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Note on Transliteration


 


Arabic and Persian transliteration are based on the transliteration system used by the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES). The simplified transliteration system does not mark letters with dots below or macrons. The ta’ marbuta is rendered a not ah (e.g. Sura, umma), and it is rendered as at in the construct state (e.g., Surat al-ikhlas). Vowels are limited to a, i, u. The ‘ayn is rendered as a single open quote (‘); the hamza is rendered as an apostrophe (’).


Urdu, Gujurati, Indonesian and Javanese transliterations follow the standards set by the authors.










Foreword


 


It is said that when ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, the brash, young Qurayshi elite who would become the second caliph of the Muslim community after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, first heard the words of the Qur’an, he was so astonished at their power and elegance that he abandoned his tribe and his status and immediately converted to Muhammad’s movement.


As the story goes, ‘Umar had discovered that one of his sisters had become a follower of Muhammad and was planning on killing her for it. He raced to her house, sword drawn, to avenge the honor of his family and tribe. Before he could strike her down, however, he heard the Qur’an being recited from within. All at once, he dropped his sword and began to weep, transformed by the beauty of the words, and ready to give up everything for them.


For centuries, Muslims have pored over the pages of the Qur’an, trying to discern its multiple layers of meaning. For some, the Qur’an is a source book of law and morality; for others, it is a secret message to humanity from God himself. There is simply no other text – secular or sacred – that compares with it. The Qur’an represents the height of the Arabic language. It could, in fact, be argued that the Qur’an created what we now know as Arabic. As I have written elsewhere, the Qur’an is to Arabic what Homer is to Greek and what Chaucer is to English.


But of course, unlike the works of Homer and Chaucer, the Qur’an is also holy scripture. For most Muslims, it is quite literally the direct speech of God. For some it is God, in-so-far as the principal of tawhid, or strict monotheism, forbids separating God’s attributes – e.g. God’s speech – from God’s self. As the direct speech of God, the Qur’an is infused with divine power. That is why its words are inscribed on mosques and tombs, etched onto cups and bowls, or made into talismans.


Yet it is precisely this unique, elevated status that has made the Qur’an such a difficult text to study in a non-devotional context. Indeed, the same process of literary and historical criticism that has been applied to the Bible for more than two centuries is barely in its infancy when it comes to Qur’anic studies.


That is not to suggest that there have not been profound arguments over the meaning and message of the Qur’an throughout the last fifteen centuries of Islam. From the very beginning there were deep disagreements among Muslims over how to read and interpret the sacred text, to what degree it has been affected by the cultural norms of the society in which it was revealed, and whether historical context and independent reasoning should have a role in its interpretation. It’s just that the unique properties of the Qur’an, and the unique role it has had in the Muslim community, has, for the most part, excluded a large swath of Muslim voices from this fifteen-century debate.


This collection aims to remedy that situation by bringing together a diverse array of textual scholars who are engaging the Qur’an from perspectives that have been sorely lacking in Islamic scholarship for far too long. The inclusion of, for example, African-American, female, LGBTQ, Ahmadi, and even Baha’i voices to the centuries-long conversation about the meaning of the Qur’an is vital to ensuring the viability of this extraordinary text in the twenty-first century. Most importantly, by prioritizing engagement and disagreement, rather than the pretense of forced unity, this book is symbolic of the increasingly diverse Muslim community itself.


 


Reza Aslan
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Introduction


Emran El-Badawi and Paula Sanders


The Communities of the Qur’an project evolved from a conference into a book. The purpose of this essay is to introduce the ten communities selected, and to connect their twenty-first-century dialogue, debate and diversity with that of the Qur’an’s first audience. This book investigates the dialectical relationship between a single scripture and its multiple communities of interpretation. Our examination begins with the Qur’an itself.


Dispute and divergence within the Qur’an


The Qur’an is the first Arabic book in history. It appeared in seventh-century Arabia, at once and with unprecedented eloquence and power.1 Its sound, text and message captivated its audience through the new ‘clear Arabic tongue,’ deliberately surpassing the prestige of older religious texts in Aramaic, Greek and Persian. The text’s audience of believers – its first community of the Qur’an – was for the most part literate, at least reading and writing business contracts (Q 2:282). At the same time, this audience was likely bilingual at a time when Arabic was evolving into a language of religious writing (Q 16:103; 68:1). Finally, this audience was able to access the doctrines and laws of the Christian patriarchs and Jewish rabbis (e.g. Q 3:79; 5:48; 6:91; 20:133; 87:19).


The text appeared among quarreling religious sects and competing empires. The Middle East in the seventh century was divided by perpetual warfare between the Persians and Byzantines. The cities and oases of Arabia lay at the frontier between these two empires. Arabia served as a safe haven for prophets, missionaries and pious men and women fleeing imperial conflict and worldly temptation. The Qur’an emerged in a world where sectarianism and conflict were the norm, and where divine salvation was to be found in both new revelations as well as ancient customs. The Qur’an – both its content as well as reception – was not always a source of unity, but rather served as a source of significant dispute and divergence.


