Submission for La Syrie au présent
“Muhammad al-Habash and inter-religious dialogue”


Inter-religious dialogue, in the case of Muhammad al-Habash (b. 1962), is both a good in itself and a means to other goods.  It is to be undertaken for the simple reason that all humanity has been ennobled by God (in line with Q 17:70), a theological viewpoint that has led him to formulate a largely qur’ānic argument against any “monopoly of salvation.”  This line of reasoning, which confirms the salvific worth of other religions, demonstrates that his evaluation of other religions goes beyond polite tolerance (to the dismay of many co-religionists who find his argument a threat to the work of calling people to Islam as singular route to salvation).  At the same time, his inter-religious reflections feature prominently in his life as public intellectual, religious authority, and member of parliament (majlis al-sha‘b), at the service of strengthening Syrian national unity, facilitating religious harmony within a sometimes fractious Muslim community, and promoting the moral relevance of Islam at both national and international levels.


His social role within Syria may be explicable in terms of networks of mutually beneficial relations that exist between state and other circles, including the religious establishment.  It would be simplistic, however, to limit religion in Syria to state-qualified categories of cooption (or suppression).  Religious leaders like al-Habash have long enjoyed freedom to act, within certain parameters, in Ba‘thist Syria, making it difficult to specify possible links to the state.  The overriding goal in the long term for Muhammad al-Habash is protection of the integrity of Islam.  Any symbiotic relation with the state is therefore best viewed in terms of characteristic Naqshbandī subtlety and caution in dealings with political power.


His central theological point is not simply that Islam can exist amicably alongside other religions, but that its own message is one of religious plurality.  Remarkable for being based entirely on Islamic sources (e.g. Q 4:123-124), his argument underscores that Islam did not come to abrogate other religions but to confirm all religion as submission to the one God, Creator and Judge of all, Who rewards and punishes according to good works, not religious affiliation.
  This reading of the Qur’ān, although not discounting Islam’s central role in the religion of God, forms part of a wider, dynamic dialogue in Syria over the nature of religion in modern society, a dialogue including state circles as well as religious personae: Is religion something that has been displaced by modernity (and thus in need of socio-political restoration) or something that interactively responds to it (and thus can co-exist with it)?
  Although viewed with some suspicion by local Christian leaders, al-Habash’s position, meant to counter sectarian tension within Syrian society, looks to reinforce a national unity that embraces all religions and is not monopolized by any one; his inter-religious engagements thus have specific national implications.


In many respects, al-Habash’s ideas have been aimed less at building bridges with other religions -- however important that may be for him -- and more at reconciling division within Islam, a division that leads some Muslims to repudiate religious outlooks not squaring with their own.  In his view, Muslim reconciliation can only come with religious renewal (tajdīd dīnī).  This -- in contrast to other reformists (both rationalist and fundamentalist) -- does not necessitate dismissal of the  Islamic religious heritage that embodies this religious division, but rather recognition of it as the product of human, and thus fallible, scholarly effort and not sacred word of God.  His emphasis on the religious diversity confirmed by the Qur’ān is thus meant to undermine any basis for the practice of intra-Muslim condemnation (takfīr).  It is true, of course, that al-Habash’s thought has been denounced not only by extremist elements but also by many among the largely conservative religious establishment who view his ideas as too radical, too responsive to the universal claims of modernity, and thus too ready to take social reality – rather than revelation and prophecy – as source of religious knowledge.
  This, however, has not prevented them from electing him president of one of their regulatory bodies (jam‘iyyat arbāb al-sha‘ā’ir al-dīniyya), which he attributes to appreciation of his political skills.


His refusal to sanctify the religious heritage transfigures it into a reservoir of diverse, sometimes conflicting, theological viewpoints and legal opinions, all of which have a place within Islam as a range of options affording Muslims a flexibility of choice by which to meet needs and achieve interests -- as Muslims in modern society, without contradiction.  His vast scholarly erudition allows him to highlight long forgotten rulings which, even if not enjoying a preferred status (arjah), still legitimately represent Islam and speak more appropriately (aslah) to the conditions of today’s world – a way for Muslims to be reconciled to contemporary life as Muslims.  One example of this is his ideas on women in Islam,
 a reading of the religious heritage that does not reject but rather challenges -- not without controversy
-- the claim that traditional Muslim attitudes towards women are the only ones recognized by Islam.  This type of reflection has potentially important ramifications for the relation of Syrian law to international agreements: A recent treatise by al-Habash demonstrates that Muslim values do indeed conform with the 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,
 highlighting that human rights and equality of women are not reducible to western constructions but belong to the human heritage universally.


