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			Praise for 
Between Thought & Action: 
An Intellectual Biography of Fethullah Gülen

			“With an encyclopedic understanding of Fethullah Gülen, erudite empathy, and rarely documented insights, Soltes sorts out the tensions between secular and spiritual values shaping modern Turkey. From the woods of Pennsylvania to the müezzin’s call from the minaret of the newly established Grand Mosque [Hagia Sophia] of today’s Istanbul, we are swept into the narrative of Anatolia of past and present.

			“As a historical interpreter of golden threads binding the Hizmet movement, he reveals the difficult pathways for approaching Man and God. Soltes’ refined narrative spans the origins of Ottoman-Turkish political hegemony from the Great Powers era to the quarrelsome realities of the moment. Along the way, Soltes voice engages in a respectful quest for dialogue, harmony and faith-based humanity.”

			—Philip Eliasoph, PhD

			Professor of Art History & Visual Culture, Fairfield University, CT

			“For those familiar with the Hizmet movement – and those not, Ori Soltes has laid out a broad and concise overview of Fethullah Gülen and the movement. He describes Gülen’s fascinating spiritual and intellectual journey and his idea of civic Islam to serve the community. Perhaps the most moving section of the book is the chapter with seventy plus interviews of Gülen’s followers, sympathizers, and those who collaborate with hizmet’s community work of dialog and service. These real-life testimonies and many others from around the world have converted one-time skeptics like Soltes (and myself) into true believers. The last section of Soltes’ excellent book assesses Erdoğan’s authoritarian “war” on Gülen, which Erdoğan takes to such an obsessive extreme as to severely damage Turkey’s civil society and reverse its gains, including the shuttering of hizmet schools, medical facilities, and eleemosynary projects.”

			—James C. Harrington

			Founder of the Texas Civil Rights Project. Author of Wrestling with Free Speech, Religious Freedom, and Democracy in Turkey: The Political Trials and Times of Fethullah Gülen.

			“This is a compelling, thoroughly-researched and presented portrait of a Turkish-Sufi sage of our times. A charismatic yet modest figure who has inspired a large international charitable and educational organization called Hizmet, Fethullah Gülen and his movement have become a target of what appears to be an unwarranted vicious campaign by the current Turkish government, for reasons that remain unclear. Soltes, a Georgetown University-based scholar with dozens of books under his belt, has interviewed numerous individuals in places ranging from the Republic of Georgia to Australia and the United States, and has also met several times with Gülen himself. He traces how Gülen’s Hizmet movement emerged out of a Sufi-influenced civil and cultural school of Islam that does not seek political power, transforming focus on the future of Turkish Muslims into concern for all of humanity and our planet.”

			—Alex S. Kohav, PhD

			Department of Philosophy, Metropolitan State University of Denver Author of Mysticism and Experience

			“A timely and important book focusing on the contributions to modern Islam of one of the most important Islamic theologians of the late 20th and early 21st century. Gülen’s Sufi-inspired thought and the Hizmet movement, which it has served to shape, are critical components of an Islamic theology that is faithful to the origins of Islam at the time of the Prophet while adapting them to fit our modern, pluralistic world. Ori Soltes’s book is a must for anyone who wishes to understand ways in which Islamic ideas and values can be leveraged to benefit all in our interconnected world.”

			—Zeki Saritoprak, PhD

			Department of Theology & Religious Studies, John Carroll University

			Author of Islam’s Jesus and Islamic Spirituality: Faith and Practice for the Modern World

			“Ori Soltes brings to this new volume on Fethullah Gülen over a decade of research, and it shows. Soltes’ gift is to synthesize perspectives, and then to integrate them with his own extensive interviews and insights. He clearly confronts the slanders that accuse Gülen of being a terrorist, and he helps to situate Gülen and the movement he has inspired accurately within the broader currents of Islamic theology and culture. This book is a gift to anyone desiring to deepen their knowledge and understanding of the thought of Fethullah Gülen and the global Hizmet community.”

			—Jon Pahl, PhD

			Author of Fethullah Gülen: A Life of Hizmet—Why a Muslim Scholar in Pennsylvania Matters to the World
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			Preface and Acknowledgments

			This volume has three related intentions. First, to offer a brief discussion of Fethullah Gülen, based in part on interviews with people who have known him and/or worked with him in the course of his life. Second, to explore Gülen’s thought, based on three sources: his voluminous writings; his actions as they have reflected his writings over the years; further interviews with many individuals who have been influenced by and/or inspired by him to think and/or to act in particular ways. Third, to engage the bases for the attacks that have been directed at Fethullah Gülen over the years from different directions, but in particular those that have been organized and directed by the Turkish government since 2013.

			There are particular features of Fethullah Gülen that present themselves to an astute observer. By this I mean an observer using indirect means of observation, since for most of us, direct observation is not really possible, given that Gülen has been living a very sequestered life for the past two decades, in a modest studio apartment within a retreat center in rural Eastern Pennsylvania. So, the sources of observation are really through reading his writings and hearing tapes of his speeches from which one may infer important aspects of his thinking and his teachings; conversations with those who either have known him over the years and/or are followers of his, acting in the world in ways inspired by those teachings; and observation of what it is exactly that these people do under that guidance.

			I myself have met and spoken with Mr. Gülen five times, so I feel confident in adding those conversations to the bases for my understanding of him. However, I never asked him biographical questions, so the data of both where he lived and when—aside from bare facts that are easily available in the public record—and what he did in different times and places, have come through these other indirect sources.1  The same may be said for the contours of his thought: what I have learned in direct conversation and observation (of several of his “teaching” sessions with students and other followers) supplements what I have read; I cannot assert that conversation and observation alone has provided me with whatever insights I offer.

			I might add—and I will repeat this in more detail later on in this narrative—I began my own association with Fethullah Gülen and his followers with a considerable amount of skepticism, aware as I was of all of the criticisms—fears, really—being leveled at the Hizmet Movement and its source of inspiration, particularly from secular Turks and others. Aside from the substantial amount of reading of works by and about Gülen that consistently contradicted those criticisms and fears, as I came into contact with a critical mass of his followers, it seemed obvious that—unless they were all taking acting classes at the same school in order to learn how to pretend to be what they were not, and were all excellent actors—the Hizmet organization was filled with honest, generous, humble individuals interested in walking the walk and not merely talking the talk of serving humanity. The conviction regarding this to which I arrived was cemented by my first meeting with Mr. Gülen himself: it is hard to convey the sense of genuineness—of real humility and strong intellect, of consuming interest in others rather than himself, of passion for the world embedded within a clear passion for God—that emanated from him. If this volume is a strongly adulatory document, that adulatory tone is derived from what is now more than a decade of ongoing reading and thinking, together with ever-expanding acquaintance with Hizmet people across the globe—and successive, consistently affirming meetings with Mr. Gülen himself.

			* * * * *

			I am eager to acknowledge the assistance that I received from Emre Çelik in gathering the many interviews so essential to this study. These were conducted in four languages: English, French, German, and Turkish. Emre both assisted by recording all of them, lest I not focus fully while preoccupied with taking notes or lest I misremember details; and by providing translators of the Turkish-language interviews, since my proficiency is very limited in that language. With this in mind, I am grateful to Sirojiddin Amirov, Morgan Cornacchini, Natalie Costa, Louisa Fowler, Will Husted, Maria Ricks, Alena Shalaby, and Zhan Zhou who transcribed the interviews and even occasionally commented on the translations.

			

			
				
					1	I might note two fine recent biographies in particular, that by the Australian Turkish scholar, Salih Yücel, A Life in Tears: Understanding Fethullah Gülen and His Call to Service; and that by an American scholar, Jon Pahl, Fethullah Gülen, A Life of Hizmet: Why a Muslim Scholar in Pennsylvania Matters to the World. Both of these in different ways offer more pure biographical detail than I do—why repeat what has already been done so effectively?—and explore the connection between Gülen’s life and the life of the movement that he has inspired. Both of these are far less concise than what I am offering here, and place somewhat less emphasis on the second and third issues than I do in the pages that follow. Anwar Alam’s For the Sake of Allah: The Origin, Development, and Discourse of the Gülen Movement offers details and insightful discussion of how the Hizmet Movement emerged out of Gülen’s teachings and evolved to become a unique and global service organization. I might add that my earlier small volume, Embracing the World, presents somewhat greater detail regarding Gülen’s thinking as it relates in particular to the Sufi tradition, and within it, most particularly, to the thought of Jalaladdin Rumi.
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			Fethullah Gülen’s family tree. Adapted from Özdemir 2014, pp. 14, 15.