The text explicitly differentiates between ‘believers’ and ‘Muslims’ (cf. Q 49:14). It also mentions ‘assemblies who have splintered and disputed’ (Q 3:105); different Jewish groups; Nazarene-Christians; people of the Gospels (Q 5:47); people of the scripture; Gentiles (Q 62:2); Sabians (Q 5:69; 22:17); Zoroastrians (Q 22:17); puritans/Hanifs (cf. Q 22:31); polytheists/associators; hypocrites; and rebels. We learn that the rebels live in ‘complacence and factionalism’ (Q 38:2). Among them are ‘those who say that God is Christ the son of Mary’ (Q 5:17, 72) or ‘the Third of Three’ (Q 5:73). Splinter groups existed even among the believers as reference is made to: sects (firaq; esp. Q 2:75; 146; 100–1; 3:23, 78, 100; 5:70; 19:73; 23:109; 34:20); groups (tawa’if, e.g. Q 33:13; 49:9; cf. Q 61:14); units (fi’at; Q 3:13, 69–72; 4:81; 7:87); parties (ahzab; Q 5:56; 58:18–22); and protectors (awliya’; e.g. Q 8:34). To these may be added the ‘brethren in religion’ (Q 9:11) and allied subjects (Q 33:5). Similarly, Q 5:48 teaches that different religious groups possessed different laws and customs. The enmity of the Jews and the friendliness of Christians found in Q 5:82 is also worthy of note in this regard. Q 60:7–8 cautions the believers that ‘God may cause friendliness between them and those whom they antagonize,’ and that they should deal honestly and equitably with ‘those who have not fought them in religion nor expelled them from their homes.’ The point is that the Qur’an makes ample reference to the sectarian landscape from which it emerged.2


Salvation, therefore, does not depend on one’s religious group or sect, but rather on one’s personal beliefs and actions. The text declares that its believing audience – the very first community of the Qur’an – was not Muslim, nor Arab, nor one religion. It states, rather:


Those who believe, the Jews, the Christians and the Sabians – whoever believes in God and the last day and does good works – they will have their reward, so no fear is upon them, nor will they be saddened. (Q 2:62)


Moreover, in cases where one’s personal salvation is in question, the Qur’an does not call for their punishment, nor excommunication, nor any worldly consequence. It states, rather:


Those who believe, the Jews, the Christians and the Zoroastrians, and those who associate [gods with God], God will surely decide between them on the day of resurrection. God is indeed witness over all things. (Q 22:17)


The very first ‘community’ (umma) of the Qur’an was not the majority of society, nor did they agree on matters of religion. The community was a microcosm of humanity – divided. So on the one hand it addresses them directly: ‘this is indeed your community – a single community – and I am your Lord so serve me’ (Q 21:92; 23:52), adding:


You are the best of communities brought forth for humanity: you command virtue, forbid the contemptible, and you believe in God. And if the people of the scripture believed it would be better for them. Among them are believers, but most of them are corrupted. (Q 3:110)


On the other hand, the text acknowledges the diverse and divided nature of humanity:


For humanity was but one community then they disputed, and if it were not for a word decreed by your Lord, then a settlement would be found between them concerning what they disputed. (Q 10:19; cf. 2:213; 43:33)


The text adds elsewhere:


And if God so willed He would have made you one community. However, He guides whoever He wills and leads astray whoever He wills. And you will surely be asked about what you used to do. (Q 16:93; cf. 11:118; 42:8)


Numerous passages demonstrate the inherent diversity and inevitable divergence of humanity along religious lines. According to the text, what is the fundamental cause of humanity’s religious dispute and divergence? The Qur’an itself!


The text states unequivocally that divine revelation, the final manifestation of which is believed to be these Arabic ‘recitations’ (qur’an), is the root cause of dispute among its audiences:


For even if a recitation (qur’an) made the mountains crumble, the earth split asunder, or the dead speak, the matter belongs all to God. Have not those who believe given up? For if God so wills, he would guide all humanity. And those who reject remain afflicted by disorder because of their actions or desecration near their homes until the promise of God arrives. Surely God does not renege on his promise. (Q 13:31)


The text adds elsewhere that their dispute came only after its call to ‘submit’ to God:


Surely the religion near to God is submission (islam). And the people of the scripture did not dispute until after [its] knowledge came to them, [causing] animosity between them. And whoever rejects the signs of God, surely God is swift in taking account. (Q 3:19; cf. 42:24)


It adds further that God deliberately created multiple communities, laws and customs, to test humanity:


And We revealed the scripture [i.e. the Qur’an] in truth, affirming what is before it from the scripture [i.e. the Hebrew and Christian Bibles], overruling it. So judge between them according to what God revealed, and do not follow their whims over the truth that has come to you. To each of you We have prepared a law and custom. And if God so willed He would have made you one community. However, he tests you with that which has come to each of you. So hasten towards good works. To God is your return – all of you – where he will inform you concerning what you used to dispute. (Q 5:48)


