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Taking up Dr M s chal | enge

Kassi m Ahmad

OUR Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad i s anong t he few nbdern
Musl i m| eaders who are al so thinkers. Over the | ast fewyears he has nmade
many i nportant speeches at national as well international fora on Islam

Most peopl e woul d renmenber his excell ent speech at the Oxford Centre for
Islam c Studies on April 15, 1996 where he cal |l ed upon Miuslins to go back
to the fundamental s of their religion, reject the outdated cl assi cal
interpretations and reinterpret those fundamentals in the Iight of nodern
condi tions.

Last week, he spoke in London on the future of Muslins in the new
century. Although he has al ways been critical of present-day Miuslims, his
London speech shows a gl oonmy pessinm smthat was not so obvi ous before and
that will not sit easily with the essential optimnmistic world-view of
I sl am

Listento this: "I try very hard to be optinistic about the Muslinms in
the 21st century of the third mllenniumof the Christian Era. But | nust
admt that it is very difficult for ne to be optimstic.

"I find few Muslims understand reality. They live in a make-believe
wor | d wher e weakness i s regarded as strength, where fail ures are regarded
as success... | amsorry | amunable to see the renai ssance of the Mislim
Civilisation in the 21st Century.

"W have not yet awakened to the realities of the Industrial Age, much
| ess the Informati on Age. A few of us have, but we are too few and we are
not in a position to do much. These feww || effectively live in exile.
More will be joining themwith the passage of tinme."

The | ast paragraph of his speech throws a chall enge to those Mislins who
thi nk ot herwi se and | ets i n an openi ng of hope. He said: "I hope there are
ot hers who can show positively that the 21st Century will see the
begi nning of the return of the great MuslimGCivilisation. | would like to
be convinced by them so | and ot her Muslinms nmay contri bute whatever we
can to the revival."

Inthe limted space here, | would like to take up Dr Mahathir's
chal | enge.

The depl orabl e conditions of the Musli mummah t hat he paints are sadly
true. His call that Muslins go back to the religion' s fundanental s and
interpret themin the |ight of nodern conditions is al so correct.

What i s needed i s a nethodol ogy whereby this transformati on can be
carried out. Under the right conditions, | believe this transfornmati on can
be carried out within one, or at nost two, generations.

Before discussing this, | would like to return to the question of
pessinism It can be seen that gl oompresently engulfs not only the Muslim
ummah. It enbraces the whol e nodern civilisation.

After the coll apse of Soviet communismin 1989-90, nowit is the turn of
Angl o- Arerican |liberalismto go under. Francis Fukuyama was premature in
declaring liberalism s triunph. Thereis the threat of a general war,

i ncl udi ng t her no- nucl ear war, breaking out fromvarious fire-storns that
are raging on all the continents: M ddl e-East, Europe, Central Asia, South
Asia and South Aneri ca.

The Angl o- Aneri can financier oligarchy is gripped by panic at the
| oomi ng i nevitable coll apse of their systemthat they are prepared to risk
a Third Wrld War to stop the coll apse.

Yet, as Muslims, we are told by God not to despair. Surah 12, Verse 87



states: "Do not despair of God' mercy. None despairs of God's nercy except
t he di sbel i eving people." Again: "Say, ~OM servants who have exceeded
limts, never despair of God's nmercy. God forgives all sins. He is the
Forgi ver, Most Merciful.'" (Quran, 39: 53)

Bei ng t he best group of people ever to be rai sed anong manki nd, as God
describes believers in Hmto be (see Quran, 3:110), we should work very,
very hard to build a newcivilisation fromthe ruins of nultiple
civilisations of the old world: the materialist civilisations of
I'i beralismand communi smand the ascetic civilisation of clerical Islam

As we know, the brilliant Muslimcivilisation of the 7th through to 13th
centuries was brought down by the class of theol ogian-clerics, who taught
Muslins to disregard the present world and concentrate on the Hereafter,
who t ook over the religion fromthat tine onwards.

In his brave speech at Oxford, Dr Mahathir correctly di agnosed the
di sease. He had said: "The people who are usual |y described as
fundanentalists are far fromfol | owi ng the fundanental s of the Islanic
religion. On the contrary, they are peopl e who reject the teachings of
I slamor who deviate fromthem Myst of themhave seenmingly reverted to
the pre-Islam c jahilliah ways of extrene loyalty to their group, to
fanaticismor ta'asub."

In his London speech, Dr Mahathir points out that the class of
theol ogi an-cl erics are currently advancing i n Mal aysi a. Lest we think that
they will last, we should renenber one thing that the theol ogi an-clerics
do not have is the truth.

The religion that they are preaching i s based on nyth and fal sehood. The
myth is that they are the heirs of the Prophet and that they are
infallible. The fal sehood is that those who support themwll go to
heaven.

Both nyth and fal sehood will be cl eared up soon by the energence of
truth, and truth, God has assured us, will triunph over fal sehood. (See
Quran, 17: 81.)

We nmust debunk their propaganda that it is only they who can speak about
religion. Inlslamthereis no priesthood, as in Christianity. Everyone
has the right to speak and every concerned one nust speak up. W nust
uphol d only the truth. Fal sehood nust be totally rejected.

The Islamthat all prophets fromAdamto Muhamrad taught us is sinple:
"Believe in God and do good." Nunerous verses of the Quran declare this.
(See for instance 2:25, 82, 112; 46:13 and 98:7-8.)

