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He received a traditional religious education but was transformed
by his contact with Jamal al-Din al-Afghani. Exiled by the British,
he spent time in Beirut and Tripoli, then in Paris where he edited
a review with Afghani for a brief time. He returned to hold high
religious posts, including that of Mufti of Egypt. His desire to
reform Islam and put it in harmony with modern times by a
return to primitive purity pushed him to theological reflection
and writing, which make him the founder of the modernist school
in Islam. i

Islam, Reason, and Civilization

At all events, religion must not be made into a barrier, separating men’s
spirits from God-given abilities in the knowledge of the truths of th.e con-
tingent world as far as in them lies. Rather, religion must promote this very
search, demanding respect for evidence and enjoining the utmost possible
devotion and endeavour through all the worlds of knowledge—and all
within the true proportions of the goal, holding fast the while to sound
itself. Any who assert the contrary do not know what religion is and do
despite to it which the Lord of the worlds will not forgive. . . .

How then can reason be denied its right, being, as it is, the scrutineer
of evidences so as to reach the truth within them and know that it is
Divinely given? Having, however, once recognised the mission of a prophet,
reason is obliged to acknowledge all that he brings, even though unable
to attain the essential meaning within it or penetrate its full truth. Yet this
obligation does not involve reason in accepting rational impossibiliFies
such as two incompatibles or opposites together at the same time and point.
For prophecies are immune from bringing such follies. But if there comes
something which appears contradictory, reason must believe that the appar-
ent is not the intended sense. It is then free to seek the true sense by refer-
ence to the rest of the prophet’s message in whom the ambiguity occurred,
or to fall back upon God and His omniscience. There have been those
among our forebears who have chosen to do either one or the other. . . .

When religions first began, men understood their well-being, v&{hether
general or particular, only in a most rudimentary way, rather lil'ce 'mfar.lts
lately born, who know only what comes within their senses and distinguish
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~only with difficulty between the present and the past. . . . The religions took

men and gave them straight commands and firm restraints, to which they
required obedience to the utmost possible degree. Though the meaning
and purpose were there to be known, obedience was irrespective of actual
comprehension and intelligent knowledge. Religions came with astonishing
and impressive miracles and laid upon men the forms of worship consonant
with their condition.

At length, human society reached a point at which man came to his full
stature, helped by the moral of the earlier vicissitudes. Islam supervened,
to present its case to reason, to call on mind and intelligence for action,
to take emotion and feeling into partnership for man’s guidance to both
earthly and heavenly blessedness. It clarified the things that provoked
human discords and demonstrated that religion with God was one in all
generations, that there was a single Divine purpose for their reform with-
out and their cleansing within. Islam taught that the sole aim of outward
forms of worship was to renew the inward recollection of God and that
God looks not on the form but on the heart. It required the devotee to care
as well for his body as for the soul, enjoining outward as well as inward
integrity, both of which it made mandatory. Sincerity was made the very
heart of worship and rites were only laid down in so far as they conduced
to the hallowing of moral character. “Verily prayer preserves men from foul
and evil things.” (Qur’an 29:45.) “Man is created restless. When evil befalls
him he despairs, but touched with good fortune he becomes niggardly—
though not those who pray.” (Quran 79:19-22.) The rich man who
remembers to be grateful is raised by Islam to the same level as the poor
man who endures patiently. Perhaps Islam even esteems him higher. Islam
deals with man in its exhortations as a wise and sober counsellor would
deal with a mature person summoning him to the full harnessing of his
powers, both outward and inward, and affirmed this quite unequivocally
to be the way of pleasing God and showing thankfulness for His grace. This
world is the seedplot of the world to come. Men will not come by ultimate
good save as they endeavour a present well-doing.

Islam removed all racial distinctions within humanity, in the common
dignity of relationship with God, of participation in human-kind, in race
group and particular setting, as well as the dignity of being in the way of the
highest attainments prepared by God for men. This universal dignity con-
trasts sharply with the exclusive claims of those who pretend to privileged
status denied to others and consign allegedly inferior mortals to permanent
subjection, thus strangling the very spirit of the peoples, or most of them,
and reducing them to walking shadows. . . .

