brought the children of Israel across the sea; and 
thereupon they came upon people who were devoted to the worship of 
some idols of theirs. Said [the children of Israel]: ‘O Moses, set up for us 
a god even as they have gods!’ He replied: ‘Verily, you are people with-
out any awareness [of right and wrong]!’” Such texts make apparent 
the extent to which the people of Israel were prone to blind imitation. 

 
third: divine rule and the final message 

     
The first thing to be noted about the final prophetic message is its posi-
tive view of humanity. It affirms human beings’ worthiness to bear the 
trust and responsibility they were given through the covenant that was 
made between God and Adam to establish a just civilization as God’s 
stewards on Earth. God described his Messenger Muhammad as the 
bearer of the messages of all prophets before him, his purpose being to 
confirm whatever truths remained therein, correct what had been falsi-
fied or corrupted, and purify them of distortions, unfounded interpre- 
tations, and undue assumptions while at the same time going beyond 
them to reveal new truths. 

The following verses of the Qur’an offer food for reflection on the 
concepts of rule (al-^‰km) and governance (al-^¥kimiyah): “judgment 
(al-^ukm) rests with none but God. He shall declare the truth, since it is 
He who is the best judge between truth and falsehood” (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 
6:57); “for they who do not judge (man lam ya^kum) in the light of 
what God has bestowed from on high – it is they, they who are truly 
iniquitous!” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:47); “And on whatever you may differ, 
[O believers,] the verdict thereon (^ukmuhu) rests with God” (S‰rat al-
Sh‰r¥ 42:10); “they who do not judge (man lam ya^kum) in accord- 
ance with what God has bestowed from on high are, indeed, deniers of 
the truth!” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:44); “But nay, by thy Sustainer! They 
do not [really] believe unless they make thee [O Prophet] a judge (^att¥ 
yu^akkim‰k) of all on which they disagree among themselves, and then 
find in their hearts no bar to an acceptance of thy decision and give 
themselves up [to it] in utter self-surrender” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:65). 
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As Abraham prayed long ago, “O our Sustainer! Raise up from the 
midst of our offspring an apostle from among themselves, who shall 
convey unto them Thy messages, and impart unto them revelation as 
well as wisdom, and cause them to grow in purity: for, verily, Thou 
alone art Almighty, Truly Wise!” (2:129). In relation to the fundamen-
tal tasks which the Messenger of God was assigned to accomplish, there 
is no explicit mention in the Qur’an of the concept of rule (^ukm) or 
governance (^¥kimiyah) in the senses in which it came to be discussed 
in later times. However, an examination of the Prophet’s life will reveal 
that he taught, issued fatwas, and exercised leadership and judicial 
authority not from a position of worldly political power, but from his 
position as a Prophet. 

The night before the Messenger of God made his victorious entry 
into Makkah, he ordered fires lit on the mountaintops around the city 
in order to intimidate Quraysh and break down their psychological 
resistance. That same night, Ab‰ Sufy¥n had set out in the company of 
al-¢Abb¥s with the intention of visiting the Messenger of God and 
announcing his conversion to Islam. When Ab‰ Sufy¥n saw the fires 
and began imagining how many Companions and fighters had come 
with the Messenger of God, he commented to al-¢Abb¥s, “Your 
nephew’s kingly rule has spread far and wide,” to which al-¢Abb¥s 
replied, “It is not kingly rule, O Ab‰ Sufy¥n. It is prophethood.”9 

As will be apparent from this exchange, Ab‰ Sufy¥n had confused 
prophethood with kingly rule, whereas for al-¢Abb¥s, the distinction 
between worldly and spiritual authority was clear. This distinction was 
affirmed by the Prophet on a regular basis. Once, when a man stood 
trembling before him in awe of his presence, he said, “Have no fear. I 
am not a king. Rather, I am the son of a woman from Quraysh who ate 
jerked meat.”10 In a similar spirit, he once prayed saying, “O God, let 
me live poor and humble, and die poor and humble.”11 This was a clear 
disavowal of worldly pomp and authoritarianism, and an affirmation 
of the prophetic understanding of governance, which was founded 
upon recitation of the Qur’an, education of the community, and guid-
ing and correcting people’s behavior on this basis. In fact, even actions 
that might have appeared to be political in nature were undertaken not 
in pursuit of power or influence, but for educational purposes. This is 
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the fundamental difference between prophethood and other forms of 
leadership or governance. The same point is highlighted in the Prophet’s 
statement, “The [true] caliphate will continue after me for thirty 
years.”12  

Al-Nu¢m¥n Ibn BashÏr reported that he was once with his father 
BashÏr Ibn Sa¢d in the mosque when they were approached by Ab‰ 
Tha¢labah al-KhushanÏ, who said, “Oh BashÏr, have you memorized 
the sermon preached by the Messenger of God (ßAAS) on the caliphs?”  
“No, I have not,” replied BashÏr. Then ¤udhayfah Ibn al-Yam¥n, who 
was seated nearby, said, “I have memorized it.” Ab‰ Tha¢labah then sat 
down with them and ¤udhayfah related, “The Prophet (ßAAS) once 
said, ‘Prophethood will endure among you so long as God wills it to; 
then He will abolish it should He so will. A caliphate on the order of 
prophethood will then come into being and endure for as long as God 
wills, after which He will abolish it should He so will. This will be fol-
lowed by a rule that clings tenaciously to power as though it were 
holding on by its teeth; then God will abolish it should He will to abol-
ish it. This in turn will be followed by a rule of brute force, which will be 
followed in turn by a caliphate on the order of prophethood.’ Then he 
fell silent.” When ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz became caliph, al-Nu¢m¥n’s 
son ¤abÏb said he hoped that ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz would be him 
[i.e., the caliph who ruled after the order of the Prophet]. ¤abÏb was 
then ushered in to see ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz, whereupon he related 
this hadith to him, and ¢Umar was pleased. We know of no one who 
attributed this hadith to al-Nu¢m¥n on the authority of ¤udhayfah 
with the exception of Ibr¥hÏm Ibn D¥w‰d.13  

What this account tells us is that the caliph should realize that his 
fundamental task is to recite the Qur’an to people, and to teach them 
the revelation and wisdom. Part of the process of inner purification for 
which Islam calls involves outer guidance that consists of rewarding 
those who do good and punishing those who do harm. These aspects of 
a caliph’s rule set it apart from authoritarian, dictatorial forms of gov-
ernment, placing it rather within the framework of spiritual discipline 
and formation. Consequently, it would be incorrect to say that Islam 
endorses an authoritarian form of governance based on absolute con-
trol by God Almighty, by God’s Prophet in His name, by His Prophet’s 

preserving unity and avoiding division196



successors in His name, or in the name of God’s law; on the contrary, it 
is a mechanism whose goals are nurture, purification, recitation and 
education. In this hadith, which depicts future events in the Muslim 
community and offers a way of understanding them, the Prophet drew 
a clear distinction between a caliphate “on the order of prophethood,” 
that is, a caliphate in which the people are governed as a prophet of God 
would govern them, and an autocratic, dictatorial government by what- 
ever name or on whatever pretext. 

Regardless of the outward form of government that exists, however, 
sovereignty within the Muslim community is centered in the Qur’an, 
which, unlike previous scriptures, came with divine guarantees that it 
would be preserved unchanged down the generations. As God said to 
the Prophet, “And unto you have We vouchsafed this divine writ, set-
ting forth the truth, confirming the truth of whatever there still remains 
of earlier revelations and determining what is true therein” (S‰rat al-
M¥’idah 5:48). Based on this role, the Qur’an was imbued with a 
sovereign authority which qualified it to be the source of a just rule on 
Earth. Therefore, God continued, “Judge, then, between the followers 
of earlier revelation in accordance with what God has bestowed from 
on high” (5:48). The Qur’an was also given as a means of alleviating 
undue hardship associated with the severity of previous laws. As we 
read elsewhere, the revelation sent down through the Prophet would 
“enjoin upon them the doing of what is right and forbid them the doing 
of what is wrong, and make lawful to them the good things of life and 
forbid them the bad things, and lift from them their burdens and the 
shackles that were upon them [aforetime]” (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:157). Such 
features imbued the Qur’an with a unique authority. 

Given the sovereignty and centrality of the Book of God, it is viewed 
as the sole originating source of legal rulings within Islam. Whatever 
situation arises in the life of the ummah or any of its members, the 
Qur’an contains guidance to its resolution. God has described the 
Qur’an as “a divine writ which We have bestowed upon thee from on 
high in order that thou might bring forth all mankind, by their 
Sustainer’s leave, out of the depths of darkness into the light: onto the 
way that leads to the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due, unto 
whom all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth belongs” (S‰rat 
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Ibr¥hÏm 14:1-2). Speaking to the Prophet, God said, “And upon thee 
[too] have We bestowed from on high this reminder, so that thou might 
make clear unto mankind all that has ever been thus bestowed upon 
them, and that they might take thought,” “We have bestowed from on 
high upon thee this divine writ, to make everything clear, and to provide 
guidance and grace and a glad tiding unto all who have surrendered 
themselves to God” (S‰rat al-Na^l 16:44, 89), and, “And thus, too, [O 
Muhammad,] have We revealed unto thee a life-giving message, [com-
ing] at Our behest. [Ere this message came unto thee,] thou didst not 
know what revelation is, nor what faith [implies]: but [now] We have 
caused this [message] to be a light, whereby We guide whom We will of 
Our servants, and, verily, thou, too, shalt guide onto the straight way” 
(S‰rat al-Sh‰r¥ 42:52). Hence, what we are talking about is governance 
based on a revelation sent down by God on human beings called to be 
God’s stewards on Earth, whatever their cultural framework, way of 
life, or field of knowledge, for them to apply its guidance in the adjudi-
cation of people’s disputes. 

Direct divine rule – theocracy – came to an end with the Children of 
Israel, whereas in the final prophetic message, God’s rule was mediated 
through the role of prophethood and through a process of education, 
training, inward purification, and Qur’anic recitation. Out of these ele-
ments – prophethood, caliphate, and the sovereignty of the Book of 
God – there emerged the components of a thriving civilization. When 
the Qur’an is recognized as the source of earthly governance, human 
beings are viewed as responsible for living out the values of justice, 
integrity, and right guidance embodied in its verses. This is because the 
guidance of the Qur’an is mediated through a combined human read-
ing of the Qur’anic text and the world of concrete realities. Our 
understanding of the written message of the Qur’an is thus joined with 
the unwritten message conveyed by the natural world and the circum-
stances in which we find ourselves. 

Qur’anic governance infuses Islamic law with both adaptability  
and comprehensiveness. As such, it frees people to rethink and revise 
legal rulings and to regulate life in a flexible manner, since the values 
embodied in the Qur’an are capable of accommodating any and all 
human situations, in any and all times and places. Therefore, not only is 
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it possible, but it is necessary and right for the rulings derived from the 
Qur’an to differ from one environment to another and one era to 
another, and for those deriving them to draw upon all available knowl-
edge and experience.  

The sovereign governance of the Qur’an delivered humankind from 
the direct divine rule as understood by the Children of Israel, in which 
the performance of miraculous signs and wonders constituted the basis 
for an unquestioning, submission to the divine edicts, be they compre-
hensible or otherwise, moderate or onerous. In the place of the tyranny 
of theocracy, Qur’anic rule gives human beings the opportunity to 
exercise mindful responsibility for their actions based on a rational 
understanding of the Qur’an’s message and applications. 

Theocracy presents people with divine fiats which they have no 
choice but to implement just as they are, and with realities they have no 
choice but to accept whether they comprehend them or not. We are 
reminded, for example, in S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:171 of the fact that God 
“caused Mount Sinai to quake above the children of Israel as though it 
were a [mere] shadow, and they thought that it would fall upon them.” 
Governance that takes place based on the Qur’an, by contrast, places 
responsibility on human beings to act based on their own rational 
understanding of the divine revelation. People are called upon to 
appeal and adhere to the source of divine legislation, with a commit-
ment not to defy it, corrupt it, or twist its meanings in such a way that 
they and others doubt the religion. People are directed to come to the 
Qur’an via a straightforward reading which considers language, tradi-
tion, and human perceptions. We are not to rush to judgment but, 
rather, understand that reward and punishment in the final analysis 
belong not to this world but to the next. After all, this world is a realm 
of action, not of final reward or recompense. It is not a realm where 
mountains quake, or where people are punished by being turned into 
monkeys or swine. Herein lies the radical difference not only between 
the final divine law and the law given to the Children of Israel, but 
between two entire ways of life and thought. 

Under these circumstances, human beings’ worship comes to 
involve the reading, understanding and application of legal rulings, as a 
result of which they feel that they themselves have had a part in these 
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rulings, not simply by receiving them as commands and obligations, 
but by formulating them. This is what is meant by God’s instruction to 
“pay heed unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle and unto those 
from among you who have been entrusted with authority.” The phrase 
“from among you” expresses the fact that the legislation which we have 
been called upon to adopt has not been imposed on us from without 
but, rather, is a set of laws in which we have taken part through our 
own reasoned interpretations, readings, perceptions, and so on. This 
being the case, there is no need for us to add to them, remove from 
them, or make them stricter or more lenient, still less reject them or 
rebel against them. 

 
fourth: the concept of divine governance  

as a spur to action 
     
To what origins can we trace the modern world’s Islamist factions that 
champion the notion of “divine rule,” rising to power in its name and 
declaring Islam to be founded on this notion? Contemporary Islamic 
movements may be seen as extensions of earlier jihad movements 
which made use of all the resources at their disposal, including the vast 
intellectual and cultural tradition of the ummah, in their attempts to 
mobilize the Muslim community to struggle on its own behalf. Muslims 
had succeeded in liberating their lands from colonialists, national gov-
ernments had been established, and independence had been achieved 
for most of the countries that had been under colonial rule. However, 
the Islamic factions that had fought for such changes found that most of 
the aims and ideals to which they had appealed in their attempts to stir 
the Muslim community to action had been frustrated or, at least, not 
realized in the way they had hoped. The resulting disappointment led 
them to re-engage in struggles of various forms. However, such strug-
gles met with only limited success due to a number of causes, some of 
them historical having to do with inherited patterns of authority and 
rule, and some of them contemporary having to do with the neo-colo-
nialist period and newly prevalent Western ideas of the state, govern- 
ment, authority and power which had been formulated in isolation 
from the intellectual influences and distinctive features of the Islamic 
worldview. 
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Within this framework, modern Islamist movements embarked on 
their struggle from within in an attempt to achieve the aims and ideals 
on behalf of which their forefathers had been martyred, whether in 
Algeria, Egypt, India, Iraq, or elsewhere. It was clear to the leaders of 
these modern Islamist movements that the aims of the ummah had been 
thwarted this time by their fellow countrymen and religionists. Hence, 
in order to restore effectiveness to the ummah, reunite its ranks and 
enable it to achieve cultural and legislative independence, these move-
ments drew on the intellectual and cultural store that had fueled Islamic 
movements before them. The individuals who headed the regimes now 
in power in Muslim countries spoke these countries’ languages and 
claimed allegiance to them. However, they replaced the goals specific to 
the Muslim community with modernist goals, striving for even closer 
ties with the very powers from which previous generations had fought 
to be liberated. Leaders of these Islamic movements used all the tools at 
their disposal to free their fellow citizens from the economic, cultural, 
intellectual, institutional and organizational subordination to which 
they had succumbed. However, the existing powers, which had come in 
as mere surrogates despite their alleged Islamic identities and their 
feigned identification with the Muslim populations they governed, 
were in reality nothing but imposters who had appropriated power that 
was not rightfully theirs. Moreover, since the Islamic groups in ques-
tion were not in a position to state publicly that the ruling regimes were 
mere usurpers, they went in search of ideals or slogans around which 
people could rally. To this end, they began describing the ruling regimes 
as being j¥hiliyah in nature, that is, marked by the darkness and igno-
rance of pre-Islamic days rather than enjoying legitimate governing 
authority. 

The description of Islamic governments in terms of the contrast 
between divine rule (al-^¥kimiyah al-il¥hiyah) and the reign of igno-
rance (al-j¥hiliyah) first emerged among Islamist leaders in Pakistan, 
particularly in the writings of Abu al-A¢la al-Mawdudi (1903-1979). 
Pakistan in al-Mawdudi’s earlier days was part of greater India, where 
Muslims had ruled for centuries until the British takeover of India in 
1858 from the British East India Company. Following the British take-
over, Muslims in India had become a persecuted religious and ethnic 

blueprint for a covenant 201



minority, which prompted Islamist leaders to call for the establishment 
of a Muslim state with autonomy from India. The Islamic Republic of 
Pakistan came into being in 1947, born of the aspiration to establish a 
state that would restore Muslims’ rights and freedoms, and afford them 
safety and equitable treatment.  

However, when at last an Islamic state was established in Pakistan 
after tremendous sacrifice, the hopes of those who had made such sacri-
fices were not realized. The newly formed, presumably Islamic, govern- 
ment appeared to be no different than any other, and the leaders who 
had taken part in the struggle to win such a state felt they had been 
duped. Hence, they carried on with the struggle to achieve the state they 
had dreamed of. As attempts were made to correct their mistakes, the 
contrasting concepts of divine rule (al-^¥kimiyah al-il¥hiyah) and the 
reign of ignorance (al-j¥hiliyah) were proposed and discussed by some 
Islamist thinkers. 

Another example of someone who discussed the notion of ^¥ki-
miyah and related concepts was Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966). Given his 
powerful intellect and distinctive writing style, Qutb became well 
known for his emphasis on j¥hiliyah as a characteristic of rulers who 
were not governing based on the Islamic revelation. The concept of rule 
or governance (^¥kimiyah) served as the focus of many of the works he 
penned after his imprisonment, where he argued that the rulers who 
had come to power in various parts of the Islamic world following the 
national liberation uprisings had arrogated to themselves the right to 
the governance which belongs to God alone, and which must be the 
foundation of any legitimate human rule. Qutb’s interest in, and focus 
on, this idea reached its peak in his final publications, particularly his 
Ma¢¥lim fÏ al->arÏq (Milestones) and Muqawwim¥t al-Mujtama¢ al-
Isl¥mÏ (Components of Islamic Society), whose thesis was that a 
government’s ability to achieve political legitimacy depends on its 
recognition of the governance of God and its commitment to the divine 
blueprint for human rule. However, Qutb refrained from delving into 
the details of such governance, since his primary aim was to raise 
Muslims’ awareness of the fact that their interests were not being served 
by national leaders, and that despite having achieved independence 
from the colonial powers, they were still being governed by values that 
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were at odds with their religion and their Islamic perspective on the 
world. 

Sayyid Qutb elevated the concept of ^¥kimiyah in his political 
thought to the point where the declaration l¥ il¥ha ill¥ All¥h, “there is 
no god but God” was viewed as synonymous with saying that the sole 
ruler is God and that all earthly authority belonged to Him alone. In 
short, Qutb made no distinction between the meaning of the gover-
nance of God in political rule and the governance of God on the level of 
the Universe or predestination. In so doing, he followed in the footsteps 
of al-Mawdudi, who had pitted the governance of God against the gov-
ernance of human beings, which he viewed as irreconcilably counter to 
servitude to and worship of God. Essentially, both al-Mawdudi and 
Sayyid Qutb denied that human beings, whether individuals or com-
munity, have any role in governance apart from reception and applica- 
tion of the divine law, since God alone is the ruler. 

Under the influence of al-Mawdudi and Qutb, the concept of divine 
governance came to be construed in the same way in which it had been 
construed by the Children of Israel in the time of Moses. It had been 
concluded that God, Exalted and Blessed is He, had established a  
special kingdom on Earth and laid down its laws and policies. These 
laws and policies had thus become an inseparable part of the Islamic 
religion, faith and doctrine, there being no difference between the 
sacred and the secular, the earthly and the otherworldly, the civil and 
the religious. Many Islamists attempted to explain al-Mawdudi’s and 
Qutb’s view in such a way as to show that human beings have an active 
role in the reception and understanding of the divine law via the process 
of ijtihad. However, the idea of divine governance as it had been under-
stood by previous civilizations, particularly the Jewish tradition, con- 
tinued to be projected upon the thesis being proposed by al-Mawdudi 
and Sayyid Qutb, and no amount of explanation or interpretation 
could make their views more palatable to the contemporary Western 
mindset, which views this idea as robbing human beings of proper 
agency. At the same time, many Islamist thinkers, whether they were 
commenting on or explaining the ideas of al-Mawdudi and Qutb or 
proposing ideas of their own, had begun projecting modern notions of 
government, state, power, authority and the divine law onto the Qur’an, 
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the Sunnah, and other historical realities. As a consequence, the con-
cept of divine rule was beset by such confusion that it required a good 
deal of analysis, deconstruction and reconstruction lest it cause all of 
Islam to be misunderstood. 

Through the efforts of writers on behalf of some Islamic movements, 
the concept of divine governance (^¥kimiyah) became paired so closely 
with that of monotheism (taw^Ïd) that the two notions were conflated 
to some extent, and the result was a loss of clear vision within Islamic 
societies that necessitated a corrective process. If not understood cor-
rectly, the notion of governance may conflict with essential features of 
the Islamic creed. One such feature is the universality of the Islamic 
message, which may or may not be the same as the universality of 
Islamic governance. The notion of divine rule (al-^¥kimiyah al-
il¥hiyah) might reasonably be understood to mean the rule of Islamic 
law as discussed by al-Sh¥~ibÏ. As for the topic of authority (al-sul~ah), it 
should be borne in mind that religious authority in the precise sense of 
the term has never existed in Islam apart from that which belonged to 
the Messenger of God. During his lifetime, the Messenger of God exer-
cised two types of authority. The first of these was a spiritual authority 
in his capacity as a Prophet sent by God, and the second was a political 
authority by virtue of his role as an earthly ruler who was freely and 
unanimously recognized as such by the people of Madinah, Muslims 
and non-Muslims alike. Unfortunately, however, Islamists have tended 
to project contemporary understandings of authority onto the practices 
of the Messenger of God, as though to disregard his roles as Prophet 
and Apostle. (“Say [O Prophet]: ‘I am but a mortal man like all of you. It 
has been revealed unto me that your God is the One and Only God’” 
S‰rat al-Kahf 18:110.) 

The entire Muslim community agrees that the Prophet’s religious 
authority was unique to him, and that he passed it on to no one after 
him. This is what is meant by the “seal of prophethood.” Hence, it is 
debatable whether the term “authority” (sul~ah) can properly be app-
lied to “prophethood” (nub‰wah) and the seal of prophethood (khatm 
al-nub‰wah). It might be more accurate to describe prophethood as a 
type of guardianship (wal¥yah), which would be closer to the spirit of 
Islam. As for what was passed on to the caliphs following the Prophet’s 
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death, it was restricted to the political sphere, where the caliph played 
the role of imam and ruler, or head of a state or city government. This 
point is of particular importance, as numerous scholars have blithely 
analyzed, deconstructed and reconstructed modern concepts of power, 
rule and authority as though they were perfectly applicable to earlier 
periods of history.14 

In sum, then, the Messenger of God did the things he did in his capac-
ity as a Prophet and an Apostle, and the obedience he commanded was 
derived solely from these roles. As God declares in S‰rat al-Nis¥’  4:64, 
“for We have never sent any apostle save that he should be obeyed by 
God’s leave.” The mere fact that he was obeyed does not make him a 
ruler like any other; otherwise, God would have referred to him explic-
itly as such. The Messenger of God had been preceded by numerous 
other prophets and messengers of whom the Qur’an tells us that God 
had granted them both prophethood and earthly rule. Hence, if the 
Messenger of God had been divinely assigned the role of earthly ruler, 
this would have been mentioned along with the other roles and tasks 
which the Qur’an attributes to him, such as recitation of the Qur’an, 
teaching, purifying, and the like, and we would not have been told in the 
Qur’an that in al-^ukm ill¥ lill¥h (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:57), thereby limit-
ing sovereignty to God alone. Indeed, the role of ruler was assigned to 
the Qur’an itself. As we are told in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:23, people “have 
been called upon to let God’s writ be their law.” 

The tendency to confuse the role of prophet with that of earthly ruler 
was addressed by the Prophet himself. Speaking to a number of military 
commanders, he said, “If you besiege people within a fort and they 
want you to bring them under the protection of God and His Prophet, 
do not do so. Rather, bring them under your own and your compan-
ions’ protection. For should you and your companions fail to live up to 
your obligations as protectors, this would be less serious in God’s eyes. 
Do not bring them under God’s rule; rather, bring them under your 
own. After all, you do not know whether you will succeed in applying 
God’s rule among them or not.”15 

After the Prophet passed away, the rightly guided caliphs carried out 
their roles after the manner of a prophet, recognizing themselves as the 
Prophet’s successors and emulators. This was especially true of the 
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reigns of Ab‰ Bakr and ¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b, the first six years of the 
caliphate of ¢Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n, Imam ¢AlÏ’s efforts to set things aright 
after ¢Uthm¥n’s assassination, and the leadership exercised by ¢Umar 
Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz. All of these individuals acted with the aim of estab-
lishing a caliphate “after the order of prophethood.” These leaders 
understood that the “order of prophethood” had been defined by the 
Qur’an itself and that as such, it was not within their purview to modify 
it in keeping with their own political agendas or to attribute ultimate 
authority to themselves. In keeping with this understanding, Ab‰ Bakr 
and ¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b often prefaced their letters with statements 
indicating their awareness of their own fallibility, such as: “This is the 
opinion of the Commander of the Faithful, ¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b,” or, 
“This is the opinion of Ab‰ Bakr, Caliph of the Messenger of God.” In 
other cases they might introduce a declaration with the statement, “This 
is what God has shown to the Caliph of the Messenger of God,” or, 
“This is what God has shown to the Commander of the Faithful ¢Umar 
Ibn al-Kha~~¥b.” However, in so saying, they would not attribute the 
view or command to God, lest they cause confusion to the Muslim  
community. 

 
fifth: the centrality of the model of the ummah as  

contrasted with that of the sect or worldly authority 
     
When instructing its listeners or readers to command what is good and 
forbid what is evil, the Qur’an addresses itself to all believers, whether 
indirectly, as in S‰rat al-Tawbah 9:71, “And [as for] the believers, both 
men and women - they are close unto one another: they enjoin the doing 
of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and are constant 
in prayer, and give zakah, and pay heed unto God and His Apostle. It is 
they upon whom God will bestow His grace: verily, God is Almighty, 
Wise!,”or directly, as in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110, “You are indeed the 
best community that has ever been brought forth for [the good of] 
mankind: you enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of 
what is wrong, and you believe in God.” When the Qur’an does specify a 
particular group, it specifies the entire Muslim community, or ummah, 
as in S‰rat ®l-¢Imr¥n 3:102-105, which reads: 
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And hold fast, all together, unto the bond with God, and do not draw apart 

from one another. And remember the blessings which God has bestowed 

upon you: how, when you were enemies, He brought your hearts together, 

so that through His blessing you became brethren; and [how, when] you 

were on the brink of a fiery abyss, He saved you from it. In this way God 

makes clear His messages unto you, so that you might find guidance, and 

that there might grow out of you a community who invite unto all that is 

good, and enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is 

wrong: and it is they, they who shall attain to a happy state! And be not like 

those who have drawn apart from one another and have taken to conflict-

ing views after all evidence of the truth has come unto them: for these it is for 

whom tremendous suffering is in store. 

 
Nowhere in the Qur’an does God address a sect or subgroup that 

exists in isolation from the greater ummah.16 Consequently, there is no 
place for the condescending, bigoted and dismissive attitudes perpetu-
ated by the model of “the single sect that will achieve salvation” which 
informed Muslims’ collective consciousness long ago. The Qur’an itself 
warns against sectarianism and divisiveness. In no place does the 
Qur’an direct us to move in self-contained circles within the ummah. 
On the contrary, it instructs us to move freely within the larger circum-
ference of the ummah as a whole. No idea that negates the unity of the 
ummah in favor of a sect or denomination will serve the aim of renewal 
or change. On the contrary, it will only bring about more division, 
which will lead in turn to the fragmentation of the religion, with each 
competing group adopting a part of the religion while mistakenly imag-
ining it to be the whole. 

 
The Ummah  
An examination of the term ummah in both its linguistic and conceptual 
dimensions sheds further light on its significance for an understanding 
of the Qur’anic teaching on the notion of difference. The term ummah 
occurs sixty times in the Qur’an as an indefinite noun, and in all of these 
places, it is used in the sense of a fundamental entity to which the exis-
tence of other things is attributed, or to which other entities are joined. 
This sense of the word is illustrated in S‰rat al-Zukhruf 43:23 in the 
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statement made by people attached to the beliefs of their ancestors: 
“We found our forefathers agreed on what to believe [literally, upon an 
ummah, “¢al¥ ummah”] – and, verily, it is but in their footsteps that we 
follow!” The use of the term ummah in the most unrestricted sense 
shows it to be a dynamic entity, a sphere that expands and contracts 
depending on the elements it includes at any given point in time. As 
such, the term ummah can be applied to an individual just as it can be 
applied to all people. 