Some of the details: He quotes a prophetic report (hadīth) to qualify the qur’ānic verse (Q 4:34) justifying physical discipline of wives by husbands: “Only the base (la’īm) hit them.”  He shows that the qur’ānic verse (Q 2:282) equating two female witnesses to a single male one was never understood as fixed and essential but rather bound to a social context where the movement of women was limited, opening it to re-interpretation with changing social circumstances.  He makes a similar argument regarding restriction on travel by women unaccompanied by a male relative (which, for example, would make a sinner of any female university student traveling to campus on her own); the original intention of the restriction was the security of women at a time when travel was fraught with peril, a concern that is not applicable to today’s modern means of travel.
  He notes that the qur’ānic verse specifying relation to one’s fathers was meant as confirmation of genealogy (nasab) and cannot be used to limit citizenship (jinsiyya) to that of the father.


Although he personally prefers a traditional family model where wife stays at home to raise the children and husband works to support them, he maintains – in line with his goal of circumscribing modern life within a pluralistically envisioned Islam -- that the guardianship of women by men called for by Q 4:34 is limited to financial support that is itself conditional upon a wife’s willingness to stay home and raise the family (a matter to be discussed and specified in the marriage contract and not assumed);
 thus, the meaning of the verse is distorted by those who would see it as justification for control of women, especially since the Qur’ān is quite clear that men and women are allied (i.e. equal) companions of one another (Q 9:71 -- a verse al-Habash takes to underscore that the welfare of society, in all respects, is the equal responsibility of men and women alike; there is thus no sphere from which women can be excluded, making any discrimination against women among Muslims a cultural practice that Muslims have mistakenly transformed into religious will).


As both religious and political figure, his activity extends in a range of directions, much of which reflects the legacy of his teacher, Ahmad Kuftārū (d. 2004), former Grand Mufti of Syria and head of the Naqshbandī-Khalīdī order, who sought to open lines of dialogue with leaders of other religions, both regionally and globally, and with international organizations.  For example, al-Habash has spoken before UNESCO on the education of girls in Islam, has hosted EU delegates visiting Syria to discuss East-West relations, and has participated in inter-religious conferences and workshops in Syria and across the globe.  The Center for Islamic Studies (of which he is founding director), in partnership with the University of Damascus, has developed an academic program (to open September 2005) for western students to study the religions of Syria in situ under the direction of local religious scholars, Muslim and Christian alike.  The aim of the program is to draw the discipline of oriental studies in the West into a closer relation with the peoples who form its object of inquiry.  He has also called for educational institutions and tourist organizations to promote Syria as a center of inter-religious encounter as a way to attract students and visitors to Syria as land of the prophets.


Despite opposition to his ideas, al-Habash enjoys impeccable religious credentials, putting him in a position to call for and lead a religious renewal in line with the logic of dialogue – via sermons, lectures (distributed on cassette and CD), publications, radio programs, and conferences;
 his ideas, suited to today’s age, are nevertheless wholly inspired from within Islam itself.  His willingness to put the religious heritage at the service of the extraordinary challenges faced today in Syria indicates his view of religion as a mobilizing force for the national good.  As MP, he promotes a political vision of Islam that does not reduce religion to political end but seeks to preserve it as moral voice of the nation.  To that end, at the recent Tenth Ba‘th Party Congress, he counseled reconsideration of article 8 of the Syrian Constitution guaranteeing the leading role of the Ba‘th party in Syrian society.  He has also publicly suggested (on his web-site -- http://www.altajdeed.org) the importance of allowing political parties with a moderate religious orientation as a way to counter the politicization of Islam at the hands of extremists.  His political position, while not at all a challenge to the status quo, anticipates a future of political pluralism in Syria that will inevitably include religion.