All this is to say that the Qur’an itself did not lead to greater unity and religious conformity, but rather contributed to further sectarian dispute and divergence. Humanity does not know which of its communities is the ‘best,’ nor can people settle religious disputes or judge individuals in this life. According to the text, only God has this authority. What humanity learns is that religious dispute is a predetermined ‘word decreed’ by God. In response to this inevitability the very first community of the Qur’an had recourse to a ‘common word’ (Q 3:63) – a process of negotiation and compromise – and calling others to the faith ‘through wisdom and good advice’ (Q 16:125). Spreading the faith exclusively through a campaign of violence – which is a fact of certain episodes in medieval and modern history – is nevertheless unfounded in the text. That being said, violence plays an integral role in the exodus, retaliation and overall shaping of the community. There is an undeniable tension, on the one hand, between the text’s punitive treatment of unbelievers who break peace treaties – unless they repent, observe prayer and charity (Q 9:1–15) – and its overall reluctance to coerce or penalize any individual based on religious beliefs alone.3


It is worthy of note that the text states: ‘there is no compulsion in religion’ (Q 2:256) and ‘the truth is from your Lord, so whoever desires may believe and whoever desires may reject’ (Q 18:29). For each soul is only responsible for itself (Q 17:15; 35:18; 39:7; 53:38), and we must ultimately await the judgment of God about our religious differences – including those who reject the prophecy of Muhammad and the veracity of the Qur’an (Q 7:87). The text states some two dozen times that the majority of the Qur’an’s audience and Muhammad’s society were not believers (e.g. Q 2:100). Like the prophets of the Hebrew Bible before him, Muhammad was mocked as a madman, a sorcerer and a liar (e.g. Q 38:4; 40:24; 51:39–52). Society’s rejection of him grieved Muhammad to the point of suicide (Q 18:6; 26:3). Yet the Qur’an prohibits him from forcing his religious views upon others:


And if God so willed surely everyone on earth would believe. Will you compel humanity until they become believers? For it is not possible for a soul to believe except by the will of God. (Q 10:99–100)


Elsewhere the text repeats that Muhammad is merely a messenger, not a strongman or a watchman over people’s religious affairs (Q 6:107; 39:41; 50:45).


If the Qur’an ordains diversity, mandates religious tolerance and largely defends individual freedom, why is Islam today frequently associated with religious intolerance and extremism? More directly, why is there a disconnect between Muslims on the one hand and the Qur’an on the other? These questions have undergone thorough and thoughtful investigation in the works of intellectuals and reformers.4 However, the problem of associating the Qur’an on the one hand with modern religious extremism – terrorism – is one addressed in this project as well. The purpose of covering both the positive as well as negative considerations of the Qur’an today is to refine the boundaries of our investigation, and attempt to offer a greater scope of critical analysis. Instead of rehashing fourteen centuries of Islamic sectarianism, how would focusing precisely on the interaction between the ancient scripture and its modern communities make for a fresh and fruitful investigation? It is to this task that we turn next.


Debating the Qur’an


What are the different approaches to reading and understanding the Qur’an? How do different kinds of Muslims, especially, understand their scripture, and how does this understanding shape their communities? With approximately 1.7 billion adherents, the global Muslim community (umma) is anything but monolithic – but is it a single community at all? Some attempts to answer these questions have had recourse to discourses on ‘sectarianism,’ ‘ancient hatreds’ and Sunni–Shia conflict. Such discourses are superficial, often political, and fundamentally naive. A deeper, more systematic and critical theory is needed to explain the culturally diverse and even fractured nature of the global Muslim community.


A more systematic exploration takes one through classical exegesis, modern hermeneutics and arrives at literary theory, especially reception and reader response criticism, and the idea that the text is shaped – physically changed even – by the community that reads it, no matter what community it may be. Like other scriptures conceived within a framework of collective devotion, the Qur’an has meaning only when interpreted by the community into which it was received, and it is informed by that community’s cultural assumptions.5 This idea resonates with the famous tradition ascribed to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 40/661) addressing the Khawarij, stating ‘as for this Qur’an, it is but writing between two covers and it does not speak, but it is men who speak through it.’6 Since the Qur’an is interpreted in different ways by different communities it has – to quote the renowned American literary scholar, Stanley Fish – ‘many different communities of interpretation.’7