The use of the term ummah to refer to an individual is found in S‰rat 
al-Na^l 16:120, where Abraham is described as an ummah. This 
description of the great patriarch is consistent with the fact that every-
one who came after him was traced back to him, and all of God’s 
messengers thereafter were among his descendants. Indeed, the Qur’an 
directs us to adhere to the creed of Abraham. As we read in S‰rat al-
Nis¥’ 4:125, “And who could be of better faith than he who surrenders 
his whole being unto God and is a doer of good withal, and follows the 
creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false – seeing that 
God took Abraham as an intimate friend?” However, the Qur’an also 
uses the term ummah to refer to a collective. It tells us, for example, that 
at one time all people constituted a single ummah, united in their wor-
ship of the one God. “And [know that] all mankind were once but one 
single community (ummatan w¥^idah), and only later did they begin to 
hold divergent views” (S‰rat Y‰nus 10:19). It was then that God began 
sending prophets as warners and as bearers of good tidings, and with 
them, granting revelation to serve as an arbiter among people concern-
ing the matters over which they differed (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:213). 

Had He so willed, God could have made all people a single ummah. 
In His supreme wisdom, however, He chose to test us by sending a  
variety of messengers, revelations and paths. “And had thy Sustainer so 
willed, He could surely have made all mankind one single community: 
but [He willed it otherwise, and so] they continue to hold divergent 
views…” (S‰rat H‰d 11:118). “Unto every one of you have We 
appointed a [different] law and way of life. And if God had so willed, 
He could surely have made you all one single community: but [He 
willed it otherwise] in order to test you by means of what He has vouch-
safed unto, you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good works! Unto 
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God you all must return; and then He will make you truly understand 
all that on which you were wont to differ” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:48). 

The concept of the ummah is associated with a network of ideas, 
including those of difference (al-ikhtil¥f), division (al-furqah or al-
tafarruq), and sect (al-~¥’ifah). Hence, a proper approach to an under- 
standing the ummah in Qur’anic terms requires that we touch upon 
these various ideas in turn. The Qur’an sometimes uses the term ummah 
in contrast to the divisions and disagreements against which it warns us. 
It lauds the emergence of 

 

a community (ummah) who invite unto all that is good, and enjoin the  

doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong: and it is they, 

they who shall attain to a happy state! And be not like those who have 

drawn apart from one another (tafarraq‰) and have taken to conflicting 

views (ikhtalaf‰) after all evidence of the truth has come unto them: for 

these it is for whom tremendous suffering is in store” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 

3:104-105). 

 
However, an ummah may forfeit its unity and be split apart: 
 

And, verily, this community of yours is one single community, since I am the 

Sustainer of you all: remain, then, conscious of Me! But they [who claim to 

follow you] have torn their unity wide asunder, piece by piece, each group 

delighting in [but] what they themselves possess [by way of tenets]. (S‰rat 

al-Mu’min‰n 23:52-53).  

 
Similarly, as we read earlier, “all mankind were once but one single 

community, and only later did they begin to hold divergent views” 
(S‰rat Y‰nus 10:19). 

The triliteral root f-r-q occurs seventy times in the Qur’an, referring 
in each case to some type of difference or disparity. In some cases it 
refers to a part of a whole, as in S‰rat al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:63, where God 
states, “Thereupon We inspired Moses thus: ‘Strike the sea with thy 
staff!’ – whereupon it parted, and each part (firq) appeared like a moun-
tain vast.” In other cases it is used to distinguish between individual 
entities: “And [Jacob] added: ‘O my sons! Do not enter by one gate,  
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but enter by different gates (abw¥bin mutafarriqah).’” (12:67) In 
another context it is used to refer to the Qur’an itself as that which  
distinguishes between truth and falsehood (al-furq¥n) (S‰rat al-Furq¥n 
25:1).17 The only negative sense in which this root is used has to do with 
disunity within religion. The Qur’an speaks disparagingly of “those 
who have broken the unity of their faith (farraq‰ dÏnahum)” (S‰rat al-
An¢¥m 6:159). (See also S‰rat al-Kahf 18:78: “[The sage] replied: “This 
is the parting (fir¥qun) of ways between me and thee.”) 

Some verbs derived from the triliteral root f-r-q have to do with a 
needed or desirable division or separation between truth and false-
hood. Moses prayed to God saying, “”O my Sustainer! Of none am I 
master but of myself and my brother [Aaron]: draw Thou, then, a divid-
ing line between us and these iniquitous folk (f’afriq baynan¥ wa bayn 
al-qawm al-f¥siqÏn)!” (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:25). In S‰rat al-Sh‰r¥ 42:7-
8, God commands the Prophet, “warn [them) of the Day of the 
Gathering, [the coming of) which is beyond all doubt: [the Day when] 
some (farÏq) shall find themselves in paradise, and some (farÏq) in the 
blazing flame.” (See also S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:30.) These verses point to a 
reality which is affirmed repeatedly in the Qur’an, namely, that had 
God so willed, all people would have faith. However, since this earthly 
realm is an abode of testing, each of us has been given a choice, and not 
all people will follow a single path. 

The negative sense in which derivatives of the root f-r-q have been 
used is that of bringing out divisions within religion. This sense is 
employed in S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:159, where God says to the Prophet, 
“Verily, as for those who have broken the unity of their faith (farraq‰ 
dÏnahum) and have become sects – thou hast nothing to do with them. 
Behold, their case rests with God: and in time He will make them under-
stand what they were doing.” Similarly, God commands the believers 
in S‰rat al-Sh‰r¥ 42:13 to “steadfastly uphold the [true] faith, and do 
not break up your unity therein (l¥ tatafarraq‰ fÏhi).” S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 
4:152 assures us that those who do not draw baseless distinctions 
among God’s messengers will be rewarded, saying: “But as for those 
who believe in God and His apostles and make no distinction between 
any of them (lam yufarriq‰ bayna a^adin minhum) – unto them, in 
time, will He grant their rewards [in full].” In S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:153, 
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God warns believers not to allow anyone to separate them from the 
right path, saying, “And [know] that this is the way leading straight 
unto Me: follow it, then, and follow not other ways, lest they cause you 
to deviate from His way (fa tafarraqa bikum ¢an sabÏlihi).” 

The Qur’anic passages cited here point to the source of the division 
which leads in turn to partisanship, and to the partitioning and frag-
mentation of the religion. When the religion that forms the foundation 
upon which the ummah has been built is broken into pieces, whether 
through corruption of the revealed message, as happened among the 
followers of earlier religions, or through misinterpretation and mis-
understanding as happens among Muslims, this results in disparities in 
people’s perceptions of the religious authority on which they rely, 
which leads in turn to differences, conflicts and, eventually, open war-
fare. The reason for this is that the division of the religion distances us 
from its central authority while undermining its impact on our lives, 
causing us to wrong and harm one another. After all, matters such as 
this are not confined to abstract opinions, but affect entire cultural and 
social structures, as a result of which the differences take on deeper 
dimensions which not only entrench divisions among members of the 
ummah, preventing them from developing a communal consciousness, 
but, in addition, perpetuate a tradition which is not governed by the 
teachings of the Qur’an. 

What distinguishes the ummah of Islam from other communities  
of faith is that its revelation has been preserved by God to serve as  
evidence to humankind of the truth of its message until the Day of 
Judgment. As only one part of the ummah, a sect (firqah) would be inca-
pable of upholding the religion, in part because of its incomplete view of 
things, and in part because of its inability to transcend its narrow sphere 
of movement. Would a denomination (~¥’ifah), then, be capable of ful-
filling this function? 

The word ~¥’ifah is used in the Qur’an to refer to a group of people 
that constitutes part of a whole (see, for example, S‰rat al-A^z¥b 
33:12-13). The word ~¥’ifah is derived from the verb ~¥fa/ya~‰fu, mean-
ing to circumambulate about a fixed center. Hence, whereas the word 
firqah points to a separation between the part and the whole, and is thus 
used to identify an independently existing entity, the word ~¥’ifah  
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suggests unity between the part and the whole, as the ~¥’ifah is some-
thing that revolves around the center rather than being drawn toward 
the periphery.18 Nevertheless, neither the firqah nor the ~¥’ifah is pre-
sented in the Qur’an as being capable of upholding the religion. This 
may be seen from the fact that when a conflict arises between two 
groups (~¥’ifatayn) within the Islamic community, it is the larger com-
munity – the ummah – which acts as a referee or arbiter to contain and 
resolve the dispute: “Hence, if two groups of believers (~¥’ifat¥n) fall to 
fighting, make peace between them; but then, if one of the two [groups] 
goes on acting wrongfully towards the other, fight against the one that 
acts wrongfully until it reverts to God’s commandment; and if they 
revert, make peace between them with justice, and deal equitably (with 
them]: for verily, God loves those who act equitably!” (S‰rat al-
¤ujur¥t 49:9)  

It should be noted here that the Qur’an’s instructions to “fight 
against the one that acts wrongfully,” and “make peace” are not 
addressed to a third “group” (~¥’ifah). Rather, they are addressed to the 
believing community as a whole – the ummah – whose members are 
seeking to reconcile the warring groups. If, after reconciliation has been 
achieved, one of the two groups continues to act abusively toward the 
other, the entity which fights the group that is in the wrong lest the  
conflict spread further needs to be the entire believing community, not 
some third group within the community. The believing community – 
the ummah – is not a party to the dispute, but an arbiter, a refuge to 
which the parties in conflict can appeal, with no one being excluded.  

Based on the foregoing, the word ummah (community) in God’s 
words, “that there might grow out of you a community (li takun 
minkum ummah)” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:104) cannot be taken to refer to a 
part of a whole, or one of a number of smaller circles that move within a 
larger circle. Rather, the notion of a community out of a community, or 
a community within a community, refers to the renewal of the ummah’s 
effectiveness whenever it wanes; it refers to a communal entity that is 
raised up anew when it begins to collapse, a spirit of community that is 
revived when it grows faint; a sunrise after a sunset, like the emergence 
of life out of death, and day out of night. 
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Muslims are thus called upon to support the ummah because it is the 
entity which has been authorized and qualified to uphold the religion. 
As we read in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:104, God calls for the emergence of “a 
community (ummah) who invite unto all that is good, and enjoin the 
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong: and it is 
they, they who shall attain to a happy state!” When God issued the 
command to “uphold the faith, and do not break up your unity there-
in” (S‰rat al-Sh‰r¥ 42:13), the command was addressed to all 
believers. After all, it is not the ruler, the state, the party, or some illuso-
ry sect that attains exclusively to salvation that possesses the right to 
command the doing of what is good and forbid the doing of what is 
wrong. Rather, it is the ummah, and the ummah alone. In early writings 
on Islamic legal policy, the discourse of change was implicitly 
addressed to those in positions of political power, and as such, it served 
their interests. Simi-larly, in recent times, such discourse has been 
addressed to the state. By contrast, the discourse of change needs to be 
formulated in such a way that it encompasses the entire ummah. 

There is a significant difference between the visions of change gener-
ated by the model of the ummah, and those generated by the model of 
the lone sect that will attain to salvation. Not only are these visions  
different; they are at complete odds with each other, and work at utter 
cross purposes. For whereas the model of the ummah gives rise to 
visions of global unity capable of embracing differences and variety, 
the model of the “saved sect” promotes visions which are at best par-
tial, truncated, and deconstructive in nature. 

 
1. Reviving the ummah  
First of all, a distinction needs to be drawn between reviving the ummah 
and re-establishing it. The Apostle is the person who first established 
the ummah in his capacity as the deliverer of a message from God; this 
was an event that cannot be repeated, since it was associated with the 
sending down of the divine revelation by means of which the ummah 
was built upon the foundations of the Abrahamic creed. The revelation 
was sent down in stages on the Seal of Prophets and Messengers so that 
he might recite it to others over a period of time as they constructed the 
witnessing, moderate, virtuous community of Islam. This community 
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would be capable of bearing the burdens of the Islamic message, not by 
virtue of its being a center of power in the modern, Western sense of 
centralization but, rather, an exemplar around which other communi-
ties and nations would gather voluntarily.19 

As for revival, it is a renewal on foundations that had been laid 
previously. The process of revival and renewal requires that we have a 
precise and detailed understanding of the original entity we are seeking 
to revive and renew; otherwise, our attempts will founder. God has 
given us an example of such a process in the plan He set forth to revive 
the message He had revealed to the Children of Israel. After receiving 
this message from God, their hearts had grown so hard that they had no 
appreciation for the revelation that had been bestowed on them. (“The 
parable of those who were graced with the burden of the Torah, and 
thereafter failed to bear this burden, is that of an ass that carries a load 
of books [but cannot benefit from them] – S‰rat al-Jum¢ah 62:5). They 
had distorted its meanings, and forgotten a portion of what they had 
been told to bear in mind through Moses, Aaron, David and Solomon. 
Hence, God sent Christ to them as a renewer and reviver of the faith, to 
soften their hearts, restore their humility, and re-energize their faith in 
God and the effectiveness of God’s law in their lives. When asked if he 
had come to change the divinely revealed law, Christ replied, “Do not 
think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have not 
come to abolish them, but to fulfill them. For truly I tell you, until heav-
en and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a 
pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is 
accomplished” (Matthew 5:17-18). Similarly, we read Christ’s words 
as recorded in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:50, “And [I have come] to confirm the 
truth of whatever there still remains of the Torah, and to make lawful 
unto you some of the things which [aforetime] were forbidden to you. 
And I have come unto you with a message from your Sustainer; remain, 
then, conscious of God, and pay heed unto me.” 

As the Children of Israel grew increasingly hard-hearted, they fell 
prey to a kind of formalism that combined an excessive concern for  
outward ritual and nitpicking adherence to literal applications of the 
Torah with a blithe disregard for its spiritual aims and purposes. 
Consequently, the Torah had become a law of shackles and chains 
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rather than a dispensation of mercy and compassion. In this context, 
Christ was responsible for renewing people’s understanding of the Law 
as revealed through Moses. Similarly the role of the Muslim community 
of faith is to revive the Islamic religion and creed by renewing people’s 
understanding of the Law as revealed through the Prophet, a process 
which includes correcting people’s perception of the Law as nothing 
but a system of do’s and don’t’s. However, we will only succeed in 
accessing the blessing and light found in God’s Law if God’s Book is 
read and understood with a view to its structural unity. 

Those who suppose that time is static, or that one can reproduce 
some era from the past, are mistaken. Such people fail to recognize 
God’s laws governing the Cosmos, one of which is that time is march-
ing toward an end, and to a term appointed by God, namely, the Day of 
Resurrection, and that no one but the Almighty has the capacity to halt 
time’s progress or to alter its laws. Thus, once a moment is past, no one 
could possibly reproduce it even if he were to join forces with everyone 
else on Earth. Similarly, the events that happen at a given time could 
never be repeated nor even simulated in any precise manner. This being 
the case, God would never require us to reenact the stories recorded in 
the Qur’an. Rather, there are only two things He has asked us to do. 
The first is to recognize the good that was done by the people whose  
stories have come down to us and discern the ways in which we can 
emulate that good. And the second is to learn the lessons which those 
past events and actions were intended to teach us. That is all! God’s 
messengers and prophets were subject to all of God’s laws, including 
those of decay and death. As God declared to the Prophet, “verily, thou 
art bound to die, [O Muhammad,] and, verily, they, too, are bound to 
die” (S‰rat al-Zumar 39:30). 

The events that took place during the era of the Prophet cannot be 
reproduced. Nevertheless, there are those who mistakenly believe that 
if we reread the Qur’an as it was first revealed, imagining ourselves to 
be living in the generation that first received the revelation, and if we 
chose someone we thought qualified to play a role comparable to that 
of the Messenger of God among us, we could reproduce the first gener-
ation of Muslims in our own time or at some point in the future. Those 
who cling to this notion fail to perceive the divine wisdom in the fact 
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that God has severed the connection between His revelation in the 
Qur’an and the situations with which it was first associated (referred to 
by some as “the occasions of revelation”) lest the Qur’an be seen as 
bound to the conditions that prevailed at that time. During the final 
year of his life, the Messenger of God met with the angel Gabriel, and 
the two of them together rearranged the Qur’an by a divine command 
that was subject neither to question nor rational analysis. It was 
through this process that the Qur’an took the form in which it exists 
today: its one-hundred and fourteen surahs arranged from the longest 
to the shortest. 

Having been divinely collected, preserved, and arranged, the Qur’an 
has become the equivalent of “the Apostle in residence” in people’s 
midst until the Day of Resurrection. With a transcendent structure 
capable of addressing the changes that accompany every time and 
place, it is our authoritative point of reference, our source of guidance 
and inspiration. For just as it assimilated peoples beyond the Arabian 
Peninsula into the Muslim community, it will remain capable of such 
assimilation in a process intended to continue uninterrupted until the 
end of time. The Qur’an is God’s speech addressed to everyone on 
Earth20 in order that, if they answer its call, they might be restored once 
more to being a single community after having been rent by conflicts 
and divisions. The Qur’an continues to look toward the goal of gather-
ing all of humanity under the banner of faith in the one God, thereby 
ushering them into a state of universal peace. God’s call to them is: “O 
you who have attained to faith! Surrender yourselves wholly unto God, 
and follow not Satan’s footsteps, for, verily, he is your open foe” (S‰rat 
al-Baqarah 2:208). For the Qur’an stands as God’s proof to all, not just 
to some, until the Day of Judgment. 

Consequently, the process of reviving the ummah and renewing its 
structure consists of two dimensions. The first dimension is a discourse 
addressed to those who are part of the Qur’anic community of faith, 
while the second is the act of addressing those who are outside of this 
circle. This is the global dimension of Islam. When formulating a dis-
course based on Islamic authoritative sources, both of these dimensions 
need to be taken into consideration, however contradictory they may 
appear to be on the surface.21 
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2. Did the Messenger of God establish an ummah, or a state?  
Present-day Islamist movements’ vision of change rests on the belief 
that the Messenger of God established a political state – the state of 
Islam – to uphold the religion and consolidate the foundations of 
Islamic outreach. In other words, adherents of these movements hold 
that the Prophet’s establishment of a state was based on a divine com-
mand rather than being simply a response to the requirements of the 
political order. Based on this premise, it was concluded that Islam is 
both a religious and a political entity, and as a consequence, the state 
became a topic of Islamic legal theory, which led in turn to the formula-
tion of authoritarian conceptions of the Islamic state. 

Lest we be drawn into a controversy over whether or not the 
Messenger of God established a state, we will set out here to demon-
strate that a two-tiered authoritarian structure consisting of a head 
which makes decisions, and a body that carries them out, has no foun-
dation in the life of the Prophet and his manner of relating to his noble 
Companions. We base our argument on the words of God Almighty, 
who said, “Muhammad is God’s Apostle; and those who are with him 
are firm and unyielding towards all deniers of the truth, [yet] full of 
mercy towards one another” (S‰rat al-Fat^ 48:29). This verse speaks of 
a “withness” which sums up the relationship between the Messenger of 
God and his Companions. This “withness,” or togetherness, is not an 
absolute subordination or mindless imitation. Rather, they were urged 
to reflect on the content of the Qur’an and Sunnah, and in this capacity, 
they were not the Prophet’s followers, but rather, his Companions who 
shared everything together and related to each other with understand-
ing and compassion. There was no ‘commander’ and ‘commanded’ 
among them unless the matter in question had to do with a command 
which the Prophet had received by way of divine revelation. In such a 
case, the Prophet himself was bound to obedience just as his Compan-
ions were, the only difference between him and them being that 
whereas they were simply recipients of the command, he bore the 
responsibility to convey the command to others. 

S‰rat al-Fat^ provides us with a description of the sociopolitical 
structure of the society that had arisen in the city of Madinah in the 
Prophet’s day. The process by which commands were given, received 
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and implemented or by which decisions were made was not authorita-
tive or hierarchical but, rather, based on the structure of “withness” or 
togetherness of the sort spoken of in S‰rat al-Fat^ 48:29. This dynamic 
is illustrated in an incident relating to the historic Treaty of Huday-
biyah of 6 ah/628 ce. Some of the Companions had been grumbling 
bitterly about the terms of the aforementioned treaty,22 which they con-
sidered egregiously unfair. The Qur’an informs us, however, that the 
terms of the treaty and the events surrounding it had been divinely 
ordained for the Muslims’ protection and benefit, saying, “And He it is 
who, in the valley of Makkah, stayed their hands from you, and your 
hands from them, after He had enabled you to vanquish them” (S‰rat 
al-Fat^ 48:24). When some of the Companions complained to the 
Messenger of God about the provision of the treaty according to which 
Muslims fleeing from Quraysh would have to be sent back to Makkah, 
while Muslims fleeing back to Makkah would be given refuge there,  
he replied, “Whoever [among the Muslims] goes back to them [the 
Qurayshis] does so because God Himself has sent him away, and if any-
one flees to us from them, God will open a way of escape and relief for 
him.” When the Messenger of God instructed his Companions to 
slaughter their sacrificial animals and shave their heads (thereby signal-
ing that they would not be completing their pilgrimage at that time), 
none of them got up or made a move. He repeated his instructions three 
times, still without arousing a response. But when at last, based on 
advice from his wife Umm Salamah, the Prophet rose himself to do as 
he had instructed his Companions, they got up and began shaving each 
other’s heads with such a vengeance that they nearly did each other in.23 
The Prophet conducted himself in this egalitarian manner despite the 
fact that there was no room for personal opinion with respect to the 
command he had given the Companions, since the tie that bound the 
Companions to him was not one of subordination, but, rather, of 
togetherness, cooperation and consultation, since God had knitted 
their hearts together. What a vast contrast there is between this and the 
authoritarian, patriarchal conceptions that have been formulated 
around the imam or the caliph, which portray him as a virtual shadow 
of God on Earth, a guardian of the religion and the religious community, 
and on the basis of which Islamists in our day and age have constructed 
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notions of an Islamic state which more or less mirrors the modern state 
with its far-reaching tentacles! 

The Messenger of God was a leader in a class of his own. He cannot 
properly be compared, for example, to the leader of a political group or 
party, nor to a guide or leader of a people, since unlike any of these, he 
was a Prophet and a Messenger who had been sent by God and who 
was, as we read in S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:64, to “be obeyed by God’s leave.” 
Most Islamist movements, in complete disregard of the differences 
between their leaders and the Messenger of God, require members to 
obey them, forbid any discussion of orders or plans prior to their imple-
mentation, and treat the outcomes of mutual consultation as merely 
instructive rather than binding on their leaders. Not only this, but they 
treat the group as though it enjoyed the same status as the religion itself, 
and thus prohibit resignations as though they were tantamount to 
apostasy. In so doing, these groups relegate to themselves an authority 
which belonged to the Messenger of God alone and which may not 
rightfully be claimed by anyone after him. 

After talking about the “stragglers” (al-mukhallifÏn), that is, the 
hypocrites who would gather round when it was time to distribute the 
spoils, but make up excuses for themselves at times that required effort 
and sacrifice, S‰rat al-Fat^ takes up the mission to deliver the Islamic 
message outside the narrow circle in which it had been circulating. All 
previous confrontations had taken place with the people immediately 
surrounding the Prophet, all of whom were inhabitants of the Arabian 
Peninsula. Now, however, the community was being summoned to 
face those outside that peninsula to spread the message of Islam. (“You 
are indeed the best community that has ever been brought forth for [the 
good of] mankind” – S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110.)24 The Messenger of God 
spent his life laying the foundations of a community of faith to be the 
bearer of a message, and so that message had to go outwards to allow 
the subjects of surrounding empires the opportunity to be exposed to 
the evidence for Islam and then make their own decision whether to 
embrace Islam or not. 

Eventually there emerged an Islamic state; gradually however, the 
state evolved into an imperial expression of its own that had no basis in 
a divinely revealed text or command. Thus, over time, the split between 
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the state and the ummah – and hence, between the state and the mission 
to spread the faith – grew ever deeper and wider. This was only to be 
expected, since the state – a material entity that needed to defend itself 
physically against those who constituted a threat to its expansion, if not 
to its very existence – had requirements that were at cross-purposes 
with those of spreading the Islamic message.25  

In sum, upholding the ummah is primary; upholding the state is  
secondary, not the other way around. Establishment of a state which is 
described as Islamic, but which does not concern itself with the well-
being of the ummah, will both harm the interests of the ummah and 
hinder the work of spreading the Islamic message, since a state such as 
this will represent nothing but the rule of a given sect, group, tribe or 
family, thereby perpetuating conflicts of interests and ever-deepening 
conflicts. A true Islamic caliphate is a caliphate of the ummah (“You 
are the best community (khayra ummatin) that has ever been brought 
forth for [the good of] mankind” – S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110). The viabili-
ty of a caliphate is conditional not on the unity of worldly authority, 
but on that of the Muslim community. A worldly authority might build 
a far-flung empire, as has happened in the past. However, it cannot 
build a caliphate. How could it do so based on a narrow sectarian theo-
logical discourse incapable of accommodating the variety and 
multiplicity that mark the worldwide Muslim community? 

 
The concept of caliphate (khil¥fah) in the Qur’an  

The concept of the caliphate (khil¥fah) expresses itself in a variety of 
ways in the Qur’an. The triliteral root kh-l-f occurs in one hundred 
twenty-five places, in ten of which it conveys the sense of acting as 
God’s representative, vicegerent or steward on Earth. Overall, these 
uses of the root kh-l-f can be divided into three categories: 
 
a) Humanity’s appointment as God’s agents on Earth   
We read in S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:30-33: 

 

Behold, your Lord said to the angels, “I will place a vicegerent (khalÏfah) on 

earth.” They said: “Wilt Thou place therein one who will make mischief 

and shed blood, whilst we celebrate Thy praises and glorify Thy holy 
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[name]?” He said, “I know that which you know not.” And He imparted 

unto Adam the names of all things; then He brought them within the ken of 

the angels and said: “Declare unto Me the names of these [things], if what 

you say is true.” They replied: “Limitless art Thou in Thy glory! No knowl-

edge have we save that which Thou hast imparted unto us. Verily, Thou 

alone art All-Knowing, Truly Wise.” Said He: “O Adam, convey unto them 

the names of these [things].” And as soon as [Adam] had conveyed unto 

them their names, [God] said: “Did I not say unto you, Verily, I alone know 

the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth, and know all that you bring 

into the open and all that you would conceal?” 

 
These verses speak of God’s having created and appointed human 

beings to be His vicegerents on Earth. Furthermore, they inform us that 
in preparation for them to bear this responsibility, God endowed 
human beings with gifts that had not been granted to other creatures. 
Thus, despite the fact that the angels surpass human beings in their 
devotion to God’s praise and worship, this was not sufficient to qualify 
them to carry out the task of being God’s stewards on Earth. Thus, after 
creating the Earth and establishing a well-defined order and set laws, 
God willed in His supreme wisdom to entrust these entities to one of His 
creatures. For the role of vicegerent or steward entails the element of 
entrustment, as when Moses said unto his brother Aaron: “Take my 
place (ukhlufnÏ) among my people; and act righteously, and follow not 
the path of the spreaders of corruption” (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:142). 

Such entrustment requires that the person to whom the responsibility 
has been entrusted be given some degree of power or authority, and it 
was this understanding – not the fact that Adam in particular had been 
chosen for this role – that raised doubts in the minds of the angels when 
God announced His intention to place human beings on Earth as his 
“caliphs.” Specifically, what prepared Adam (representing human 
beings as a species) to bear the responsibility God had given him was the 
ability to respond to the laws and mysteries of the universe. This fact is 
alluded to in the statement , “God taught Adam the names of all things” 
(S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:31), including the role he had been mandated to 
fulfill, the powers with which he would fulfill it, and the limits by which 
he was to abide. These limits are referred to in S‰rat F¥~ir 35:41, which 
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reads, “Verily, it is God [alone] who upholds the celestial bodies and 
the earth, lest they deviate [from their orbits] for if they should ever 
deviate, there is none that could uphold them after He will have ceased 
to do so.” Moreover, following the phase of assignment and testing 
comes the phase of reward and punishment. 
 
b) God’s appointment of entire peoples and nations in turn  
The concept of an entire people or nation being appointed as God’s 
vicegerents on Earth is expressed in S‰rat al-Naml 27:62, where God 
asks rhetorically, “Nay – who is it that responds to the distressed when 
he calls out to Him, and who removes the ill [that caused the distress], 
and has appointed you stewards on Earth? Could there be any divine 
power besides God? How seldom do you keep this in mind!”26 The 
appointment of peoples and nations to be God’s representatives and 
stewards stems from the overall appointment or election of human 
beings from among the various creatures on Earth to act as God’s 
vicegerents. It should be borne in mind that this election or appoint-
ment is not a privilege or reward, but rather, a role that has been passed 
down throughout history from one people or nation to another. Nor 
does it apply exclusively to believers; rather, it applies to any nation or 
people that has come into possession of power. Nations which have 
gained power over others will be charged with a greater responsibility 
and have a heavier burden to bear. They are given time to prove them-
selves, but if they fall prey to corruption, power will eventually pass to 
others to bear the burden of responsibility in their stead, and for them 
in turn to be put to the test. 

 
c) Individual appointment  
Individual appointment is based on a divine mandate to exercise con-
trol over nature and other creatures. As God said to David, “O David! 
Behold, We have made you a vicegerent (khalÏfah) on earth: judge, 
then, between others with justice, and do not follow vain desire, lest it 
lead you astray from the path of God” (S‰rat ß¥d 38:26). The role of 
vicegerent (khil¥fah) as spoken of here is not the mere exercise of reli-
gious authority in accordance with God’s Law as in the case of David 
and Solomon. 
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It bears noting here that despite the universality of his message, the 
Messenger of God is not described in the Qur’an as a steward or vice-
gerent on Earth. What this indicates is that the era of individual vice- 
gerency or stewardship (al-istikhl¥f) had come to an end by the time of 
the Prophet: “Muhammad is only an apostle; all the [other] apos-
tles have passed away before him: if, then, he dies or is slain, will 
you turn about on your heels?” (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:144). 