		

	
		
			    

			Introduction: 
The World of Gülen’s Birth

			The world into which Fethullah Gülen was born in 1938 was one where religious freedom had been seriously compromised. The last period of the Ottomans under Abdülhamid II, Mehmed V, and Mehmed VI (1876-1922) had witnessed a staunchly proclaimed declaration of complete religious freedom in a manner no better or worse than could be said of most of Christian Europe in the pre-World War I era, only to be succeeded in 1923 by a secular republic in which religion would play absolutely no role within the administration of the state.2 As heroic a figure as Atatürk was for the emerging new state of Turkey— who organized ragtag forces to contend successfully against the British and the French in order to preserve a post-Ottoman Turkish polity, and who modernized that new polity in stunning ways, most famously with his 1928 change in the writing system—he was far from perfect.

			In Atatürk’s system of governance there were three obvious flaws. First, that in his eagerness to expunge religion from public and political life as a source of sectarian strife, he oppressed those who wished to express their religious convictions outside their homes: for example, certain items of clothing that were worn for religious reasons—like the turban of men, or the veil of women—were banned. The irony is that, in the following thirty years or so, as much as traditional Muslims felt increasingly disenfranchised by the secular regime, that did not mean that non-Muslims (most obviously, Christians and Jews) found their way into the corridors of power more easily—if anything it was less easy— than had been the case under the Ottomans.

			The second arguable flaw in Atatürk’s pattern of governance was his insistence on an ethnically pure Turkey in which non-Turks’ possibilities for participation were very limited.3 That policy of Turanism, which had emerged late in the Ottoman period, most obviously as the Committee for Union and Progress (CUP)—which had originated with a broad base of inter-ethnic and interfaith participation—evolved. Thus, by the time the Young Turks had forced Abdülhamid II to provide a Constitutional Monarchic Government (in 1908) and then forced him altogether from the throne (in 1909), the CUP that sponsored the Young Turks and their activities had evolved toward extreme Turkish nationalism. After 1922, this expressed itself most overtly for the new Turkish state in the active suppression of the large Kurdish minority with its desire to express its own ethnic and linguistic identity. The conflicts with the Kurds would continue to the end of Atatürk’s life and have indeed followed to the present day. (This was complicated by the existence of large Kurdish minorities in neighboring states—Syria, Iraq, and Iran—and fundamentally by the failure of the British, the French, and the League of Nations to include a “Kurdistan” among the various states promised and/or shaped by decree after World War I.)

			The third flaw, one might say, is that, although Atatürk put into place the forms of a new democratic republic—with separation among executive, legislative, and judiciary branches; and a distinction between roles played by the Prime Minister and the President, to name two aspects of it—the country functioned throughout his life as an autocracy in which his word was virtually supreme and unquestioned. One might make a comparison with George Washington, Atatürk’s American equivalent, who was renowned for having stepped down and having returned to his farm after two four-year terms as president of the new United States, whereas Atatürk remained the head of the Turkish state for life. One might argue that Washington had more confidence in the system and the individuals who could and would run it after him—John Adams, Thomas Jefferson and the like, each a formidable personality in his own right—and that Atatürk worried that what he had woven together would unravel. Nonetheless, the fact remains that his regime was limited with respect to genuine democratic aspects however benign and vision-filled a leader he was.

			These issues are important to grasp in seeking an understanding of Fethullah Gülen. For, growing up in such an atmosphere, but training to become an imam, Gülen naturally wondered whether the course taken by Atatürk was leading in the right direction. And, as we shall see, the thinking of Said Nursi would provide a starting point from which Gülen would go still further in terms of the content of his own writings, the activist direction those writings would inspire, and the far-flung nature of his influence—although one obvious distinction from Nursi is that Gülen never followed the former’s course toward opposition to the government.4 In fact, Gülen was and remains even more emphatic about distinguishing political from social and spiritual Islam than Nursi, as we shall also subsequently see. Indeed, Gülen’s role as an educator, from the beginning to the present, far from oppositional to the government, was and largely remains rooted within a framework consistent with Turkey’s government policies—even as the current regime and its leader (Erdoğan) have subverted those policies and their underlying principles with increasingly unvarnished boldness over the past decade or so.

			

			
				
					2	More specifically, under Sultan Abdülmecid II two different reform decrees—one in 1839 and a second in 1856—eliminated the idea of the dhimma, which had traditionally limited non-Muslim “Peoples of the Book” such as Jews, Christians, Samaritans, and Zoroastrians. Theoretically, at least, the playing ground became level between these various groups and Muslims. If on-the-ground reality achieved less than this ideal, one must keep in mind that the same was (and in some cases, still is) true for non-Christians in the Christian world. For example, in the United States, Jews could not vote in New Hampshire until 1878.

				

				
					3	 He had been influenced in this by the evolution of the modern Turkish military, whose officers, trained in new schools shaped for Abdülhamid II by his ally, the Prussian Kaiser Wilhelm II, ended up overthrowing the Sultan in 1909. A strong component of the “Young Turk” ideology (that had earlier been multi-ethnic and multi-religious) was, by then, Turanism. In this, they were pushing back, in part, against the growth of Arab nationalist sentiments that had emerged and been transmuted from cultural to political foci across much of the shrinking empire in the last third of the 19th century.

				

				
					4	To be more precise, while Nursi was invited to join the government, he declined, feeling that he was being coopted rather than invited to bring his own sensibilities fully into play. He was distinctly opposed to the regime’s attitude toward religion and the persecution that came with it, so preferred to withdraw from political activism—choosing to focus all of his efforts on his Risale-i-Nur. Gülen would go further, in clearly articulating a difference between political and social—civic—Islam.

				

			

		

	
		
			    

			Chapter One: 
A Brief Biography: 
Piety Within a Familial Context

		

	
		
			    

			Fethullah Gülen was born into a family of limited means. His father, Ramiz, was an imam who spent much of his time reading and reflecting on the shape of the early Islamic world. Ramiz Gülen is said to have enjoyed reciting poetry and was an important early inspiration to his son, both as a lover of learning and as one impassioned with the stories and teachings of the Prophet Muhammad PBUH and the first generation of leaders who followed the Prophet, known commonly as the “rightly guided ones”: the rasheedun.5 Gülen’s official date of birth is April 27, 1941, but he was actually born in 1938, in the village of Korucuk in Pasinler, Erzurum. Gülen’s younger brother, Sıbgatullah, remembers that his father said he wanted to name his brother “Fethullah,” but the registrar refused to accept that name because it has the word “Allah” in it. This view reflected the rigid secularist policy that included injunctions against naming an infant in a traditional religious mode (Yücel 2018, 15). Later, through the help of a sergeant in the military guard posted in the village, his father registered the name—two and a half years late—at the same time when he was registering Sıbgatullah’s birth. There is something particularly appropriate about this datum, since it places Gülen in a position apart from the norm, from—literally—the day of his birth.

			The most obvious feature that distinguishes Fethullah Gülen is his intense and unequivocal piety—by which I mean someone profoundly concerned with God, who acts in this world with a constant concern for how his actions would be “viewed” by God. One might say that the sort of piety that is so essential to Gülen’s personality is one that is built into his DNA. One of his friends and biographers, Salih Selimoğlu, has traced Gülen’s family line back seven generations, to Sayyid Hamza, on his mother’s side, a descendant of the Prophet—although this is not something to which Gülen himself ever lays claim, at most acknowledging that this “is said” of his family, rather than it being a fact, and certainly not something of which he would speak with chest-puffing pride (Yücel 2018, 16). Pride and genuine piety are in fact mutually contradictory in his understanding of the world.6 It is clear, at the very least, that on both sides of his family, long respected attributes have included piety, generosity and contributions to society. Historically, regardless of its descent or non-descent from the Prophet, Gülen’s family was apparently well known and respected by Ottoman leaders and the people in the Erzurum region where they eventually settled. The family line includes two figures, from his mother’s side, Şükrü Pasha and Kurt İsmail Pasha, who were prominent within the Ottoman army.

