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WHAT ISMISSING IN ISLAM ISNEED FOR
MODERN THEOLOGCIAL INSIGHTS

Does not the Koran need to be recognised for what it is- a historically-
conditioned and culturally-conditioned human product - asks Andrew
Furlong

| congratulate Mary Fitzgerald for her outstanding and beautifully-
crafted articlesover thelast five months on the many faces of Iam. |
will explain shortly that I am concerned about the missing face of 1slam,
only briefly glimpsed in her articles, though she may havefelt that this
"missing face" was beyond the scope of her series.

As she made clear, the bitter conflicts Muslimsface arelargely within
their own religious movement (isit not soin all thereligions?) rather
than between Islam and other religionsor " civilisations', significant
and often violent as such conflicts have been. Mohammed Ali, an Iraqi
Shiawholivesin Ireland, told her: " For [ to] some Sunnis, we have
always been unbelievers.”

The moder ate voice came through strongly in her articles, asdid this
dark side of Islam, which has been so harshly and tragically experienced
in many parts of theworld. She began with the heart-rending story of
the bombing of a hotel in which therewas an | slamic wedding reception.
Among the murdered werethe bride's parents and her husband'sfather.
The suicide-bomberswere a Muslim husband and wife. Thewife's
bomb did not go off and she survived and was arrested and brought to
trial. Nadia, the bride, said: " The people who do thiskind of thing are
terrorists. They do not have any relationship with Islam ... The
message of | dam is peace. Peace with our selves, peace with others,
peace with the whole universe."

Asthe people Mary Fitzgerald interviewed reflected on both areligion



which legalises appalling human rights abuses and on the troubled
world in which weall live, I have asked myself did they come up with
diagnoses that wer e sufficiently deep and with prescriptions that might
enable the building of areformed religion, respectful of women and of
human rightsin general, and the shaping of a moretolerant and
peaceful world?

| did not think so, nor did | consider that they faced the big, awkward -
but ultimately empowering - challenges that moder n scholar ship has
been posing to all religions, not just to Islam. It isthese deficiencies that
| refer to asthe missing face of [dlam.

Totakethelast issuefirst - theology is seen by modern scholarship asa
human product, which isnot to deny that God may bereal. For example,
in aprevious erait might have been believed that the godsrevealed to
humanity that each had taken theinitiative to choose an ethnic group to
support, protect and fight alongside in battle. Now it isrecognised that
such beliefs are ssmply human claims originating in human minds.
Despite asserting that they have knowledge about the character or will
of God, all thereligionsalso contain the contrary idea that God, if such
areality exists, is beyond comprehension and unknowableto usin this
present life. All we have, therefore, areour speculativeideas about this
awe-inspiring but hypothetical reality.

Although the Hebrew and Christian scriptureswere once believed to be
inerrant and dictated from heaven, the majority of scholarsno longer
accept this. Similarly with Islam, does not the Koran need to be
recognised for what it is- a historically and culturally-conditioned
human product? | regretted that Mary Fitzgerald did not allude to how
moder n scholars (including some I slamic ones) question the traditional
orthodoxy when shewrote about the Koran that " Muslims consider it to
be the direct word of God" .

Although shedid later on write" In Pakistan | met activistswho
challenge theidea that Sharialaw isan immutable body of divinely-
ordained codes, echoing Muslim reformersin Europe and the US" and
"the Mudlim world contains many examples of those who strive for an
inter pretation of 1slam that is both authentic and modern™ .

Sheinterviewed the British pop singer Sami Y usuf, whoisan icon to



many young peoplein theldamicworld: "I think Muslimswant to see
not a celebrity, but some sort of famous Muslim personality that they
could look to and say 'thisisthe guy who represents usinstead of bin
Laden and hiscrew'. We, as Muslims, need to dareto think." This
singer uses moder n technology in recording studios, and though

concer ned about terrorism and human rights, does not employ modern
scholar ship when thinking about hisfaith; indeed, he doesn't seem to be
awareof it.

"My modern life[ in Egypt] and my Muslim life are parallel with each
other, and thereisno reason why they shouldn't be," Mary Fitzgerald
quoted a 29-year-old Egyptian man as saying; but parallel linesdon't
meet, do they? | believe that modern scholarship is needed for joined-up,
integrated and holistic thinking. This awareness of the need for modern
theological insightsis part of the hopeful, but largely missing, face of
Islam, only barely glimpsed in these articles.

Asfar asdiagnosis and prescription are concerned, these important and,
to some people, threatening questions posed by moder n r esear ch about
the status of theKoran arerelevant here.

What isthereason for takingit literally when it is so ambiguous and
contradictory, just like other ancient scriptures? Hasit divine authority
or isit ahuman, culturally-conditioned product? Isit permissibleto
say: " That iswhat people claimed hundreds of years ago to beright or
to bethewill or revelation of their god, but what they believed then does
not constrain how I think today" ?

Relevant also are a gendered analysis (undertaken by women) and a
sear ching human rights-based approach for under standing traditional
patriarchal - and often cruel - Islamic societies. Peaceful, negotiated and
democr atic management of change will be one of the hardest tasksto
accomplish. As human beings, we are nearly all free to search for
meaning, wonder and valuesin the face of theimplacable mystery of
our existence. Why arewe hereat all? But, given that we are here, we
need to search for spiritual and political visonsfor living.

Asglobal citizenstoday, could we not think in terms of a resour ce of
wisdom and spirituality fed by thereligions, by art and culture, and by
history and science, which we can draw on critically aswell asadd to



judiciously? Do we haveto be either just a humanist or aMuslim or a
Buddhist or a Christian etc, or any of these?

Neolithic communities 5,000 year s ago could not have imagined today's
landscape. Religions aretransient. Can one accept that there will be
other ways of being human? Per haps the univer se exhausts all of life's
meaning, but on the other hand there may be a mysterious reality that
completesits meaning; and, supposing that that wer e so, how should we
try to speak of it? Muslimscall it Allah. Do they not need to ponder
mor e deeply on the implications of calling Allah unconditionally loving?
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