The second type of individual appointment or election, which is an 
extension of the more general type of appointment, involves a person’s 
being tested through what he or she has been entrusted by God. This is 
referred to in S‰rat al-¤adÏd 57:7, which states, “Believe in God and 
His Apostle, and spend on others out of that of which He has made you 
trustees (mustakhlafÏn): for those of you who have attained to faith and 
who spend freely [in God’s cause] shall have a great reward.” This 
divine appointment of a certain individual differs from the appoint-
ment by one individual of another which we saw earlier involving Moses 
and Aaron (S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:142). However, the common thread which 
runs through the various instances of God’s appointing particular  
people, and of one person’s appointing another, is that of entrustment. 
Moreover, stewardship, and hence entrustment, contrasts significantly 
with the notion of inheritance, which has nothing to do with worthiness 
of the task that devolves upon the individual concerned.27 In fact,  
inheritance and stewardship differ entirely from one another when 
attributed to God. For once God’s appointment of individuals or 
nations as His stewards on Earth has run its course, it is not human 
beings, but God Himself, who will inherit what has been theirs. God 
declares: “Behold, We alone shall remain after the earth and all who live 
on it have passed away, and [when] unto Us all will have been brought 
back” (S‰rat Maryam 19:40). 

From this it will be seen that the concept of the caliphate (khil¥fah, 
derived from the same root as istikhl¥f, or stewardship) involves far 
more than a mere succession of nations or individuals in positions of 
power or influence. Rather, it goes to the heart of the wise purpose for 
which human beings were brought into existence and their God-given 
role on Earth. All creatures, human beings included, were brought into 
existence in order to worship their Creator. However, every species and 
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every type of entity fulfill this purpose in its own way. As we are told in 
S‰rat al-Isr¥’ 17:44, “The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, and 
the earth, and all that they contain; and there is not a single thing but 
extols His limitless glory and praise: but you fail to grasp the manner in 
which they glorify Him!” When, out of all creatures in the Universe – 
including the angels, who are unsurpassed in their devotion to the 
divine worship and praise – God appoints Adam and his progeny to be 
His vicegerents or stewards on Earth, this points to the fact that human 
beings have a role which differs in kind from that of other creatures, 
and that in order for their worship of God to conform to the assignment 
they have been given on Earth, it must take place within the framework 
of their role as stewards or vicegerents. 

It is in light of this Qur’anic concept of vicegerency, stewardship or 
trusteeship (khil¥fah, istikhl¥f) that Muslims need to understand what 
is spoken of as the Islamic caliphate. For if God’s appointment of 
human beings as His stewards on Earth places a heavy burden upon 
them as a race, then a major share of this burden must certainly fall on 
Muslims in their capacity as adherents of the final divine revelation. 
After all, the Islamic caliphate is the caliphate not of a worldly power, 
but of a spiritual community, and the discharge of this trust in keeping 
with the divine will, which involves eliminating any corruption that 
may have marred this trust due to human sin and failure, is an affair too 
weighty to be entrusted to an individual, or to be achieved via this or 
that political decision. 

The primary reason for which any nation fails to carry out the obli-
gations entailed by being God’s stewards on Earth is that they have 
broken their covenant with God and cut asunder what God has bidden 
to be joined (see S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:26-27). This being the case, the 
first thing that needs to be done in correction of this situation is to 
affirm Muslims’ mutual bonds. As we are commanded in S‰rat al-
Baqarah 2:208, “Enter one and all into peace (udkhul‰ fÏ al-silmi 
k¥ffah), and follow not Satan’s footsteps, for, verily, he is your open 
foe.” 

Any talk of an Islamic caliphate in the absence of peaceful relations 
among Muslims is a mere self-deception. Moreover, the success of any 
political formulation in advancing the caliphate on the level of the 
ummah needs to be gauged not in terms of its geographical reach or 

preserving unity and avoiding division224



temporal longevity but, rather, in terms of how effectively it has 
advanced peaceful, harmonious relations among all sectors of the 
ummah. Indeed, even the bloodiest, more tyrannical empire might 
enjoy a vast geographical reach and a lengthy rule, as may be seen in the 
various phases of the Roman Empire: from monarchy, to republic, to 
pagan state, to Christian state. 

The authoritarian bent that one observes in some, if not all, Islamic 
movements is nothing new. Indeed, early writings in the area of Islamic 
legal policy reduced the ummah to authority figures such as the sultan, 
the caliph, etc., while more contemporary writings reduce the ummah 
to the state.28 In both these cases, however, the ummah itself is absent. 
In so doing, such writings reflect the influence of the tribal model of 
society in which the tribe’s chieftain constitutes the community’s back-
bone and source of subsistence. Add to this the fact that such move- 
ments are colored on a profound level by the notion of the one sect that 
achieves salvation, and whose duty is to impose its own vision of Islam 
through an authority figure tasked with policing correct doctrine. 
When, due to exclusive identification with this sect or that, the ummah 
is absented from the prevailing discourse, such discourse takes on a dis-
missive and exclusionary tone. In such an atmosphere, force 
determines who will have the upper hand, and change comes to be 
effected solely through the top-down exercise of power. Hence, a soci-
ety’s inability to resolve its differences invites authoritarianism. 
However, tyranny can only take hold to the extent that a society allows 
it to. This is not to deny the importance of physical elements in the 
process of bringing about change. Rather, it is simply to caution against 
belief in a single sect that attains salvation to the exclusion of all others. 
Attempts to lord it over one another are, whether we realize it or not, 
another form of divine chastisement. As we are reminded in S‰rat al-
An¢¥m 6:65, “Say, ‘It is God alone who has the power to let loose upon 
you suffering from above you or from beneath your feet, or to con-
found you with mutual discord and let you taste the fear of one 
another.’” 

 
Is a static mentality capable of reviving and rebuilding the ummah?  
What I am referring to here as the “static mentality” (al-¢aqliyah al-
suk‰niyah) is one that views the texts of the Qur’an and the Sunnah 
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solely in light of the knowledge that was available to, and the method-
ological structures and approaches employed by, the first generation of 
Muslims, and other relevant historical features and events. Governed 
by this “static” perspective, contemporary Islamic discourse does not 
attempt to analyze the aforementioned structures and approaches so as 
to study them from within. As a result, such modern discourse fails to 
appreciate the momentous transformations that such structures were 
likely to undergo. Similarly, it fails to perceive the extent of the impact 
left by the ongoing overlap and interplay between the local and the 
global. 

While residing in Baghdad, Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï (d. 204 ah/820 ce) 
developed his first system of jurisprudence. It was in Baghdad that al-
Sh¥fi¢Ï wrote his renowned work al-¤ujjah (The Proof), which was 
read and studied by his students there. He then left for Egypt, where he 
rethought the entire juristic system he had formulated in Baghdad. 
Once in Egypt, in fact, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï changed his rulings on all but a mere 
thirteen questions. In this way, even in his relatively short lifetime, al-
Sh¥fi¢Ï managed to produce two distinct systems of jurisprudence, each 
of which was suited to the particular environment in which it had 
emerged. It should also be borne in mind that the contrasts between the 
conditions in Baghdad and Egypt in al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s day were far less strik-
ing or profound than those which exist now between, for instance, 
Saudi Arabia and the Indian sub-peninsula or Southeast Asia. Never-
theless, some present-day jurists attempt to apply rulings that were 
originally formulated within the cultural framework that prevailed in 
second-century ah Hejaz or Kufa by proponents of that day’s juristic 
schools of thought. In so doing, they are trying to fit a camel through 
the eye of a needle, as it were. The reason, of course, is that they have 
failed to perceive the implications of the universality of Islam, which 
enables the religion to accommodate the vast array of circumstances 
and conditions that have prevailed down the ages and across the world 
within a framework of timeless values and ethical constants rather than 
the time-bound and variable understandings of its adherents. 

One manifestation of this static mentality is the notion that modern-
day Muslims are called upon to reproduce the historical context in 
which the Qur’an first appeared, and to model their actions in every 

preserving unity and avoiding division226



detail after the community that witnessed the revelation of the Qur’an 
in the generation of the Companions. According to this view, Muslims 
must establish a state resembling the one that existed in Madinah dur-
ing the days of the Prophet; furthermore, this state must be the base 
from which the entire world is brought into submission to the Muslim 
caliph, who is required in turn to battle “the abode of war” within “the 
abode of Islam” until the appearance of the long-awaited Mahdi and 
the return of Christ. Quite unfortunately, contemporary Islamic dis-
course has remained captive to this vision, while people’s thoughts and 
perspectives have remained bound to past realities without any view to 
the present or future. 

This static mentality is clearly at odds with the principle of the uni-
versal applicability of the Qur’an which renders it a source of guidance 
for all people in all times and places. The attempt to confine the Qur’an’s 
applicability to the socio-cultural context of those who first received it 
is tantamount to the assertion that the Qur’an is historically bound. 
Consequently, it is essential that we move past the static mindset that 
has such a grip on us, and embrace the Qur’an’s liberating universality. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that this static mentality flies in the 
face of historical fact. Indeed, when circumstances changed after the 
death of the Prophet, the makeup of the Muslim community underwent 
changes as well.  

If we adopt a reactionary, atavistic, overly nostalgic approach and 
attitude – by suggesting, for example, that the cause of our problems is 
change, and that the solution is to revert to the way things were in an 
earlier time as though the past were the point of reference against which 
everything should be measured – then the vision we are proposing will 
be out of touch with both the time in which we are living, and the needs 
of the Muslim community. How – now that the ummah is over fourteen 
centuries old, having assimilated peoples from across the globe with 
their varied cultures, histories, languages and mentalities – can we rea-
sonably be expected to gauge our current juristic needs against rulings 
that were issued when the ummah was only years or, at most, decades 
old?29 The dialectic between human beings and reality has never ceased. 
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Al-¤anÏfiyah30 as a mindset with which to approach the  
renewal of the ummah  
In S‰rat al-R‰m 30:30-32, God commanded the Prophet, saying: 

 

And so, set your face steadfastly towards the faith (aqim wajhaka lil-dÏn), 

turning away from all that is false (^anÏfan), in accordance with the natural 

disposition which God has instilled into human beings: for the ever-true 

faith (al-dÏn al-qayyimu) affirms that no change could ever corrupt what 

God has created; but most people know it not. [Turn, then, away from all 

that is false,] turning unto Him [alone]; and remain conscious of Him, and 

be constant in prayer, and be not among those who ascribe divinity to aught 

beside Him, [or] among those who have broken the unity of their faith and 

have become sects, each group delighting in but what they themselves hold 

[by way of tenets]. 
 
The phrase, aqim wajhaka lil-dÏni ^anifan – translated here as “set 

your face steadfastly towards the faith, turning away from all that is 
false” – gives us a dynamic image of the condition in which the believer 
is intended to live. As believers, we should travel through life on full 
alert, being on constant guard against anything that would divert us 
from our intended destination. 

It is worthy of reflection that the term ^anÏf, which refers to some-
one who turns away from all that is false, is applied in the Qur’an to 
only one person – to the prophet Abraham, or to his creed. The word 
occurs in twelve places. In ten of these, including the quote above from 
S‰rat al-R‰m, it is used as an adverb. In the remaining two instances, it 
is used as an adjective following the past tense of the verb “to be.” In 
S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:67, for example, we are told that “Abraham was nei-
ther a Jew nor a Christian, but was one who turned away from all that is 
false (k¥na ̂ anÏfan), having surrendered himself unto God (musliman); 
and he was not of those who ascribe divinity to aught beside Him.”31 
Used in this manner, the word ̂ anÏf may be classified in Arabic as either 
a noun or an adjective. If classified as a noun, the word might imply a 
static, unchanging characteristic of Abraham’s person. However, the 
context in which it is used here allows us to read it alternatively as an 
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adjective, in which case it describes a dynamic state. As such, the intent 
here is not to describe movement toward an end point which, when one 
reaches it, one achieves an ideal state in which there is no need for  
further movement or change. With this in mind, al-^anÏfiyah may be 
understood to be a way of life that consists of constant motion, its  
trajectory being away from falsehood and toward truth and justice. Al-
^anÏfiyah is thus founded upon the premise that the natural state of 
affairs is not one of permanence, but of change. 

As an inclination away from falsehood and toward truth, al-
^anÏfiyah represents a path toward change based on a kind of dialogue 
with reality that begins with a rejection of structures and molds which 
once embodied noble values or ideals but which, over time, deviated 
from their original purpose and were thus marred and distorted. When 
this happens, the only way to bring about change is by deconstructing 
and disengaging from the models of perception associated with these 
distorted structures. As we are cautioned in S‰rat al-Isr¥’ 17:36, “And 
never concern yourself with anything of which you have no knowledge: 
truly, [your] hearing and sight and heart – all of them – will be called to 
account for it [on Judgment Day]!” It was such an act of deconstruction 
and disengagement that Abraham was undertaking when he broke his 
people’s idols in pieces as a way of challenging their worship of these 
defenseless, mute creatures (S‰rat al-Anbiy¥’ 21:57-66).  

Having created us as sentient beings, God has established rites of 
worship that are sensory, temporal and spatial in nature (including 
movements of the ritual prayer, the places from which pilgrims on the 
way to Makkah must enter a state of ritual consecration, the new 
moons, the direction of prayer, and all other rituals associated with the 
major and minor pilgrimages). In this way, God has made allowances 
for our instinctive need for the sensory and the material, while at the 
same time enabling us to achieve sublime spiritual purposes. Indeed, 
those who honor these rites and symbols as signs of the relationship 
between the servant and his/her Lord demonstrate true piety and God-
consciousness. 

As presented in S‰rat al-¤ajj, the concept of idolatry goes beyond a 
mere belief in or worship of more than one deity to include other dimen- 
sions as well. Idols are more than just graven images that one worships; 
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they might also include aspects of the cultural and/or economic struc-
tures of one’s society. The worship of three-dimensional images is one 
form of idolatry. However, there are other types of idolatry as well. In 
order for a phenomenon to fit the definition of idolatry, it must fulfill 
two conditions. The first condition is that it involve some form of mate-
rial embodiment, and the second is that it be characterized by rigidity or 
lifelessness. By rigidity or lifelessness, we mean that in order to be idola-
trous, a material embodiment must involve the reduction of a spiritual 
value to a material form as though it were inseparable from it. As such, 
the value comes to seem as though it were bound to a given sensory 
image or form even if the value in question is no longer realized through 
the image in question. Idolization is thus a matter of perception. For 
example, the gods referred to as Wad, Yagh‰th, Ya¢‰q and Nasr in 
S‰rat N‰^ 71:23 had at one time been statues commemorating right-
eous men who had been revered among the people and who had been 
looked up to as role models and examples. As time passed, however, 
people had come to view them as the embodiments of the values associ-
ated with uprightness, and eventually they came to be worshipped. 

The aforementioned example highlights a key point of contrast 
between idolatry, which is static and lifeless, and the determined search 
for truth being referred to here as al-^anÏfiyah, which is dynamic and 
vibrant. This contrast is alluded to in S‰rat al-¤ajj 22:30-31, where 
God commands believers, “Shun, then, the loathsome evil of idolatrous 
beliefs and practices; and shun every word that is untrue, [inclining] 
towards God, [and] turning away from all that is false.” For while our 
human propensities tend to lead us over time – albeit, perhaps, uncon-
sciously – toward idolatry, whereby the outer forms which we once 
recognized as symbolizing vital inner meanings grow ossified and hol-
low, al-^anÏfiyah serves to correct our course through conscious effort, 
liberating us from attachment to empty forms and enabling us to re-
embrace the sublime values and meanings which these forms were 
originally intended to embody. The dynamic image conveyed by God’s 
command to Abraham to “set thy face steadfastly towards the [one 
ever-true] faith, turning away from all that is false (aqim wajhaka lil-dÏn 
^anÏfan)” (S‰rat al-R‰m 30:30) may help to clarify for us the message 
and inspiration which the pilgrimage to Makkah is intended to convey. 
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This verse presents the believer as a traveler who fixes his gaze on the 
horizon in search of his destination until he comes upon it. 

When we undertake the pilgrimage to Makkah, taking leave of our 
homelands, our families, our possessions, and the never-ending swirl 
and press of needs, worries, desires, aspirations and ambitions that 
mark the narrow circles within which we live our daily lives, we are 
called upon to reexamine all these realities far removed from their 
immediate influence, the purpose being to achieve liberation from the 
idols in whose orbits we move. The reason pilgrims to Makkah are 
required to wear a seamless garment is in order for them to be stripped 
of the social and economic distinctions represented by their usual attire. 
There, around the Ka¢bah, all barriers among human beings come tum-
bling down. For we are nothing but slaves of the Almighty, standing as 
equals in the presence of God, His humble guests. While on pilgrimage, 
people are not – or, at least, should not be – categorized as leaders and 
followers, elites and plebeians, rich and poor. If, as they are intended to, 
pilgrims come stripped of their various associations, identities and alle-
giances, not a whiff of arrogance or bigotry will remain as they interact 
with each other based on nothing but their shared subservience to God. 
The Holy Precinct is the place where people relinquish some of their 
accustomed ways, if even for a short time, in order to free themselves 
from the shackles of unthinking imitation of their forebears, and 
rethink their inherited traditions far removed from the tyranny of the 
habitual and familiar. 

The pilgrimage rite of ramÏ al-jim¥r (casting stones) symbolizes a 
refusal to surrender to Satan’s temptations in emulation of Abraham, 
who spent his life as a ^anÏf, that is, as someone who was on a tireless 
journey from falsehood to truth, and from evil to good. He was deter-
mined to silence Satan, who appealed to his fatherly instincts in an 
attempt to persuade him not to slaughter his son as God had command-
ed him to. 

Taken as a whole, the pilgrimage is a symbolic act of breaking free 
from the idolatrous thoughts and behaviors that keep us in chains, a 
symbolic act which prepares us for concrete acts in our day-to-day lives. 
Any regression during the pilgrimage to social, cultural, economic or 
ethnic chauvinism will mean that we have fallen prey to some form of 
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idolatry, having reduced the pilgrimage to lifeless rituals devoid of any 
meaning or value. Perhaps this is what lies behind the frenetic and mer-
ciless pushing and shoving that has caused so many pilgrims to die in 
tragic, senseless stampedes. 

An Islamic methodology of change for the present day  
We may conclude from the foregoing that the methodology of change 
Muslims need in today’s world is founded upon four principles: 

 
principle  1: The sovereignty of the Qur’an rests on two under-

standings. The first is that the Qur’an is the sole originating source of 
Islam, appeal to which must not be based on piecemeal, decontextual-
ized readings that treat Qur’anic texts as secondary sources in support 
of something else. And the second is that the Qur’an’s sovereignty is 
realized within the Islamic context not by divine fiat, but rather, by 
means of a human reading which humbly recognizes that it approaches 
truth to the best of its ability, and without claims to infallibility. 

 
principle  2: The sovereignty of the Qur’an is realized by reading 

reality from the perspective of the ummah as an integral whole, not 
based on partial, sectarian perspectives, or authoritative viewpoints 
that reduce the Muslim community to a single individual or group. 

 
principle  3: The understanding of the Qur’an must be liberated 

from static, atavistic points of view according to which the application 
of Islamic teachings requires the recreation of historical contexts that 
belong to the past. 

 
principle  4: Islam knows nothing of utopianism but, rather, it 

recognizes that ideals can never be applied perfectly. Consequently, 
Muslims are called upon to be constantly striving, and to engage in self-
criticism on both the individual and communal levels. Otherwise, we 
fall into the trap of a subtle idolatry in the mistaken belief that Islam  
can be reduced to a particular human understanding, expression or 
application thereof. 
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There is a great need at the present time for an Islamic discourse that 
reflects the universality, comprehensiveness, and unrestricted applica-
bility of the Islamic message and the Qur’an. The universality of Islam’s 
message is a feature with tremendous implications, particularly for the 
current phase of human history.  

The Qur’an was revealed in the language of the Arabs to an Arab 
messenger, and its descent began in Makkah, and was completed in 
Madinah. The recipients of the Qur’an eventually took it to surround-
ing civilizations. However, the decision to carry the message to others 
was not made on their own initiative or by their own choice, but by 
virtue of a divine command. Nor did such a venture come naturally or 
easily to them. On the contrary, so great was their attachment to 
Makkah, “the Mother of all Villages,” and its environs that they 
returned to it after every expedition in a state of intense longing and 
anticipation. Furthermore, the spread of the Islamic message was not 
motivated by a nationalist sense of superiority. The Islamic message 
went out to accomplish two tasks. The first was to invite others to faith 
in God, and the second was to command good and forbid evil. As God 
declared to the Muslims: “You are indeed the best community that has 
ever been brought forth for [the good of] humanity: you enjoin the 
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and you 
believe in God. Now if the followers of earlier revelation had attained 
to [this kind of] faith, it would have been for their own good; [but only 
few] among them are believers, while most of them are iniquitous” 
(S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:110). 

The message of Islam, which is a call to achieve aspirations shared 
by people everywhere, is a summons to deliver people from the worship 
of the creature to the worship of the Creator alone, from the injustice of 
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‘religions’ to the justice of Islam, and from the constriction of the earthly 
realm to the expansiveness of this world and the world to come. These 
are the benefits which are offered to all those to whom the Islamic  
discourse is addressed. Not bound by any nationalist or self-serving 
agenda, the Islamic message and model community were able to assimi-
late other civilizations, turning their members into equal partners in 
both the adoption of the message and its conveyance to others. Within a 
few brief decades of the launching of the Islamic call outside the bound-
aries of the Arabian Peninsula, the southern half of the then-known 
world (from south China in the East to southern Europe in the West) 
had been flooded with the light of Islam, which had successfully 
absorbed unlettered, pagan peoples – Arabs, Mongols, Persians, Turks, 
Berbers and others – in a vast movement of faith. As for peoples with 
Jewish and Christian populations, they entered into covenants of pro-
tection with the Muslims (being granted “dhimmi” status) which 
incorporated them into the Islamic state while preserving their national 
identities, and their religious and cultural distinctives. The mighty 
Roman and Persian Empires alike collapsed, leaving the basin of 
ancient civilizations radiant with the light of Islam under the gover-
nance of the Muslim ummah. 

By virtue of the universality of Islamic discourse, the Muslim com-
munity was able to transcend the East-West duality as it absorbed a 
diversity of religious and cultural elements. Indeed, while the most 
modern civilization has been able to do is acknowledge diversity (or 
claim to have done so), Islamic society has actually integrated such 
diversity, transforming it into a factor which catalyzes human growth 
rather than stirring up religious and sectarian division. By presenting 
itself to people as a model without requiring them to join it or to adopt 
its religion and values, the Muslim community that was sent out into 
the world became a beacon that drew others to it as a positive charge 
draws to it the negative. 

A point of utmost importance here is that not everyone who claims 
to promote universality or globalism is an actual proponent of a truly 
universal or global perspective. Indeed most, if not all, such claims arise 
out of faith in the centrality and supremacy of Western culture and civi-
lization as bearer of the torches of ‘enlightenment,’ ‘progress’ and 
‘truth.’ 
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As for the globalism which I am advocating, it is based on the belief 
that humanity is a single family that was created out of a single soul; we 
all came from Adam, and Adam came from the dust of the Earth. 
According to this perspective, the Universe is a home for all human 
beings. This being the case, no one has the right to sow corruption in 
any part of the Cosmos, or to treat it as a space for experiments in 
destruction. Furthermore, it holds that the guidance required by this 
extended family for a happy life in its cosmic home is contained in a 
book of cosmic proportions, a book that transcends relativity with a 
capacity to address the needs of every generation. This cosmic book is, 
of course, the Qur’an, which contains and confirms the legacy passed 
down to us by all of God’s prophets and messengers, sums up human 
history, and identifies its purposes for all time. In so doing, the Qur’an 
encompasses and connects all cultures and civilizations that have ever 
emerged. In this way, the Qur’an achieves universality or globalism in 
its true sense rather than simply claiming to do so. 

As we have mentioned, humanity is a single extended family that is 
descended from Adam, who himself came from dust. As God has 
declared, “All mankind were once one single community; God raised 
up the prophets as heralds of glad tidings and as warners, and through 
them bestowed revelation from on high, setting forth the truth, so that 
it might decide between people with regard to all on which they had 
come to hold divergent views. Yet none other than the selfsame people 
who had been granted this [revelation] began, out of mutual jealousy, 
to disagree about its meaning after all evidence of the truth had come 
unto them. But God guided the believers unto the truth about which, by 
His leave, they had disagreed: for God guides onto a straight way him 
that wills [to be guided]” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:213). We do not know 
how human beings’ primal unity came to an end, or how they entered 
the phase of divergence and conflict. We do know, however, that God 
sent Noah, who lived among his people for 950 years, after which 
prophetic messages continued to be sent in succession: “We sent afore-
time our messengers with clear signs and sent down with them the Book 
and the Balance [of right and wrong], that men may stand forth in jus-
tice; and We sent down iron, in which is [material for] mighty war, as 
well as many benefits for mankind, that God might test who it is that 
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will help, unseen, Him and His messengers. For God is full of Strength, 
Exalted in Might” (S‰rat al-¤adÏd 57:25). 

Had God’s prophets and messengers been heeded, they could have 
restored people’s unity, making them once again into a single commu-
nity that strives for justice in keeping with God’s ways. However, evil 
impulses, waywardness, the wiles of the manifest foe and overpowering 
desires caused only the very few to respond to God’s calls, while the 
majority were drawn away by Satan and their own errant propensities, 
by their whims, caprices and lusts. Persisting in disputes, conflicts and 
struggles they continued to be divided rather than surrendering together 
to the guidance of the revelation. Once hearts have been infected by a 
spirit of discord, envy, and rancor, it is no small task to bring them back 
to a state of unity and harmony. The story of Adam’s two sons illus-
trates how easily envy can lead one to kill even one’s nearest of kin with- 
out the least justification apart from the overwhelming and demented 
urge to quench a thirst for revenge. However, in His unsurpassed grace, 
God granted victory over the spirit of mutual animosity to His final 
Prophet Muhammad and the early believers, whose hearts He knit 
together in a spirit of brotherhood. Believers’ hearts were not united by 
ephemeral worldly interests and ambitions but, rather, by a process 
which was divine in origin: a kind of re-creation and reshaping that 
brought people together in a community capable of accomplishing the 
demanding tasks which human beings have been assigned on Earth. 
Such a community was, and is, marked by the goodwill, moderation 
and willingness to bear witness to the truth without which it would not 
be able to carry out its God-given role. 

With divine assistance and support, the Messenger of God estab-
lished the Muslim community to carry the final message to humanity, 
reminding them that there is a single source, a single Lord, a single reli-
gion, a single root, a single purpose, and a single Earth, and that the 
Earth is a home capable of accommodating us all where God has appor-
tioned sustenance to all according to their needs. The Muslim ummah 
has been established with an eternal message based on the invitation to 
worship God alone and acknowledge His sole lordship and divinity. By 
living as an example and a model to be emulated by people everywhere, 
the Islamic community is called to bring about harmony on Earth 
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where, radiant with the light of its Lord, it can become a place where 
righteousness, justice, and God-consciousness are the order of the day, 
zakat is distributed regularly, and one and all are intent to carry out the 
shared task of stewardship on Earth. On that day, the world will reap 
the fruits of true commitment to the Book of God as the human race, 
once again a united family, enters one and all into peace, and differences 
among people become mere matters of form that serve to promote fur-
ther cooperation, mutual appreciation and harmony. 

Because the noble Prophet, the seal of God’s messengers, was 
charged with the task of delivering the message of God’s oneness to peo-
ple all over the globe, it was necessary that his discourse not be classist, 
parochial, nationalist, regionalist, or tribal, but, rather, global in 
nature. Furthermore, the sovereign authority to which such discourse 
would appeal would be vested in the Qur’an alone based on a human 
reading thereof which, however fallible, provides a single, clear path to 
follow which is neither marred nor taken off course by personal ambi-
tion, whim or caprice. Its law would be one which, marked by modera- 
tion, balance, mercy and compassion, would be acceptable to all people 
everywhere and relieve them of undue hardship. 