			Gülen’sownaccountofhislineageassertsthat“mygreat-great-grandfather, Halil, had two sons, Süleyman Efendi and Molla Ahmed. Molla Ahmed is the father of my grandfather Şamil Aǧa. Molla Ahmed was a knowledgeable and pious person. In the last thirty years of his life, he is said never to have slept on a bed because he spent most of his night in worship. He would have short naps and then resume his worship…” (Yücel 2018, 16). Molla Ahmed was also a keen reader of books. They say that he would eat little, sometimes only having a few olives a day, and that he continued this ascetic lifestyle until he passed away. In fact, “my father was somewhat critical of Molla Ahmed because of his overly strict ascetic lifestyle, [feeling that it prevented him from making a more noteworthy, practical contribution to the community around him]. My grandfather Şamil Aǧa had attributes similar to those of his father, Molla Ahmed. Şamil Aǧa was also known as a man of God. He appeared not to belong to this world and seemed to be always focused on the life of the hereafter. During the most difficult times with such aggressive secularism on the rise [during the reign of Atatürk], when it was obligatory for men to wear European caps instead of turbans, my grandfather continued to wear his turban.7 He was well-respected by all the residents of the village as he was a man of dignity. Şamil Aǧa would honor scholars who practiced their religion while not being content with non-practicing scholars” (Yücel 2018, 16, 17).

			Gülen had enormous admiration for his grandfather who, according to Osman Şimşek, (one of Gülen’s students), would pray a hundred rakats (units) during each evening prayer. Gülen would observe him and would often pray with his grandfather as a child until he would fall asleep (Şimşek 2010, 235-236, in Yücel 2018, 27). Gülen further recalls how “once my grandfather hugged me and his eyes were full of tears when I was eight years old. I will never forget that experience.” Nor was this sort of piety exclusive to the male side of Gülen’s family. According to his sister Nurhayat, their grandmother Munise Hatun was also very pious, generous, and also very ascetic (Özdemir 2014, 41-43). Gülen’s mother once commented that her mother-in-law ate only once a day, engaging in a semi-fast each day for twelve years (Özdemir, 41). She spoke very little, and whenever she read from the Qur’an, she would cry. Like her husband, she was particularly focused during the Tahajjud (night vigil; teheccüd in Turkish) Prayer (Özdemir 41-3). Such pious sensibilities were passed on to the following generation.

			Gülen’s father, Ramiz Efendi, a well-respected imam in Korucuk and the surrounding area, had an outstanding memory and was well-versed in Islamic jurisprudence and its vast literature. According to Gülen, his father committed Mehmet Zihni Efendi’s entire 600-page book of legal rulings (fiqhs), Ni’matul Islam, to memory (Özdemir, 83-4). Imam Ramiz also knew well the biographies of the Companions by heart (Özdemir, 97). This is consistent with the long history in traditional Islam, of memorizing the Qur’an, hadiths, and the most influential scholars’ books and poems. Imam Ramiz was also known for his piety, generosity—and his wit. He would invoke God’s Names or recite the Qur’an when he walked. Sometimes he would recite spiritual poems. Gülen later suggested that he learned the Qasida al-Burdah from his father—committing to memory what his father had committed to memory (Özdemir, 85).8

			Gülen’s parents were well-known in their region not only for their piety but for their application of it to everyday life. Gülen recalls that his father would put a muzzle on their oxen and cows when they passed by a garden or a planted field so they would not graze on them without the permission of the owner (Özdemir, 45). Gülen’s brother, Kutbettin, recalls that “[w]hen my father reached the age of sixty-four, he cried. The reason was that he knew that the Prophet Muhammad lived sixty-three years and living longer than the Prophet caused him to burst into tears” (Yücel 2018, 74). Imam Ramiz would cry while delivering his sermons on Fridays. Gülen would later note that his father in particular inspired in his own heart the love of the sahabah (the Companions of the Prophet Muhammad). Due to his father’s influence on him, at a very young age Gülen saw every sahabah as a great hero. It is said that this combination—of focus on the pious and a desire to know—led Gülen to study the biographies of nearly ten thousand of them and to memorize all of their names when he was still a child.9

			As for Gülen’s mother, Refia Hatun was also very pious, recognized by her neighbors as a devoted and generous woman. She taught the Qur’an as an unpaid tutor in the mornings and did housework during the remainder of day. She was also known in the community as one who would feed her students and cared about more than just their spiritual needs. Gülen recalls, how, during his childhood days in the village, the police raided their house two times because his mother was teaching the Qur’an (Özdemir, 66). He notes, further, that any day without a guest in her home would be a day of intense sadness for her, and that Refia would spend two hours a day on dhikr (Özdemir, 27).10 She would not breastfeed her children without performing an ablution first. While suckled her children, she would also make dhikr or recite salawat (blessings on the Prophet) and abstain from worldly talk—thus transforming the act of nurturing the next generation into a sacred act, and transmitting a sense of the sacred to them (literally) with their mother’s milk (Özdemir, 71).11

			Both Gülen’s grandmother and his mother would sometimes shed tears when the Qur’an was recited or dhikr was performed in their homes (Özdemir, 81). According to Gülen and his brother Kutbettin, their parents would often host scholars, imams, travelers, and Sufi sheikhs passing through northeastern Turkey. At the age of four or five, Gülen was already drawn to these kinds of visitors, eager to listen and learn from them. According to Gülen’s brother, Sıbgatullah, from his early childhood Gülen preferred to sit with older people. Imam Ramiz and Refia began teaching the Qur’an to all of their children before any of them was five years old (Özdemir, 73).

			According to Salih Selimoğlu – a nephew of Refia – both parents were extremely focused on the five daily obligatory Prayers. For them, not praying was considered to be as profound a sin as committing murder (Özdemir, 63). This intense perspective on the importance of daily prayer is unique within Islam as it took shape within Turkish—particularly eastern Turkish—culture. Gülen’s parents directed themselves toward their children’s obligatory prayers even before they turned age seven. Kutbettin asserts that none of his brothers nor his sisters can remember the date when they began to perform the obligatory prayers because they were so young at the time. Gülen recalls beginning to pray at the age of five. His mother had also begun teaching him to recite the Qur’an when he was four years old. When he finished his first hatm, (reading the Qur’an from cover to cover) they invited relatives, friends, and neighbors from the village for a traditional thanksgiving banquet. Somebody told Gülen that this banquet was for his “wedding,” to which he remembers blushing with embarrassment (Hayat Kronolojisi at fgulen.com). He memorized the entire Qur’an—becoming what is known as a hafiz—by age nine.12 Early on, he developed a reputation for his precocious scholarship and thought processes; he first began preaching in mosques when he was fourteen.

			Gülen was clearly a child prodigy, and was blessed with a photographic memory. While out herding the family flock, he read all the books that his father had at home and finished memorizing the Qur’an (Özalp 2014, 35). He initially attended a public primary school in his village, beginning in 1946. His primary teacher, Belma, was kind and loving toward him. However, there was another teacher who could not bear Gülen’s prayers at school; despite the teacher’s mocking and pressure, Gülen never gave up on his prayers.13  Gülen would remain in contact with his primary school teacher, sending her small gifts from time to time over the years. He was also studying Arabic with his father and Qur’anic recitation with the cantor (al-Qari; literally, “the speaker/reader”), Sıtkı Efendi.

			Symptomatic of the kind of humility that would become evident in his professional life as a scholar and leader, he is said by his brothers and sisters to have been as useful helping his mother around the house as he was diligent in his studies. His parents and his siblings seem to have all recognized his unique talents—it would have been difficult not to, given his hafiz achievement coupled with his unshifting humility and kindness. His spiritual and intellectual thirst inevitably led him away from home, however, to the city of Erzurum, the largest city in the region, where he could expand his study of Islam’s deep and diverse sea of literature.

			He later recalled: “I was studying in Erzurum and a few of us students lived in a small room in the vicinity of a mosque. It was difficult even to find a place to lie down to sleep at night. I would not stretch my legs in the direction of the Ka’ba when I slept,” which he thought would be disrespectful. He seems to have absorbed that idea through his study of early Muslim scholars who did the same—such as Imam Malik (711–795) and Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780–855), the founders of the Maliki and Hanbali schools of jurisprudence, respectively.

			In Erzurum, he continued to study Arabic, while mastering the various modes of Islamic usul (methodology)—both its rationalist and scientific side that had flourished in such a spectacular manner in the medieval period, and its theology, including all the major tafsirs (works of Qur’anic exegesis) and hadiths (the traditions of the Prophet)—as well as mastering that most important work of early twentieth-century Turkish Islamic thought, Said Nursi’s Risale-i Nur.