The Quran al so details for us the good that is to be done, and t he bad
that is to be avoided, and they are not very many. The theol ogi an-clerics
have invented a newreligion that is al nost inmpossible to practise and
that has nothing to do with the true Islam That is why their brand of
Islamis not progressing.

A futuristic dialogue reported in the Quran goes |like this: "The day
they are thrown into hell, they will say, “~Ch, we wi shed we had obeyed God
and we had obeyed t he nessenger.' They will also say, "Qur Lord, we had
obeyed our masters and | eaders, but they had led us astray.' " (33:66-67)

Those anobng us who care for the true I slamnust stand up and expose
t hese hawkers of religion so that our people can be saved fromthe divine
destruction that awaits us if we do not.

The new worl d systemthat nust energe fromthe ruins cannot but be ot her
than the systemof truth. That is what true Islamis: the truth, enbodied
in God's Wrd. The Quran has declared, "He it is Who sent Hi s nessenger
wi th guidance and the religion of truth that he may cause it to prevail
over all religions, though the idolaters are averse." (9:33)

It also states, "CGod speaks the truth and He shows the way." (33:4)
Belief in God al so neans belief inthe truth of Islamand in the truth of



God' s Word.

As Dr Mahathir has al so pointed out, the Quran is not as easy to
understand as it seens at first. This has led to differing classical
interpretations. One of the verses that has been m sinterpreted to favour
t he theol ogi ans i s the fanous verse on the question of |oyalty.

The verse (w thout interpolation) goes: "Oyou who believe, you shal
obey God and you shall obey the nessenger and those i n charge anong you
If you dispute in any matter, you shall refer it to God and the nessenger
if you believe in God and the Last Day. This is better for you and
provides you with the best solution.” (4:59).

Tradi tional interpretation points to three authorities, i.e. God,
meani ng the Quran, the nessenger, neaning the Sunnah/Hadith of the
Prophet, (note that this is an interpolation) and ulil-anr, neanig the

religious authority (note that this is an arbitrary subjective
interpretation).

The real neaning of the verse, taking Quranic teachings as a whole, is
that basic loyalty is due to God and Hi s nessenger (i.e. the Quran) and
secondary loyalty is due to whoever is in authority in the particul ar
cont ext .

In the national context, it refers to the Governnent. Thi s secondary
authority can make additional laws to carry out God's comands, but no | aw
can count ermand God' s conmands

The difficulties in understanding the Quran is not so much due toits
Arabi c | anguage, but rather toits nmulti-layered contexts. The Quran is
both historical and universal. It is al so neant for people of differing
| evel s of social and noral devel opnent.

The Quran is al so couched i n netaphor and in all egori cal | anguage, which
can only be understood in reference to the Quran's total teachings as well
as in reference to many branches of know edge.

The classical interpreters naturally interpreted the Quran according to
t he knowl edge of their tinmes and in accordance with their
hi stori cal | y-bound under st andi ng.

We cannot bl ane themfor the m stakes they may have nmade. Bei ng human
and historically-bound, they probably had no choice but to act the way
they did. The blane is on those who cane after and foll owed themblindly.

W are today a thousand or seven hundred years away fromthem It is
only natural and | ogical that we should reviewtheir interpretati ons so us
to keep abreast with the devel opnent of know edge, social devel opnent and
t he devel opment of noral consciousness.

It is the failure to do so (due to the so-called closing of the door of
ijtihad) that Muslims nowfind thensel ves | eft behind, confused and | ost.

To solve this problemof interpretation, we have to work out, fromthe
teachings of the Quranitself, a scientific method of Quranic
interpretation.

The Egyptian schol ar and reformer, Mihammad Abduh, was the first to
point out to the principle of self-interpretation of the Quran. This
witer has tried to work out such a net hodol ogy in his 1992 book, Hadis -
Jawapan Kepada Pengkriti k.

Let us go to Prophet Muhammad' s exanpl e to gain sone insight as to how
torun a Muslimadm nistration. As we know, he promul gated the Medina
Charter to run the city-state of Medina

He in fact set up the first nation-state in history, structured as a
federation with a central governnent with hinself as head, with equa
rights for its plural-society citizens, consisting of Muslins, Jews and
pagans, with conplete religious freedom with religious rites and
customary matters admni ni stered by each aut ononous provi nce, but with
guestions of war and peace, security and justice directly under the



central governnent.

It should be noted that he separated religion, interpreted as rites of
worship, fromstate matters. Thus his concept of governnent is secular in
the sense that religion, as rights of worship, are regarded as particul ar
to a community, not in the sense of politics being divorced fromnorality.

Thisisinline with Quranic teaching enshrined in 22:67 which states:
"For each comunity, Weinstitute rites of worship which they follow Do
not let yourself be drawn into disputeinthis matter. Call to your Lord,
for surely you are on the right path."

Muhanmad conpl eted his mi ssion of transform ng pagan Arabia into a
united submtting people, who were swiftly to conquer the then world, in
23 years! The miracle can, of course, be repeated, but it has to be done
by believers who are capabl e of acting as masters of their own destiny
(bei ng vi cegerents of God on Earth), striving hard to bring about a just
worl d, fearing none, and submtting only to Cod.

( END)
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