These are the overall features of the Islamic religion1 that should be 
highlighted by Islamic discourse. The process of formulating the dis-
course being described here, which is the ideal we aspire to, will 
undoubtedly be resisted by closed minds and closed systems of thought 
which have fallen prey to regional, ethnic and doctrinal prejudices. 
Needless to say, an Islamic discourse which strives to respond to and 
reflect the features of the Qur’anic message can never emerge from such 
atomistic perspectives. Accordingly, we stand in need of a dynamic, 
interactional, holistic, and integrated understanding of both the written 
revelation and the world in which we live. Such an understanding will, 
in turn, only be possible via a global awareness of the sort which is 
notably absent from contemporary Islamic thought and practice. 

In conclusion, I assure my readers that in what I have written here, 
my purpose has not been to make light of the genuine differences, or 
even disagreements, which exist within the Islamic community. Nor is it 
to assert that there is no centralized authority to which Muslims can 
appeal. Rather, my aim has been to take a step toward a full recognition 
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of the centrality of the Qur’an and its full applicability to every  
situation we could possibly face in any day and age. Through such a 
recognition, Muslims can free themselves from the grip of the illusory 
centrality to which this or that closed and limited doctrinal school may 
lay claim. Until we restore to the Qur’an the place of centrality which it 
merits, we will have no hope of formulating a comprehensive, universal 
Islamic vision for human life that can withstand the vicissitudes of time. 
Once we have done so, however, we can embark on the rebuilding of 
the ummah as the witness to truth that God intends it to be.  
 

And in all we do, God alone do we seek. 
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1   Apostasy in Islam: A Historical and Scriptural Analysis (London: IIIT, 

2011), translated by Nancy Roberts.  
2 Taha Jabir Al-Alwani, Al-Im¥m Fakhr al-DÏn wa Mu|annaf¥tuhu [Imam 

Fakhr al-DÏn and His Works], p. 66. 
 

introduction 

 
1 S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:165. 
2 Happily, this same professor would later become a good friend of mine. 
3 In his book entitled, al-Maq¥|id al-¤asanah fÏ Bay¥n KathÏr min al-A^¥dÏth 

al-Mushtahirah ¢al¥ al-Alsinah (The Noble Purposes for Clarifying Many Widely 

Circulating Hadiths), al-Sakhkh¥wi stated that this hadith had no origin, and 

traced its appearance to al-BayhaqÏ in al-Madkhal il¥ al-Sunan al-Kubr¥ 

(Introduction to the Major Hadith Collections), who attributed it to Sulaym¥n Ibn 

AbÏ KarÏmah on the authority of Juwaybir, on the authority of al-™a^^¥k, on the 

authority of Ibn ¢Abb¥s, who said, “The Messenger of God (ßAAS) declared, 

‘Whatever you are given of the Book of God, no one has any excuse for not acting 

thereon. If a given statement or action is not found in the Book of God, then it is a 

Sunnah-based practice with ongoing validity. If it is not based on my Sunnah, then 

it is based on what was said by my Companions. My Companions are like the stars 

in the sky. Whichever of them you follow, you will be rightly guided, and differ-

ences among my Companions are a mercy to you.” 

Al-DaylamÏ included it with the same wording in his hadith collection entitled, 

al-Firdaws bi Ma’th‰r al-Khi~¥b (Paradise in Traditional Discourse). Juwaybir is 

very weak, while al-™a^^¥k’s hadiths narrated on the authority of Ibn ¢Abb¥s are 

interrupted (munqa~i¢), with incomplete chains of transmission. The well-estab-

lished command left by the Messenger of God as he breathed his last was to cling 
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steadfastly to the Book of God after he died, since it is the Book of God that pro-

tects one from going astray. 

Al-ZarkashÏ traced this hadith to al-¤ujjah (The Argument) by Na|r al-

MaqdisÏ, who classed it as marf‰¢, that is, as being traceable back to the Prophet, 

yet without including a chain of transmission. Similarly, it was attributed by al-

¢Ir¥qÏ to ®dam Ibn AbÏ Iyy¥s in al-¢Ilm wal-¤ukm (Knowledge and Governance) 

without further comment or explanation. The wording used by al-¢Ir¥qÏ was, 

“Differences among my Companions are a mercy to my Community,” and he 

classed it as weak and mursal (having an interrupted chain of transmission). The 

same wording was provided by al-Bayhaqi in his al-Ris¥lah al-Ash¢ariyah)The 

Asharite Treatise) without a chain of transmission. I have read in our shaykh’s 

handwriting that this hadith has been widely quoted, and it was included by Ibn al-

¤¥jib in al-Mukhta|ar fÏ Mab¥^ith al-Qiy¥s (An Abridged Study on Analogy) with 

the wording, “Disagreement within my Community is a mercy to people.” This 

hadith has frequently been questioned, and many of the imams have claimed that it 

is groundless. However, al-Kha~~¥bÏ mentioned it in GharÏb al-¤adÏth in a paren-

thetical comment, saying, “Objections to this hadith were raised by two men, of 

whom one was a buffoon, and the other an atheist. The first was Is^¥q al-M‰|alÏ, 

and the second was ¢Amr Ibn Ba^r al-J¥^i·. They both said, ‘If disagreement were a 

mercy, then agreement would be torment!’” Al-Kha~~¥bÏ then proceeded to rebut 

this claim. His discussion offered no clear attribution of this hadith. However, he 

indicated that he believed it to have a legitimate source. Then our shaykh men-

tioned something of the foregoing in connection with its attribution.” Suffice it as 

evidence of this hadith’s weakness that the meaning it conveys is at odds with the 

teaching of the Qur’an. See al-Sakhkh¥wÏ,, al-Maq¥|id al-¤asanah (The Goodly 

Aims), Beirut: D¥r al-Kit¥b al-¢ArabÏ, First Printing, 1405 ah (1085 ce), p. 70; see 

also al-Suy‰~Ï, ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn AbÏ Bakr, TadrÏb al-R¥wÏ fi Shar^ TaqrÏb al-

NawawÏ (Training the Narrator in Explanation of al NawawÏ’s al-TaqrÏb), ed. 

¢Abd al-Wahh¥b ¢Abd al-La~Ïf, Riyadh: Maktabat al-Riy¥\ al-¤adÏth, 1965 ce, 

vol. 2, p. 175, where al-Suy‰~Ï makes no comment on the hadith; and al-Alb¥nÏ, 

Silsilat al-Ah¥dÏth al-™a¢Ïfah (The Chain of Weak Hadiths), Riyadh: D¥r al-

Ma¢¥rif, 1412 ah/1992 ce, vol. 1, p. 141, No. 57, where he stated, “It has no origin 

… Al-Man¥wÏ quoted al-SubkÏ as saying, “It is not known among hadith transmit-

ters. Nor have I found a chain of transmission for it, whether authentic, weak, or 

even forged.” 
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4 Taha J¥bÏr al-¢Alwani, Adab al-Ikhtilaf fil-Isl¥m (The Ethic of Disagreement 

in Islam), Book of the Ummah Series, No. 9, Doha: Presidency of Islamic Courts 

and Religious Affairs, Second Printing, 1985 ce, p. 52. 
5 Ibid., p. 60. 
6 Ibid., p. 61. 
7 L¥ Ikr¥ha fil-DÏn: Ishk¥liyat al-Riddah wal-MurtaddÏn min ßadr al-Isl¥m il¥ 

al-Yawm), published in English as Apostasy in Islam: A Historical and Scriptural 

Analysis (London: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 2011). 
8 Narrated by al-Bukh¥rÏ and Muslim in numerous places. See, for example, al-

Bukh¥rÏ, ßa^Ï^ al-Bukh¥rÏ, Third Edition, ed. Mu|~af¥ DÏb al-Bagh¥, Beirut: D¥r 

Ibn KathÏr, 1407 ah/1987 ce, vol. 1, p. 153, Hadith No. 385; and al-QushayrÏ, 

ßa^Ï^ Muslim, ed. Mu^ammad Fu’¥d ¢Abd al-B¥qÏ, Beirut: D¥r I^y¥’ al-Tur¥th  

al-¢ArabÏ, no date, vol. 1, p. 51, Hadith No. 20. 

In the context of a Master’s Thesis, Shaykh MutawallÏ Ibr¥hÏm, a student of the 

late N¥|ir al-DÏn al-Alb¥nÏ, did a careful examination of all this hadith’s chains of 

narration which revealed the inconsistency between the content of this hadith and 

the teachings of the Qur’an. The hadith in question was passed down via no fewer 

than 234 chains of narrators. However, as experts in the hadith sciences will be 

aware, the true test of a hadith’s authenticity lies not in the number and variety of 

chains of narrators through which it was passed down but, rather, in the trustwor-

thiness and integrity of the individuals of which such chains consist. The chains of 

narrators for this hadith are as follows: 

• Forty depend on al-ZuhrÏ, 24 on al-A¢mash, twenty on ¤amÏd al->awÏl, 160 on 

Shu¢ayb Ibn AbÏ ¤amzah, twelve on Sufy¥n al-ThawrÏ, six on al-¤asan al-

Ba|rÏ, and four on SharÏk al-Nakha¢Ï. Every one of the aforementioned 

narrators was a “concealer” (mudallis), and it is not stated explicitly here that 

any of them had heard the hadith, nor did any of them make this explicit state-

ment. All of the pivotal narrators are extremely weak; hence, the paths of 

narration that branch from them are invalid and unworthy of consideration. 

There are also flaws in their chains of transmission.  

• Twenty-three depend on Samm¥k Ibn ¤arb on the authority of those above 

him, and those above him, eight on KathÏr Ibn ¢Ubayd, four on Sufy¥n Ibn 

¢®mir al-TirmidhÏ, three on Ziy¥d Ibn Qays, one on ¤¥tim Ibn Y‰suf al-Jall¥b 

on the authority of ¢Abd al-Mu’min Ibn Kh¥lid, one on ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn 

¢Ubayd All¥h, one on ¢Ajl¥n Mawl¥ F¥~imah, one on AbÏ ¢Ubaydah Muslim Ibn 

AbÏ KarÏmah, and two that are incompletely narrated (mursal). Samm¥k is 
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weak, and all of the others are unknown. Hence, all of them are tainted by a 

lack of clarity and certainty; hence, they are invalid and unworthy of considera-

tion. There are also flaws in their chains of transmission. 

• Seven depend on al-¢Al¥’ Ibn ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n, two on Sulaym¥n Ibn AbÏ 

D¥w‰d, one on ¢Umar Ibn AbÏ Bakr al-M‰|alÏ on the authority of Zakariy¥ Ibn 

¢¬s¥, one on Ya^y¥ Ibn Ayy‰b al-Gh¥fiqÏ, one on Sulaym¥n Ibn A^mad al-

W¥siqÏ, one on AbÏ ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n al-W¥si~Ï, and one on Ab‰ ¢Abd 

al-Ra^m¥n al-WakÏ¢Ï on the authority of Ibr¥hÏm Ibn ¢Uyaynah. None of these 

individuals enjoyed any authority or credibility whatsoever, whether on his 

own or in association with anyone else.  

• Eight depend on Y‰nus Ibn Z¥yid al-AyyulÏ, five on Ibn al-Madhhab on the 

authority of al-Qa~Ï¢Ï, five on ¢Abd al-¤amÏd Ibn Bahram on the authority of 

Shahr Ibn ¤awshab, three on Suhayl Ibn AbÏ ß¥li^, three on ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz al-

Dar¥wirÏ on the authority of Mu^ammad Ibn ¢Amr Ibn ¢Alqamah, one on AbÏ 

Bakr Ibn ¢Ayy¥sh on the authority of ¢®|im Ibn Bahdalah, and one on Mu|¢ab 

Ibn Th¥bit. In addition to the fact that all of these individuals were weak, their 

chains of transmission contain flaws, so that we are unable to use one to lend 

support or credibility to another. 

• Three depend on Ya^y¥ Ibn Bukayr on the authority of al-Layth Ibn Sa¢d. 

Ya^y¥ was weak, and al-Layth was a mudallis and did not explicitly state that 

he had heard the hadith.  

• Eleven depend on Qutaybah Ibn Sa¢Ïd on the authority of al-Layth Ibn Sa¢d. As 

we just saw, al-Layth was a mudallis and did not explicitly state that he had 

heard the hadith. Furthermore, there is irregularity here, perhaps due to Kh¥lid 

al-Mad¥’inÏ’s having introduced Qutaybah Ibn Sa¢Ïd into the chain leading 

back to al-Layth. 

• Ten depend on Shu¢bah on the authority of W¥qid Ibn Mu^ammad on the 

authority of his father on the authority of Ibn ¢Umar, and here we have irregu-

larity (shudh‰dh) in both the body and the chain of transmission. Furthermore, 

the narrator is unknown. 

• Two depend on A^mad Ibn ¢Amr al-Bazz¥r on the authority of those above him 

on the authority of al-Q¥sim Ibn M¥lik on the authority of Ab‰ M¥lik al-

Ashja¢Ï Sa¢d Ibn >¥riq Ibn AshÏm on the authority of his father. Al-Bazz¥r was 

weak and committed errors in both the body and the chain of transmission;  

al-Q¥sim was likewise weak, and Sa¢d was subject to suspicion. As for the claim 

that his father was among the Companions of the Prophet, there is doubt  
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concerning this as well. Hence, the chain of transmission is weak and, there-

fore, invalid and unworthy of consideration. 

• One depends on Na¢Ïm Ibn ¤amm¥d on the authority of those above him on 

the authority of Ab‰ M¥lik al-Ashja¢Ï Sa¢d Ibn >¥riq on the authority of his 

father. Na¢Ïm was not trustworthy, and Sa¢d was subject to suspicion. As for 

the claim that his father was among the Companions of the Prophet this is sub-

ject to doubt. Hence, the chain of transmission is weak and, therefore, invalid 

and unworthy of consideration. 

• One depends on A^mad Ibn Y‰suf al-SulamÏ on the authority of ¢Abd al-

Razz¥q. ¢Abd al-Razz¥q was a mudallis of whom no explicit statements have 

been made of his having heard hadiths narrated to him, and who grew senile 

toward the end of his life. Moreover, it is not known whether al-SulamÏ heard 

hadiths from ¢Abd al-Razz¥q before or after he lost his mental acuity. Hence, 

the chain of transmission is weak and, therefore, invalid and unworthy of  

consideration. 

• One depends on Is^¥q Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-DubarÏ on the authority of ¢Abd al-

Razz¥q. ¢Abd al-Razz¥q was a mudallis whom no one has explicitly mentioned 

as having heard hadiths from others, and who grew senile toward the end of his 

life. He died when al-DubarÏ was only six or seven years old; hence, he was 

weak and, therefore, invalid and unworthy of consideration. In addition, there 

are flaws in their chains of considered too young for others to narrate accounts 

on his authority. Hence, the chain of transmission is transmission which render 

it impossible compare them meaningfully, or to cite them in support of one 

another. No consideration is to be given to narrators whose integrity has been 

discredited. Some consideration may be given to narrators who are only slight-

ly weak in their ability to memorize, but not to those whose memory is 

extremely weak. Furthermore, no consideration shall be given to a hadith 

whose narrator is unknown or to those affected by tadlÏs, which undermines 

our ability to identify the narrators involved.  

• As for the body of this hadith, it is unacceptable because it flatly contradicts the 

Qur’an by stating explicitly that the combat in which the Messenger of God 

and Muslims were commanded to engage was for the purpose of compelling 

people to believe and to state, “There is no god but God.” It is clearly inconsis-

tent with other verses in the Qur’an which stipulate that people must be given a 

choice with respect to what they believe. We read, for example, that, “There 

shall be no coercion in matters of faith” (S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:256); “And so, [O 



Prophet,] exhort them; thy task is only to exhort: thou canst not compel them 

[to believe]” (S‰rat al-Gh¥shiyah 88:22); “Fully aware are We of what they 

[who deny resurrection] do say; and thou canst by no means force them [to 

believe in it]. Yet none the less, remind, through this Qur’an, all such as may 

fear My warning” (S‰rat Q¥f 50:45); “And [thus it is:] had thy Sustainer so 

willed, all those who live on earth would surely have attained to faith, all of 

them; dost thou, then, think that thou couldst compel people to believe?” 

(S‰rat Y‰nus 10:99; see S‰rat H‰d 11:28). 
9 Narrated by A^mad in his hadith collection and by al-Bayhaqi in his Shu¢ab 

al-¬m¥n (Branches of Faith) on the authority of J¥bir Ibn ¢Abd All¥h. See also: al-

Shayb¥nÏ, Musnad al-Imam A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, ed. Shu¢ayb al-Arna’‰~, et. al, 

Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Ris¥lah, 1421 ah/2001 ce, vol. 38, p. 474, Hadith No. 

23489; al-BayhaqÏ, Shu¢ab al-¬man (Branches of Faith), ed. Mu^ammad al-Sa¢Ïd 

Basy‰nÏ Zaghl‰l, Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, 1410 ah/1990 ce, vol. 4,  

p. 289, Hadith No. 5137. 
10 Narrated by A^mad in his hadith collection on the authority of Ab‰ 

Um¥mah al-B¥hilÏ. See al-Shayb¥nÏ, Musnad al-Imam A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, vol. 36, 

p. 543, Hadith No. 22209. 
11 Fakhr al-Din al-R¥zÏ, ¢I|mat al-Anbiy¥’ (The Infallibility of the Prophets), 

¢Ismat al-Anbiy¥’. 
 

chapter one 
 
1 Narrated by al-Bukh¥rÏ and Muslim on the authority of Ibn ¢Umar. See al-

Bukh¥rÏ, ßa^Ï^ al-Bukh¥rÏ, op. cit., vol. 4, p. 1510, Hadith No. 3893, and 

al-QushayrÏ, ßa^Ï^ Muslim, op. cit., vol. 3, p. 1391, Hadith No. 1770. 
2 Narrated by Ab‰ D¥w‰d and Ibn M¥jah in their hadith compilations on the 

authority of J¥bir and Ibn ¢Abb¥s. See Ab‰ D¥w‰d, Sulaym¥n Ibn al-Ash¢ath al-

AzdÏ al-Sijist¥nÏ, Sunan AbÏ D¥w‰d, ed. Mu^ammad Mu^yÏ al-DÏn ¢Abd 

al-¤amÏd, Beirut: D¥r al-Fikr, no date, vol. 1, p. 145, Hadith No. 336, and al-

QazwÏnÏ, Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h Mu^ammad Ibn YazÏd, Sunan ibn M¥jah, Beirut: D¥r 

al-Fikr, ed. Mu^ammad Fu’¥d ¢Abd al-B¥qÏ, Beirut: D¥r al-Fikr, no date, vol. 1,  

p. 189, Hadith No. 572. 
3 Al-Bukh¥rÏ, ßa^Ï^ al-Bukh¥rÏ, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 849, Hadith No. 2279. 
4 Narrated by al-Bukh¥rÏ and al-Nas¥’Ï. See al-Bukh¥rÏ, op. cit. vol. 4, p. 1929, 

Hadith No. 4774, and al-Nas¥’Ï, in al-Sunan al-Kubr¥, ed. ¢Abd al-Ghaff¥r 
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Sulaym¥n al-BandarÏ and Sayyid KusrawÏ ¤asan, Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-

¢Ilmiyah, First Edition, 1411 ah/1991 ce, vol. 5, p. 33, Hadith No. 8097. 
5 The letter in its entirety may be found in Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyah, I¢l¥m al-

Muwaqqi¢Ïn ¢an Rabb al-¢®lamÏn (Information for Those who Write on Behalf of 

the Lord of the Worlds), ed. Mu^ammad ¢Abd al-Sal¥m Ibr¥hÏm, Beirut: D¥r al-

Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, First Printing, 1991, vol. 3, pp. 73ff. 
6 Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr, Al-Intiq¥’, p. 126.  
7 Ibn ¢As¥kir, Ab‰ al-Q¥sim ¢AlÏ Ibn al-¤asan Ibn Hibat’ullah, T¥rÏkh 

Dimashq (History of Damascus), ed. ¢Amr Ibn Ghar¥mah al-¢AmrawÏ, Beirut: D¥r 

al-Fikr lil->ib¥¢ah wal-Nashr wal-TawzÏ¢, 1415 ah/1995 ce, vol. 51, p. 339. 
8 Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr, Ab‰ ¢Umar Y‰suf Ibn ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Mu^ammad al-NimrÏ 

al-Qur~ubÏ, al-Intiq¥’ fi Fa\¥’il al-Thal¥that al-A’immah al-Fuqah¥’ M¥lik wal-

Sh¥fi¢Ï wa AbÏ ¤anÏfah (Selected Passages Documenting the Virtues of the Three 

Knowledgeable Imams: M¥lik, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, and Ab‰ ¤anÏfah), Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub 

al-¢Ilmiyah, no date, p. 75. 
9 Al-JuwaynÏ, al-Burh¥n fÏ U|‰l al-Fiqh, ed. ¢Abd al-¢Azim al-DÏb, Doha: al-

Muhaqqiq, 1400 ah, vol. 2, p. 1146, paragraph 1173. See also Ibn AmÏr ¤¥jj, 

al-TaqrÏr wal-Ta^bÏr ¢al¥ Ta^rÏr al-Kam¥l ibn al-Hum¥m (a commentary on 

Kam¥l Ibn al-Hum¥m’s work entitled Ta^rÏr al-U|‰l on Islamic legal theory), 

Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, Second Printing, 1403 ah/1983 ce, vol. 3, p. 353. 
10 Ibn AmÏr ¤¥jj, al-TaqrÏr wal-Ta^bÏr, vol. 3, p. 353. 

 
 

chapter two 
 
1 For a detailed treatment of this topic, see Taha Alwani, al-Taw^Ïd wa 

Tajalliy¥tuhu ¢al¥ al-¤ay¥t al-Ins¥niyah (Monotheism and Its Implications for 

Human Life). 
2 The term millah, translated variously as creed, religion, faith, denomination 

and religious community, is being used here to refer to a group of people united 

around particular values, including monotheism, who do not take one another as 

deities besides God, and among whom one finds no destructive practices such as 

murder and adultery. As for the term ummah, it is treated elsewhere in this study. 
3 There were two positions on the matter of the caliphate. According to the 

first, it was to be established based on agreement and choice, while according to the 

second, it was to be decided based on an explicit text of the Qur’an or the Sunnah, 

and by appointment. Those who held the first position maintained that the 
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caliphate should go to whoever had been approved by the Muslim community or a 

recognized group of its members. In addition, some insisted that the caliph belong 

to the tribe of Quraysh or the tribe of H¥shim, and that he fulfill a number of other 

conditions as well. Those who held that the caliph should be a Qurayshite support-

ed the caliphate of Mu¢¥wiyah and his sons, and after them, that of Marw¥n and 

his sons. The Kharijites approved one of their number for the caliphate on the  

condition that he adhere to their beliefs and be just in his dealings with them; other-

wise, they would turn against him and possibly even kill him. See al-¬jÏ, al-Maw¥qif 

fi ¢Ilm al-Kal¥m (Positions in Scholastic Theology), Beirut: ¢®lam al-Kutub, no 

date, pp. 7-11.  
4 Taw^Ïd (translated generally as monotheism) is the recognition of the unity of 

God and God’s uniqueness with respect to His divinity, lordship, names and attrib-

utes, and the negation of all statements or descriptions that would be contrary to 

such attributions. Taw^Ïd liberates human beings from the worship of self, other 

human beings, and any other entity with the exception of God alone. Taw^Ïd 

establishes the order of human life on a foundation that is pleasing to God, and 

which is in harmony with the standards and elements of abiding validity. 

It is impossible for human beings to be fully purified within, or for the Earth to 

be fruitfully nurtured and developed apart from taw^Ïd, since the alternative to 

taw^Ïd is shirk, that is, the association of partners with God in a variety of forms 

that are not expressive of an attitude of reverence and worship (such as the act of 

prayer). Furthermore, taw^Ïd is a sublime aim which cannot be fully realized in 

human beings’ minds and hearts unless it is reflected in every aspect of knowledge, 

perception, thought and action, including the spheres of the economy, culture, 

society, public policy, law, literature, the humanities, and the arts. This is why 

taw^Ïd is the most fundamental component of Islam’s comprehensive vision of 

humanity, life, and the cosmos. 

The first generation of Muslims imbibed taw^Ïd from the pristine spring of the 

Qur’an and the teachings of the Messenger of God (ßAAS), and sought to apply its 

associated principles at all times and in all situations. In this respect, the first gener-

ation of Muslims stands apart from all that succeeded it. What happened, then, to 

bring about the change? The pristine spring was contaminated by, among other 

things, the philosophy and logic of the Greeks, Roman myths and their distortions, 

nonsensical accounts passed down by the Persians and fire-worshippers, Jewish 

folklore, circuitous Christian theology, and other lingering residues of non-Islamic 

civilizations and cultures, including those of the Arabs themselves. As these             

elements colored the interpretation of the Qur’an, Muslims’ understanding of 



taw^Ïd was confounded and compromised and, as a consequence, the lights of 

taw^Ïd and proper Islamic doctrine were dimmed if not entirely extinguished, and 

faith was robbed of its effectiveness. 
5 When I speak of conquest supplanting the call to Islam, what I am referring to 

is the fact that upon their first contact with others, the early Muslims would invite 

them to believe in God and embrace Islam, attempting to persuade them that the 

message of Islam was addressed to them. If they responded positively, they would 

join the ummah and become brothers and sisters in faith, and Muslim fighters 

would retreat from them, guaranteeing their safety. The new converts would have 

no more reason to fear for their lives, their communities, or their territories. We 

find an example of this in the message that was sent by the Apostle to Chrosroes II, 

king of the Sassanian Empire, the Byzantine Emperor, the Negus of Ethiopia, and 

Muqawqis, who was the leader of the Copts [or, possibly, the Sassanian Governor 

of Egypt]. Similar messages were sent to these leaders in the year 6 ah/627 ce, and 

they met with varying responses. Chosroes II tore the letter up, while the Byzantine 

Emperor made no response at all, and as for the Negus of Ethiopia, he embraced 

Islam, as a result of which the Messenger of God left him in peace. Muqawqis sent 

gifts to the Messenger of God (ßAAS), though he did not embrace Islam. The letter 

which the Prophet sent to Muqawqis with ¤¥~ib Ibn AbÏ Balta¢ah read, “Peace be 

upon those who follow right guidance. And now to our topic: I hereby call upon 

you to embrace the message of Islam. Surrender [to God], and well-being and peace 

will be yours. Surrender [to God], and God will grant you a double reward. If you 

turn away, however, you will bear the guilt of the Copts. ‘Say: “O followers of ear-

lier revelation! Come unto that tenet which we and you hold in common: that we 

shall worship none but God, and that we shall not ascribe divinity to aught beside 

Him, and that we shall not take human beings for our lords beside God.” And if 

they turn away, then say: “Bear witness that it is we who have surrendered our-

selves unto Him”’ (S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:64).” Muqawqis wrote a letter in reply to the 

Prophet saying, “In the name of God, Most Merciful, Most Compassionate, to 

Mu^ammad Ibn Abd All¥h from Muqawqis, Sovereign of the Copts, peace. And 

now to our topic: I have read your letter and understood what you said therein, and 

what you are inviting me to. I have learned that our prophet has yet to come, and I 

had thought he would come out of Syria. I have honored your messenger, and have 

sent you two slave girls who enjoy great respect among the Copts, as well as  

garments. I am also giving you a mule to ride. Peace be to you.” In response, the 

Messenger of God did not wage war on him or issue orders to do so. Rather, the 
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Messenger of God’s acceptance of Muqawqis’s gift was tantamount to the conclu-

sion of a truce, as well as a tacit agreement that Muqawqis and his subjects would 

enter into a covenant of protection with the Muslims (becoming ahl al-dhimmah, 

or dhimmis). For this reason, the Messenger of God issued instructions for them to 

be treated well, saying, “Ensure that they receive the best of care, for they merit 

protection and compassion.” See al-ZubayrÏ, al-Muntakhab min Kit¥b Azw¥j al-

NabÏ (Selected [Narratives] from the Book of the Prophet’s Wives), ed. Sukaynah 

al-Shih¥bÏ, Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Ris¥lah, First Edition, 1403 ah/1983 ce, vol. 1, 

pp. 55-56, and Ibn KathÏr, al-Bid¥yah wal-Nih¥yah (The Beginning and the End), 

Beirut: D¥r al-Fikr, 1407 ah/1986 ce, vol. 6, p. 193. 
6 I have dealt in detail with this topic in my studies of the combat verses of the 

Qur’an, which can be found in my commentary on S‰rat al-Baqarah, and which 

are summarized in my commentary on S‰rat al-¤ajj. 
7
 This verse reads, “Fight against those who - despite having been vouchsafed 

revelation [aforetime]- do not [truly] believe either in God or the Last Day, and do 

not consider forbidden that which God and His Apostle have forbidden, and do not 

follow the religion of truth [which God has enjoined upon them] till they [agree to] 

pay the exemption tax (jizyah) with a willing hand, after having been humbled [in 

war].” 
8 The caliphate of ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz is a case in point. ¢Umar had 

appointed Ism¥¢Ïl Ibn ¢Ubayd All¥h governor over Africa. Ism¥¢Ïl Ibn ¢Ubayd All¥h 

was described by Ibn ¢Idh¥rÏ as “… the best emir and the best governor. He never 

ceased to invite the Berbers to embrace Islam, and it is he who taught [the people of] 

Africa right from wrong. At the time when ¢Umar sent ten knowledgeable and  

virtuous followers with him to Africa, alcohol was permissible there. Upon their 

arrival, however, they prohibited it.” See Ibn ¢Idh¥rÏ, Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h Mu^ammad 

Ibn Mu^ammad al-Marr¥kishÏ, al-Bay¥n al-Mughrib fÏ Akhb¥r al-Andalus wal-

Maghrib (The Remarkable Collection of Reports on Andalusia and North Africa), 

Beirut: D¥r al-Thaq¥fah, Third Printing, 1983 ce, vol. 1, p. 48. 