			As both the spiritual and intellectual shaping of Fethullah Gülen continued to become ever more rounded, he would come to study—intensely—Islamic history and Sufism as well. He is not a Sufi—he does not claim to be one, nor does he belong to any Sufi order—but he would eventually come to write a good deal about Sufism and he certainly exhibits key qualities that are typical of Sufis in the ideal: emptying one’s self of self in order to be filled with God, recognizing that one cannot find a path to God if one fails to love all of creation that, made by God, is loved by God—or, as Zeki Sarıtoprak has put it: “he is Sufi in his own way” like Imam al-Ghazali (1058–1111) (Sarıtoprak 2003, 169). And as the years accumulated, so did his ongoing engagement with the writings of diverse Muslim poets and mystics; he memorized many works by Mehmet Akif Ersoy and by prominent poets such as Imam Busairi (1211–1294), Mevlana Jalaladdin Rumi (1204–1273)—the fountainhead of the Sufi order popularly known as the “whirling dervishes,” for whom dhikr is a physical act of spinning rather than – or in addition to – repeating a word or phrase—Abd al–Rahman Jami (1414–1492), Sheikh Sa’di Shirazi (1193–1291), Sayyid Nasimi (1369–1417), Dhun Nun al– Misri (796–859), and many others. Memorizing poems is, like memorizing long passages from the Qur’an and Hadith, part of a long-standing Muslim intellectual tradition. According to author Ali Ünal, who attended Gülen’s study circles for many years, once Gülen stated that he could recite poems by heart for twenty hours without a break.

			Beyond all of these aspects of the Islamic tradition, moreover, Gülen would eventually work his way deeply into the growing array of modern western social and physical sciences. Thus, he studied classics that ranged from Aristotle and Marcus Aurelius to Kant to Camus and Sartre, as well as Einstein (Ünal and Williams 2000, 16). At the same time he continued to deepen his understanding of Islam through joining the circle of Muhammed Lütfi, aka Alvarlı Efe, in 1954. Aside from Said Nursi, Lütfi—a Naqshibandi Sufi sheikh and a poet—was arguably the contemporary Muslim thinker who most emphatically influenced Gülen, particularly in spiritual matters and (continuing, one might say, where his own parents had led him) with regard to the value placed on education. Gülen would later recall that “Muhammed Lütfi Efendi valued education so much that he once said that even if he heard that the Ka’ba was damaged, he would still prefer to donate to a scholarship instead of to the Ka’ba’s reconstruction” (Özdemir, 29).

			Lütfi was very much a man of action and not only of words: when the Russians occupied Erzurum, he fought against the occupation with sixty volunteers from his village. So, aside from the importance of Lütfi as an intellectual and spiritual influence—evident in frequent references to him in Gülen’s own speeches and sermons and the fact that he also memorized so many of Lütfi’s poems—Lütfi was surely a key influence in shaping Gülen’s pro-active emphases: his development of the concept of hizmet through active service and not only through written and spoken words.

			After Lütfi’s death, Gülen continued to study traditional Islam in madrasa settings with the leading scholars in Erzurum. The breadth of his knowledge continued to be facilitated by his distinctly eidetic memory, so that most things that he had earlier read and continued to read he remembered virtually word-for-word. As he himself began the transition from ongoing student to one with his own circle of students, this became clear in his discussions of tafsir, hadith, and fiqh, as well as his prodigious quotes from Nursi’s Risale and his recall of entire poems in Turkish, Arabic, and also Persian (Yücel 2018, 22).

			Yücel notes in his biography that “[o]ne of his pupils said that ‘Gülen knows the Companions of the Prophet and Hadith narrators’ (rijals’) lives as he knows his own family members and relatives.” All of those who have attended his study circles (up to the present day) are aware of and are typically astonished by the diversity and level of his knowledge. As Ali Bulaç expresses it, this degree of knowledge and expertise in the methodology of all Islamic disciplines, as well as his understanding of modernity and the modern world, makes Gülen a Dhul Janahayn scholar (Yücel 2018, 22).14

			Having pursued his calling to lead spiritually and intellectually, he studied to obtain a formal, government-mandated, teaching certificate 

			in Islamic learning, while at the same time becoming part of the training circles of local Sufi sheikhs, with their focus both on deep—mystical— spirituality and on a universalist, broadly humanistic perspective with regard to faith. By 1958 Gülen had taken and passed the formal examinations administered by the Turkish State’s Presidency of Religious Affairs, thus allowing him to be officially appointed as an imam, preacher and teacher. His first appointment by the Ministry, the following year, was as deputy imam at the Üç Şerefeli Mosque in Edirne—about a threehour drive from Istanbul, on the European side of Turkey. There he lived modestly—indeed ascetically—as he continued his self-directed course of diverse studies while quickly developing a reputation throughout the city as an outstanding preacher. He developed a web of friends and followers from various walks of life through his charisma and the breadth and depth of his learning.

			Why did Gülen leave Erzurum in the east of Turkey and go to Edirne—all the way in the far west of the country? His mother never wanted him to leave Erzurum; but his father thought he should. Edirne would be convenient, for Hüseyin Top Hodja, a relative on the mother’s side, lived there. He could help young Fethullah with resettling and getting his preaching licenses (Pahl 2019, 60). According to Abdullah Aymaz, one of Gülen’s first students, Gülen saw Said Nursi in a dream telling him to go to Edirne, and this could have confirmed his decision to go this far away from home to a very secular city, instead of to a nearby place (Yücel 2018, 21).

			One of his close associates, Suat Yıldırım, former Dean of the Faculty of Divinity at the University of Sakarya, and someone who has known Gülen since 1964, shared the same house with Gülen in Edirne for six months. He remembers how distinct Gülen was in his intense focus on self-education and on sharing knowledge with others: “He would read many books and devoted himself to education. He reads Eastern and Western classics. This is Gülen’s defining characteristic that set him apart from other imams and religious leaders. With a portion of his salary, he would buy books and journals, read them and then give them to others to read… Gülen would spend a portion of his time daily in Edirne’s library where he would read historical books. He had and still has an ascetic lifestyle; he would eat little, sleep only a few hours and spent a significant part of his day in prayer” (Yücel 2010, 1-19).

			According to Yıldırım, Gülen would give some of his salary to poor students. At a certain point, Gülen actually moved into the Üç Şerefeli Mosque, living in one of the window alcoves—a space of approximately six and a half by five feet: just big enough to sleep in. All he owned were two blankets, two plates, a teacup and a spoon (Şimşek, 85). Gülen would eat little; he would voluntarily not eat anything for a few days, desirous of achieving greater purification of his nafs (carnal soul). Gülen used the mosque window as his accommodation for two-and-a-half years—effectively, a period of spiritual retreat. Symptomatic of his extreme sense of moral rectitude, while residing in the mosque window alcove, Gülen would pay for a certain portion of the mosque’s electricity and the water that, in his calculations, he was consuming.15

			This two-and-a-half-year retreat was a turning point in his spiritual journey. It also marked the time when issues of suspicion and questions first arose with government authorities: occasionally the police would interrogate him because he was conducting study circles at the mosque with a handful of young people in the evenings. Given the secular shape of the state, such study circles were assumed to be political, not spiritual, in nature. Because he set up these groups, Gülen has, pretty much since that time, been under scrutiny and surveillance by the police and Turkish National Intelligence Service. This has sometimes led to more serious action toward him. Right after the coup of 1960, he was interrogated by the military. A secularist officer began to push him down the stairway of a building—his intention was rather obviously to commit a murder that would be declared a suicide. However, the Police Chief of Edirne unexpectedly appeared in the building and intervened and saved him (Yücel 2018, 23).

			Gülen was himself conscripted into the army in November 1961, working as a volunteer imam in the regiment’s masjid as he performed his national service (military service is mandatory for male citizens in Turkey). Interestingly, during his military service in Iskenderun, Gülen would not eat the food served for soldiers, instead purchasing his food from the canteen, so that he would not be using taxpayer money for his own benefit.16 In February 1962, a military coup was attempted by a Marxist group led by Colonel Talat Aydemir. Gülen happened to be a private in one of the regiments that joined in this attempt under the command of Colonel Aydemir. After the coup attempt was suppressed, his regiment was not allowed to leave their barracks for two months and the mechanisms of their rifles were removed. Gülen had to stay with his regiment although at the time he was only a private in his first few months of service. So the double motif—of frequent coups and of one side or the other associating Gülen with them—has half a century of history before arriving at the false coup of July 15, 2016 (as we shall discuss more fully later in this volume).