At its heart, Communities of the Qur’an investigates the dialectical relationship between the Qur’an and its communities of interpretation. How is the relationship between community and scripture mediated? Can a better understanding of each community’s reception, hermeneutics and cultural assumptions bring about a better understanding of the Qur’an for the twenty-first century? It is, then, about both intellectual inquiry and religious dialogue. This project also seeks to revive the ‘ethics of disagreement’ (adab al-ikhtilaf) found in classical Islam. The Qur’an interpreters, jurists and theologians of medieval Baghdad, Cairo and Cordoba serve, for the most part, as examples of peaceful coexistence and tolerance in the face of vehement disagreement.8 On numerous occasions, the historical record shows that Muslims from different legal schools or denominations, as well as Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians and others, agreed to disagree. The point here is not to fall into the trap of romanticizing the past, but rather to be inspired by the fact that it was once commonplace among religious schools to utterly disagree on matters as central as the Qur’an, Islam and God’s role in the universe. Most Muslim majority societies do not enjoy this freedom today. Even in modern times, authors have explored the limits of the ethics of disagreement, but only within traditional forms of Islam forged centuries ago.9


Recent literature on ‘Islamic communities of interpretation’ demonstrates how feminist discourses and traditionally conceived theological reforms have made some progress.10 However, framing the dialectical relationship, as this book does, between disparate communities and a single scripture accommodates even greater diversity. Similarly, Communities of the Qur’an maps out new territory by including groups typically outside the pale of traditional (or neo-traditional) Islam: the Baha’is (a distinct nineteenth-century development out of traditional forms of Islam from Iran); the Ahmadis (a twentieth-century Islamic sect from South Asia, excommunicated by the World Muslim League in 1974); African-American communities, including the Nation of Islam, Five Percent Nation, Moorish Science Temple and others considered beyond ‘mainstream’ Islam; the Ismaili Shia; and LGBTQ groups, including those who have recently established ‘gay mosques,’ altogether rejected by traditional mainstream Muslims.


Why should a project like Communities of the Qur’an cast such a wide net? Because the circumstances of the twenty-first century demand it. The challenges of today’s political climate are greater than those of our predecessors. The religious, social and cultural diversity of the imagined global Muslim community, known as the ‘umma,’ and the richness of its people’s cultures, are under threat by extremist fundamentalism. It is Muslims themselves who have paid the greatest price for the twenty-first century warfare and ‘sectarianism’ undertaken in the name of Islam. The discourses surrounding the so-called ‘war on terror’ on the one hand, and Islamic fundamentalism on the other, which have spread in the wake of the September 11, 2001, attacks, and the Arab uprisings of 2011, have polarized members at both extremes of the debate. As a result, the Qur’an, Islam’s sacred scripture and a monument of world literature, has become the subject of abuse and misunderstanding. More than ever before, leaders from within and without the imagined global Muslim community have the opportunity to protect the diversity of Islamic civilization and promote religious tolerance, as well as peaceful coexistence broadly speaking.


Selecting the communities of the Qur’an


Despite the broad scope of our project, enumerating, let alone including, every single community in our world today that experiences or finds inspiration in the Qur’an is nearly impossible. At the very least, their numbers far surpass the seventy-three Muslim sects prophesied in the tradition ascribed to Muhammad.11 Future research may yet refine our examination. The limited sample of communities included in this project is, nonetheless, broad in representation. The process of selecting a limited number of communities that was globally representative – as this project has aimed to do – was a major challenge. A meeting of minds was necessary to interrogate the process and criteria for selection, along with our investigation of the communities of interpretation themselves. This is why an academic conference was convened.


The Communities of the Qur’an conference took place March 10–11, 2016, on the campus of Rice University in Houston, Texas. Hosted by Rice’s Boniuk Institute for the Study and Advancement of Religious Tolerance, the conference brought together notable academics and leaders of faith communities. The participants who presented are both secular and religious in background. A number of them are both trained scholars in the academic study of religion as it is practiced in American and European universities, and trained within religious traditions. Conference presentations were made by eight international speakers (in order of presentations: Dr. Ingrid Mattson, Dr. Sajjad Rizvi, Dr. Ali Asani, Dr. Ahmed Subhy Mansour, Dr. Amina Wadud, Counselor Mujeeb Ur Rahman, Dr. Todd Lawson, and Dr. Aminah Beverly Al-Deen), three panel chairs (Dr. Hina Azam, Dr. David Cook and Dr. Emran El-Badawi), welcoming remarks by Boniuk director, Dr. Paula Sanders, and parting words by philanthropist, Dr. Milton Boniuk. Together with the eight conference papers now transformed into chapters, two chapters were solicited: one on the LGBTQ reception of the Qur’an by Dr. Scott Kugle, and another on popular-Sufi Qur’an reception in rural Indonesia by Ms. Lien Fina and Dr. Ahmad Rafiq. The contributors to this book belong to a wide spectrum of confessional, scholarly and reformist communities who developed in the shadow of the Qur’an, one way or another.


This book took a number of important concerns into consideration. First was ensuring that each contribution demonstrated the dialectic relationship between an ancient scripture – the Qur’an – and a modern community of readers. Each chapter expresses, therefore, how the respective community ‘wrestles with scripture,’ so to speak.12 Do modern readers connect with the Qur’an through communal musical performance, social activism, deeply personal experience, medieval commentaries, or any number of other ways?