Now the nations had what they were looking for—a' religion with a
mind to think. Now they had a faith which gave justice its due place. The
main factor which deterred a massive and spontaneous accession to Islam
to enjoy these things long-desired lay in the system of class privilege under
which the nations laboured. By this some classes lorded it over others,
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without right. Rulers wrecked nothing of the interests of the common
people if the desires of the higher classes conflicted with them. Here was a
religion which regulated human rights and gave equal respect to persons of
all classes, their beliefs, their dignity and their property. It gave, for example,
to a poor non-Muslim woman the perfect right to refuse to sell her small
dwelling, at any price, to some great amir, ruling absolutely over a large
territory, who wanted it, not for private purposes, but in order to enlarge
a mosque. When, in this particular case, he doubled the price and took
forcible steps to acquire it and she raised a complaint to the Caliph, he
issued an order to ensure her possession and reproached the amir for his
action. Islamic justice permitted a Jew to take up a case before the judge
against no less a person than ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, who was made to stand
with the plaintiff in the court-process until judgement was given.

The foregoing makes clear how the message and relationships Islam
brought endeared even its enemies to it, and so revolutionized their outlook
as to make them its allies and protégés. . . .

ISLAM CIVILIZES ITS CONQUERORS

The light of Islam shone in the lands where its devotees went, and the only
factor at work in their relation with the local people was the Word of God
heard and apprehended. At times the Muslims were pre-occupied with their
own affairs and fell away from the right path. Then Islam halted like a com-
mander whose allies have disappointed him and is about to give ground.
“God brings about what He intends.” (Qur'an 65:3.) The Islamic lands were
invaded by the Tartar peoples, led by Jenghiz Khan, pagans who despoiled
the Muslims and were bent on total conquest, plunder and rapine. But it
was not long before their successors adopted Islam as their religion and
propagated it among their kin with the same consequences as elsewhere.
They came to conquer the Muslims and they stayed to do them good.

The West made a sustained attack against the East, involving all the
kings and peoples, and continuing more than two hundred years, during
which time the West engendered a quite unprecedented zeal and fervour
for religion. With military forces and preparations to the utmost of their
capacity, they advanced towards the Muslim heart-lands, fired by religious
devotion. They overran many countries of Islamic allegiance. Yet in the end
these violent wars closed with their evacuation.

Why did they come and why did they return? The religious leaders of
the West successfully aroused their peoples to make havoc of the eastern
world and to seize the sovereignty over those nations on what they believed
to be their prescriptive right to tyrannize over masses of men. They came
in great numbers of all sorts of men, estimated in millions, many settling in
Muslim territory as residents. There were periods of truce in which the angry
fires abated and quieter tempers prevailed, when there was even time to take
a look at the surrounding culture, pick up something from the medley of
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ideas and react to what was to be seen and heard. It became clear that the
exaggerations of their idle dreams which had shaped into such grievous
efforts had no vestige of truth. And, furthermore, they found freedom in
a religion where knowledge, law and art could be possessed with entire cer-
titude. They discovered that liberty of thought and breadth of knowledge
were means to faith and not its foes. By God’s will they acquired some
experience of refined culture and went off to their own territories thrilled
with what they had gained from their wars—not to mention the great gains
the travellers gathered in the lands of Andalusia by intercourse with its
learned and polished society, whence they returned to their own peoples
to taste the sweet fruits they had reaped. From that time on, there began
to be much more traffic in ideas. In the West the desire for knowledge
intensified and concern grew to break the entail of obscurantism. A strong
resolve was generated to curb the authority of religious leaders and keep
them from exceeding the proper precepts of religion and corrupting its valid
meanings. It was not long after that a party made its appearance in the west
calling for reform and a return to the simplicities of the faith—a refor-
mation which included elements by no means unlike Islam. Indeed, some
of the reforming groups brought their doctrines to a point closely in line
with the dogma of Islam, with the exception of belief in the prophetic
mission of Muhammad. Their religion was in all but name the religion of
Muhammad; it differed only in the shape of worship, not in meaning or
anything else.

Then it was that the nations of Europe began to throw off their bondage
and reform their condition, re-ordering the affairs of their life in a manner
akin to the message of Islam, though oblivious of who their real guide
and leader was. So were enunciated the fundamental principles of modern
civilization in which subsequent generations as compared with the peoples
of earlier days have found their pride and glory.

All this was like a copious dew falling on the welcoming earth, which
stirs and brings forth a glad growth of every kind. Those who had come
for strife, stayed to benefit and returned to benefit others in turn. Their
rulers thought that in stirring up their peoples they would find an outlet
for their rancour and secure their own power. Instead they were shown up
for what they were and their authority foundered. What we have shown
about the nature of Islam, well enough known to every thoughtful student,
is acknowledged by many scholars in western countries and they know
its validity and confess that Islam has been the greatest of their mentors
in attaining their present position. “God’s is the final issue of all things.”
(Qur’an 22:41.)