			In any case, in 1964, after he completed his national service and had returned to Erzurum for about a year, the government appointed him as a Qur’an teacher at the Dar’ül Hadis Mosque in Edirne. This was the formative period, for him, of perceiving in the contours of Turkish society a diminishment of moral and spiritual values. He developed a concern for the future of youth caught in a matrix of spiritual uncertainty and lack of moral clarity and found himself driven to seek a way to redirect them away from that sense of malaise. He began to reach out by way of a series of public lectures that, together with his preaching within the confines of his mosque, led to his promotion to a new post. First transferred to Kırklareli in 1965, in 1966 Gülen became a main imam of a mosque in Izmir, Turkey’s third-largest city, and the director of a boarding school there.

			By this time, under ordinary circumstances, one might have expected Gülen to have married—certainly his parents expected him to do so! But nothing about Gülen has followed an ordinary path, as we have seen—virtually from his birth. His intense sense of being called to serve—from the response to which call a normative personal life would have proven a distraction—led him away from that path, despite the desire of his mother and an uncle of whom he was very fond. It was, and still to a certain extent is, a tradition for men to get married after completing their education and/or mandatory military service. After his stint in the army, in fact, Gülen’s parents and his Uncle Enver began to push him to find a wife. Refia in particular expressed eagerness to see her son “married before I die.” However, much as he adored his mother, Gülen declined this request because he had decided to dedicate himself entirely to the service of Islam. His uncle told him, “Now we have insisted that you get married, but you have declined. Keep it in mind. There will be one more attempt when you are thirty years old. After that, there will be no more attempts.”

			Gülen recalled much later that, when he turned thirty, the Deputy President of Diyanet17 (Presidency of Religious Affairs), Yaşar Tunagür, who cared for Gülen like a son, once came to his office, hoping to convince Gülen to get married—even mentioning the name of a pious girl whose family Tunagür had known for a long time. Gülen kindly declined but Tunagür insisted. Gülen hugged him tearfully and said to him. “Sir, if you cannot understand [why I am not marrying], then who can understand this?” (Şimşek, 86).

			Those who criticize Gülen point out that marriage is part of the sunna of the Prophet—celibacy is not desiderative in Islam the way it can be in Christianity—but there were any number of key figures in Muslim history who chose celibacy in order to devote themselves more unequivocally to God. These included some of Muhammad’s companions and a number of key figures in subsequent Islamic history. The sufi who really introduced the concept of love rather than awe of God into Muslim mysticism, Rabi’a al-Adawiyyah (713–801), never married. Neither did Bishr al-Hafi (767–850), Bayazid Bastami (804–874), At-Tabari, (838–923), al-Zamakhshari (1070–1143), Imam Nawawi (1233–1277), Ibn Taymiyyah (1263–1328), or Ahmad al-Badawi (1199–1276), in the medieval period—or Said Nursi in the modern era.

			Osman Şimşek argues that Gülen followed in Nursi’s footsteps in choosing fard (obligation) over sunna (tradition) with respect to marriage. Şimşek argues that serving Islam is fard but marriage is sunna. Had he married, Gülen could not have dedicated his entire life completely to serving Islam and humanity. Gülen’s decision not to marry refl cts the devotion of Nursi for whom the problems of the Muslim community were so overwhelming that he did not have time to think about himself (Şimşek, 86-88). Like Nursi, Gülen has led a celibate life not out of his own wish to do so. Nevzat Türk, who has been a close associate of Gülen since the early 1970s, put it simply: If Gülen had married, he would not have been able to dedicate all of his energy to the cause of Islam and to community service; and frankly, he did not wish to subject a wife (much less children) to the pain of his ongoing persecution—his imprisonments, exile and illnesses— and his extreme asceticism (Özalp, pp. 37-38).

			To return to our brief chronology of Gülen’s life and its ongoing evolution: the move to Izmir was transformative to the arc of his calling and his career. There, as his own thinking deepened and broadened through ever more diverse self-directed reading, his charismatic influence began to spread through a widening range of preaching and teaching, delivering lectures and leading seminars. He addressed varied subjects, from religious study and practice—focused on the Qur’an and the hadith and their relationship both to Muslim jurisprudence and theology and to the modern world—and to education theory and its relationship to shaping children into adults with a concern for others: a devotion to social justice and a passion for appreciating and maintaining the natural world around us.

			In Izmir he began to redirect the role of the mosque toward what it had been in Islam’s golden age: the center of life, attending not only to the prayer-centered spiritual needs of its constituents, but to people’s psychological and intellectual needs as well. He did not merely preach Friday sermons from the minbar, but conducted discussions which focused on questions relating to everyday life—both people’s focused concerns and the issues about which they were merely curious—to which the Muslim tradition, linked to contemporary thought, offers answers. His deep learning and his psychological acuity combined to help him develop a reputation and to expand his following.

			As his own teaching and preaching began to gain greater renown, it spread well beyond the community in which he dwelt—and well beyond Turkey’s borders—so that ultimately books and tapes offering his wisdom could be found in nearly 170 countries. But the starting point of this, to repeat, was his sense that in Turkey, its youth were largely adrift—that the intense secularization process enforced by Atatürk, and that had continued beyond Atatürk’s death left much of Turkish youth searching; what he had to offer—a dynamic, updated and modernized understanding of civil Islam—presented a direction that could guide Turkey forward, through reaching for inspiration into sources both traditional and contemporary, religious and scientific, piously Muslim and open to the world. Aydın Bolak, the former chairman of the Turkish Industry and Business Association, would assert later that “Gülen injected idealism into the soul of the Turkish youth” (Ünal and Williams, 22).

			At the same time, over the same years during which he was extending his reputation as a dynamic speaker and profound and multi-faceted scholar and teacher, he had begun with greater and greater clarity to encircle his preaching and the discussions he led with a call to action along lines centered on the concept of serving others: istighna-infused hizmet (which is the Turkish term for “service”).18 Particularly in his devotion to encouraging young people to think about the future of the world and their role in shaping it toward a fuller beauty, in his pushing them to recognize the importance of interweaving intellectual awareness  with  both  spiritually-grounded  virtue  and  altruistic service toward others, he helped foster a generation immersed in the conviction that such service in the best of ways serves the self. For he emphasized how each “self” is connected to all “selves” and thus, that helping others and helping to improve the world benefits the one who is helping. And, without pushing in a fundamentalist direction, both his preaching and his example drew many of his followers in a direction that is inspired by faith, for which hizmet is understood as serving God through serving others.

			One might recall that in the 1960s, socio-cultural and political turmoil prevailed across much of the Western world. Turkey, too, was subject to a good deal of social and political turmoil and, as elsewhere in the world, young people were often drawn to extremist ideologies perceived as “pure.” In many cases extremism also meant turning to violence. Against such a backdrop, Gülen preached and discussed at a feverish pace in his desire to inspire Turkish youth to act toward shaping a peaceful world, not a violent one, fraught not with ego-centric politics but with service to society at large.

			With this ambition in mind, Gülen travelled widely in the years that followed, visiting countless cities and towns and villages across Turkey, giving sermons in mosques and speeches and lectures in coffee-houses and lecture halls. Talks became dialogues, speaking never outpaced listening, as he sought both the pulse of the Turkish people and a means of influencing that pulse toward a calmer, more hizmet-driven beat. His words were recorded by followers and distributed on tape; by the end of the decade he was one of a handful of imams recognized throughout the country.

			But his recognizability didn’t simply mean that people knew his name. It meant that his charismatic leadership of an ever-growing group of admirers could permit him to influence that group to turn their admiration for him into actions benefiting the community. Thus, his encouragement toward developing more effective educational facilities and making education more accessible and available to more young people, including those without the financial means to pursue their education, led to the building of institutions. It led to the organizing of scholarship-granting entities directed toward economically deprived students.