Second, this book acknowledges, and was indeed partly motivated by, the imbalance of power and representation afforded to some communities over others. The sheer dominance of Sunni, and in some cases Imami Shia, orthodoxy is problematic. Consequently, the blind authority granted medieval tomes – especially works related to hadith, tafsir and sira – can be stifling. Of course, one cannot speak of medieval religious writing without recognizing the fact that its architects were overwhelmingly men, and that they deliberately and systematically excluded women and differently gendered people from participating in shaping medieval religious communities.13 How could we ‘rebalance’ power and representation in this book? This was done in two ways: (a) attempting equal gender distribution throughout the book; (b) reorganizing the sequence in which chapter contributions appear, to prioritize non-traditional, non-patriarchal, heterodox communities. In other words, communities accentuating the importance of experience and gender were fronted, while communities built on largely textual or patriarchal foundations appear later (see table of contents).


Third, and finally, is the challenge of juxtaposing starkly different communities in one book (and one room) while faithfully allowing each community to speak freely, through its own voice. For example, when we planned the Communities of the Qur’an conference, we had prepared for a lively, perhaps even heated, theological exchange. This did not happen, and although the exchange became passionate at times, it was not theology but rather gender that caused the greatest tension. This was a teaching moment for the conference directors and current book editors. Patriarchal readings of the Qur’an, and modern patriarchal norms and conventions, were indeed the greatest hurdle in organizing both the conference and the book. From a distance it may appear that theology or salvation history is the fundamental break between each community; but up close, gender was a far more defining boundary. Is identity itself the driving force behind crafting theology? This is another question beyond us now, but about which there is ample literature.14


The chapters of this volume demonstrate how both contemporary and historical communities engage with the Qur’an in different ways, and often at odds with one another. The fundamental principles of justice and human dignity loom large in the discussions of the contributors. Aminah Beverly Al-Deen discusses the deep tensions between African-American Muslim communities and immigrant Muslim communities who consider themselves as representing a normative Islam. Her chapter also shows one expression of the dialectical relationship of African-American communities with the Qur’an through the reconfiguration and use of domestic space. Lien Fina and Ahmad Rafiq show us how an interpreter of the Qur’an, Cak Nun – one who does not claim the authority of an imam – guides the Ma‘iyah community of Indonesia. Their chapter also demonstrates, in a quite different cultural context from the one Al-Deen discusses, the importance of direct connection between the Qur’an and daily life. Amina Wadud demonstrates how Islamic feminism gives voice to the lived experience of women as a theological principle that can help achieve gender equality and true justice. Similarly, Scott Kugle’s chapter foregrounds the principles of justice and equality, while allowing us to listen to the unfiltered voices of queer Muslims. Chapters by Ali Asani and Sajjad Rizvi focus on two different Shia communities. On one hand, Asani’s chapter shows us how the Khoja Ismaili community engages with the Qur’an through the mediation of the living imam, and how having a living, authoritative interpreter of the Qur’an facilitates engagement with and adaptation to changing conditions in the contemporary world. Rizvi, on the other hand, explores classical Twelver Shia exegetical traditions which continue to develop without immediate access to an imam in the world, and which are key elements in shaping Shia identity. Ingrid Mattson shows how cohesion in the diverse Sunni community can be continually reconstituted through direct engagement with the Qur’an, and founded upon the ideals of justice and human dignity, rather than the historical principle of consensus. Todd Lawson’s chapter shows how the Baha’i community was constituted through, among other things, its direct engagement with the Qur’an, while maintaining a distinct identity that is not Muslim. Finally, Ahmed Subhy Mansour and Mujeeb Ur Rahman provide direct access for our readers to statements of faith and exegetical principles of the Qur’anist movement and the Ahmadi community.


The following précis of the chapters provide snapshots of the contributor’s key arguments.


 


Aminah Beverly Al-Deen: African-American Communities of the Qur’an


Approaches to the Quran across the African-American community are widely varied. During the first decades of the twentieth century, the earliest communities to engage with Islam depended upon the Holy Qur’an, as translated by Maulana Muhammad Ali of the Ahmadiyya Movement in Islam (India). It has been reported that many early Muslims kept both a Qur’an and a Bible in the home for reading and study. The Qur’an began to be read by many in fragments, with emphasis on marriage, duties, etc., rather than as a coherent text. Though many Muslims of this generation were college educated, Muslims from outside America asserted the Qur’an as a text that could not be read by ordinary people who had not mastered Arabic. This debate continues, as does the alienation from the text.


Ali Asani: Nizari Ismaili Engagements with the Qur’an: the Ismaili Khojas of South Asia


These verses portray the imam as the locus of knowledge and divine authority and reinforce the authoritative nature of the living imam’s pronouncements and guidance. The imam’s pronouncements, called farmans, are regarded by the community as the ta‘lim (instruction) and ta’wil (esoteric interpretation) of the Qur’an as opposed to tafsir (commentary). In his public addresses, the current Ismaili imam, Prince Karim Aga Khan, speaks to the challenges of interpreting the faith of Islam in the contemporary world, particularly with respect to diversity, the inseparability of faith and world, and the interplay of faith and intellect.