KhalÏfah Ibn Khayy¥~ mentioned in his history that “most of the Berbers 

entered Islam under his governorship.” This being the case, one wonders where his 

predecessors had been placing their priorities?! It is a known fact that the governor 

who preceded him – YazÏd Ibn AbÏ Muslim –whom ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz had 

removed from office when he became caliph – had been tyrannical and oppressive. 

Ibn Khayy¥~ tells us that YazÏd Ibn AbÏ Muslim “appeared to think himself a god, 

and would carry out everything commanded by the Sultan, great or small, by way 



of injustices and transgressions against all that was good and right. He would fre-

quently invoke the Divine Names and praise God while giving orders for people to 

be brought before him and tortured. As they were being tortured, he would say, 

‘Glory be to God, and praise. Tug harder, boy, on this or that [part of the victim’s 

body],’ adding, ‘There is no god but God!’ This state of his was the most wicked of 

all.” See Ab‰ Mu^ammad al-Mi|rÏ, ¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¢Abd al-¤akam Ibn A¢yun Ibn 

Layth, SÏrat ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz ¢al¥ m¥ Raw¥hu al-Im¥m M¥lik Ibn Anas wa 

A|^¥buhu (The Biography of ¢Umar Ibn ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz as Narrated by Imam M¥lik 

and His Companions), ed. A^mad ¢Ubayd, Beirut: ¢®lam al-Kutub, Sixth Printing, 

1404 ah/1984 ce, pp. 36-37. 
9 This statement has been attributed to Imam ¢AlÏ, who is said to have sent ¢Abd 

All¥h Ibn ¢Abb¥s to debate with the Kharijites, saying, “Do not argue with them 

from the Qur’an, since the Qur’an can be viewed from many angles (li’anna al-

qur’¥na ̂ amm¥lu awjuh), and is subject to varying interpretations. Rather, argue 

with them from the Sunnah, since they will have no choice but to accept it.” Al-

Suy‰~Ï attributed this statement to Ibn Sa¢d in his >abaq¥t [in the section entitled], 

“Mastery: The Thirty-ninth Type – Knowledge of Aspects and Equivalents.” Al-

Suy‰~Ï considered the phrase ̂ amm¥lu awjuh in the statement above to be a 

commendation of the Qur’an, since he understood the word awjuh (aspects) to 

refer to words that can be used to convey a variety of meanings. However, this is 

not the case. Muq¥til and others also expressed this view. See al-Suy‰~Ï, al-Durr al-

Manth‰r fÏ al-TafsÏri bil-Ma’th‰r (Scattered Pearls: Interpretation Based on Texts 

Passed down by Tradition), Beirut: D¥r al-Fikr, 1993 ce, vol. 1, p. 40. 

A different version narrated by ¢Ikrimah was recorded by al-Kha~Ïb al-

Baghd¥dÏ in al-FaqÏh wal-Mutafaqqih (Jurists and Those Well-Versed in 

Jurisprudence), ed. Ab‰ ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n ¢®\il Ibn Y‰suf al-Gharr¥zÏ, Riyadh: D¥r 

Ibn al-JawzÏ lil-Nashr wal-TawzÏ¢, Second Printing, 1421 ah/ 2000 ce, vol. 1,  

p. 560.  

All of its other chains of transmission are subject to question, while the body of 

the text contains many things that call for further examination. First of all, the 

Kharijites are not supposed to have judged their disputes by any authority but the 

Qur’an itself. If anyone had argued with them based on any other source, they 

would not have acknowledged it as valid evidence. Secondly, the Qur’an is a state-

ment of the utmost clarity, and all the double entendre or ambiguity, metonymy 

(allusion), and synonymy noted therein is perceived to be there based on the rules of 

human speech and comments by linguists; however, these should not be applied to 
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the divine speech. Numerous scholarly studies, both ancient and modern, have 

been written on this subject. Ibn Taymiyah denied that metaphor is found in the 

Qur’an; how much more, then, would he have denied the existence of synonymy?  
10 As used in any statement validly attributed to the Messenger of God, the 

Arabic word jam¥¢ah (group, community) refers consistently and exclusively to the 

ummah, or Muslim community, since the act of departing from the jam¥¢ah in the 

days of the Prophet was equivalent to the act of leaving the Muslim community 

itself. The ummah was the entity into which God had graciously gathered the 

Muslims, and under whose banner He had joined them. It was the ummah which 

was associated with goodness, moderation and all other virtues. Hence, the 

Messenger of God warned his followers not to place themselves in conflict with it 

or divorce themselves from it. It was in order to form and build up the ummah that 

God had united believing hearts. Consequently, the ummah could never be associ-

ated exclusively with a particular sect or denomination. If it holds to a proper 

self-understanding, a sect, denomination or school of thought will recognize itself 

as a part of the ummah, but would never claim to be the whole. 

The hadith that speaks about the division of the ummah into many sects that 

will perish and a single sect that will attain to salvation serves as an example of the 

kind of weak hadith that has been presented as authentic and well-attested in the 

service of establishing and perpetuating sectarian and ideological trends. This  

particular hadith, which is riddled with weaknesses in its body and its chain of 

transmission alike, has been used to reinforce divisiveness and disagreements and 

to destroy the unity of the Muslim community.  

Despite its weakness, this hadith has provided welcome grist for the mill of 

every Muslim sect looking for something to shore up its own claims to legitimacy 

and undermine those of competing sects, each of them wanting, of course, to class 

itself as “the sect that has been promised salvation” while dooming all other sects 

to perdition. Adherents of various sects thus circulated it widely, and then, once it 

had gained wide circulation, felt no need to seek out a chain of transmission for it. 

Indeed, it is possible that were it not for the popularity this hadith came to enjoy, 

the Islamic field of sectology would not have emerged and attracted the interest 

that it did, still less have had the devastating impact which it did on scholastic  

theology. 

One version of this hadith, having been passed down on the authority of several 

of the Prophet’s Companions and judged to be valid with its paths of narrators and 

supporting text, reads: “The Jewish and Christian communities have each divided 
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into seventy-one or seventy-two sects, while my community has divided into  

seventy-three sects.” See al-Sijist¥nÏ, Sunan AbÏ D¥w‰d, vol. 2, p. 608, Hadith No. 

4596; al-BustÏ, ßa^Ï^ Ibn ¤abb¥n (arranged by Ibn Balb¥n), ed. Shu¢ayb al-

Arna’‰~, Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Ris¥lah, Second Printing, 1414 ah/1993 ce, vol. 

14, p. 140, Hadith No. 6247; al-QazwÏnÏ, Sunan Ibn M¥jah, vol. 2, p. 1322, 

Hadiths Nos. 3992 and 3993; and al-Shayb¥nÏ, Musnad al-Im¥m A^mad Ibn 

¤anbal,  

vol. 19, p. 241, Hadith No. 12208. 

Some other hadiths have been misunderstood or misinterpreted in such a way 

that they appear to provide support for this hadith although they do not, in fact, 

support it. The hadiths to which I am referring are the various versions of the 

authentic, agreed-upon hadith according to which the Prophet declared, “A sect 

(~¥’ifah) of my community will continue to adhere to the truth until the command 

of God comes.” See al-Bukh¥rÏ, ßa^Ï^ al-Bukh¥rÏ, vol. 3, p. 1334, Hadith No. 

2948; and al-QushayrÏ, ßa^Ï^ Muslim, vol. 3, p. 1523, Hadith No. 1920. 

The phrase ~¥’ifatun min ummatÏ (“a sect of my community”) has been under-

stood as referring to the “saved” sect spoken of in the weak hadith mentioned 

above. However, the actual meaning of this hadith is that, unlike many communi-

ties that preceded it, the Muslim community will not witness mass apostasy, or a 

collective deviation from the truth such as the one that occurred when – with the 

exception of Aaron and Moses – the Children of Israel turned en masse to the wor-

ship of the golden calf in the wilderness. This interpretation of the hadith is 

supported by other authentic hadiths such as those that read, “My community 

would never agree collectively to error.” There are approximately eighteen hadiths 

to this effect, whose sources we have identified in footnotes on al-Ma^|‰l in the 

context of its discussion of consensus (ijm¥¢). See al-R¥zÏ, al-Ma^|‰l fÏ ¢Ilm U|‰l al-

Fiqh (A Compendium of the Fundamentals of Jurisprudence), ed., >aha J¥bir 

al-¢Alw¥nÏ, Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Ris¥lah, Second Printing, 1992 ce, vol. 4,  

pp. 79-83. 

Even if we overlook the weakness in the chain of transmission associated with 

the hadith of the sects, we encounter a number of problems in the body of the text. 

First of all, it indicates that the Muslim community is worse than either the Jews or 

the Christians, since the number of sects into which it will divide is even greater 

than the number into which either of the previous religious communities divided. 

Secondly, the number of Muslim sects destined for the hellfire is greater than the 

number of perishing Jewish or Christian sects. Bear in mind here that the Muslim 

community is the same community which God describes with the words, “And so, 



We have bestowed this divine writ as a heritage unto such of Our servants as We 

chose: and among them are some who sin against themselves; and some who keep 

half-way [between right and wrong]; and some who, by God’s leave, are foremost 

in deeds of goodness: [and] this, indeed, is a merit most high!” (S‰rat F¥~ir 35:32). 

Note that God excludes none of these three groups from the Muslim community. 

Furthermore, the hadith of the sects is inconsistent with the Qur’anic verses that 

speak of clinging to the rope of God and shunning disunity. On the contrary, the 

hadith in question seems to approve of such disunity and even to provide an 

authoritative basis for it. See Mu^ammad Ya^y¥ S¥lim ¢Azz¥n, ¤adÏth Iftir¥q al-

Ummah Ta^t al-Mijhar (The Hadith on the Division of the Muslim Community 

Under the Microscope), Sanaa, Markaz al-Tur¥th wal-Bu^‰th al-Yamani (Yemeni 

Heritage and Research Center), First Printing, 1422 ah/2001 ce; and >aha J¥bir 

al-¢Alw¥nÏ, al-¢Ir¥q bayn al-Thaw¥bit wal-Mutaghayyir¥t (Iraq Between 

Constants and Variables), Cairo: Maktabat al-Shur‰q al-Dawliyah, First Printing, 

2004 ce. 
11 Upon its establishment in 1600 ce, Queen Elizabeth I granted the East India 

Company monopolistic powers over trade in India and all British colonies in 

Southeast Asia. By virtue of this dispensation, the company was transformed from 

a mere trade establishment into an institution that governed all Indian states and 

all British colonies in the region with political and military support from the British 

Empire. This situation remained in place until the Indian Rebellion of 1857-1858. 

 

 
chapter three 

 
1 When Muslims began recording their knowledge in 143 ah/760 ce (the early 

Abbasid Era), the study and investigation of belief-related rulings came to be 

referred to variously as “Islamic legal theory” (¢ilm u|‰l al-dÏn), “the greater 

jurisprudence” (al-fiqh al-akbar), “the science of monotheism” (¢ilm al-taw^Ïd), 

“the science of Islamic doctrine” (¢ilm al-¢aq¥’id al-isl¥miyah), and “the science of 

speech,” or scholastic theology (¢ilm al-kal¥m). In the title of his well-known work, 

al-Fiqh al-Akbar (The Greater Jurisprudence), Ab‰ ¤anÏfah alluded to the distinc-

tion that had come to be made between two primary areas of juristic concern, 

namely, rites of Islamic worship (al-¢ib¥d¥t), and day-to-day transactions (al-

mu¢¥mal¥t). The first of these, referred to as the “greater jurisprudence,” dealt 

with belief-related principles or fundamentals, while the second, termed “minor 

jurisprudence,” dealt with practical matters. These two branches of jurisprudence 
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worked in tandem to produce what might be described as “a jurisprudence of the 

soul” which encompasses both that which is permitted to it, and that which is 

required of it. When Muslim scholars began writing about the classification of 

knowledge and the various Islamic sciences, they found it easiest to use the term 

scholastic theology (¢ilm al-kal¥m) to refer to this branch of learning. However, 

some continued to refer to it variously as the science of doctrines, or the doctrines 

of the religion (¢aq¥’id al-millah), in which context Ibn Rushd (d. 595 ah/1198 ce) 

penned TartÏb al-Adillah fÏ ¢Aq¥’id al-Millah (An Arrangement of the Evidence for 

the Doctrines of the Religion). Others also wrote on this topic. The reason for the 

variety of names which have been applied to this science is that those who define 

this discipline have focused on varying aspects of it. Some of its names might be 

associated with particular historical periods. As noted, the term ¢ilm al-kal¥m 

came into widespread use when the debate between the Mu¢tazilah and the 

Ash¥¢irah began over the speech of God, the question being whether the divine 

speech is  

eternal or temporal. The term ¢ilm al-¢aq¥’id (“the science of doctrines”) gained  

circulation when the focus shifted toward belief-related questions. The emphasis 

on such matters was so pronounced during one period that certain doctrines were 

attributed to the authors of relevant works, or to the country to which a letter was 

being addressed. We have, for example, the >a^¥wiyah doctrine, so-named in ref-

erence to Ja¢far al->a^¥wÏ (d. 331 ah/942 ce). Ibn Taymiyah (d. 728 ah/1328 ce) 

wrote a work entitled al-¢AqÏdah al-W¥si~iyah wal-I|fah¥niyah wal-Tadmuriyah 

(The Doctrine Originating in al-W¥si~ah, al-Isfah¥n and Tadmur [Palmyra]). Prior 

to this, al-Ghaz¥lÏ (d. 505 ah/1111 ce) had written Qaw¥¢id al-¢Aq¥’id (The Rules 

of Doctrines), while Nu|ayr al-DÏn al->‰sÏ (d. 671 ah/1272 ce) wrote TajrÏd al-

I¢tiq¥d (The Abstraction of Belief). 

As for the term ¢ilm al-taw^Ïd (“the science of monotheism”) – which occurs 

frequently in modern writings as well – its use was based on the fact that monothe-

ism was the most frequently discussed topic under the rubric of this science. Within 

universities, it is common in faculties of Islamic Legal Theory for a department that 

specializes in the study of belief to be referred as, for example, “The Department of 

the Science of Belief,” while such departments have begun awarding Masters 

Degrees and PhDs in this specialization. 
2 God said, “[And know, O believers, that] Muhammad is not the father of any 

one of your men, but is God’s Apostle (Messenger) and the Seal of all Prophets. 

And God has indeed full knowledge of everything” (S‰rat al-A^z¥b 33:40). From 

this, some concluded that whereas the role of prophet had come to an end, the role 
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of messenger had not. What these people had failed to notice was that the role of 

prophet is the basis for the role of messenger. Anyone to whom God has revealed a 

message is a prophet, regardless of whether God assigns him to convey this revela-

tion as a message to others or not. In other words, the role of messenger is a branch 

of the role of prophet. Every messenger of God must of necessity also be a prophet 

since, in order to become a messenger, he must first have been a prophet. However, 

some individuals suggested fiendishly that although Muhammad was the final 

prophet, there might still come a messenger after him (ßAAS). Ibn ¢ArabÏ included a 

lengthy discussion of this matter in al-Fut‰^¥t al-Makkiyah (Meccan Revelations), 

which caused some to confuse the meaning of this verse as understood on the basis 

of general Arabic usage, and the meaning intended by the language used in the 

Qur’an. When God used the phrase, “the Seal of all Prophets,” the meaning implicit 

therein was “the Seal of all Messengers” as well. For if revelation ceases, thereby 

causing the role of prophet to cease, then the role of messenger will automatically 

cease as well. With regard to the Companions who were sent out to carry the 

Prophet’s message to others, they were referred to not as messengers of God but, 

rather, as messengers of the Messenger of God (ßAAS). This vital distinction needs 

to be borne in mind.  
3 al-Sam¢¥nÏ, al-Inti|¥r li A|^¥b al-¤adÏth, p. 8. See also al-I|fah¥nÏ, ¤ilyat al-

Awliy¥, vol. 9, p. 113. 
4 Ibn Taymiyah, Majm‰¢ al-Fat¥w¥ (Collected Fatwas), ed. Anwar al-B¥z and 

¢®mir al-Jazz¥r, Jeddah: D¥r al-Waf¥’, Third Printing, 1426 ah/2005 ce, vol. 3,  

p. 311. See also A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, Musnad al-Im¥m A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, vol. 11, 

p. 434, Hadith No. 6845, which reads, “We were told by ¢Abd All¥h, who was told 

by his father, who was told by Ism¥¢Ïl, who was told by D¥w‰d Ibn AbÏ Hind on the 

authority of ¢Amr Ibn Shu¢ayb, who was told by his father, who was told by his 

father, that a group of men had been sitting outside the Prophet’s door. One of 

them said, “Didn’t God say thus-and-so?” while another said, “And didn’t God 

say thus-and-so?” When the Prophet heard this, he came out, his face red as a 

pomegranate, and said angrily, “Is this what you were commanded? Is this what 

you were sent out to do?! To pit one part of God’s Book against another? This is 

precisely what led the nations before you astray! You are to have nothing to do 

with such practices! Rather, look to what you have been commanded to do, and do 

it, and to what you have been forbidden to do, and cease doing it.” The other 

account is similar to this one. We have adopted this narrative because it is con-

firmed by the Qur’an, its message being implied by S‰rat al-¤ijr 15:89-93 quoted 

earlier. 
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5 A view of this nature is stated in al-Musawwadah fÏ U|‰l al-Fiqh (An Outline 

of the Fundamentals of Jurisprudence), whose author, ®l Taymiyah, wrote, “The 

apparent meaning of A^mad Ibn ¤anbal’s view is that the term al-mu^kam refers 

to verses of the Qur’an whose meaning is clear without any external elucidation, 

while the term al-mutash¥bih describes verses which require such elucidation.” In 

keeping with this view, this author described the Sunnah as “a clarification of the 

ambiguous (al-mutash¥bih) Qur’anic texts by which free-thinkers and atheists 

have been led astray.” See Majd al-DÏn ¢Abd al-Sal¥m ®l Taymiyah, ¢Abd al-¤alÏm 

Ibn ¢Abd al-Sal¥m and TaqÏ al-DÏn A^mad, al-Musawwadah fÏ U|‰l al-Fiqh (An 

Outline of the Fundamentals of Jurisprudence), ed. Mu^ammad Mu^yÏ al-DÏn 

¢Abd al-¤amÏd, Cairo: Ma~ba¢at al-MadanÏ, 1284 ah/1964 ce, vol. 1, pp. 144-

146; and, >aha J¥bir al-¢Alw¥nÏ, Na^wa Mawqif Qur’¥nÏ min Ishk¥liyat 

al-Mu^kam wal-Mutash¥bih (Towards a Qur’anic Stance on the Problem of al-

Mu^kam and al-Mutash¥bih), Cairo: Maktabat al-Shur‰q al-Dawliyah, First 

Printing, 2007. 
6 Al-R¥zÏ wrote in al-TafsÏr al-KabÏr, “Someone has said that if there is a con-

flict between the Qur’an and a tradition, the tradition should be given priority over 

the Qur’an. The reason for this is that the Qur’an is stated in general terms  

(mujmal), the evidence for which is found in S‰rat al-Na^l 16:44, which reads, 

‘And upon thee have We bestowed from on high this reminder, so that thou might 

make clear unto mankind all that has ever been thus bestowed upon them, and that 

they might take thought,’ bearing in mind that that which serves to clarify (al-

mubayyin) is to be given priority over that which is presented in general terms 

(al-mujmal).” See Fakhr al-DÏn al-R¥zÏ, al-TafsÏr al-KabÏr (The Great Exegesis), 

Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, First Printing, 1421 ah/2000 ce, vol. 20, p. 31. 

Quite unfortunately, examples of this attitude – according to which a non-

Qur’anic narrative is to be given priority over the Qur’an itself – can be found in 

virtually all of Islam’s juristic schools. For example, ®l Taymiyah wrote in al-

Musawwadah, “Imam A^mad Ibn ¤anbal was once asked, ‘If you have, on one 

side, a hadith with an authentic chain of transmission whose content agrees with 

the apparent meaning of the Qur’an and, on the other side, two authentic hadiths 

that conflict with the earlier one, which one will you adopt?’ And he replied, ‘I 

would adopt the two authentic hadiths.’” See ®l Taymiyah, al-Musawwadah,  

vol. 1, p. 609. 

However, the Messenger of God could not possibly have contradicted the Book 

of God. The phrase, “all that has ever been thus bestowed upon them (m¥ nuzzila 
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ilayhim)” in the passage quoted earlier, namely, “And upon thee have We 

bestowed from on high this reminder, so that thou might make clear unto mankind 

all that has ever been bestowed upon them…” was mistakenly understood by al-

R¥zÏ to refer to the Prophet’s application of the divine revelation rather than to the 

divine revelation itself, referred to in the same passage as “this reminder” (al-

dhikr). Hence, Imam al-R¥zÏ slipped up here, bearing in mind that a slip-up on the 

part of one of the greats is a catastrophe. 
7 In his commentary on the Sunnah, al-¤asan Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn Khalaf al-Barbah¥wÏ 

wrote, “...if you hear someone challenging the traditions and not accepting them, 

or denying some report handed down from the Messenger of God (ßAAS), accuse 

him on Islam’s behalf of having bad views and following bad teaching, since no one 

should disparage the Messenger of God or his Companions. After all, it is through 

the traditions that we have come to know God, God’s Messenger, and the Qur’an, 

as well as good and evil, and this world and the next. The Qur’an needs the Sunnah 

more than the Sunnah needs the Qur’an.” This is a baseless claim which Imam 

A^mad himself did not dare to make. See al-¤asan Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn Khalaf al-

Barbah¥wÏ, Shar^ al-Sunnah (The Sunnah Explained), ed. Mu^ammad Ibn Sa¢Ïd 

Ibn S¥lim al-Qa^~¥nÏ, Dammam, D¥r Ibn al-Qayyim, First Printing, 1408 ah/1988 

ce, p. 35. 
8 Italics added. 
9 Al-R¥zÏ, al-TafsÏr al-KabÏr, vol. 20, p. 31.  
10 Al-Sh¥~ibÏ, al-Muw¥faq¥t fÏ U|‰l al-SharÏ¢ah (Reconciliation of the 

Fundamentals of Islamic Law), ed. ¢Abd al-Sal¥m Sh¥fÏ, annotated and explained 

by ¢Abd All¥h Darr¥z; biographies provided by Mu^ammad ¢Abd All¥h Darr¥z, 

Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, First Printing, 1425 ah/2004 ce, p. 727. 
11 Ibid., p. 737. 
12 Having observed the state of contention that obtained between hadith schol-

ars and the Mu¢tazilah over the issue of predestination, Ibn Qutaybah al-Dayn‰rÏ 

(d. 276 ah/889 ce) stated, “When hadith scholars saw the extreme to which these 

[the Mu¢tazilah] had gone in their argumentation in favor of predestination, they 

were moved by a combination of hatred and obstinacy to counter one extreme with 

another by adopting the abject fatalism being promoted by Jahm Ibn ßafw¥n. In 

according to Jahm, human beings are incapable of committing any act whatsoever, 

good or bad, and any action attributed to a human being can only be attributed to 

him or her in a metaphorical sense. See Ibn Qutaybah al-Dayn‰rÏ, al-Ikhtil¥f fÏ al-

Laf· wal-Radd ¢al¥ al-Jahmiyah wal-Mushabbihah (Differences in Wording, and a 
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Rebuttal of the Jahmites and Anthropomorphists), introduced and annotated by 

¢Umar Ibn Ma^m‰d, Riyadh: D¥r al-R¥yah, First Printing, 1991 ce, p. 21. 

Even though Jahm was utterly despised by the People of the Hadith, the 

methodology of intellectual mudslinging and tugs-of-war is bound to lead one 

where one would not have wanted to go. Describing another form of this type of 

verbal warfare, Ibn Qutaybah wrote, “A group of people claiming to be Sunnis 

maintained that faith is uncreated for fear that if they did not, they would have to 

say that the confession of faith ‘there is no god but God’ (l¥ il¥h ill¥ All¥h) – this 

being the foundation of the Islamic creed – was created. Then, to make matters still 

worse, they classed human actions as uncreated as though they were divine attrib-

utes! So accustomed had people grown to the description of entities as “uncreated” 

that if someone had claimed that thrones and chairs were uncreated, even he – or so 

it seems – would have found a following. See Ibn Qutaybah, al-Ikhtil¥f fil-Laf·,  

pp. 52-53.  
13 The question of “the creation of the Qur’an” sparked an intellectual 

firestorm, not to mention social upheaval, of such proportions that it dominated 

the caliphates of al-Ma’m‰n (reigned 198-218 ah/813-833 ce) and al-Mu¢ta|im 

(reigned 218-228 ah/833-842 ce). Muslims’ preoccupation with this issue thus 

spanned nearly two decades, with an aftermath that lingered far beyond. At the 

root of this controversy lay the debate that had been sparked by the Mu¢tazilites 

over the Qur’an’s use of the term “word” (kalimah) to refer to Jesus (upon him be 

blessings and peace). There were Christians who argued that their doctrines found 

support in the Qur’an, which, speaking of Jesus, said, “Christ Jesus the son of 

Mary was a messenger of God, and His Word which He bestowed on Mary, and a 

spirit proceeding from Him” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:171). In response to such claims, the 

Mu¢tazilites were concerned lest the assertion that the Qur’an was God’s uncreated 

speech and that it was among the eternal Divine Attributes might be interpreted to 

mean that there was a multiplicity of eternal entities, or used to support the  

deification of the Qur’an as Jesus had been deified by the Christians. After all, the 

Qur’an is the word of God, while Jesus is the word of God which God “bestowed 

upon Mary.” The way out of this conundrum, in the Mu¢tazilites’ view, was to 

view the Qur’an as a created entity just as Jesus was. For according to Islamic doc-

trine, Jesus, like Adam, was created without a father. Furthermore, the Mutazilites 

denied the Divine Attributes if, by such attributes, one meant that they were entities 

with an existence separate from that of the Divine Essence. In other words, they 

posited that God does not have attributes separate from His Supreme Essence. 
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Influenced by Mu¢tazilite teaching, al-Ma’m‰n attempted to force all Muslim 

scholars under his rule to adopt the Mu¢tazilite stance according to which the 

Qur’an was not eternal, but created. Sunni scholars saw the Mu¢tazilite position  

as dangerous due to the fact that it might be taken to mean that the Qur’an is a  

historically conditioned book which was addressed solely to the generation of the 

Prophet and which, as such, has no relevance to generations thereafter. 

The effects of this controversy endured for centuries in the Muslim community. 

As a matter of fact, however, this was not an Islamic concern. Rather, it was a 

response to a set of non-Islamic premises and assumptions which were being 

allowed to shape the internal Islamic discourse. As a consequence, scholars were 

reading and interpreting the Qur’an based on the logic of non-Islamic doctrines 

rather than refuting said doctrines based on the logic of the Qur’an. 

Influenced by their concern not to validate Christian beliefs, Mu¢tazilite schol-

ars were reading the phrase, “…and His Word which He bestowed on Mary, and a 

spirit proceeding from Him” without regard for its Qur’anic context. However, in 

the course of debating with Christians, they had actually internalized Christian the-

ological premises (that, for example, God is living and speaking, that His life is the 

Holy Spirit and his speech is knowledge, that God, His Word and His power are all 

eternally subsistent entities, that the word is the Son who appeared physically on 

Earth in the form of Christ, and the begetting of the Son by the Father can be 

likened to the generation of speech by the mind, heat by fire, and light by the sun). 

Consequently, they had begun asking, for example: Is the Qur’an the speech of 

God? And is it, therefore, timeless and eternal? Does this demonstrate the existence 

of a timeless, eternal being other than God? And when we talk about “God’s 

speech,” do we mean the pre-speech content that exists in the mind of God, as it 

were, or the contents of the eternal archetype of the earthly Quran – the Preserved 

Tablet (al-law^ al-ma^f‰·) – or the earthly Qur’an itself? This led to further ques-

tions, such as whether the “ink” referred to in the Qur’an in relation to God’s 

words (S‰rat al-Kahf 18:109), the “scriptures” of Abraham, Moses and others (cf. 