			It also led, to some extent, to fear of him on the part of the secular government—echoing the conditions under which Said Nursi suffered persecution more than a generation earlier. In 1971, Gülen was arrested (together with more than four dozen of his students) on false charges that he had been trying to change the Turkish governmental structure toward an Islamicist regime. He remained in prison for several months, was eventually released—and was later acquitted of the charges.19 He continued thereafter to teach and to preach, until he retired in 1980 from his formal position as an Imam.

			Nonetheless, after yet another military coup, in September 1980, Gülen was once again among those accused by the new government of being treasonous: his picture hung on the walls of public buildings across Turkey near those of terrorists—anyone who managed to find and kill him could do so under these circumstances without fear of negative repercussions. He hid as a fugitive for nearly six years—sometimes sleeping on park benches and refusing accommodations from his friends, whom he did not wish to endanger. Besides, the principle of istighna to which he continued to adhere rigorously prevented him from asking for help. He sold his coat and his tape recorder in order to have funds for basic needs; he left Izmir and dwelled in a cave for a month, living on bread and water (Yücel 2018, 30). He managed, nonetheless, to continue doing the work of hizmet, meeting secretly with aspiring hizmet volunteers, with friends and students—in forty different cities—while on the run from government forces.20

			For by then his following had expanded exponentially from what it had begun as in the 1960s. The hizmet-inspired and -run magazine, Sızıntı—a monthly devoted to both science and spiritual  thought— grew from a circulation of about 6,000 early in the decade to more than 40,000 by the late 1980s. Ultimately, by mid-decade, a far-flung network of Gülen-inspired groups of educators and entrepreneurs began an extended program of establishing schools—eventually, many hundreds of them both within and beyond Turkey. Private institutions, these schools offered—and continue to offer—an incomparable opportunity for their constituents; they abide by the strictures demanded by the state, and adjust their curricula in accordance with whatever differences might exist between one state and another. The curricula are entirely secular, in fact, but extend well beyond whatever the governmental prescriptions require, providing well-balanced course offerings that wed tradition to modernity and interweave a focus on the intellect with an interest in the soul and a recognition of the importance of the body for those who would become fully contributing members of society—from math and science to language and literature to the arts and sports.

			At the upper high school levels, the schools most often operate in conjunction with dormitories and student houses that offered pupils without the means the opportunity to come and stay and study for extended periods of time. These small living complexes—usually seven students in each house—also expand the educational process for their constituents: typically, one who is more advanced will help others in their studies and guide them toward a fervor for altruistic service toward still others. That mentor will offer private tutorials. In such a house, the students will study texts—from the Qur’an to Nursi—and pray together when at home.21 The circle of mutual support was completed by the involvement of local middle-class businessmen, who would provide for students’ material needs, from furnishings to food.

			The most abiding theme across the panoply of Gülen-inspired schools and their accompanying ışık evleri (dormitories/houses) is that of contributing to society: embracing the diversity of humanity and offering hizmet on all levels. Over the past decades what might best be called the Gülen-Hizmet movement has extended such an educational initiative not only horizontally outward from Turkey to Turkic countries and to the farther and farther reaches of Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas, but vertically, from schools for young children to colleges and universities.

			In January 1986, Gülen was captured in Burdur by police and interrogated. He was sent to the State Security Court in Izmir, but no charge was filed against him. So, in the end there was no formal arrest and, finally, the court dismissed his case (Ünal 2002, 509). Meanwhile, Prime Minister Turgut Özal was able to carry out many economic, political and social reforms in the mid-1980s. From 1983 to 1993, Gülen was in touch with him indirectly and shared views with him on certain issues. During the Özal era, Gülen had limited freedom but he was able to give sermons that attracted congregations of tens of thousands in Istanbul and several other cities. After the unexpected death of President Özal, militant secularists increasingly promoted anti-Gülen and anti-Hizmet propaganda in the media. It appeared as though preparation were being made for a military coup. The aim was to create conflict between secularists and religious groups and then use this conflict to justify a military intervention.

			Gülen’s approach was to minimize tension between secularists and religious groups. He initiated the idea of dialogue at least with some secularists and non-Muslims in Turkey. Gülen met some secular political community leaders, actors and journalists and heads of non-Muslim organizations at iftar dinners organized by the Journalists and Writers Foundation (founded in 1994) of which Gülen was honorary president.22 He was strongly criticized by some secularists, ultra-nationalists, and political Islamists.23 Yet offering interfaith iftar dinners during Ramadan later became a tradition for almost all government departments, the military, educational institutions, political parties, non-governmental organizations, and religious entities throughout Turkey. It can be said that this sort of initiative was a successful ijtihad—a religious innovation through reasoning—of Gülen and the Hizmet Movement: to break the taboo that prevented interfaith interaction in Turkey.

			By 1991 Gülen decided that his role as an inspirer of the Hizmet movement, through the mechanism of preaching in mosques and teaching in lecture halls, had gone as far as necessary, or perhaps as far as it could, as a primary mode of encouraging such actions. He retired altogether from public life, to devote his time in a quieter way to the community: teaching seminars of graduate students and taking part in service projects—and transforming large swathes of reading time into writing time. He continued to travel in order to meet with diverse religious and political world leaders—these would range from Israel’s chief Sephardic Rabbi Eliyahu Bakshi Doron, to Pope John Paul II—who shared his vision of a better world. He became increasingly available for interviews and comments in the various media, in order to promote the ideas of hizmet and of peaceful coexistence across the broad range of ethnicities and religions, races and nationalities that define the spectrum of human society.

			He became particularly active in promoting interfaith dialogue— extracting the most forward-looking features of the Muslim tradition with regard to embracing non-Muslims and wedding them to contemporary reality.24  And above all, he expanded the range of his writing projects, thereby making his thinking on both intra-Muslim spiritual matters and on interfaith and multicultural issues available to a wide audience.

			In spite of Gülen’s consistent assertion of being apolitical—he has written and spoken about diverse ideas, from human rights and humane secularism to democracy, open society and mutual tolerance—as his renown spread, he found himself under fire in effect from two directions. On the one hand, the secular leadership within Turkey feared that his goal was to eliminate the even playing field among faiths that, by the turn to the new millennium, had been evolving, in theory, during the previous eighty years of Turkish history—and to reshape Turkey as a Theocracy. On the other hand, extremist Islamist groups found his interest and activity in interfaith discussions and initiatives to be anti-Islamic—accusing him of heresy.

			To both sides of this criticism he often repeated the idea that interfaith dialogue and mutual religious respect were both a decisive element throughout Ottoman Turkish history and in particular in the last generations of that history; and that openness to diverse spiritual perspectives may be understood not merely as acceptable to Islam, but as a Muslim religious obligation rooted in the Qur’an and hadith.25

			His critics managed to bring criminal charges against him yet again in 2000—which were proven baseless and dismissed eight years later. As a practical matter within the flow of Gülen’s personal life, this episode was ultimately irrelevant: he had left Turkey for the United States in 1999 primarily for health reasons—to receive treatment for a cardiovascular condition. This culminated in a heart operation in 2004, and on the advice of his doctors that he avoid stress he has remained in the United States, away from the politically-charged world of Turkey, in a retreat in Pennsylvania where he continues to read and to write and to teach a small group of students and to receive occasional visitors from a range of disciplines and walks of life, and from diverse religious traditions and national and ethnic backgrounds.26

			His profound interest in a treble weave—of love of traditional Muslim thought with a passion for contemporary scientific thought; of intra-Islamic concerns with embrace of true interfaith dialogue; and of an insistence that such love, passion, concern, and embrace lead one to serve others altruistically—marks his most enduring contribution during the past two decades as a writer and activist. It is the relationship between this contribution and the thought of a range of thinkers who have preceded him that will shape the discussion in the next chapter of this volume—followed by a consideration of those who have been inspired by him and a brief exploration of some of the activities to which that inspiration has led members of the Hizmet movement.27

			     

			

			
				
					5	It is a traditional convention for observant Muslims always to follow the name “Muhammad” with the letters “PBUH” “Peace Be Unto Him” (when writing in English)—translating the Arabic phrase of the same meaning). This is different from but somewhat analogous to the traditional Jewish convention of writing “God” as “G-d” (in English) in order not to use the sacred ineffable Name in a profane text. Following the lead that I have observed in writings by Fethullah Gülen himself, I shall not continue to abide by this convention as my narrative moves forward; pious Muslim readers may assume its unstated presence, and others won’t be distracted.