Lien Iffah Naf’atu Fina and Ahmad Rafiq: The Reception of the Qur’an in Popular Sufism in Indonesia: tadabbur among the Ma‘iyah Community


The Qur’an has been the backbone of the [Ma‘iyah] community since the beginning. The concept of the Padhangmbulan gathering was pengajian tafsir – a religious gathering that discusses the meaning of the Qur’an – delivered by the [teachers of the community] Cak Nun and Cak Fuad. Cak Fuad provides ‘textual tafsir’; he reads certain verses and their translation, explains the meaning of key words, delivers an interpretation by referring to hadith literature and commentaries of the Qur’an, before offering his own interpretation. On the other hand, Cak Nun delivers a ‘contextual tafsir.’ He links the verses with contemporary political, social, cultural and religious situations, using the former as the perspective to analyze the latter. This becomes the pattern of other Ma‘iyah gatherings.


Amina Wadud: Musawah: Gender Equity through Qur’anic Discourse


The most distinguishing feature of Islamic feminism is a construction of Islamic knowledge based on a dynamic interaction with the Qur’an as it relates to cultural attitudes, personal praxis and public policy. Indeed, this initiative – led by Muslim women on behalf of their own perceptions and experiences of Islam – involves an active relationship with the Qur’an as a tool for women’s full agency, spirituality, interrelationships and empowerment. How do Muslim reformists wrestle equality out of the Qur’an? While there are ample examples of Qur’anic privilege to men and the male gaze, this chapter focuses on the methodologies used to advocate for gender neutrality as fundamental to the Qur’an. It discusses how Islamic feminism relates to text and context to achieve gender reform today.


Scott Kugle: The Reception of the Qur’an in the LGBTQ Muslim Community


Queer Muslims form an interpretive community to voice their own experiences – speaking in private, announcing in public, writings, life stories, engaging journalistic discussions, and expressing through the arts – and to take this voice into the arena of debate with the Islamic theological traditions. From the Qur’an, queer Muslims extract the ideal principles of justice, equality, deep diversity in God’s creation, compassion and care, love and intimacy, and entrusting God alone to judge. Some queer Muslims do this intuitively, based on their own experience, while others are talking about scholarly and reformist writings.


Sajjad Rizvi: The Speaking Qur’an and the Praise of the Imam: the Memory and Practice of the Qur’an in the Twelver Shia Tradition


It is commonplace to hear Shia believers hold that the Qur’an is a long poem in praise of the family of the Prophet and the imams in particular. In one sense, this is an expression of the famous narration of the ‘two weighty things’ (al-thaqalayn) popular in Shia sources for an early period; in another it complements another early hadith corpus on traditions on how the intimacy of the Qur’an and the imam is such that the former is silent unless the latter makes it enunciate for believers. Both the scripture of the Qur’an and the person of the imam are acts of the self-revelation of God.


Todd Lawson: The Qur’an and the Baha’i Faith


According to the Baha’i teachings, the Qur’an is a sacred and absolutely authentic repository of the word of God. The earliest major Baha’i works, which are also considered divine revelation, whether from the Babi phase or the later Baha’i phase, are in fact works of Qur’anic exegesis. The Qur’an is the central focus of contemplation and explication by both the Bab and Baha’ullah. In addition, each author frequently comments on various sacred traditions (hadith). Perhaps it is more accurate to ask how the Baha’i faith embodies and spreads these Qur’anic verities to what might otherwise be thought rather unlikely quarters, instills great love for Islam and the Prophet Muhammad (whom Baha’ullah refers to as the ‘Seal of the Prophets’), and identifies itself as an independent religion.


Ingrid Mattson: How the Qur’an Shapes the Sunni Community


Debate, dialogue, discussion and explanation – the Sunni community is, above all else, a discursive space that can be initiated at any point with a word of the Qur’an. The recognition of a core set of diverse, equally authentic interpretive methods and schools within Sunni Islam is an (aspirationally irenic) solution to the rejection of the imamate on the one hand, and the need to establish parameters of orthodoxy – or the appearance thereof – on the other. The embrace of an ethical pluralism that does not descend into relativism or anarchism is ideally the result of the Sunni approach to the Qur’an.


Mujeeb Ur Rahman: The Qur’an and the Ahmadiyya Community: an Overview


The Qur’an speaks of a living God who guides humans through continued revelation. The Qur’an is the living word of God, just as the universe is His living act, both unfolding their verities according to the needs of time. The Qur’an has no conflict with science, nor with rationality. It teaches freedom of conscience and rejects all forms of compulsion. Ahmadiyya tradition rejects the prevailing concept of armed jihad, which is a negation of Qur’anic teachings.