S‰rat >aha 22:133, 53:36; 87:19, etc), and the utterance of the words of the Qur’an 

are from God or from human beings. Yet all of these inquiries were based on mis-

taken premises, as a result of which they were bound to lead to confusion. The 

Mu¢tazilites’ obsession with the fear of asserting a multiplicity of eternal entities – 

and, hence, of falling into shirk – itself demonstrates that they were under the influ-

ence of non-Islamic intellectual and theological frameworks. The act of drawing an 

analogy between the Qur’an being a word, and Jesus (upon him be blessing and 
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peace) being a word would simply not have occurred to them had they taken proper 

account of the Qur’anic context of the verses in question. 

In his work entitled, Al-Jaw¥b al-ßa^Ï^ li Man Baddala DÏn al-MasÏh (The 

Correct Response to Those Who Have Altered the Religion of Christ), Ibn 

Taymiyah presented a discussion of this issue that is based on an integrated reading 

of the Qur’an. Ibn Taymiyah’s argument might be summarized as follows: The 

Qur’an describes Jesus (upon him be blessing and peace) as “the word of God 

which He bestowed upon Mary.” However, the Arabic text lacks the relative pro-

noun allatÏ, “which”, that would be required if the term “word” (kalimah) were 

definite. In effect, then, Jesus is being described in the Qur’an as “one of God’s 

words,” whereas in the Christian conception, the word as applied to Jesus refers to 

an eternal creative power which indwelt Mary. Furthermore, the Qur’an tells us 

that God bestowed this word on Mary. God, of course, is the Creator; hence, the 

word which He bestowed is not a creator, as the Creator cannot be bestowed by 

anything but is rather that which bestows something other than itself.  

In sum, then, the problem with the Mu¢tazilite approach to this issue consisted 

not in asking what it means for Jesus or the Qur’an to be God’s word but, rather, in 

the way in which the question was formulated and posed. See Ibn Taymiyah, Al-

Jaw¥b al-ßa^Ï^ li Man Baddala DÏn al-MasÏh (The Correct Response to Those Who 

Have Altered the Religion of Christ), ed. ¢AlÏ ¤asan N¥|ir and ¢Abd al-¢AzÏz 

Ibr¥hÏm al-¢Askar, and ¤amd¥n Mu^ammad, Riyadh: D¥r al-¢®|imah, First 

Printing, 1414 ah/1993 ce, p. 74. 
14 The reason the Qur’an is alone capable of formulating an adequate epistemic 

methodology and semantic system is that it has been preserved in both its verbal 

content and its structure. As God commanded the Prophet in S‰rat al-Qiy¥mah 

75:17-19, “Move not thy tongue in haste, [repeating the words of the revelation:] 

for, behold, it is for Us to gather it [in thy heart,] and to cause it to be read [as it 

ought to be read]. Thus, when We recite it, follow its wording and then, behold, it 

will be for Us to make its meaning clear.” This is what makes the Qur’an an inte-

grated, cohesive, authoritative text, unmarred by any contradiction, imbalance, 

unevenness or inconsistency, every part of it being as powerful and firmly attested 

as every other. It is this internal harmony – “Will they not, then, try to understand 

this Qur’an? Had it issued from any but God, they would surely have found in it 

many an inner contradiction!” (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:82) – which makes it possible to 

engage in an inductive reading of its contents in such a way as to derive the rules 

and laws which govern its language, and to construct a precise semantic system 
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based thereon. This does not mean that the Qur’anic text is closed – on the  

contrary, it is a hidden treasure whose riches are inexhaustible – but, rather, that it 

is marked by an inherent clarity, and stands as a witness to the truth in every time 

and place.  
15 There we read that “there is no beast that walks on earth and no bird that 

flies on its two wings which is not [God’s] creature like yourselves: no single thing 

have We neglected in Our decree.” 
16 ®l Taymiyah, al-Miswaddah fÏ U|‰l al-Fiqh, p. 345. 
17 A^mad Ibn Mu^ammad Bin ¢AlÏ al-WazÏr (d. 1372 ah/1952 ce) undertook a 

critical treatment of the impact of takfÏr and tafsÏq (the act of declaring someone an 

unbeliever or a habitual sinner, respectively) based on one’s interpretations of 

Islamic texts dealing with themes of relevance to legal theory – such as consensus 

(ijm¥¢) and reports passed down by the Prophet’s Companions (al-akhb¥r). As 

used by Islamic legal theorists, the term al-k¥fir bil-ta’wÏl (an unbeliever by virtue 

of interpretation) is a Muslim who unintentionally adopts a stance that entails 

unbelief, such as anthropomorphists and others with heretical beliefs, while the 

sinner by virtue of interpretation (al-f¥siq bil-ta’wÏl) is a Muslim who unintention-

ally adopts a stance that entails unrighteousness, such as wrongdoers the likes of 

the Kharijites. In this connection, al-WazÏr stated, “This inauspicious practice – 

declaring someone an unbeliever based on his interpretations of Islamic texts – has 

afflicted the Islamic community with many a bane, plunging it into all-out civil 

strife over controversies around academic and juristic topics.” See A^mad Ibn 

Mu^ammad Bin ¢AlÏ al-WazÏr, al-Mu|aff¥ fÏ U|‰l al-Fiqh (Essential Islamic Legal 

Theory), Beirut: D¥r al-Fikr al-Mu¢¥|ir, First Printing, 1996, p. 397. 
18 A case in point is the misclassification of pricing, whether excessively high or 

excessively low, as a religious issue rather than as an economic one, in the course of 

which scholastic theologians needlessly thrust Islamic discourse into a furnace of 

futile debate that yields no action of any value, as will be seen in a later discussion. 

 

 
chapter four 

 
1 Ab‰ ¢Ubayd in his Kit¥b Fa\¥’il al-Qur’¥n (The Excellencies of the Qur’¥n), 

Sa¢Ïd Ibn Man|‰r, Ibn AbÏ Shaybah, Ibn JarÏr, Ibn AbÏ D¥w‰d, and Ibn al-Mundhir 

transmitted the following account on the authority of ¢Urwah, who said, “I asked 

¢®’ishah about ungrammaticalities in the Qur’an – such as those found, for exam-

ple, in the following passages: inna al-ladhÏna ¥man‰ wal-ladhÏna h¥d‰ 



wal-|¥bi’‰n [in which the nominative case in used instead of the customary accusa-

tive in the word al-|¥bi’‰n] (S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:69), wal-muqÏmÏn al-|al¥h 

wal-mu’t‰n al-zak¥h [where the word al-mu’t‰n is placed in the nominative rather 

than in the accusative case as is al-muqÏmÏn] (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:162), and wa Ïnna 

h¥dh¥ni la s¥^ir¥n [where the word h¥dh¥nÏ is placed in the nominative case rather 

than in the accusative case, which would normally be required after the particle 

inna] (S‰rat >aha 20:63),’ to which she replied, ‘O son of my sister, this is the work 

of scribes, who erred in [their recording of] the Book.’”  

The following was related by Ibn AbÏ D¥w‰d on the authority of Sa¢Ïd Ibn 

Jubayr, who said, “The Qur’an contains four dialects (arba¢atu a^ruf): wal-|¥bi’‰n 

(S‰rat al-M¥’idah 5:69), wal-muqÏmÏna (S‰rat al-Nis¥’ 4:162), fa’a||addaqa wa 

akun min al-|¥li^Ïn (S‰rat al-Mun¥fiq‰n 63:10), and wa Ïnna h¥dh¥ni la s¥^ir¥n 

(S‰rat >aha 20:63).” 

Ibn AbÏ D¥w‰d transmitted on the authority of ¢Abd al-A¢l¥, who quoted ¢Abd 

All¥h Ibn ¢®mir al-QurashÏ as saying, “After the first copy of the Qur’an had been 

compiled, ¢Uthm¥n examined it and said, ‘You have done well to gather it all 

together. However, I see some grammatical errors [in it], which the Arabs will cor-

rect in light of their respective dialects (literally, their tongues, bi alsinatih¥).’” 

Commenting on this, Ibn AbÏ D¥w‰d stated, “I take the word alsinatih¥ to refer to 

their language. However, if it had contained solecisms which were unacceptable in 

the speech of any of the Arabs, he [¢Uthm¥n] would not have deemed it permissible 

to send it to literate people.” 

Ibn AbÏ D¥w‰d also transmitted the following on the authority of ¢Ikrimah, 

who said, “When the first copy of the Qur’an was brought to ¢Uthm¥n, he saw 

some ungrammaticalities in it. And he said, ‘If the person dictating was from [the 

tribe of] Hudhayl, and the person recording from [the tribe of] ThaqÏf, this would 

not be here.’”  

See al-Suy‰~Ï, al-Durr al-Manth‰r, vol. 2, p. 745. 

In rejecting such accounts, we rely not on the arguments put forward by most 

scholars, including Ibn Taymiyah, according to whom it would not have been  

possible for ¢Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n and other Companions to be aware of solecisms in 

the Qur’an and to leave them as they were. Rather, our basis for rejecting such a 

narrative is the Qur’an itself, in which God pledged to preserve the Qur’an’s proper 

recitation (S‰rat al-Qiy¥mah 75:17-19).  
2 Jal¥l al-DÏn al-Suy‰~Ï, al-Itq¥n fÏ ¢Ul‰m al-Qur’¥n (Mastery in the Qur’an 

Sciences), ed. Sa¢Ïd al-Mand‰h, Beirut: D¥r al-Fikr, First Printing, 1416 ah/1996 

ce), vol. 1, p. 203. 
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3 Al-ZarkashÏ, al-Burh¥n fÏ ¢Ul‰m al-Din (The Proof in the Sciences of 

Religion), vol. 2, p. 41. 
4 Al-Bukh¥rÏ, with his chain of transmission, related on the authority of Ibn 

¢Abb¥s that “¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b said, ‘I fear that after some time has passed, 

someone will say, “We do not find stoning in the book of God,” whereupon they 

will go astray by abandoning a duty God had imposed upon them. For in fact, ston-

ing is the punishment which must be inflicted on those who, despite being married 

and therefore in a position to meet their sexual needs, commit adultery, provided 

that evidence for this is established, or the woman is found to be pregnant, or some-

one confesses to the deed.’ Sufy¥n said, ‘This is what I have committed to memory. 

Indeed, the Messenger of God stoned, and we stoned after him.’” See al-Bukh¥rÏ, 

ßa^Ï^ al-Bukh¥rÏ, vol. 6, p. 2503, Hadith No. 6441. 
5 Citing the authority of KathÏr Ibn al-ßalt, al-¤¥kim related the following: 

“Zayd Ibn Th¥bit and Sa¢Ïd Ibn al-¢®| were recording a copy of the Qur’an when 

they came across this verse. Zayd said, ‘I heard the Messenger of God say, “If an 

older man and an older woman commit adultery, stone them forthwith.”’ ¢Umar 

said, ‘When this verse was revealed, I went to the Prophet and said, “Shall I write it 
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From the foregoing, it follows that the Qur’an’s existing arrangement is some-

thing we are called upon to accept without question as having been divinely 

ordained, and not something on which the Companions agreed based on their own 

human understandings or interpretations, their memory, whether individual or 

collective, or their initiative or determination. What they did was simply to record 

it in the form of a single book; hence, accounts indicating that the Companions  

differed over the placement of certain verses or the arrangement of certain chapters 

have no basis. Furthermore, the stages in which the revelation was conveyed to 

human beings precluded the occurrence of any abrogation in the Qur’an, including 

the kind of abrogation which, according to its proponents, cancelled the recitation 

of some verses even through the rulings on which they were based continued in 

effect. The reason this is not possible is that the divine clarification of the revelation 

only came after its recitation; thus, if some part of the Qur’an is not recited, it can-

not be part of it in any sense, nor can we have access to its meanings. As for the 

claim that the rulings based on some verses have been abrogated even though they 



continue to be recited, such a development would be unworthy of the All-Wise 

One, and any accounts which affirm otherwise are unworthy of consideration, be 

their sources Sunni or Shi ¢i. See al-¢Alw¥nÏ, Na^wa Mawqifin Qu’r¥niyyin min al-

Naskh. 
49 As an example of an issue that requires today’s Muslims to apply Qur’anic 

principles directly to their own circumstances rather than seeking to reenact situa-

tions from the past that no longer obtain, one thinks of the prohibition against 

photographic images, other visual representations, statues, and the like. Such a 

prohibition fails to recognize that in contemporary society, we no longer face the 

danger of confusing such images with likenesses of a deity to be worshipped as we 

might have in the day of the Prophet or his Companions. 
50 See >aha al-¢Alw¥nÏ, al-Jam¢ Bayn al-Qir¥’atayn: Qir¥’at al-Wa^y wa 

Qir¥’at al-Kawn (A Dual Reading of Revelation: Qur’an and Creation), Cairo: 

Maktabat al-Shur‰q al-Dawliyah, First Printing, 2006 ce. 
51 ¢Amr KhalÏfah al-N¥mÏ, Dir¥s¥tun fÏ al-Ib¥\iyah (Studies in Ibadism), First 

Printing, Beirut: D¥r al-Maghrib al-Isl¥mÏ, 2001, p. 124. 
52 Ab‰ Mu^ammad ¢Abd All¥h Ibn Mu^ammad Ibn Barakah al-BahlawÏ, al-

J¥mi¢ (The Full Compilation), ed. ¢¬s¥ Ya^y¥ al-B¥r‰nÏ, Muscat: Ministry of 

Tradition and Culture, 2007, vol. 1, pp. 279-280. 
53 Ab‰ Gh¥nim Bishr Bin Gh¥nim al-Khur¥s¥nÏ, al-Mudawwanah al-Kubr¥ 

(The Greater Code), ed. Mu|~af¥ Bin ß¥li^ B¥j‰, commentary by Shaykh 

Mu^ammad Y‰suf I~mÏsh, Sultanate of Oman: Ministry of National Heritage and 

Culture, First Printing, 2007, vol. 1, p. 212. 
54 See al-Murta\¥ Mu^ammad Ibn Ya^y¥ al-H¥dÏ, Majm‰¢ Kutub wa Ras¥’il 

(Collected Books and Letters), ed. ¢Abd al-KarÏm A^mad Jadb¥n, ßa¢dah: 

Maktabat al-Tur¥th al-Isl¥mÏ, First Printing, 2002, pp. 33-36 of the Editor’s 

Preface. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Al-Sayyid ß¥rim al-DÏn Ibn Mu^ammad Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-WazÏr, al-Falak al-

Daww¥r fÏ ¢Ul‰m al-¤adÏth wal-Fiqh wal-®th¥r (The Spinning Orbit of the 

Sciences of ¤adÏth, Jurisprudence and Traditions), ed. Mu^ammad Ya^y¥ S¥lim 

¢Izz¥t, ßa¢dah: Maktabat al-Tur¥th al-Isl¥mÏ, First Printing, 1994, p. 14. 
57 ¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¤amm‰d al-¢IzzÏ, ¢Ul‰m al-¤adÏth ¢Ind al-Zaydiyah wal-

Mu^addithÏn (The Hadith Sciences as Approached by the Zaydites and 

Traditionists), First Printing, ßa¢dah: Mu’assasat al-Im¥m Zayd Ibn ¢AlÏ, 2001,  

p. 58. 

notes268



58 Mu^ammad AmÏn al-Istr¥b¥dÏ and al-Sayyid N‰r al-DÏn al-M‰sawÏ al-

¢®milÏ, al-Faw¥’id al-Madaniyah wal-Shaw¥hid al-Makkiyah (Lessons and 

Testimonies from Madinah and Makkah), ed. Shaykh Ra^mat All¥h al-Ar¥kÏ, 

Qum: Mu’assasat al-Nashr al-Isl¥mÏ, Second Printing, 1426 ah/829 ce,  

pp. 268-269. 
59 Haydar Hubb Allah, Na·ariyat al-Sunnah fÏ al-Fikr al-Im¥mÏ al-ShÏ¢Ï (The 

Theory of the Sunnah in Twelver Shi¢ite Thought), Beirut: D¥r al-Intish¥r al-

¢ArabÏ, First Printing, 2006, p. 348. 
60 ¢AlÏ Ibn al-¤usayn Ibn M‰s¥ al-SharÏf al-Murta\¥, Ras¥’il al-Murta\¥ (The 

Letters of al-Murt¥\¥), First Printing, ed. Al-Sayyid A^mad al-¤usaynÏ, Qum: D¥r 

al-Qur’¥n al-KarÏm, 1410 ah/1990 ce, vol. 3, pp. 312-313. 
61 Ab‰ ¢AlÏ al->abarsÏ, TafsÏr Majma¢ al-Bay¥n (The Comprehensive 

Clarification), Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A¢lamÏ, 1415 ah/ ce, vol. 1, pp. 39-41. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Haydar Hubb Allah, Na·ariyat al-Sunnah, p. 305. 
65 Mawl¥ Mu^ammad ß¥li^ al-M¥zandur¥nÏ, Shar^ U|‰l al-K¥fÏ 

(Commentary on U|‰l al-K¥fÏ [a compilation of Shi’ite hadiths]), comments by al-

MÏrz¥ Ab‰ al-¤asan al-Sha¢r¥nÏ, voweled and authenticated by al-Sayyid ¢AlÏ 

¢®sh‰r, Beirut: D¥r I^y¥’ al-Tur¥th al-¢ArabÏ, 1421 ah/2000 ce, vol. 2, p. 345. 
66 Ibid., pp. 345-346. 
67 Ibid., p. 346. 
68 Mu^ammad Ibn IdrÏs al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, al-Ris¥lah (The Treatise), ed. A^mad 

Mu^ammad Sh¥kir, Beirut: al-Maktabat al-¢Ilmiyah, no date, p. 92. 
69 Ibr¥hÏm Ibn M‰s¥ al-LakhmÏ al-Sh¥~ibÏ, al-Muw¥faq¥t fÏ U|‰l al-SharÏ¢ah 

(Reconciliation of the Fundamentals of Islamic Law), First Printing, ed. ¢Abd al-

Sal¥m Sh¥fÏ, annotated and explained by ¢Abd All¥h Darr¥z, biographies provided 

by Mu^ammad ¢Abd All¥h Darr¥z, Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, 1425 

ah/2004 ce, pp. 729-730. 
70 The governing aims and intents of the Qur’an (al-maq¥|id al-qur’¥niyah) are 

higher, overarching purposes which differ from the specific aims addressed by par-

ticular rulings. They also differ from the five “essentials” (al-\ar‰r¥t) embodied in 

the preservation of reason (al-¢aql), life (al-nafs), property (al-m¥l), honor (al-¢ir\), 

and the religion (al-dÏn); complementary entities (al-^¥jiy¥t); and embellishments 

(al-ta^sÏniy¥t). The governing aims and intents of the Qur’an have to do with 

human beings’ movement in life: in their relationship with their Creator, with 

notes 269



notes270

other creatures, with the Universe as a whole, and with themselves. Through an 

inductive reading of the Qur’an, these governing aims and intents can be identified 

as affirmation of the divine oneness (al-taw^Ïd), inward purification (al-tazkiyah), 

prosperity and development (al-¢umr¥n), nurturing the worldwide Muslim  

community (al-ummah), and Islamic outreach (al-da¢wah). 
71 When speaking of an objective equivalent, al-mu¢¥dil al-maw\‰¢Ï, it should 

be borne in mind that words generally convey meanings by way of either direct cor-

respondence (al-mu~¥baqah), inclusion (al-ta\ammun), or association (al-iltiz¥m). 

Objective equivalence has to do solely with direct correspondence, whereby words 

correspond both to an image in the mind, and to an external reality. The equiva-

lence of the Qur’an to the Cosmos is a comprehensive, objective equivalence such 

that it governs the linguistic, mental and actual existence of the Cosmos and its 

movements subject to the laws and patterns which God has placed therein, and in 

accordance with which it operates. It is on this basis that the Qur’an can be said to 

be a clarification of all things, and not to have neglected anything in all of exis-

tence. As God declares in S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:38, “no single thing have We neglected 

in Our decree.” The relationship between the Qur’an and the Cosmos – God’s 

written and experiential revelations respectively – is one of systematic correspon-

dence, an appreciation of which requires knowledge of the mechanisms that 

operate in both.  
72 Through an insightful reading of the positions taken by the various Islamic 

sects and the divisions that have arisen among them over the issue of the caliphate, 

the conditions on the basis of which someone merits this position, etc., we may 

conclude that while competence in handling the ummah ’s affairs is the ultimate 

goal or intention, we must also consider the manner in which the conditions for 

such competence are fulfilled in one age or another. Furthermore, the competence 

to which we refer here goes far beyond meeting specific conditions by a single  

member of the ummah to a vision and approach capable of restoring the ummah ’s 

effectiveness and presence in the world at large. There must be a mature, universal 

vision which orders and integrates all of the ummah ’s hidden potentialities of 

strength and diversity. A partial vision will never be sufficient to the task of 

enabling the ummah to become all that it is intended to be.  
73 Ayatollah Seyyed Hossein Borujerdi (d. 1380 ah/1961 ce), who, in coopera-

tion with the Grand Sheikh of al-Azhar Ma^m‰d al-Shalt‰t (d. 1963), helped to 

foster rapprochement between the Sunni and Shi¢a sects, was of the view that we 

need to propose what he termed the religious custodianship (wil¥yah dÏniyah) of 

the infallible imams rather than the political custodianship (wil¥yah siy¥siyah) 



known to history. Therefore, held Borujerdi, more emphasis should be placed on 

^adÏth al-thaqalayn (the account of the two weighty things, the “two weighty 

things” referring to the Qur’an and the Household of the Prophet respectively, 

which the Prophet had predicted would never be separated until the Day of 

Judgment) than on ̂ adÏth al-ghadÏr (the account of the Khumm Pond, which 

makes mention not only of the Prophet’s family, but of ¢AlÏ in particular). The issue 

we face today, according to Borujerdi, is not the rightfulness of Imam ¢AlÏ to a par-

ticular historical role but, rather, proper interpretation of the SharÏ¢ah, while the 

unique function of the infallible imams is not participation in politics, a realm in 

which they only entered in the service of particular interests but, rather, that of 

delivering and interpreting the SharÏ¢ah. See Haydar Hubb Allah, Su’¥l al-TaqrÏb 

bayn al-Madh¥hib: Awr¥q J¥ddah (In Pursuit of Rapprochement among the Sects: 

Serious Papers), Beirut: D¥r al-Intish¥r al-¢ArabÏ, First Printing, 2010, pp. 11-192. 

In a more detailed treatment of the same topic, Seyyed Mohammed Hossein 

Fa\lallah (d. 2010 ce) set forth the difficulties which, in his view, ought most to be 

discussed. He said, “The vital question in the doctrinal dispute between the Sunnis 

and the Shi¢a has to do with the caliphate and the imamate. This point of disagree-

ment may well be viewed as the ‘mother’ of all scholastic theological and juristic 

disputes, insofar as each of these two sects developed a school with its own meth-

ods, ideas, doctrinal and cultural distinctives, and sectarian biases.” This issue 

involves a dispute over two main points: (1) the authoritative power of opinion 

(^ujjiyat al-ra’y), and (2) the trustworthiness of hadiths (wath¥qat al-^adÏth).  

First, the authoritative power of opinion (^ujjiyat al-ra’y): The dispute over the 

legitimacy of the caliphate gave rise to another dispute over the authoritative 

power of the scholastic theological or juristic opinion held by the caliph, the nature 

of legitimate rule and, by extension, the legitimacy of treating the ruler’s (caliph’s) 

opinions and fatwas as a source of Islamic legislation. Still another dispute that 

arose logically from the former had to do with the authoritative power of the posi-

tions taken by the Prophet’s Companions (ßAAS). This matter was significant as 

well, as it impacted people’s confidence in the Companions’ juristic or other inter-

pretations, and whether people could apply them to various doctrinal or practical 

matters. Discussion of practical aspects of Islamic life may have more potential for 

uniting Muslims across the Sunni-Shi¢a divide than discussions of the question of 

the caliphate and the imamate, which have come to be associated with deeply held 

sanctities in the minds and hearts of Sunni and Shi¢a alike. The individuals whose 

worthiness, or lack thereof, of the caliphate has been a subject of debate are long 
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gone from this world. Hence, the debate over who should, or should not, have been 

caliph during a given period of history has no direct relevance to our own. What is, 

in fact, of relevance, is whether the view held, or the fatwa issued, by this or that 

caliph or imam is valid for our own day or not. Fa\lall¥h notes that by focusing on 

interpretations, views, fatwas and the like, we may be able to diminish the negative 

emotional charge that has plagued Sunni-Shi¢a exchanges for so long, since an idea 

or a legal ruling is not likely to be invested with the same sanctity as an individual 

would be. When the discussion takes place around the components, conditions and 

extensions of authoritative power, it opens onto broader horizons than it would if 

it were focused, as it was traditionally, on individuals to whom personal allegiances 

were felt and/or who were held sacred by those engaged in the discussion. In this 

way, then, we may be able to arrive at a new approach to reading the Qur’an and 

the Sunnah, and a new understanding of historical events and figures. 

Secondly, regarding the trustworthiness of hadiths (wath¥qat al-^adÏth): 

Documentation of the written heritage, whether in the form of hadiths passed 

down from the Prophet, or Qur’anic interpretations attributed to the Companions 

or the Imams, has been the subject of wide disagreement among Muslims. One  

outcome of this is that adherents of the Imamate School have forfeited access to 

numerous hadiths narrated by the Companions on the authority of the Prophet  – 

and, hence, to valuable sources of Islamic ijtihad – because they lack confidence in 

their chains of transmission and/or the trustworthiness of this or that Companion. 

By contrast, adherents of the Caliphate School view the Companions as having 

been upright and trustworthy individuals and, therefore, narrators. Adherents of 

this school do not believe that the hadiths passed down by the household of the 

Prophet are critical to the resolution of juristic and scholastic theological questions 

because they do not view their opinions as possessing authoritative power; further-

more, they consider these hadiths to be mursalah, that is, as having incomplete 

chains of transmission that do not reach all the way back to the Apostle. Adherents 

of the Imamate School, by contrast, believe that in all of their hadiths, the Imams – 

whom they view, of course, as being infallible – have drawn directly upon the 

words of the Apostle. In this connection, Imam Ja¢far al-ß¥diq is quoted as having 

said something to the effect that, “My words are those of my father, my father’s 

words are those of my grandfather, and my grandfather’s words are those of the 

Messenger of God (ßAAS).” Accordingly, adherents of the Imamate School hold 

that, so long as they were transmitted correctly, the hadiths passed down on the 

authority of the Imams are decisive and final representations of the truth. Hence, 
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Fa\lall¥h states, “Both groups must diligently research the conditions for proper 

documentation of hadith texts.” See Mu^ammad ¤usayn Fa\lall¥h, A^¥dÏth fÏ 

Qa\iyat al-Wa^dah wal-Ikhtil¥f (Hadiths of Relevance to the Issue of Unity and 

Difference), prepared by NajÏb N‰r al-DÏn, Beirut: D¥r al-Mal¥k, First Printing, 

2001, pp. 153-155. 
74 It is not our purpose here to discuss or question the authoritative power 

attributed by the Zaydites and the Twelver Shi¢ites to statements made by the 

imams descended from the Household of the Prophet, nor that attributed to the 

words of the Ibadite imams and their predecessors, nor that attributed to the words 

of the Companions. Rather, we simply wish to emphasize that the authoritative 

power attributed to these individuals’ statements does not mean that adherents of 

the aforementioned groups dispute the Qur’an’s being the founding source of truth 

in Islam, or the Prophetic Sunnah’s being the explanatory source. Although the 

foregoing quotations do not all indicate a clear distinction between the Qur’an (as 

foundational source) and the Sunnah (as explanatory source), they do clearly dis-

tinguish between these two texts and all others, which is the most important thing. 

And indeed, the various Islamic sects have numerous sources which make clear 

that they hold up the Qur’an as the arbiter of all other texts. Examples of such 

sources follow: 

Among the Twelver Shi¢ites: 

• al-Shaykh al-MufÏd, Mu^ammad Ibn Mu^ammad Ibn al-Nu¢m¥n al-

Baghd¥dÏ, al-Tadhkirah bi U|‰l al-Fiqh (Reminder of the Principles of 

Jurisprudence), ed. Shaykh MahdÏ Najaf, Beirut: D¥r al-MufÏd, First Printing, 

1413 ah/1992 ce, p. 45. 

•  ____. Al-Ikhti|¥|, annotated by ¢AlÏ Akbar Ghif¥rÏ and Mu^ammad al-

ZarandÏ, Beirut: D¥r al-MufÏd, Second Printing, 1993 ce, p. 281. 

• Mu^ammad Ibn al-¤asan al->‰sÏ, al-Tiby¥n fÏ TafsÏr al-Qur’¥n (The Clear 

Manifestation in Explanation of the Qur’an), ed. A^mad ¤abÏb Qa|Ïr al-

¢®milÏ, Beirut: Maktab al-I¢l¥m al-Isl¥mÏ, First Printing, 1409 ah/1988 ce,  

vol. 1, p. 14. 

Mu^ammad Ibn al-¤asan al-¤urr al-¢®milÏ, al-Fu|‰l al-Muhimmah fÏ U|‰l al-

A’immah (Important Chapters on the Origins of the Imams), ed. Mu^ammad Ibn 

Mu^ammad al-¤usayn al-Q¥’ÏnÏ, Qum: Mu’assasat Ma¢¥rif Isl¥mÏ Ri\¥, First 

Printing, 1379 ah/1959 ce, vol. 1, p. 427.  