				

				
					6	I will return to this issue later. We have all met—I certainly have—individuals who wear their piety so proudly on their sleeves that one wonders how they can possibly imagine that God takes them seriously. Getting a bit ahead of myself, one of the most obvious flaws in the ego-laden conduct of Gülen’s nemesis, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, is the manner in which he does just that: wears his alleged piety on his sleeve like a brightly-colored series of badges.

				

				
					7	Atatürk introduced the “Hat Law” on October 25, 1925, as part of his modernization program. It became mandatory for men to wear a Western-styled hat rather than a fez or a turban. Those who disobeyed were often jailed. The issue could become more severe: when many people disobeyed the Hat Law in the Rize region, the city was bombarded by a warship. Seventeen people were killed, twenty-two people were sentenced to twenty years in prison, and fourteen were executed. However, the Hat Law was less stringently observed in rural areas due to ineffective infrastructural control by the state. The reason Şamil Ağa continued to wear his turban had more to do with preserving the traditional dignity of scholarship, knowledge, and piety, than being an act of political resistance. See Yücel, fn #13, referencing Nevzat Çiçek, www.timeturk.com/tr/2012/12/12/sapka-yuzunden-rize-bugun-bombaladi. html#.VDfVXhbVh2k.

				

				
					8	 The Qasida al-Burdah is a 33-page ode of praise of the Prophet Muhammad composed by a contemporary of Rumi, Imam al-Busairi (1211–1294).

				

				
					9	Muslim tradition asserts that there were more than 100,000 sahabah by the time of the Prophet’s death, but apparently the names of only some 10,000 of them are recorded. It is interesting to note that, at the primary school that Gülen attended in his village in 1946, the principal once punished him for praying at school. This reflects both his unusual nature— already drawn to prayer and piety as a small boy (I am reminded of stories in the Catholic tradition of the fourteenth-century saint, Catherine of Siena, who was already drawn to a pious, monastic life at age 4 or 5)—and also the extreme (one might say, fundamentalist) secularism that governed the state of Turkey during that era.

				

				
					10	Dhikr (from the Arabic root “remember” refers to the sort of meditation, usually associated with Muslim mysticism (Sufism), in which the practitioner focuses intensely on a word or phrase designed to help clear the mind from its normative associations with the here and now and direct itself exclusively to God.

				

				
					11	One may recognize this as a spiritual analogue to playing Mozart to one’s infants (the socalled intellectual “Mozart effect”) or the alleged salutary effect of drinking beer so that the nursing baby imbibes it indirectly and sleeps more easily—or the alleged negative effect for the baby of the mother drinking any sort of alcohol or taking any drugs while nursing.

				

				
					12	Some sources say that he was 12 years old. The specifics of that detail hardly matter here: it would be the spirituo-intellectual equivalent of comparing Mozart and Mendelssohn!

				

				
					13	https://fgulen.com/tr/hayati-tr/hayatindan-kesitler/fgulen-com-Talebelik.

				

				
					14	A Dhul Janahayn is a scholar very well versed in both religious and secular learning.

				

				
					15	This was most unusual: typically, no imam in any mosque paid or was expected to pay for utilities. This feature of Gülen’s being in the world remains a characteristic to the present day: he pays rent for his modest accommodations in the retreat center where he resides in Pennsylvania; and he contributes to the expenses of hosting guests from the revenue of his book sales.

				

				
					16	For Gülen, this is part of the vital and uncompromisable principle of istighna, (“to be independent of all wants and needs”) which, in a nutshell, is defined—and validated by way of a dozen different places in the Qur’an and a range of teachings of sunna—as serving the cause of Islam (and later, Gülen would construe this more broadly as the cause of humanity) in any way possible, without expectation of reward, be it material, social, or political. In its fullest activation, one eagerly expends all of one’s own resources—time, money, abilities, and networks—in order to serve humanity. One’s motivation ultimately is simply to please God.

				

				
					17	Established by Atatürk in 1924, “Diyanet” refers to the government agency that supervises religious services in Turkey. In English, it is called “Presidency (or Directorate) of Religious Affairs.”

				

				
					18	See fn #12, regarding istighna.

				

				
					19	If on the one hand, unlike Nursi, Gülen has never opposed the government, either by actions or non-actions; on the other, like the 10th-century Sufi, Muhammad al’Hallaj, he has been misunderstood, misinterpreted and perceived as heretical from diverse sides of the political/ religious fence.

				

				
					20	There are any number of explanations for Gülen’s calm in the past several years when facing such an unremitting threat against him and against the Hizmet Movement by Erdoğan and his thuggish power-lust. No explanation is more concise than the recollection of the kind of life-on-the-run that he was forced to lead during those six early years of his development as a leader. After that extended experience, how threatening can a bully like Erdoğan seem?

				

				
					21	The student houses are referred to as ışık evleri—meaning “light houses.” The astute reader will note that I have shifted from a past tense or conditional mood to a present-future tense and future mood: the system of which I am describing the foundations has continued to build over the decades and continues to this day, following the same principles and infrastructure.

				

				
					22	Iftar refers to the meal (traditionally begun by eating a date) with which one breaks the daylong fast during the month of Ramadan. One of the Hizmet movement’s innovations was to organize interfaith iftar dinners, embedding an intensely important moment in Muslim life within the larger goal of sharing spiritual and social—and gastronomic—celebration across a panoply of traditions.

				

				
					23	For secular critics—I have spoken one-on-one to a good number of these in the past decade or so—he was perceived as an Islamist; to Islamists, he was perceived as heretical due to his interest in and dialogues with non-Muslims. See below.

				

				
					24	I think it is fair to say that earlier on, with his intense focus on Islam and only on Islam, he was both uninterested in interfaith activity and also more Turkocentric and less interested in genuine multiculturalism. It is hard to pinpoint exactly when—most likely by the early 1980s—he became increasingly and intensely expansive in his worldview, gradually becoming almost obsessed with the importance of embracing all of humanity, both from a theological and a practical perspective: God made us all, and God loves us all, so to love God we must seek to love all of creation; the future of human survival and success is contingent upon all of us working together, rather than fighting all kinds of sectarian wars with each other. Such a transformation in his thinking interwove and ran parallel to the evolution of his emphasis on hizmet—on action and not mere words.

				

				
					25	One must be clear about the ambiguities that are inherent in every religious tradition: they all begin with revelation but continue with interpretation—and interpretations by humans can and historically do differ across time and space, within every tradition. In the Qur’an one can surely find isolated passages that may be interpreted as anti-non-Muslim, but there are more straightforward passages that encourage the embrace of the prior Abrahamic faiths with which the Prophet Muhammad would have been acquainted within his own lifetime and his travels through and beyond the Hijaz. The point is that Gülen makes a point of focusing on and emphasizing those embracing passages: this is the sort of Islam that he has spent a lifetime teaching and preaching; his view of entities such as Hamas or ISIS is that they are entirely misunderstanding and misconstruing the prophetic voice of the Prophet and his circle of adherents.

				

				
					26	I have been among those outsiders who have been warmly welcomed into the Pennsylvania retreat center, and have accordingly visited and talked with Gülen several times. For more on this, see Chapter 3.

				

				
					27	I must reiterate that my intention in this chapter has been to offer a brief biography as it pertains, mainly, to Gülen’s evolution as a leader and the founder of the Hizmet Movement. There is much that I am leaving out—for example, his Hajj to Mecca—but which may be found in other sources, particularly those that I mentioned in my preface, by Salih Yücel and Jon Pahl. See fn #1.

				

			

		

	
		
			    

			Chapter Two: 
A Brief Biography of Gülen’s Thought: 
From His Sources to His Expression

		

	
		
			     

			It seems to me very important, if one is to try to understand Fethullah Gülen’s thought, to consider the line of thinkers in which he stands. The breadth and depth of his intellectual connection to prior figures in a range of fields needs to be more than casually noted, if one is to place him and the evolution of the Hizmet movement that he has inspired within a full context. The discussion in the pages that follow, in particular of key prior Sufis and their teachings, is thus essential for laying the groundwork for this. There are two interwoven aspects of Gülen’s thought as he evolved—from a young imam to a wise elder whose words are carefully attended by millions of followers and sympathizers, as well as by those variously threatened by who and what he is, or what they believe him to be, or what they fear that he might be.

