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THE world always had and will always have fanatics, crackpots and madmen trying to recreate the world in the image of their choice. Two such groups of fanatics occupy the centre-stage today: those who would like to see Islam obliterated from the face of earth; and those who would like to see Islam prevail over all the other faiths. Come what may. Come Armageddon. 

This quarrelsome and adversarial view of religion, except one’s own, has unleashed a wave of fanaticism that has pushed Islam into a twister where its pristine spirit is being mauled and battered by believers and disbelievers alike. Strangely enough the fanatics on both sides of the divide, the believers and disbelievers, seem to agree that Islam cannot co-exist with other religions! 

Lost in this battle for God, as Karen Armstrong calls it, is the true voice of Islam. Lost also is the fact that within the framework of religious beliefs, the Quranic view of the plurality of faiths is unique in the history of religious thought. That worldview is so universal in its embrace that great mystics and poets have been inspired by it, and so radical that quarrelsome exclusivists of various denominations, faiths and factions would hardly ever accept it. 

I have tried to gather together the strands of that worldview, placed in their different contexts in the Quran, in the form of five propositions, each supported by many verses that are reproduced without comment or explanation. While quoting those verses I have followed, except in two places, the English translation of the Quran by Dr. Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din Al Hilali and Dr. Muhammad Muhsin Khan of the Islamic University, Madina Munawwarah, published by Darussalam, Saudi Arabia. So here are the five propositions. 

The first proposition is that diversity of beliefs is ordained by God for reasons best known to Him. This is supported by at least three verses. First, the reference in surah Al-Baqarah (2:253) to different degrees of honour bestowed on different prophets and to the disagreement among those who followed them, and then a simple conclusion: ‘If Allah had willed they would not have fought against one another, but Allah does what He likes’. 

Similar observation is made in Al-Anam (6:35) with an admonishment to those who overlook the will of God, in these words: ‘And had Allah willed, He could have gathered them together (all) on true guidance, so be not you one of those who are Al-Jahilun (the ignorant)’. The third verse on the subject, in Al-Anam (6:107), is couched in even stronger words: ‘Had Allah willed they would have not taken others besides Him in worship. And we have not made you a watcher over them, nor are you a Wakil (trustee or guardian) over them’. 

The second proposition is that God has sent a Messenger to every nation. It is supported by at least two verses. It first appears as a simple statement of fact in surah Yunus (10:47): ‘And for every Ummah (a community or nation) there is a messenger.’ It is repeated a little more elaborately in surah Ibrahim (14:4): ‘And we have sent not a Messenger except with the language of his people, in order that he might make the Message clear for them’. 

The third proposition is that plurality of faiths should lead to competition in good deeds. This is supported by the later part of an elaborate verse in surah Al-Maidah (5:48), best translated by Ahmed Ali: ‘To each of you We have given a law and a way and a pattern of life. If God had pleased He could surely have made you one people (professing one faith). But He wished to try and test you by that which He gave you. So try to excel in good deeds.’The fourth proposition, a logical corollary of the first three, is that there is reward for good deeds irrespective of the denominational identity of the doer. 

This is clearly stated in many verses two of which, one in surah Al-Baqarah and the other in Al-Maidah (2:62 and 5:69), are identical: ‘Verily, those who believe, and those who are Jews and Christians, and Sabians, whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day and does righteous good deeds shall have their reward with their Lord, on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve.’The fifth proposition, which is more of a conclusion, is that there should, therefore, be no clash amongst the followers of different religions. 

This is supported by two, possibly more, verses. Its clearest and simplest articulation is in the later part of surah As-Shura (42:15) in these words: ‘Allah is our Lord and your Lord. For us our deeds and for you your deeds. There is no dispute between us and you. Allah will assemble us (all) and to Him is the final return.’ And what happens when we return to Him? The answer is in the last part of the verse 5:48, best translated by N.J. Dawood: ‘….for to God shall you return and he will resolve your differences for you.’ 

These five propositions together constitute an elegant explanation, even justification, of the plurality of faiths, unmatched in its inclusivist universality in the belief-systems of the world. 

Unbelievable as it may sound in the present state of inter-faith hostility, Islam is the only religion in the world that gives credence to other religions also, and invites their followers to join in a competition for good deeds. It would like to see the world as a place where people belonging to different faiths compete for good deeds rather than a place where good and evil are engaged in an eternal battle and neither is able to defeat the other. 

But why, one may ask, is this spirit of Islam nowhere in evidence? The reason is simple: while the orthodox-obscurantist version of Islam has been part of the agenda of powerful political movements across the Muslim world, the reform of orthodoxy is not on the agenda of any political party in the Muslim world, with the possible exception of Justice and Development Party, AKP, of Turkey. 

Instead, the reform of orthodoxy has been consigned to the care of a few scattered bands of scholars, like the ones in the Islamic Ideology Council of Pakistan, who have to work without political support and despite official neglect. 

For this reason alone, if for none of the other many reasons, the liberals could lose the ongoing battle for the hearts and minds of the people. That would mean ever shrinking intellectual, social, political and economic horizons of the Muslim societies, and ever expanding clash of the faiths.
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