His emphasis on inter-religious and international cooperation does not preclude criticism of the West, specifically U.S. policy in the Middle East, a position that is, of course, de rigeur in Ba‘thist Syria.  This has led to internet attacks against him, calling into question his commitment to world peace and accusing him of anti-western prejudice, attacks that he attributes to radical Zionists working to foster animosity towards Islam in the West and slander the reputation of Muslims seeking to build bridges of dialogue and mutual understanding.  It is worth emphasizing that Muhammad al-Habash’s criticism of U.S. policy does not at all translate into a categorical rejection of the West and its values (he is not a West-basher), as it has for other Muslim reformists.


To conclude: The inter-religious work of Muhammad al-Habash, offering a unique perspective at once traditionalist and reformist, is to be situated within the delicate process of preserving Islam as moral voice of a nation which is religiously and ethnically pluralistic, lives under quasi-authoritarian rule, and is increasingly presented with a global menu of ideas and values.  It would seem, at the very least, that Muhammad al-Habash offers one among many reference points by which Muslims in Syria can try to make sense of their current social reality.

Paul L. Heck

� For details, see P.L. Heck, “Religious Renewal in Syria: the Case of Muhammad al-Habash,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 15 (2004), 185-207.  It is worth noting that at least one western scholar has independently suggested an open-ended conception of religion in the Qur’ān.  See J. Waardenburg, Muslims and Others. Relations in Context, Berlin and New York 2003, pp. 106-107.


� Articles arguing for a definition of Islam as moderate religion, capable of rational reform, occasionally appear in the state-sponsored press.  For a recent example, see ‘Adnān al-Rifā‘ī, “Mu‘awiqqāt al-iÒlāh al-dīnī fī l-fikr al-mahsūb ‘alā l-Islām,” Tishrīn, 16 June 2005, p. 15.


� In the face of such accustions, al-Habash counters that law (fiqh) in Islam has always been more than the explanation of (revealed) texts and includes a host of other jurisprudential tools for decision making.


� Most notably, al-Mar’at bayna al-sharī‘a wa-l-hayāt, Damascus, Dār al-Tajdīd 2002 (third edition).


� His ideas on women seem to have a greater impact in Muslim circles than his ideas on other religions, generating both praise and blame and, in one case, an entire book devoted to rebutting his ideas on women as a fraudulent use of the religious heritage in general and the prophetic reports (hadīth) in particular.  See M.B.R. al-Zayn, ‘Udhran, yā Òadīqī al-Habash. Naqd mawdū‘ī li-kitāb (al-Mar’a bayn al-sharī‘a wa-l-hayāt) lil-Duktūr Muhammad al-Habash, Damascus, Dār al-Tarbiyya 2002.


� Dirāsa fiqhiyya lil-tahaffuzāt allatī wada‘ahā al-marsūm al-tashrī‘ī 330 li-‘ām 2002 ‘alā ittifāqiyyat mukāfahat kull ashkāl al-tamyīz didd al-mar’a, published jointly by the Syrian Organization for Family Affairs and the Center for Islamic Studies, Damascus 2005.


� This point is also made by Yūsuf al-Qaradāwī, Taysīr al-fiqh lil-muslim al-mu‘āÒir, Beirut, Mu’assasat al-Risāla 2001, p. 104


� For a cogent secularist (communist) critique of al-Habash on the insertion of conditions into marriage contracts, see Husām Yūsuf, “Niqāsh li-ra’y Muhammad al-Habash. Hal ‘aqd al-zawāj al-mashrūt yahill al-mushkila?” al-Nūr, 13 August 2003.


� Such as one convened, with international participation, in February 2004, to consider the renewal of “religious speech” (al-khitāb al-dīnī).  The proceedings have been published as Tajdīd al-khitāb al-dīnī, Damascus, Dār al-Tajdīd 2005.


� He is on record as speaking positively about elements of U.S. society, such as its intellectual and scholarly circles.  See the interview conducted by Muhammad al-Hūrānī in the January 2004 issue (vol. 13, no. 152, pp. 32-35) of al-Nūr (published by An-Noor Publishing House, registered in England and Wales, and not to be confused with the communist newspaper in Syria).  See www.annoormagazine.com.
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