Ahmed Subhy Mansour: Why the Qur’anists are the Solution: a Declaration


In our belief, the Prophet Muhammad is the first Qur’anist, as he was ordered to uphold the holy Qur’an alone (Q 43:43). We also believe in the holy Qur’an as the only hadith (Q 7:185; 45:6; 77:50). We understand the Qur’an according to its unique Arabic terminology, in order to disentangle the true, abandoned Islam and its great values of peace, tolerance, freedom and justice. Instead of the so-called Sharia law, we want to convince the Muslim world to accept the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as Islamic laws, according to the real core of Islam.


Despite the diversity found within these communities, there is a discernable divide between communities of text and communities of experience. The former includes traditional forms of religion (Islamic sects and Baha’i faith, in this case) founded upon deep, literary and often patriarchal engagement with the Qur’an text, whereas the latter represent non-textual, culturally informed reimagination of what the Qur’an is and how it shapes a community. These communities include African-American communities, the Khojas of South Asia and LGBTQ communities, whose relationship with the Qur’an is imbued more by customs or subcultures than the text itself.


Does the Qur’an have multiple natures?


It would be fair to say that communities of the Qur’an disagree on its very nature. This diversity is rich and complicated. A number of provocative ideas came to light during both the panel and round-table discussions. Most striking is how some communities consider the Qur’an a foundational text, but one that is woven into the fabric of a broad, non-denominational salvation history. To say this differently, the Qur’an, New Testament, Hebrew Bible and the Avesta simply belong to all humankind. In this vein, Lawson evokes the writings of Baha’ullah (d. 1892). While Baha’i writings pay homage to the Arabic Qur’an and Muhammad the Prophet (as they do to other ancient religious texts and figures), it fashions out of their model a newer scripture altogether.15 To put it plainly, it seems in this case that the Qur’an has been accepted and abrogated at the same time.


Similarly, when speaking through the lens of Islamic feminism, Wadud posits that the Qur’an text – namely its patriarchal language and ancient cultural background – represent a kind of transition in human salvation history. There will, in other words, come a time when the adherents of the Qur’an will no longer have recourse to the text, but rather its universal, egalitarian message to humanity.16


These views are in stark contrast to the unique, static and eternal nature of the Qur’an central to the Sunni tradition, despite its diversity and numbers. As Mattson suggests, the authenticity of the textual tradition (especially the Qur’an and hadith) is central to orthodoxy, and any criticism of or departure from it is highly suspect at best, or heresy at worst.17


The Imami Shia position demonstrated by Rizvi represents a sort of compromise between the text’s eternal nature and the unfolding of salvation history in human terms. This is namely the doctrine of the Imam, of which there are two primordial, co-equal and co-eternal manifestations: (1) the silent Imam, i.e. the Qur’an; (2) the speaking Imam, i.e. the progeny of  ‘Ali.


Access to the speaking imam and his gnosis is granted, Asani argues, through the teachings of localized communities in South Asia. Centuries ago, trade with Persia brought Ismaili Shi‘ism to the Khojas. As his chapter demonstrates, however, this complex and interwoven sectarian identity of this one community had to be redefined in colonial times between Nizari Ismaili, Imami and Sunni.


This brief survey on the nature of the Qur’an does not do justice to its complexity, nor does it afford it the nuance it deserves. For that, readers will have to read the chapters themselves. However, even these summaries underscore the fact that the communities included herein have never agreed on a question as basic as ‘What is the Qur’an?’ Among historians it is natural for Muslim communities to disagree about the nature of the Qur’an, much as the Christian churches came to sharp disagreements with one another over the nature of Christ. As such, there has been a perpetual inability to achieve consensus through Christological controversies and Islamic civil wars. This is a sobering fact.


However, those bloody historical developments – controversies and civil wars – also had some positive repercussions; and they reinvigorated society after its fall. In this respect, it was the darkest days of the first Islamic civil war between the  ‘Alids, Umayyads and Kharijites (35–40 AH/656–61 CE) which pushed the people towards introspection and self-examination. At the turn of the seventh century they posed a basic question about human suffering: ‘Where does evil come from?’ From Basra to Baghdad, philosophical theology – Kalam – developed as the intellectual sparring ground of several competing communities of interpretation (including Jews, Christians, Manicheans and atheists) while attempting to answer that profound question. Islam had become an open rationalist discourse, and with far-reaching consequences. The ranks of the theologians grew, and they sparred with a new class of secular philosophers, as well as a burgeoning class of state judges and religious clerics. Kalam became the arena of cross-pollination with Jewish and Christian partners.18 In the case of the former, a Jewish brand of Kalam gave rise to a rationalist Karaite Judaism, which flourished in conversation with Muslim interlocutors. And the Muslim theologians soon took up the Christological controversies, only in Islamic guise, they asked a different question: ‘What is the nature of the Qur’an?’