Among the Ibadites: 

• al-N¥mÏ, Dir¥s¥t ¢an al-Ib¥\iyah (Studies on the Ibadites), op. cit., p. 124.  



Among the Zaydites: 

• al-Im¥m al-H¥dÏ Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-WazÏr, Hid¥yat al-R¥ghibÏn il¥ Madhhab al-

¢Itrah al->¥hirÏn (Seekers’ Guidance to the Pristine Family of the Prophet), 

ßa¢dah: Markaz Ahl al-Bayt lil-Dir¥s¥t al-Isl¥miyah, First Printing, 2002,  

p. 148.  

Among the Sunnites: 

• al-Sh¥~ibÏ, al-Muw¥faq¥t fÏ U|‰l al-SharÏ¢ah (Reconciliation of the 

Fundamentals of Islamic Law), op. cit., p. 675. 
75 According to the late Shi¢ite cleric Waez Vaez-Zadeh Khorasani (d. 2016), 

the dispute between the Shi¢ites and Sunnites in the present day has no legitimate 

basis, and it is possible for Shi¢ites to view the governments of the rightly guided 

caliphs as legitimate provided that “we draw a distinction between two priorities. 

The first of these is Imam ¢AlÏ’s acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the caliphates 

of Ab‰ Bakr, ¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b, and ¢Uthm¥n Ibn ¢Aff¥n even though he was 

more worthy of the caliphate than they had been, and the second is the importance 

of resisting the influence of hypocrites and apostates – that is to say, the danger 

which threatened the Muslim community at that time both on the Arabian 

Peninsula and elsewhere – through mutual consultation among the recognized eld-

ers and authorities of the Muslim community. The second priority was of greater 

urgency than the first, as evidenced by: (1) Imam ¢AlÏ’s statement that “You know 

that of all people, I am the most worthy of it [the caliphate] ... But truly, I will be 

well so long as the affairs of the Muslims are well, whereas it [my being deprived of 

the caliphate] harmed no one but me personally”; (2) his statement. “I swear 

before God, I had no desire for the caliphate” (meaning that he had no wish to be 

given first priority); and, (3) his statement in the sixth sermon in Nahj al-Bal¥ghah 

that, “the people who pledged allegiance to Ab‰ Bakr, ¢Umar and ¢Uthm¥n made 

the same pledge to me…The Emigrants and the Helpers were entitled to engage in 

mutual consultation, so if they agreed on someone and named him imam, this was 

a sign of God’s approval….” Khorasani then lists the reasons for which the people 

chose Ab‰ Bakr at that time, none of which had anything to do with a conspiracy to 

deprive Imam ¢AlÏ of a right which they knew full well to be his, and on this basis he 

concludes that Ab‰ Bakr’s caliphate was, in fact, legitimate. He concludes his  

discussion with a quote from Shaykh Shalt‰t, who said, “Ab‰ Bakr was the mani-

festation of peace, while ¢AlÏ was the manifestation of wrath.” See Hubb Allah, 

Su’¥l al-TaqrÏb, pp. 193-194. 
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In the context of his demand that both Sunnite and ShÏ¢ite thinkers rethink their 

presuppositions, Shaykh Mu^ammad ß¥li^ al-¤¥’irÏ al-M¥zandar¥nÏ (a contem-

porary of Borujerdi) maintained that the message conveyed by ¤adÏth al-GhadÏr 

(the hadith of the Pond of Khumm referred to earlier) is that Imam ¢AlÏ had been 

nominated, but not appointed, to a political position. See Hubb Allah, Su’¥l al-

TaqrÏb, p. 192. In sum, Imam ¢AlÏ put the interests of the Muslim community 

before his own. 
76 This is not to deny that the various Islamic schools of thought have offered 

analyses of how to manage the ummah’s affairs. Moreover, although such analyses 

have remained largely within the orbit of jurisprudence and, possibly, scholastic 

theology, bound by the strictures of the schools of thought from which they origi-

nated, they are nevertheless steps in the right direction, and bear witness to a 

growing awareness of the need for Islamic thought to address concrete problems 

and issues. 

With regard to the political aspect of the imamate question, we find that some 

who once insisted that the imamate was set forth explicitly in the text of the Qur’an 

rather than being a matter of choice have reexamined their points of view, thus 

opening the way for movement toward concrete cooperation in the modern sphere. 

This movement is certainly to be welcomed. The questions we need to answer have 

to do with the most suitable political system, the concept of mutual consultation, 

how to separate Islamic outreach from political authority, how to establish a just 

state and, most importantly, how to establish an approach which regulates the 

relationship between religion and politics in such a way as to promote Qur’anic 

values, and to define the role of the jurist as one who derives Islamic legal rulings in 

answer to questions about concrete realities. Questions such as these require us to 

explore horizons of thought beyond the bounds of the doctrinal past. 

 

 
chapter five 

 
1 ¢AlÏ Ibn Ism¥¢Ïl al-Ash¢arÏ, Maq¥l¥t al-Isl¥miyÏn wa Ikhtil¥f al-Mu|allÏn (The 

Disparate Theological Opinions of Islamic Sects and Their Worshippers), ed. 

Helmut Ritter, Beirut: D¥r I^y¥’ al-Tur¥th, no date, pp. 1-2. 
2 TaqÏ al-DÏn Ab‰ al-¢Abb¥s A^mad Ibn ¢Abd al-¤alÏm Ibn Taymiyah al-

¤arr¥nÏ, Dar’ Ta¢¥ru\ al-¢Aqli wal-Naql (Warding Off Conflict Between Reason 

and Revelation), Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, 1417 ah/1996 ce, vol. 1, p. 95. 
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3 Ibid. In his book Minh¥j al-Sunnah al-Nabawiyah (The Path of the Prophetic 

Sunnah), which he wrote in a scathing critique and refutation of the Twelver 

Shi¢ites, Ibn Taymiyah never once suggested that they were not Muslims. 
4 Ab‰ Ya¢q‰b Y‰suf Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-W¥rijl¥nÏ, al-DalÏl wal-Burh¥n (Evidence 

and Proof), Second Printing, ed. S¥lim Ibn ¤amad al-¤¥rithÏ, Muscat: Ministry of 

Heritage and Culture, 2006 ce, vol. 2, p. 6. 
5 Mu^ammad Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-KindÏ, Bay¥n al-Shar¢ (Elucidation of the Divine 

Law), Muscat: Ministry of National Heritage and Culture, 1404 ah/1984 ce,  

vol. 3, p. 418. 
6 Ibid., p. 419. 
7 Ibid., p. 418. 
8 Ab‰ ¤af| ¢Amr‰s Ibn Fat^ al-Nuf‰sÏ, U|‰l al-Dayn‰nah al-ß¥fiyah 

(Principles of Sound Judgment), First Printing, ed. ¤¥jj A^mad Ibn ¤amu Kur‰m, 

Muscat: Ministry of National Heritage, 1420 ah/1999 ce, pp. 61-62 in the section 

entitled, “Dealings Among Monotheists.” 
9 Al-W¥rijl¥nÏ, al-DalÏl wal-Burh¥n, vol. 2, p. 38. 
10 Ab‰ al-¤asan ¢AlÏ Ibn Mu^ammad Ibn ¢AlÏ al-Basy¥nÏ al-BasyawÏ, J¥mi¢ AbÏ 

al-¤asan al-BasyawÏ (The Compendium of Ab‰ al-¤asan al-BasyawÏ), ed. Shaykh 

A^mad al-KhalÏlÏ, Muscat: Ministry of National Heritage, 1984, pp. 121-126. 
11 Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h Mu^ammad Ibn MakkÏ al-¢®milÏ (al-ShahÏd al-Awwal), al-

Qaw¥¢id wal-Faw¥’id fÏ al-Fiqh wal-U|‰l wal-¢Arabiyah (Rules and Lessons in 

Jurisprudence, Islamic Legal Theory, and the Arabic Language), ed. al-Sayyid ¢Abd 

al-H¥dÏ al-¤akÏm, Qum: Mansh‰r¥t Maktabat al-MufÏd, no date, vol. 1, p. 226. 
12 Zayn al-DÏn Ibn ¢AlÏ A^mad al-¢®milÏ, al-ShahÏd al-Th¥nÏ, ¤aq¥’iq al-¬m¥n 

(Realities of Faith), ed. al-Sayyid MahdÏ al-Raj¥’Ï, Qum: Matba¢at Sayyid al-

Shuhad¥’, First Printing, 1409 ah/1989 ce, p. 105. 
13 Ibid., pp. 130-131. 
14 As a matter of fact, there were disagreements among Zaydites themselves 

over how definitive the signification of this text is. In al-Fu|‰l al-Lu’lu’iyah (Pearly 

Chapters), al-Sayyid ß¥rim al-DÏn Ibr¥hÏm Ibn Mu^ammad al-WazÏr (d. 914 

ah/1508 ce) divided texts into those which are manifestly clear (jalÏ), and those 

which are obscure or indirect (khafÏ). A text classified as jalÏ “is one which signifies 

one and one meaning only by necessity of the dictionary definition of the words as 

nouns, verbs, or particles, while a text classified as khafÏ is one which signifies one 

and one meaning only, not by virtue of dictionary definitions but, rather, based on 

reflection. According to the majority of our scholars, texts pointing to the imamate 
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of the Guardian (al-wa|Ï) belong to the second category, not to the first, and on this 

point they differ with the Jarudites (al-J¥r‰diyah) and the Twelver Shi¢ites.” 

Furthermore, unlike the Twelver Shi¢ites, the Zaydites do not hold that the text 

specified one and only one person [as the imam] but, rather, that it belongs to any-

one descended from al-¤asan and al-¤usayn who emerged and claimed it for 

himself. See ß¥rim al-DÏn Ibr¥hÏm Ibn Mu^ammad al-WazÏr, al-Fu|‰l al-

Lu’lu’iyah fÏ U|‰l Fiqh al-¢Itrah al-Zakiyah wa ¢Ilm al-Ummah al-Mu^ammadiyah 

(Pearly Insights Into the Principles of the Jurisprudence of the Pristine Family of the 

Prophet and the Knowledge of the Mu^ammadan Community), ed. Muhammad 

Yahya ¢Izzan, Sanaa: The Yemeni Center for Heritage and Research, First Printing, 

2002, Paragraph 131, p 120. 
15 Al-Man|‰r bi’ll¥h ¢Abd All¥h Ibn ¤amzah, al-Sh¥fÏ fÏ U|‰l al-DÏn 

(Compendium of Islamic Legal Theory), First Printing, ed. Majd al-DÏn Ibn 

Mu^ammad Ibn Man|‰r al-Mu’ayyidÏ, Sanaa: Maktabat Ahl al-Bayt, 1430 

ah/2009 ce, vol. 4, pp. 319-320. 
16 The word “definitive” is being used here not in the sense of having definitive 

signification (qa~¢iyat al-dil¥lah) but, rather, in the sense of enjoying definitive 

attestation (qa~¢iyat al-thub‰t) as detailed by al-Sayyid ß¥rim al-DÏn Ibr¥hÏm Ibn 

Mu^ammad al-WazÏr in al-Fu|‰l al-Lu’lu’iyah. The position he has chosen is that 

of Imam Ya^y¥ Ibn ¤amzah, to the effect that the texts having to do with the  

imamate are khafÏ (veiled, cryptic). 
17 Al-Im¥m al-H¥dÏ Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-WazÏr, Nih¥yat al-TanwÏh fÏ Izh¥q al-

TamwÏh (The End of Commendation for Misrepresentation), First Printing, ed. 

A^mad Ibn Dirham Ibn ¢Abd All¥h ¤‰riyah and Ibr¥hÏm Ibn Majd al-DÏn al-

Mu’ayyidÏ, ßa¢dah: Ahl al-Bayt Islamic Studies [Publishing], 1412 ah/2000 ce,  

p. 65. 
18 Mu^ammad Ibn IdrÏs al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, al-Umm (The Exemplar), Beirut: D¥r al-

Ma¢rifah, Second Printing, 1393 ah/1973 ce, vol. 4, p. 217. 
19 Spoils gained without actual fighting having taken place.  
20 Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, al-Umm (The Exemplar), p. 217. 
21 The website for Ahl al-¤aqq wa al-Istiq¥mah, the book entitled, al-Wa^dah 

al-Isl¥miyah min Khil¥l SÏrat al-¢All¥mah S¥lim Ibn Dhakw¥n al-Hil¥lÏ (Islamic 

Unity Via the Life Story of Illustrious Scholar S¥lim Ibn Dhakw¥n al-Hil¥lÏ), by 

Shaykh A^mad Ibn ¤amad al-KhalÏlÏ. See: https://www.paldf.net/forum/ 

showthread.php?=40281 and http://ayanemzabghardaia.org. 
22 Al-W¥rjil¥ni, al-DalÏl wal-Burh¥n, the section entitled, “On How the 

Commander of the Faithful Should Treat Those Who Are in Disagreement” (that 
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is, in the event that the Ibadites are in a position of power over those who differ 

with them).  
23 The report of this uprising and Ab‰ ¤amzah’s sermon are also cited by 

KhalÏfah Ibn Khayy¥~ (d. 240 ah/865 ce). On this basis, it may be concluded that 

the Ibadites’ approach to change and revolution – unlike that of sects such as al-

Mu^akkimah (the Kharijites) – was based not on confrontation with the society at 

large, but solely with those in power. See KhalÏfah Ibn Khayy¥~ al-LaythÏ al-

¢U|furÏ, T¥rÏkh KhalÏfah Ibn Khayy¥~ (The History of KhalÏfah Ibn Khayy¥~), ed. 

Akram ™iy¥’ al-¢UmarÏ, Damascus and Beirut: D¥r al-Qalam and Mu’assasat al-

Ris¥lah, Second Printing, 1397 ah/1977 ce, pp. 384-387. 
24 Al-W¥rijl¥nÏ, al-DalÏl wal-Burh¥n, vol. 1, p. 97. 
25 Ya^y¥ Ibn ¤amzah Ibn ¢AlÏ Ibn Ibr¥hÏm al-¤usaynÏ, al-Inti|¥r ¢al¥ ¢Ulam¥’ 

al-Am|¥r (Triumph over the Scholars of the Cities), Sanaa: Mu’assasat al-Im¥m 

Zayd Ibn ¢AlÏ al-Thaq¥fiyah, First Printing, 1424 ah/2003 ce, vol. 2, p. 756. 
26 Ibid., vol. 3, p. 570. 
27 Mu^ammad Ibn al-Murta\¥ al-Yam¥nÏ al-WazÏr, ¬th¥r al-¤aqq ¢al¥ al-

Khalq (Placing Allegiance to Truth Over Allegiance to Human Beings), Second 

Printing, Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, 1987, p. 217. 
28 Ab‰ Ja¢far Mu^ammad Ibn al-¤asan al->‰sÏ, al-Istib|¥r fÏ m¥ ikhtalafa min 

al-Akhb¥r (Insight into Differing Historical Accounts), ed. al-Sayyid ¤asan al-

M‰sawÏ al-Khur¥s¥nÏ, Tehran: D¥r al-Kutub al-Isl¥miyah, Third Printing, 1393 

ah/1973 ce, vol. 3, p. 184. 
29 A^mad ¢®bidÏn, “Islamic Unity in Theory and Practice: A Juristic Study of 

Prayer with Sunnites” (al-wa^dah al-isl¥miyah bayn al-shi¢¥r wal-¢amal: dir¥sah 

fiqhiyah fÏ al-|al¥h ma¢a ahl al-sunnah), from Su’¥l al-TaqrÏb bayn al-Madh¥hib: 

Awr¥q J¥ddah, published in Majallat Nu|‰| Mu¢¥|irah (Journal of Contemporary 

Texts), Beirut, No. 11, Year 3, 1428 ah/2007 ce, p. 113. 
30 We need to beware of the misuse of accounts according to which, as al-¤ajj¥j 

Ibn Y‰suf was laying siege to the Sacred Precinct in Makkah, he would stop regu-

larly to perform the communal prayer behind the Sacred Mosque’s imam, only to 

resume hostilities once the prayer had concluded. Those who cite such accounts 

understand them to signify that while prayer belongs to the realm of the religious 

and the spiritual, it has nothing to do with the earthly and the political. In fact, 

however, this scenario presents a proper understanding of neither religious  

practice nor earthly concerns. Is it an expression of sound religion to desecrate 

God’s sacred house in God’s sacred month and to defile those making pilgrimage 

to His sacred house when even the polytheists of that day would have been loath to 
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violate such sanctities? Is it an expression of sound religion for Muslims to pray 

together shoulder to shoulder, only to turn on one another as soon as the prayer 

has concluded, violating their fellow Muslims’ most sacrosanct rights in disobedi-

ence to God’s commands, as though their coming together in prayer were not a 

reminder of their duties toward each other as brothers? Similarly, is it a proper 
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Ibn M‰s¥ al-SharÏf al-Ra\Ï, ¤aq¥’iq al-Ta’wÏl fÏ Mutash¥bih al-TanzÏl (The 

Realities of Interpreting the Mutash¥bih Verses of the Divine Revelation), ed. 

Mu^ammad Ri\¥ ®l K¥shif al-Ghi~¥’, Beirut: D¥r al-Muh¥jir, no date, pp. 7-11. 

A comparison of what al-SharÏf al-Ra\Ï states here with what one finds in 

Twelver Shi¢Ïte commentaries based on accounts passed down on the authority of 

the Prophet or an infallible imam, such as those of Fur¥t al-K‰fÏ and al-¢Ayy¥shÏ – 

which treat the words of the Qur’an as mere symbols by viewing the term al-

r¥sikh‰na fÏ al-¢ilm as applying to no one but the infallible imams – shows what 

great strides al-SharÏf al-Ra\Ï had made along the path of reason and openness to 

other points of view. 
95 Al->‰sÏ, al-Tiby¥n, vol. 1, p. 14. 
96 Al->abarsÏ, TafsÏr Majma¢ al-Bay¥n, vol. 1, pp. 39-43. 
97 Opinions have differed over J¥bir Ibn Zayd’s doctrinal affiliation, the debate 

over which has been charged with a spirit of distrust and suspicion on the part of 

Sunnites and Ibadites alike. Some Ibadite views have been based on the assumption 

that the Sunnites are bent on denigrating the Ibadites, while the Sunnites have fos-

tered the belief that the Ibadites associate themselves with J¥bir Ibn Zayd merely as 

a means of promoting themselves and their ideas. Quite apart from such conspira-

cies and suspicions, the most realistic scenario is that J¥bir Ibn Zayd served as a 

mediating figure who succeeded in bridging groups with conflicting points of view, 

as doctrinal structures had yet to crystallize at that time. This view is consistent 

with the fact that Ibadite sources tend to depict J¥bir Ibn Zayd’s role as imam as 

more intellectual than political or practical, particularly given that he took part in 

no political events in Basra. Some Sunnite narratives also associate J¥bir Ibn Zayd 

with the Ibadites. Such accounts indicate that J¥bir Ibn Zayd was dissatisfied with 

conditions under Umayyad rule despite his contact with Umayyad Governor al-

¤ajj¥j Ibn Y‰suf al-ThaqafÏ, while according to some Ibadite sources, he was  

hesitant to let his political views be known. In short, then, the issue at that time was 

no more than a matter of a political stance toward the ruling authority. 
98 In his Tadhkirat al-¤uff¥· (Historical Roster of Traditionists), al-DhahabÏ 

wrote, “Ab‰ al-Sha¢th¥’ J¥bir Ibn Zayd al-AzdÏ al-Ba|rÏ was an illustrious scholar 

and a companion of Ibn ¢Abb¥s on whose authority Qat¥dah, Ayy‰b, ¢Amr Ibn 

DÏn¥r, and number of others transmitted accounts. ¢A~¥’ quoted Ibn ¢Abb¥s as  

saying, “If the people of Basra had listened to J¥bir Ibn Zayd, he would have 
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broadened their knowledge of the contents of the Book of God.” Ibn ¢Abb¥s is also 

reported to have asked, “Why would you ask me about anything when you have 

J¥bir Ibn Zayd among you?” ¢Amr Ibn DÏn¥r once said, “Never have I known any-

one more knowledgeable of legal rulings that J¥bir Ibn Zayd.” Upon encountering 

J¥bir Ibn Zayd as he circumambulated the Ka¢bah, Ibn ¢Umar said to him, “O 

J¥bir, you are a jurist of Basra, and people come to you asking you for fatwas. You 

must never issue a fatwa unless the ruling is based on unambiguous texts from the 

Qur’an, and hadiths which are both authentic and broadly adopted and applied by 

the Muslim community; otherwise, you will perish, and cause others to perish.” 

Both Ab‰ al-¤abb¥b Mu^ammad Ibn Saw¥’ and ¬y¥s Ibn Mu¢¥wiyah have been 

quoted as saying, “When I went to Basra, J¥bir Ibn Zayd was their mufti.” 

¤amm¥d Ibn Zayd once said, “Ayy‰b was once asked whether he had seen J¥bir 

Ibn Zayd, to which he replied, saying, ‘Yes, and he was so very perceptive!’ where-

upon he proceeded to marvel at his understanding.” According to A^mad, 

al-Fall¥s and al-Bukh¥rÏ, he died in 98 ah/716 ce, while al-W¥qidÏ and Ibn Sa¢d 

date his death in 103 ah/721 ce, may God have mercy on him. See Shams al-DÏn 

Mu^ammad Ibn A^mad Ibn ¢Uthm¥n al-DhahabÏ, Tadhkirat al-¤uff¥· 

(Historical Roster of Traditionists), Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, First 

Printing, 1998,  

vol. 1, Biographical Entry 76, pp. 57-58. 

He was described by Ibn ¤ibb¥n al-BustÏ as “a Successor who was knowledge-

able of the Qur’an and a jurist of Basra.” See Ab‰ ¤¥tim Mu^ammad Ibn ¤ibb¥n 

Ibn A^mad al-TamÏmÏ al-BustÏ, Mash¥hÏr ¢Ulam¥’al-Am|¥r (Famed Scholars of 

the Metropolises), ed.  Manfred Fleischhammer, Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, 

1959, vol. 1, Biographical Entry 89, p. 646. 
99 Al-Fa\l Ibn al-¤aw¥rÏ, J¥mi¢ al-Fa\l Ibn al-¤aw¥rÏ, Muscat: Ministry of 

National Heritage, 1405 ah/1985 ce, vol. 1, p. 89. 
100 However, it is our view that if we derive legal rulings based on the condi-

tions set down by the infallible imams, then we are treating these conditions as an 

authoritative point of reference which rivals the Qur’an, which is unacceptable. 

For the derivation of legal rulings in imitation of the imams is one of the most dan-

gerous forms of imitation. It has plagued virtually all of Islam’s doctrinal schools of 

thought, and few are those who have escaped its clutches. Such practices are the 

result of mistaken notions such as, for example, that while Qur’anic text is finite, 

there are infinite issues which they must address, that the Qur’an bears multiple 

(conflicting) interpretations, and other assumptions that crept into Muslims’ 

minds as they distanced themselves from the orbit of the Qur’an. 
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101 Ab‰ Zahrah, al-Im¥m Ja¢far al-ß¥diq, p. 504. This is further confirmed by 

what we find in a book entitled Shar^ al-TajrÏd fÏ Fiqh al-Zaydiyah, whose author 

cites Ab‰ ¤anÏfah’s view on an issue relating to intercession without discussion or 

challenge, thereby indicating that he adopts Ab‰ ¤anÏfah’s ruling. See A^mad Ibn 

al-¤usayn al-¤usnÏ, Shar^ al-TajrÏd fÏ Fiqh al-Zaydiyah (Explaining the Abstract 

in Zaydite Jurisprudence), First Printing, ed. Mu^ammad Ya^y¥ ¢Azz¥n and 

¤amÏd J¥bir ¢Ubayd, Sanaa: The Yemeni Center for Heritage and Research, 1427 

ah/2006 ce, vol. 4, p. 264. 
102 Sharaf al-DÏn al-¤usayn Ibn A^mad Ibn al-¤usayn al-ßan¢¥nÏ al-Sayy¥ghÏ, 

al-Raw\ al-Na\Ïr: Shar^ Majm‰¢ al-Fiqh al-KabÏr (The Lush Garden: An 

Explanation of the Great Juristic Compilation), Beirut: D¥r al-JÏl, 1980 ce, vol. 1, 

pp. 17-24. The author of this book demonstrates that the contents of this compila-

tion of hadiths are consistent with what we find in Sunnite hadith collections. 

 

 
chapter six 

 
1 The Arabic term rendered in English as governance (al-^¥kimiyah) is a verbal 

noun derived from the active participle ̂ ¥kim (ruling, ruler), which is derived in 

turn from the verb ̂ akama, meaning to rule or govern. The verbal noun ̂ ukm 

occurs at least two hundred times in the Qur’an, as well as in many hadiths. 

Juridical works have devoted entire sections to the concept of rule or governance 

due to its foundational importance in the field of jurisprudence. The concept also 

falls under the rubric of logic. The verbal noun al-^¥kimiyah occurs nowhere in 

either the Qur’an or the Sunnah; however, it has come into frequent use in recent 

times in the sense of authority or power. 
2 The provision of thorough linguistic and functional definitions for all of these 

concepts would call for a separate study altogether. Consequently, I refer 

researchers and interested readers to the appropriate sources for such definitions. 

The concept of “religion” is defined by al-Mawd‰dÏ along with those of “worship, 

the divine, and the lord,” in his book al-Mu|~alah¥t al-Arba¢ah (The Four Terms), 

while Mu^ammad Badr provides a distinctive definition for it in his book T¥rÏkh 

al-Nu·um al-Q¥n‰niyah wal-Ijtim¥¢iyah (The History of Legal and Social 

Systems). As for the concept of rule (al-^ukm) in its various forms, Fakhr al-DÏn al-

R¥zÏ lists both linguistic and functional definitions for it, and reviews the most 

significant disagreements among scholars over these definitions. In my annotation 

of al-Ma^|‰l, I have sought to fill out details which al-R¥zÏ may have glossed over 
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or treated in an overly summary fashion. See Fakhr al-DÏn Mu^ammad Ibn ¢Umar 

al-R¥zÏ, al-Ma^|‰l fÏ ¢Ilm al-U|‰l (a comprehensive work on Islamic legal theory), 

ed. >aha J¥bir Fayy¥\ al-¢Alw¥nÏ, Riyadh, Imam Mu^ammad Bin Sa¢‰d Islamic 

University, First Printing, 1400 ah/2019 ce, vol. 2, p. 633. 

The same applies to the concepts of the permissible and the impermissible (al-

^al¥l and al-^ar¥m), the general and the specific (al-kh¥|| and al-¢¥mm). As for the 

concepts of divinity, servitude, creation, this world and the next, the unity of reli-

gion, and the Earth, I have dealt with these in detail in my study entitled, “Higher 

Aims and Intents and Governing Qur’anic Values” (al-Maq¥|id wal-Qiyam al-

Qur’¥niyah al-¢Uly¥ al-¤¥kimah). All of religion belongs to God, and religion is 

united within Islam. As we read in S‰rat ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:19, “Behold, the only [true] 

religion in the sight of God is [man’s] self-surrender unto Him.” However people 

may differ or disagree over religion, it is one before God Almighty, namely, in the 

form of Islam, or the submission which was brought by Abraham and all prophets 

after him, and which was completed by our Prophet Muhammad. The creed is one, 

and the aims and intents are one however varied the laws derived from them.  
3 See Exodus 32:9 and 33:3 and 5. 
4 In a similar vein, see Matthew 5:21-32. 
5 Luke 23:1-12. 
6 Romans 13:1-2. 
7 M‰s¥ Ibn Maym‰n, Dil¥lat al-¤¥’irÏn (Guidance for the Perplexed), ed. 

