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"We may define 'faith' as the firm belief in something for which there is no evidence. Where there is evidence, no one speaks of 'faith.' We do not speak of faith that two and two are four or that the earth is round. We only speak of faith when we wish to substitute emotion for evidence." -- Bertrand Russell

I cannot think of a more precise definition of faith. Orthodox believers of Islam do not question this premise. They pride themselves on 'blind faith' and 'total submission to the will of the Creator'. They do not require evidence to justify their faith. Consequently, as a part of the belief in the eternity of the after world, their benchmarks for the well-being of people in this world are quite at variance with secular standards. Most important to them is total compliance with tenets of Holy Scriptures in all matters – justice, equality, poverty, education, health and living standards. Whether such compliance leads to contemporary expectations of people is not to be questioned; that is the will of the All Mighty. It is a simple and straightforward creed of compliance to the celestial order of things within their respective sects (fiqah). The turmoil caused by inter-sectarian strife is also countenanced as an obligation of faith that will be rewarded in the world after.

The liberals do not enjoy such simplicity of intellectual certainty. In between, the moderates (by claim at least) dwell in no man's land. Webster's dictionary defines the term 'moderate' as 1a: avoiding extremes of behaviour or expression: observing reasonable limits <a moderate drinker> b: calm, temperate. 2a: tending toward the mean or average amount or dimension b: having average or less than average quality: mediocre. 3: professing or characterised by political or social beliefs that are not extreme. 4: limited in scope or effect.

In context of Islamic faith, the term is apologetic and self-contradictory. Does it mean that one has faith within reasonable limits, of average intensity or quality, or is limited in scope or effect? Or does it imply that faith is complete but the actions are not fully compliant with it and tolerate an average amount of deviation from laid down rules? Average is fundamentally statistical; it has no ideological measures. Hence, the term moderate is irrelevant in religious context. Enlightened or not, the term moderation smacks of intellectual and ideological dishonesty and endeavours to appease. Does Islam permit appeasement for the sake of personal security or license of compromising the Sharia.

On the other hand, liberalism is genuine. It implies two things: One that is based on re-interpreting doctrines of faith in contemporary context, such as the protestant movement did in Europe. Two, that religion or faith should be separated from temporal affairs of the government or state. A liberal person coexists with requisites of faith in personal terms and compliance with rules formed by communal consensus in material terms. This approach to resolve differences between personal faith and matters of the state is broadly termed as secularism, which is a polluted expression in most orthodox Muslim communities, synonymous with heresy. The evidence of Turkey and Malaysia, both proclaimed secular states, has not dispelled that myth despite the fact that Islam is deep rooted in the lives of all Muslims living there. These countries have not turned into faithless societies as USSR was.

Since the liberal minded people in Pakistan have neither conducted an exercise to re-interpret Islam (bring about a Reformation) nor adopted a secular creed, they are compelled to hide behind euphemistic terms like 'Enlightened Moderation.'

Had a Muslim place like Dubai adopted such a slogan, it would be credible because of substance on the ground. In Pakistan, it does not cut ice with the world. The laws are mired in controversial religious Acts -- the Blasphemy Law, Qanoon-e-Shahadat (Law of Evidence) and the Hudood Ordinance. Social traditions continue to dispense medieval justice in feudal/tribal areas. We have earned notoriety on human rights issues globally, aided by some gross mishandling on the part of the government.

While Pakistan was hobbling along on an ideological ambivalence, recent events in Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and Denmark have brought things to a head within the society in Pakistan. The growing anti-US sentiments have exploded with the strong catalyst of the cartoons printed in the EU countries. It is a complex reaction laced with three diverse sentiments -- anti-EU, anti-US and anti-Musharraf. The synergy of the three forces is straining at the leash of law and order. President Bush's visit to the region could not have come at a more inopportune time when General Musharraf is under severe internal pressures to distance himself from the US. Whatever he manages to wheedle out of his US patron, it is not going to be enough for his critics, especially in terms of balance of nuclear power between India and Pakistan, or progress on Kashmir for that matter.

Fortunate for him that ARD is restraining to protest against President Bush for his hypocrisy in sponsoring a blood bath in Iraq and Afghanistan in the name of democracy, while lending full support to one of the only two army generals in the world who are ruling their countries today, Burma and Pakistan. My accolades and admiration is for Imran Khan who is calling a spade a spade and not munching any words about it. Ironically, it is only the MMA, which is ready to walk with him. MMA, which is a part of the General's ruling coalition while opposing him for his policies and his uniform. The other two political stalwarts, PPP and PML (N), will oppose Musharraf to the hilt but will not raise a finger against his major sponsor the US government. These are bizarre alliances in a philosophically and ideologically confused country, where the primal instinct of 'enemy of the enemy is a friend' rules sway.

In the aftermath of nine-eleven, I had quoted Margaret Thatcher that "Those who choose to walk in the middle of the road tend to get run over by traffic from both sides." That is the dilemma of Muslim liberals today. They want to embrace the packaged political value system of western liberal democracies while holding on to their ideological identity in matters of faith as an all-encompassing mode of existence. Will Durant states that secular beliefs during Renaissance in Europe had, "the effect of replacing an inactive and insincere belief in Heaven with a naive but active trust in an Earthly Paradise, wherein all men, geniuses and fools alike, would share in happiness and power."

Muslim liberals want to have the best of both worlds, which is getting impossible in a rapidly polarizing world between seculars and non-seculars, more than a clash of civilizations. "Rind kay rind rahay.. haath say jannat na gayee" is a comforting poetic dream that will not amuse the All Mighty, I am afraid, nor western democracies.