The following centuries gave rise to the so-called Islamic ‘golden age,’ a time when the secular and religious sciences flourished in the Abbasid era (750–1258 CE). So long as Islamic civilization produced knowledge for the world, it continued to debate scripture. At times when production declined, so too did the debate.19 It would be fair to say that the ‘intellectual freedom’ enjoyed by early scholars to debate scripture has eroded dramatically over time. To be fair, however, bad governance plays a major role in the lack of freedom in many Muslim majority societies today. In those societies, critical academic study of the Qur’an is well-nigh heresy.20 To say this differently, debating Islamic scripture – reclaiming an honest and critical understanding of the communities of the Qur’an – is essential to the ‘health’ of Islamic civilization as a whole.


Confronting religious extremism


Rather than healthy debate, the Qur’an today is largely treated through polemics or apologetics. Western media and foreign policy frequently associate the Qur’an not with its respective communities, but rather with terrorism. Why? On the one hand, violent extremist terrorist groups are destroying Islam and Muslims – while committing murder in their names; but on the other, Western media interests and rising Islamophobia largely portray Islam itself as the problem. Forms of terrorism associated with Islamic extremism, fundamentalism and radicalism are given too much ‘air time.’ Must all public discussion on Islam pertain to bombings and wars in the Middle East? What about the 1.7 billion Muslims worldwide – or are they invisible? What about the hard-fought internal struggles within Islam? We decided our project, while giving voice to communities of the Qur’an, should offer sober reflection – rather than political or media bias – upon the problem of religious extremism especially.


As part of the conference, a moderated discussion between an imam and rabbi examining ‘Faith and Extremism’ was hosted by the World Affairs Council of Greater Houston; and it was covered on local television. They explored the use of religion, especially through violence, focusing primarily, but not exclusively, on Islam and Judaism. Rabbi Dr. Reuven Firestone and Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf – two seasoned interfaith speakers, authors and esteemed leaders of their respective communities – expressed their views on a number of pressing issues, including religious law, holy war, the challenge of the so-called Islamic State (IS, ISIS, ISIL) and the various conflicts in the Middle East. On this latter question, Firestone argues that, for Judaism, warfare based on religious goals was in decline until the first Arab–Israeli war of 1948, when it re-emerged.21


In the spirit of diversity and tolerance central to this project, Abdul Rauf equates ‘democratic values’ (especially human rights) with the ‘objectives (maqasid) of Shariah.’22 An increasing number of Islamic leaders worldwide are taking up this position – not without some debate of course – and in the case of Malaysia the government is making it law. Since modern nation states are the seat of legitimacy today, both secular as well as Islamic, he sees groups like ISIS as a ‘rogue anomaly . . . far from Islamic.’23 The expertise of both Abdul Rauf and Firestone afforded some much-needed sobriety and perspective to otherwise politicized, misunderstood, hot-button issues.


Still, some may disagree with distancing ISIS from Islamic history and even the Qur’an. As Graeme Wood’s controversial article makes clear: ‘Muslims . . . cannot condemn slavery or crucifixion outright without contradicting the Koran and the example of the Prophet,’ adding that jihadist groups ‘assiduously follow’ the Qur’an’s medieval penal laws and rules of retaliation.24 Does this make ISIS its own dark and twisted community of the Qur’an? Most Muslims would say no. However, the last word on this debate has yet to be spoken.


Diversity or consensus? Towards a new theory of community


This introduction began with reference to an important Shia tradition ascribed to Imam ‘Ali, and now concludes with reference to an equally famous Sunni legal tradition ascribed to the Prophet Muhammad. The mantra goes: ‘Indeed God will not make my community (umma) agree upon error.’25 What is the purpose behind promoting consensus on such a global scale? Power – in a word. The idea of a single, global community founded upon consensus is incredibly empowering to its leader and its adherents. It is also incredibly dangerous and humanly impossible. It also contradicts the teachings of the Qur’an (see earlier). Like the speaking imam, the idea of the consensus of the community has existed in Sunni legal and exegetical thought for over a millennium. Wahhabism, a brand of Sunni fundamentalism which could only eke out an existence in the desert, was given limitless political, economic and military power on the world stage with the founding of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. Similarly, by founding the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979, the top Imami Shia Mujtahids (Ayatollahs) channeled the powers of a modern nation state through the newly crafted legal institution, ‘governance of the jurist’ (velayet-i-faqih). Since the 9/11 attacks in 2001, the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the so-called Arab Spring of 2010/2011, the global Muslim community(ies) has been subjected to unprecedented warfare, sectarianism and Islamophobia. Much of the Arab world in particular descended into civil war, religious sectarianism and political unrest. While the reasons for such phenomena are complex, the idea of consensus has always been fundamentally political. This is demonstrated throughout history, from the days of the first ecumenical council in 325 CE under emperor Constantine (d. 337), to the piously named ‘year of consensus’ (‘am al-jama‘ah; 661 CE), to the founding of the Umayyads under caliph Mu‘awiyah (d. 60/680), to the founding of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC; 1969). It has been centralized political power that has pushed for consensus building. All this was done with ample reason, and with ample bloodshed.
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