			The first aspect relates to what one can recognize as influences upon him not only of diverse thinkers but of diverse kinds of thinkers. For as much as he was a hafiz at an early age—and as much as he has continued throughout his life to be a richly nuanced scholar of the Qur’an, hadith, and much of the sea of Islamic literature that reflects on the Qur’an and hadith—his intellectual reach has extended not only into other aspects of Islamic thought, from its legalistic to its mystical sides, but beyond that into various thinkers and writers associated with the history of the Western (and Eastern) humanities and sciences. These influences are both inferable, and in many instances directly referenced by Gülen in his voluminous writings and recorded words.

			The second aspect of Gülen’s thought is the way certain elements within it that have evolved over the decades are directly articulated. For, as he has continued to replenish his own learning by way of continuing to re-absorb and re-consider familiar material and to absorb and add new elements, his own thinking on any number of important issues has evolved—and has continued to broaden. What began as a concern for the future of Turkish Muslims eventuated as concern for all of humanity and of our planet in all of its positive qualities.

			Religion and Mystical Thought: Searching for Oneness with the One

			There are several key truths that one must keep in mind as one engages Gülen’s thought, both within itself and in distinction from the thinking of other Muslim (and non-Muslim) intellectuals. The first truth

			pertains to the nature of religion and how it evolves, and how, in turn this applies specifically to Islam. The second, directly growing out of the first, is how particular aspects of religion—and, for the purposes of our discussion, particularly the Abrahamic religions (and within them Islam most specifically)—operate within themselves and vis-à-vis each other. How, more precisely, do legalistic thinking and mystical thinking operate, in general and in Islam over the course of its fourteen-hundred-yearlong history?

			Religion comes from the Latin root, lig-/leg-, which means “bind.” Combined with the prefix re(meaning “back” or “again”) and the feminine nominal suffix, -io, the word refers to the point and purpose of religion: to bind us back to the source from which we have come, the source that we believe has created us. For the Abrahamic traditions, that source is God, and Judaism, Christianity, and Islam offer variations on the common theme of the need, desire, and method of having a connection to God. How do we humans know how to maintain that connection—or to initiate it in the first place?

			The answer is the starting point for every religious tradition: the conviction, the assumption—the belief—that divinity reveals itself to humanity, at certain times and certain places, through certain individuals. We term these individuals prophets and priests—figures like Moses, Isaiah, John the Baptist, Muhammad—who assume the role that they possess in a given community due to their unique capacity to serve as conduits to whom and through whom divinity speaks, instructing that community in how to be, in what to do and not to do so that, pleased rather than displeased, God, the source of all of creation continues to connect to us through creation, not destruction; with help, not harm; with furtherance, not hindrance—with blessing, not curse.

			Every religious tradition begins with revelation. There are complications: how exactly, in the Abrahamic traditions, which are our focus here, does God actually communicate to and through prophets? How does God actually “speak” to them? While this is one of many questions without an easily arrived-at answer, these traditions assert that, by whatever the means through which God communicates to them, prophets are ultimately able to translate divine instruction into the language of their communities. Yet, nonetheless, the words themselves can sometimes be obscure or their meaning not obvious: what does it mean, in Exodus 20, not to “commit murder”? Does the killing of a mosquito on my wrist constitute an abrogation of that divine commandment? How do the words enjoining the Israelites not “to seethe a kid in its mother’s milk” (Ex 23:19) lead to the decision by Orthodox Jews not to mix milk and meat products (such as cheese) at the same meal—or in many cases, not even to consume milk products until a certain number of hours has elapsed after consuming meat products?

			The answer offers two aspects that encircle one concept. When the prophet is still present, with his ability to communicate directly with God, he may be in a position to enquire further of the Lord for clarifi ation. One might recall the moment in Exodus 3 when Moses asks God what Name he should reference in reporting to the Israelites that a voice has just made initial contact with him and sent him on his mission to free them from servitude. God’s initial response, “I was/am/will be that I was/am/ will be” could hardly be more obscure as a name for human auditors to understand—we, who live in a reality in which “is” is either a reference to existence or followed by a predicate, cannot really grasp pure “isness”— but God recognizes this, who then tells Moses to tell the Israelites simply that this is the God of their fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who has made contact after these many generations of virtual silence.

			What, though, once Moses—or Isaiah, or John the Baptist, or Muhammad—is no longer among us? If understanding God’s word is sometimes difficult even when a prophet is on the premises, it can be nearly impossible once the prophet(s) is/are gone. We are left to our own devices to interpret and try to understand what God’s intentions for us were at the time when the words were revealed to and through the prophetic conduit. So, to repeat, every religion begins with revelation and continues with interpretation. The primary problem with this dichotomy is how we relate to God’s word and thus to God, in that it is easy, it seems, for humans to confuse the one process with the other. Human ego all too often over the course of history has intervened so that a given individual or group thinks of his/her/their understanding of God and the ways to God as the only possible, only correct understanding and path: she/he/ they confuse interpretation with revelation.

			The problematic of confusing revelation and interpretation is still further complicated by the fact that such confusion is not only a matter of disagreeing on what given words mean—not every Jew interprets the issue of “not seething a kid in its mother’s milk” to mean a gastronomic separation of milk and meat products, and few if any Christians or Muslims interpret these words that way—but it can and historically does begin with the very question of what constitutes revelation. Thus, for Jews, the period of divine revelation and thus of divinely revealed texts, ended at a point (444 BCE) after which any words from however brilliant an orator or writer were to be understood as humanly-derived. Christianity interprets the age of revelation to have continued for many centuries after that point—certainly until well beyond the time of Jesus.

			The outcome of this is that for Jews the Hebrew Bible constitutes the totality of God’s revealed word—and everything that comes thereafter is interpretation—whereas for Christianity, the Hebrew Bible is—merely— the Old Testament, reflecting the Old Covenant engineered by Moses and the Israelite prophets, and serves as a prelude to the ultimately more definitive New Testament, reflecting the New Covenant engineered by Jesus (who is understood by the fourth century to be far more than a prophet: God Itself, assumed an incarnate form in order to save humanity from itself). So Judaism and Christianity reflect similarly but not identically on the issue of how to maintain a proper connection to God, and the revealed textual sources that bind the two communities to God similarly overlap, but are not identical. Moreover, between the time when the Christian Bible is definitively canonized (at the Council of Hippo, in 393-97) and the time of the Council of Trent (1545-63), that Bible achieved at least three variant forms: for Protestants, the Bible is limited to the Old and New Testaments; for Catholics and Orthodox Christians, the Deuterocanonical (Intertestamental) texts that fall between these two—books like Maccabees I and II, Ecclesiasticus, Judith, Tobit, Susanna and the Elders—are also included; in the Ethiopian Church, the Book of Enoch is considered part of the canon, but it is extra-canonical for every other form of Christianity.

			Taking note of the long process of arriving at what does and does not constitute revelation within the Jewish and Christian communities, we might ask the obvious question of how Islam fits into this matrix. The answer is that it is a part of the same series of issues as these issues continued to evolve. Islam appeared on the scene through the revelations to the Prophet Muhammad between 610 and his death in 632, during which 22 years he shaped both the faith and the polity of Islam. Such a precise beginning, through a single prophet, distinguishes Islam from its Abrahamic siblings. Two particularly important features of Islam are important for our discussion at this point. One is that, while all three faiths undergo various forms of schismatic experiences that reflect internal differences regarding how the faith should be led and by whom, Islam undergoes that process virtually from the moment the prophet is gone.

			Thus the question of who should have the spiritual and political authority to guide Muslims after Muhammad’s death led to the religious division into the two groups known as Sunni and Shi’i. The fi st argued that the Prophet’s fi st acolyte, his father-in-law, Abu Bakr, should lead the umma (the “people”); while the second argued that Muhammad’s nephew and son-in-law, Ali, his fi st male blood relative to follow his preaching, would be better equipped to lead the umma by having been more intimate with the Prophet. So in a manner infi tely more rapid than for Christianity, with its Trinitarian-Arian schism of 325, or its Catholic-Orthodox schism of 1054, or its Protestant-Catholic schism of 1517ff nd also both more rapid and more obvious than for Judaism, which experiences little that can be called distinctly schismatic until modernity, thanks to its nature over the centuries as a dispersed series of islands in non-Jewish seas, often with little contact with each other (German Jews are not likely to have known how Moroccan Jews practiced their Judaism, so the two would not likely argue over matters of doctrine)—Islam quickly separated into two primary groups with regard to spirituo-political guidance.
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