¤usayn At¥y, Cairo: Maktabat al-Thaq¥fah al-DÏniyah, no date, pp. 391ff. 
8 According to the Qur’anic account, recorded in S‰rat ß¥d 38:21-16, two 

brothers brought a dispute to the prophet-king David in order for him to judge the 

dispute between them. Upon issuing his judgment in favor of the rich brother who 

had deprived his poor brother of the single sheep he owed, he realized his own 

guilt, and repented of it. According to the Old Testament account, found in II 

Samuel 12:1-13, the two litigants were not brothers, but characters in an illustra-

tive  

parable told to David by the Prophet Nathan as a means of confronting him with 

the sin he had committed by having his top commander, Uriah, deliberately killed 

on the front lines so that David could marry Uriah’s wife. In the Old Testament 

account, David repents of his sin, and is forgiven by God, though he is also severely 

chastised. 
9 Ab‰ Mu^ammad ¢Abd al-Malik Ibn Hish¥m, al-SÏrah al-Nabawiyah (The 

Life of the Prophet), ed. Mu|~af¥ al-Saq¥, Ibr¥hÏm al-Aby¥rÏ and ¢Abd al-HafÏ· 
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ShalabÏ, Cairo: Maktabah wa Ma~ba¢at Mu|~af¥ al-B¥bÏ al-¤alabÏ, Second 

Printing, 1955, vol. 2, p. 404. 
10 Al-QazwÏnÏ, Sunan Ibn M¥jah, vol. 2, p. 1101, Hadith No. 3312. See also 

Ab‰ ¢Abd All¥h Mu^ammad Ibn ¢Abd All¥h al-¤¥kim al-NÏs¥b‰rÏ, al-Mustadrak 

¢al¥ al-ßa^Ï^ayn (Corrective Supplement to the Two Collections of Authentic 

Hadiths), ed. Mu|~af¥ ¢Abd al-Q¥dir ¢A~¥, Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, 

Second Printing, 2002 ce, vol. 3, p. 50, Hadith No. 4366. 
11 Ab‰ ¢¬s¥ Mu^ammad Ibn ¢¬s¥ al-SulamÏ al-TirmidhÏ, al-J¥mi¢ al-ßa^Ï^ 

(Sunan al-TirmidhÏ) (The Authentic Compendium, or the Hadith Collections of al-

TirmidhÏ), ed. A^mad Mu^ammad Sh¥kir, et. al., Beirut: D¥r I^y¥’ al-Tur¥th 

al-¢ArabÏ, no date, vol. 4, p. 577, Hadith No. 2352. 
12 Ab‰ Bakr A^mad Ibn ¢Umar al-Bazz¥r, al-Ba^r al-Zakhkh¥r al-Ma¢r‰f bi 

Musnad al-Bazz¥r (The Swelling Sea, known as the Firmly Ascribed Hadith 

Collection of al-Bazz¥r), First Printing, ed. Mahf‰· al-Ra^m¥n Zayn All¥h, 

Madinah; Maktabat al-¢Ul‰m wal-¤ikam, 1997 ce, vol. 9, p. 280, Hadith  

No. 3828.  
13 Ibid., vol. 7, p. 223, Hadith No. 2796. See also al-Shayb¥nÏ, Musnad al-

Im¥m A^mad Ibn ¤anbal, op. cit., vol. 30, p. 355, Hadith 18406. 
14 This practice was first introduced by Imam al-Qar¥fÏ. 
15 Ab‰ al-¤usayn Muslim Ibn al-¤ajj¥j al-QushayrÏ, ßa^Ï^ Muslim, ed. 

Mu^ammad Fu’¥d ¢Abd al-B¥qÏ, Beirut: D¥r I^y¥’ al-Tur¥th al-¢ArabÏ, vol. 3,  

p. 1356, Hadith No. 1731. 
16 Mu^ammad Ab‰ al-Q¥sim ¤¥jj ¤amad, al-¢®lamiyah al-Isl¥miyah al-

Th¥niyah (The Second Islamic Globalism), Beirut: D¥r al-S¥qÏ, Second Printing, 

2012, p. 595. 
17 See also S‰rat al-Anbiy¥’ 21:48 and S‰rat al-Anf¥l 8:41. 
18 See Ibn F¥ris, Mu¢jam Maq¥yÏs al-Lughah (Lexicon of the Standards of 

Language), vol. 3, pp. 432-433, entry for ~-w-f.  
19 Worldly powers strive to make themselves centers of influence which bring 

other entities into their orbits, subject them to their control, and extract their obe-

dient submission to their commands and prohibitions. As for the exemplary 

community, it does not make itself into a center but, rather, a model that exhibits 

features and qualities that any community on Earth can acquire given the requisite 

will and effort. The exemplary community opens the way for other communities to 

achieve what it has achieved, since it strives not for hegemony or domination, but 

for the good of all and perpetuation of the values on which it stands. There is thus a 

notes 291



notable distinction between the entity that seeks domination over others, and one 

which strives only to guide others aright, bring them out of darkness into light, and 

deliver God’s message to them, viewing them as brothers and sisters in humanity 

and in the destiny to which we all aspire. 
20 One of the distinctive features of the Islamic message is that of universality, a 

universality that encompasses both all of humanity, and all times and places. 

Unlike the revelations that had preceded it, the message of Islam was not addressed 

solely to a particular people at a particular time or in a particular place; rather, it 

was a call to all of humanity everywhere. Human unity is recognized within Islam 

despite differences among people throughout the world. Similarly, Islam teaches 

that all messengers and messages sent by God exhibit an essential unity. All human 

beings were created by God, who made them out of a single soul, out of which he 

created a pair of souls who yielded families, tribes, and nations that would strive to 

know one another, establish harmonious relations among themselves, and, eventu-

ally, enter one and all into Islam. 

Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï opens al-Ris¥lah with a description of the stages through which 

the final prophetic message passed, from the Prophet’s addressing his own clan to 

his addressing all of humanity. After the message of God’s unity had first come to 

him, the Prophet was instructed to “warn thy kinsfolk” (S‰rat al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:214). 

In response, he went out and issued a call to the people of Quraysh, saying, 

“Redeem yourselves; for I can avail you nothing before God.” This was followed 

by a similar summons to the subtribes of Quraysh, to whom he said, “O descen-

dents of ¢Abd Man¥f, I can avail you nothing before God!” There then came a 

divine command to preach to the people of Makkah and its environs (S‰rat al-

Sh‰r¥’ 42:7) and, ultimately, to issue a call to all of his people: “and, verily, this 

[revelation] shall indeed become [a source of] eminence for thee and thy people: 

but in time you all will be called to account [for what you have done with it]” (S‰rat 

al-Zukhruf 43:44). A man’s “people” are the larger group to which he belongs, 

which in this case would be the Arabs. The eternal message of good news and 

warning brought by the Apostle then spread to include all people everywhere. (See 

Mu^ammad Ibn IdrÏs al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, al-Ris¥lah, op. cit., p. 45, No. 158.) 

Were we to add anything to al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s explication, it would be that after the 

message of Islam was addressed to the Arabs, it went first to peoples who had not 

yet received a divine revelation or been sent a prophet or messenger. Only then was 

it sent out to people everywhere in order to correct the religions they had received, 

and to unify their authoritative point of reference by exalting the word of Islam 

above all else. It was in this way that prophethood was “sealed” through the 
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Messenger of God: As God declared to him, “Now [as for thee, O Muhammad,] 

We have not sent thee otherwise than to mankind at large, to be a herald of glad tid-

ings and a warner” (S‰rat Saba’ 34:28), and, “truly and justly has thy Sustainer’s 

promise been fulfilled. There is no power that could alter His promises: and He 

alone is All-Hearing, All-Knowing” (S‰rat al-An¢¥m 6:115). 
21 However Islamic it may be (or consider itself to be), no state should ever treat 

the propagation of Islam as a political undertaking, since governments and politics 

are subject to material considerations. Foremost among such considerations are 

geopolitical factors and struggles for survival and influence, all of which are 

incompatible with the propagation of religion. Furthermore, the mission of 

spreading Islam involves burdens and responsibilities that weigh heavily on even 

the most powerful state, though this is not to deny the importance of striving to 

subject political practices to the standards of Qur’anic values.  
22 In the year 6 ah/628 ce, the Prophet and 1,400 unarmed Muslims 

approached Makkah from Madinah in hopes of performing the ~aw¥f around the 

Ka¢bah and making animal sacrifices in the ritual pilgrimage. When some leading 

members of Quraysh objected to their entering the city, negotiations were held and 

a treaty was drawn up (the Treaty of Hudaybiyah, or |ul^ al-^udaybiyah). 

According to the terms of the treaty, the Muslims would not be allowed to perform 

the pilgrimage to Makkah until the following year, and when they did, they would 

only be allowed to stay in the city for three days, and could only bring with them 

whatever weapons they might need to protect them from the perils of the journey. 

If someone from Quraysh came to Madinah to profess Islam without permission 

from his legal guardian, the Muslims would be obliged to send him or her back to 

Makkah, whereas any Muslim who left Madinah for Makkah and sought refuge 

and protection there would be allowed to remain. Additionally, the Prophet 

forewent both the use of the title “Messenger of God” and the name Allah in the 

treaty’s wording. Some of the Companions found these terms of the treaty offen-

sive and demeaning. However, the treaty also called for a ban on fighting between 

Quraysh and the Muslims in Madinah for a whole ten years, which was a boon to 

all.  
23 Akram ™iy¥’ al-¢UmarÏ, al-SÏrah al-Nabawiyah al-ßa^Ï^ah (The Authentic 

Biography of the Prophet), Fourth Printing, Riyadh: Maktabat al-¢Ubayk¥n, 2001, 

vol. 2, p. 446. 
24 According to some interpretations of this ayah, it was addressed to the 

Prophet’s Companions, that is, the first generation of believers, while according to 

others, it applies more generally. In fact, however, there is no conflict between 

notes 293



these two interpretations, since the concept of the ummah is a dynamic one and 

thus, capable of ongoing renewal. The most noble Apostle did, in fact, establish an 

ummah, and it was this ummah which brought the Islamic call out of Madinah into 

the wider Arabian Peninsula and beyond. In order for the ummah to continue  

carrying out its role, however, it must continue to renew and rebuild itself. 
25 The pursuit of material defense and survival is not, in and of itself, worthy of 

condemnation. In fact, the actions taken in the interests of such goals have often 

served to eliminate obstacles in the way of spreading the Islamic message. At other 

times, however, they may indeed hinder Islam’s spread and proper understanding. 

Perhaps it was this duality that we are being alerted to in S‰rat ¢Abasa (80), which 

tells us how the most noble Apostle, preoccupied with what one might term strate-

gic considerations, and believing that if the leaders of Quraysh embraced Islam, 

this would pave the way for him to spread his message among the weak and 

oppressed members of society who lived in fear of those in power over them, 

became so engrossed in efforts to win over the chieftains of Quraysh that he failed 

to be properly attentive to a humble blind man who had come to him in eager pur-

suit of knowledge and understanding. The Apostle was then reproached by the 

Almighty, who informed him anew that the Islamic message is a reminder, and that 

whoever is willing to do so may take it to heart. This error was committed at a time 

when the propagation of Islam was the principle aim of the Muslim community, all 

else being secondary to this central goal. How much more likely, then, would it be 

for such an imbalance to occur when promotion of the Islamic message has come to 

be seen merely as one end among many, if not a mere means to an end?? 

At various times in the history of Islam, the state and the mission to spread 

Islam have been opposed to one another. At times such as these, the state was an 

institution founded upon tribal, familial or ethnic connections and loyalties rather 

than being the representative of the Islamic faith community. When this occurred, 

the propagation of Islam suffered a decline, and was superseded by the aims of the 

imperial state. The Islamic conquests largely served the interests of the latter rather 

than the former, as can be seen from the description of conditions at that time  

provided by Ibn Khald‰n, who wrote, “The Arab ummah had no knowledge or 

understanding of North Africa, whether before or after the coming of Islam, 

because the Berbers had protected North Africa from invading nations. Thereafter, 

the Islamic religion appeared, and through it the Arabs triumphed over all other 

nations. They marched on North Africa and conquered all of its cities and metrop-

olises, but encountered fierce resistance from the Berbers.” (See ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n 

Ibn Khald‰n al-¤a\ramÏ, DÏw¥n al-Mubtada’ wal-Khabar fÏ T¥rÏkh al-¢Arab wal-
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Barbar wa man ¢®|arahum min DhawÏ al-Sha’n al-Akbar (On the History of the 

Arabs and the Berbers), ed. KhaliÏl Sha^¥dah, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, Second Printing, 

1988, vol. 6, p. 12.) 

The hostility with which Islam was received by the Berbers highlights the con-

fusion that occurred between the religion of Islam and those who had brought it. In 

an analysis of the situation, Ibn Khald‰n tells us that according to Ab‰ 

Mu^ammad Ibn AbÏ Zayd, the Berbers apostasized twelve times between Tripoli 

and Tangiers. They did not become well established in Islam until >¥riq and 

Umayyad Governor and General M‰s¥ Ibn Na|Ïr went to Andalusia after North 

Africa had been subjugated. Many leading Berbers also went to Andalusia and set-

tled there by virtue of the conquest, whereupon Islam at last took root in North 

Africa and the Berbers submitted to its rule. Following this, Kharijite teaching 

spread in influence among them, yielding a plethora of sects, including branches of 

the Ibadites and Sufrites, and the Berbers went to far as to kill Arab emirs. They 

murdered the Umayyad Governor YazÏd Ibn AbÏ Muslim in 102 ah/721 ce, resent-

ful over his abusive treatment of certain Berber guards. In the year 122 ah/740 ce, 

under the governorship of ¢Abd All¥h Ibn al-¤ab^¥b during the caliphate of 

Hish¥m Ibn ¢Abd al-Malik, the Berbers rose up in response to a massacre carried 

out against them in Sous (southern Morocco) by Hish¥m Ibn ¢Abd al-Malik’s 

army. The Berber uprisings contributed to the demise of the Umayyad Caliphate in 

favor of the Abbasids, under whom Kharijite teaching in North Africa became all 

the more entrenched. (See Ibn Khald‰n, DÏwan al-Mubtada’ wal-Khabar, vol. 6,  

p. 103.) 

Events such as these reveal the cruel contradiction between a state which, no 

longer embodying the Muslim ummah, is little more than a glorified tribe driven by 

ethnic loyalties, and the spread of a religious message that makes no distinction 

between Arab and non-Arab. Similarly, they highlight the danger of confusing 

capitulation to unjust power with the embrace of a religion. The twelve apostasies 

declared by the Berbers were most certainly not rejections of Islam as a religion but, 

rather, rebellions against worldly power. There is no consonance between the logic 

of a tribal authoritarian state and that of religious persuasion, whereas there is per-

fect consonance between religious persuasion and a state which represents the 

ummah, or Muslim community. The latter’s concern will be to open horizons for 

the spread of the Islamic message, while the state founded upon tribal authority 

will seek simply to expand its power and influence. 

Given this divorce between the state and concern for promoting the Islamic 

message, it was only natural that the influence of the centralized authority in 

notes 295



Damascus, and then in Baghdad, would not endure long in North Africa. In 155 

ah/772 ce, the state of BanÏ Midr¥r was established. This was followed by the 

Ibadite Rustamid Dynasty in 164 ah/ ce, the Idrisid Dynasty in 172 ah/781 ce, 

and the Aghlabid Dynasty in 184 ah/800 ce. Hence, North Africa soon broke free 

from the sway of what came to be termed the Caliphate State, which failed to 

achieve unity even on the level of worldly authority. Indeed, it was its preoccupa-

tion with earthly authority that contributed to its dissolution. Nevertheless, the 

Muslim community integrated North Africa into itself, and thanks to the move-

ment to spread the Islamic message, there commenced a process of familiarization 

and cross-pollination which flourished despite the obstacles with which its path 

had been littered by worldly authority and power. 
26 The same theme is treated in S‰rat al-A¢r¥f 7:65-69 and 73-75; S‰rat Y‰nus 

10:13, 71-73; S‰rat H‰d 11:57; and S‰rat al-N‰r 24:55. 
27 See, for example, S‰rat al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:53-59. 
28 These conceptions nearly go so far as to reduce the ummah to the person of 

the caliph, whose mandate to preserve the ummah and the religion is taken to mean 

that his will supplants the wills of the ummah’s individual members. Ibn Khald‰n 

identified the function of the caliphate as that of “holding everyone to a view of 

their otherworldly interests, and the worldly interests that follow therefrom, which 

is in keeping with the requirements Islamic law … In actuality, then, it is a trust 

granted on behalf of the Lawgiver to preserve the religion and to manage worldly 

affairs in keeping therewith. ….” See ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn Khald‰n al-¤a\ramÏ, 

al-Muqaddimah (The Prolegomena), ed. ¢AlÏ ¢Abd al-W¥^id W¥fÏ, Cairo: Nah\at 

Mi|r, Third Printing, no date, vol. 2, p. 577. 

In his discussion of public offices and the tasks and powers associated there-

with, Ibn Taymiyah makes mention of the position of the mu^tasib, who served as 

a kind of religious policeman who would oversee marketplaces and other public 

spaces, making sure they were kept clean, and that people were observing proper 

manners, saying, “The mu^tasib is tasked with commanding the good and pro-

hibiting the bad with respect to those things which fall outside the jurisdiction of 

governors, judges, government officials, and the like. Thus, for example, the 

mu^tasib commands the general populace to perform the five daily prayers at their 

appointed times, and punishes those who fail to do so through beatings and impris-

onment… The mu^tasib commands people to attend the Friday sermon and other 

communal prayers, to be truthful in their speech and to fulfill their trusts. 

Conversely, he prohibits unseemly, harmful acts such as lying, betrayal of trust, 

and actions related thereto, such as cheating customers at the scales, selling faulty 
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merchandise, and wronging people in relation to sales, debt repayment, and so 

on…” See Ibn Taymiyah, al-¤isbah fÏ al-Isl¥m (On the Functions of an Islamic 

Government), Beirut: D¥r al-Kutub al-¢Ilmiyah, no date, p. 16. 

We thus encounter a blurring of the lines between the space in which the state is 

entitled to intervene, and that in which it is not, namely, the private space between 

individuals and their Lord. When these lines are blurred or crossed by the state, it 

becomes in effect a kind of idol which is worshipped in God’s stead. 

Space will not permit us to trace everything which has been said on this subject 

from ancient times to the present by all schools of thought and jurisprudence. Be 

that as it may, there is a widespread notion that the function of the Islamic state is 

to impel people to be righteous, as though it were intended to make people into car-

bon copies of each other. However, this notion reflects a confused understanding 

of the ummah which attributes undue authority to the caliph, the imam or the sul-

tan, who is viewed as God’s shadow on Earth. In reality, all the state can do, 

alongside other activities of the Muslim community, is to make it more difficult for 

people to find excuses for unethical or impious behavior. God has drawn His ser-

vants close to Him and abolished all intermediaries between Him and them, saying 

to the Prophet (ßAAS), “And if My servants ask thee about Me - behold, I am near; 

I respond to the call of him who calls, whenever he calls unto Me: let them, then, 

respond unto Me, and believe in Me, so that they might follow the right way” 

(S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:186). God has made it clear that He alone can relieve affliction 

and answer the cry of the distressed: “Nay - who is it that responds to the distressed 

when he calls out to Him, and who removes the ill [that caused the distress], and 

has made you inherit the earth? Could there be any divine power besides God? 

How seldom do you keep this in mind!” (S‰rat al-Naml 27:62). God commands 

His servants to say during every rak¢ah of prayer, “Thee alone do we worship, and 

to Thee alone do we turn for aid,” as though worship were God’s prerogative, and 

seeking help were human beings’. Blessed and exalted be He, God continually 

assures human beings of His nearness to them, that they are to call upon Him 

before all others, and that He is merciful, compassionate, kind and generous. All 

we have to do as His servants is to rely on Him and call upon Him, turning our 

faces to Him alone night and day. 

Herein lies the significance of the fact that the Qur’an commands the 

Messenger of God to collect zakah from the members of the Muslim community, 

but not to lead the believers in prayer (though it is assumed, for example, in S‰rat 

al-Nis¥’ 4:102 – “Thus, when thou art among the believers and about to lead them 

in prayer, let [only] part of them stand up with thee” – that he performed this role 
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at times). The point here is the voluntary nature of the prayer; those led in prayer 

have a choice as to whether they participate or not. God instituted the call to prayer 

(al-adh¥n) as the shared, public means by which believers are to be summoned to 

perform the ritual prayer, whether communally or, if a communal prayer is not 

possible, individually. This is why it is a common practice in Muslim countries’ 

marketplace mosques for the daily prayers to be performed by different people at 

different times. There are some who pray at the very beginning of the time period, 

others who pray somewhere in the middle, and still others who pray at the very 

end. It has never been customary for scholars or rulers of the Muslim community to 

require people to perform the ritual prayer at the beginning of the designated time 

period or at any other time.  
29 Realizing the extent of the qualitative changes that had been witnessed by the 

Muslim community over the course of the mere decade that had passed since the 

death of the Prophet (ßAAS) – the period of time that separated the conquest of 

Khaybar in 7 ah/629 ce from the major Islamic conquests of Iraq, Syria and Egypt 

– ¢Umar Ibn al-Kha~~¥b stopped dividing conquered lands among the conquerors, 

saying, “Were it not for the last of the Muslims, I would have divided every village 

that had been conquered as the Messenger of God divided up Khaybar.” See al-

Bukh¥rÏ, ßa^Ï^ al-Bukh¥rÏ, op. cit., vol. 4, p. 1548, Hadith No. 3994. 
30 The concept of al-^anÏfiyah, derived from the verb ̂ anafa, meaning to turn 

or incline away from, is used in the Qur’an to describe the mindset of those who 

spurn false creeds founded upon idolatrous beliefs and practices. 
31 See also S‰rat al-Baqarah 2:135. 

 

 
conclusion 

 
1 In Semitic languages and ancient civilizations, particularly that of Babylon 

and the Code of Hammurabi, the prevailing understanding of the term “religion” 

(dÏn) and its derivatives was closely bound to the concept of law, and to the related 

concepts of judge, ruler, and rule. In the Book of Genesis, the word for religion and 

its derivatives are used to refer to God, which highlights the word’s connection to 

the Jewish understanding of divine governance, or theocracy. In Volume IV of the 

Jewish Encyclopedia, we find five meanings for the word “religion,” all of which 

are closely related to the notions of the judiciary (al-qa\¥’), justice (al-¢adl), and 

rule, or governance (al-^ukm). In Volume VI, we find references to the fact that the 

word “religion” encompasses the law and its sources. Thus, even a law which 
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grows out of a secular model is referred to as a “religion.” (See Genesis 30:6 and 

49:16.) This same meaning continued to be associated with the word during what 

is termed the “oral culture” phase, while the Qur’anic concept of the term religion, 

or dÏn, has also been associated with the meanings that were in circulation in those 

ancient civilizations. However, no appreciable effort has been made to reconstruct 

the concept from a Qur’anic perspective. 
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selected glossary of terms  

®^¥d: A term used to describe any 
hadith which is less reliable than one 
classified as mutaw¥tir. 

Du¢¥’ al-qun‰t (invocation of humility 
or obedience): Recited during the 
standing position of ritual prayer, this 
invocation reads, “O God! Guide me 
with those whom You have Guided, 
and strengthen me with those whom 
You have given strength. Take me to 
Your care with those whom You have 
taken to Your care, bless me in what 
You have given me, and protect me 
from the evil You have Ordained. 
Surely You command and are not    
commanded, and none whom You have 
committed to Your care shall be humili-
ated [and none whom You have Taken 
as an enemy shall taste glory]. You are 
Blessed, our Lord, and Exalted.” 

GharÏb: Literally, “strange,” a hadith 
described as gharÏb either has only one 
narrator, or contains an addition to 
either its text (matn) or its chain of 
transmission (isn¥d). 

¤asan: “Good”—a term used to 
describe a hadith whose authenticity is 
not as well established as that of a 

hadith ßa^Ï^, but which is sound 
enough to be used in juristic                  
argumentation. 

Ijtih¥d: The effort exerted by a suitably 
qualified scholar of jurisprudence to 
derive a legal ruling from Muslim legal 
sources (the Qur’an, the Hadith, ana-
logical deduction and consensus), and 
to reach certainty on questions of an 
ambiguous nature.  

¢Ilm al-rij¥l: Literally, “the science of 
men,” ¢ilm al-rij¥l is the field of study 
which examines narrators of prophetic 
traditions with the aim of identifying 
which of these narrators are trust-   
worthy and which are not. 

¢Illah: An effective or operative cause, 
which is the specific situation or set of 
circumstances that triggers the applica-
tion of a given legal ruling.  

Istidl¥l: The literal meaning of the term 
istidl¥l is to seek evidence (dalÏl). In the 
context of Islamic law, it is the pursuit 
of legal evidence, textual or otherwise, 
on the basis of which one may arrive at 
a sound ruling or judgment on a given 
question or situation. 
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Al-istidl¥l al-mursal, or unrestricted 
reasoning: Reasoning or argumenta-
tion based on unrestricted interests. 

Isti^s¥n, or juristic preference: A deci-
sion to refrain from applying to a given 
situation the same legal ruling which 
has been applied to analogous situa-
tions in favor of another ruling which is 
more in keeping with the aims of 
Islamic Law. In other words, juristic 
preference involves giving human inter-
ests and the aims of the Law (maq¥|id 

al-sharÏ¢ah) priority over the results of 
qiy¥s, or analogical deduction. 

Isti|^¥b: Presumption of continuity, 
that is, the practice of retaining a princi-
ple unless there is established evidence 
of its having changed. 

Isti|l¥^: Reasoning based on unrestrict-
ed interests, that is, the practice of 
issuing a legal ruling on a case not    
mentioned explicitly in any authorita-
tive Islamic legal text and on which 
there is no consensus, based on an  
unrestricted interest (see below, al-

ma|¥li^ al-mursalah). 

Al-ma|¥li^ al-mursalah, or unrestricted 
interests (sometimes referred to also as 
public interests): Interests which are not 
explicitly identified by any text in the 
Qur’an or the Sunnah but which are 
generally agreed upon based on circum-
stances which arise in human society. 
Examples of unrestricted interests 
include the paving of roads, the setting 
up of administrative offices to handle 
public needs, the use of traffic signals, 

the construction of sewers and waste 
disposal facilities, etc. 

Mashh‰r: Well-known, used to 
describe a hadith that has been passed 
down through more than two paths of 
narrators. 

Mishnah:  The first major written       
collection of the Jewish oral 
traditions known as the “Oral Torah.” 

Munqa~i¢: Interrupted—a term used to 
describe a hadith which lacks a continu-
ous chain of transmission whether or 
not it is attributed to the Prophet. 

Mursal: Incompletely transmitted—
used to describe a hadith which lacks 
either its entire chain of transmission or 
the last part thereof, and which has 
been attributed to the Prophet. 

Mutaw¥tir: The adjective derived from 
the noun taw¥tur, meaning roughly, 
“broadly authenticated.” 

Qiy¥s: Analogical deduction—the 
practice of basing a new legal ruling on 
a previous ruling concerning a similar 
case given the similarity between the 
two cases with respect to their under-
lying basis or effective cause (‘illah). 

Sadd al-dhar¥’i¢: The prohibition of 
evasive legal devices, or of anything 
which has the potential of leading to 
that which is forbidden. 

ßa^Ï^: Authentic, sound, trustworthy 
(of a hadith). 
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Sh¥dhdh: Irregular—a description of 
statements which are in conflict with 
those made by the majority of jurists. 

Shudh‰dh: Irregularity—a situation in 
which a trustworthy narrator relates an 
account in a way that conflicts with that 
of a narrator who is still more trust-
worthy, or with the account given by a 
group of trustworthy narrators. 

TadlÏs: Literally, “concealment,” tadlÏs 
is the practice of narrating a hadith on 
the authority of someone whom the 
narrator has met, but from whom he 
has not actually heard any accounts, or 
on the authority of someone whose 
identity has been falsified. 

Ta¢lÏl: The process of identifying the 
effective cause (‘illah) for a given legal 
ruling, and/or the situation out of 
which such a ruling arose. 

Talmud: the body of Jewish civil and 
ceremonial law and legend comprising 
the Mishnah and the Gemara (a            
rabbinical commentary on the 
Mishnah). 

TarjÏ^: The preference for one view 
over others based on its being                
supported by stronger evidence. 

Taw¥tur: Meaning roughly “broad 
authentification,” the term taw¥tur 
refers to the process of passing down a 
historical report or prophetic tradition 
via so many different chains of narra-
tors that they could not possibly have 
conspired to deceive, the result being 
that its authenticity is assumed to be 
guaranteed. 

Al-<¥hiriyah: A literalist Islamic legal 
school, founded in 9th Century Iraq by 
D¥w‰d Khalaf and later championed 
by Ibn ¤azm, which insists on strict 
adherence to the literal or apparent 
meaning (·¥hir) of the Qur’an and 
Hadith as the only source of Muslim 
law. 
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The cultivation of a thriving Muslim civilization necessitates the 
rediscovery of the indispensable skills of engaging in respectful 
disagreement among Muslims. This competency holds the 
potential to effectively navigate potentially divisive situations 
and contentious issues. Al-Alwani's work sheds illuminating 
insight on the constructive dimensions of disagreement and 
elucidates how early Muslim societies embraced it as a 
revitalizing force. 
 
 
Nonetheless, as Islam underwent expansion and development, and the 
initial generations of Muslims passed away, theological and jurisprudential 
debates became prevalent, leading to a neglect of the overarching 
objectives and aspirations of the Ummah. These protracted and intense 
divisions and conflicts endured over centuries, adversely impacting the 
advancement, coherence, and potency of the Muslim civilization. The book 
in question presents numerous exemplary instances wherein celebrated 
historical figures and scholars within the Muslim community displayed 
tolerance and comprehension. It fervently urges contemporary Muslims 
to revive such a spirit of forbearance and understanding. By doing so, they 
can foster a sense of unity, comprehension, and advancement within the 
broader framework of the Muslim civilization. 

 

Taha Jabir Al-Alwani (1935–2016) was a graduate of Al-Azhar University and an 
internationally renowned scholar and expert in the fields of Islamic legal theory, 
jurisprudence (fiqh), and usul al-fiqh.
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