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Fatih University, Istanbul, Turkey

Dr. Ayman Shabana
Georgetown University School of Foreign Service in Qatar

Dr. Reza Shah-Kazemi
Institute of Ismaili Studies, London, UK

Professor Philip Sheldrake
Westcott House, University of Cambridge, UK

PAGE viii................. 18662$ PART 01-22-15 09:46:26 PS

Copyright © 2015 by Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File are copyrighted by Georgetown University Press. 

Further distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of Georgetown University Press.



Participants ix

Dr. Ayman Shihadeh
School of Oriental & African Studies, University of London, UK

Professor Janet Soskice
University of Cambridge, UK

Professor Homayra Ziad
Trinity College, Hartford, Hartford, Connecticut

PAGE ix................. 18662$ PART 01-22-15 09:46:26 PS

Copyright © 2015 by Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File are copyrighted by Georgetown University Press. 

Further distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of Georgetown University Press.



PAGE x................. 18662$ PART 01-22-15 09:46:26 PS

Copyright © 2015 by Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File are copyrighted by Georgetown University Press. 

Further distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of Georgetown University Press.



Introduction

This book presents the proceedings of the twelfth Building Bridges

Seminar—an annual gathering of Christian and Muslim scholars founded

by the Archbishop of Canterbury in January 2002. In anticipation of his retire-

ment as Archbishop of Canterbury at the end of 2012, Rowan Williams

arranged for this project, which he had chaired since 2003, to be taken under the

stewardship of Georgetown University in July of that year. Since its founding, it

has been the seminar’s practice to alternate between Christian-majority and

Muslim-majority contexts. Thus it was under new leadership that the seminar

returned for a third time to Doha—and for a second time to the Georgetown

University School of Foreign Service in Qatar—in May 2013. Georgetown Uni-

versity president John DeGioia was present as host and participant. Assuming

the role of convenor was Daniel Madigan, SJ, Ruesch Family Associate Professor

in Georgetown’s Department of Theology and a leading Christian scholar of

Islam.

This twelfth seminar followed a well-established pattern. After a preseminar

afternoon of sightseeing and fellowship, Day 1 was devoted to three pairs of

public lectures. The Community of Believers: Christian and Muslim Perspectives

includes edited versions of these lectures. Days 2 and 3 were spent in closed

plenary discussion and eighty-minute sessions of small-group consideration of

preassigned texts from the Bible and the Qur�an, plus a few from the Hadith.

The Community of Believers is organized according to the three major sub-

themes of Building Bridges 2013. Part 1, The Nature and Purpose of the Commu-

nity, features essays by Gavin D’Costa (on the Church) and Abdullah Saeed (on

the Ummah). D’Costa explores the tension between two themes encompassing

all models of the Church’s nature and purpose: the Church as mystical body of

Christ versus the Church as proclamation. Saeed explains the roots and use of

the term ummah and its development as a concept over time. In part 2, Unity

and Disunity in the Life of the Community, Lucy Gardner offers perspectives on

Christian desires for communion, experiences of division, and approaches to
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xii Introduction

unity; Feras Hamza lays out the history of Muslim disunity even as the commu-

nity was able to maintain cohesion in terms of its devotional and ritual praxis.

In part 3, Continuity and Change in the Life of the Community, Ahmet Alibašić

uses the Arab Spring as a case study in his discussion of accommodationism,

conservativism, reformism, and militant extremism or fundamentalism as Mus-

lim strategies in addressing the pressures of modernity. Brandon Gallaher

explains the significance of the Second Vatican Council in his discussion of

twentieth-century Christian ecclesiology as simultaneously an internal (ad

intra) and external discussion (ad extra) of who or what the Christian Church

is, and its possible responses to a ‘‘post-Christendom and also post-Christian’’

world.

Parts 1, 2, and 3 also include the texts foundational to small-group discus-

sions related to that subtheme, along with the short commentaries that had

been shared with the participants in advance. Biblical texts provided here are

from the New Revised Standard Version. For Qur’anic material, the Pickthall

translation is used (with ‘‘Allah’’ changed to ‘‘God’’). Material in parentheses is

original to the translations used; brackets surround material added by seminar

staff to explain references that may not be clear to those unfamiliar with the

texts.1

By way of conclusion, part 4, Reflection, is given over to ‘‘Conversations in

Doha,’’ an essay that seeks to summarize and provide a sense of the tone and

style of the exchanges among participants throughout the seminar.

Readers of The Community of Believers may desire suggestions for further

engagement with the themes on which it focuses. For wider consideration of

Christian thought on the Church, a key modern text is the Vatican II document

Lumen Gentium.2 Also interesting to consult are Avery Dulles, Models of the

Church (Roman Catholic); Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God (Protestant);

and Michael Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church (an Anglican attempt

to hold together Catholic and Protestant understandings of the Church).3 Those

interested in works in English that would shed light on the Qur�ān texts chosen

for study during the twelfth Building Bridges Seminar might wish to turn to

Mustansir Mir, Understanding the Islamic Scripture and Neal Robinson, Dis-

covering the Qur�ān. Both give much attention to sūra 2, from which our longest

selection has been taken.4 Mahmoud Ayoub’s The Qur’an Interpreted, volumes

1 and 2, which offers a digest of Islamic commentary over the ages, covers many

of the passages studied by Building Bridges 2013.5
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Introduction xiii
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Notes

1. For example, in Q. 2:120, the gloss ‘‘Muhammad’’ has been inserted and is in brack-
ets: ‘‘And the Jews will not be pleased with thee [muhammad]. . . .’’

2. The full text of Lumen Gentium is available at the Vatican website, www.vatican.va
/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium
_en.html.

3. Avery Dulles, Models of the Church (New York: Image Books, 1978); Lesslie Newbigin,
The Household of God: Lectures on the Nature of the Church (London: SCM Press, 1953);
and Michael Ramsey, The Gospel and the Catholic Church (London: Longmans, Green and
Company, 1936).

4. Mustansir Mir, Understanding the Islamic Scripture (New York: Pearson, 2007); and
Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur�ān: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text, 2nd ed.
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2004).

5. Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur’an Interpreted, Vol. I (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1984); and Vol. II (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).
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The Nature and Purpose of the Christian
Community (the Church)

GAVIN D’COSTA

To answer the question of the nature and purpose of the Church would

require an extensive historical and chronological examination to look at

how different groups of Christians have answered it. The significant differences

between these answers are addressed at this seminar by my colleague Lucy Gard-

ner.1 The differences are often seen as operating between denominational

groups (Anglicans, Orthodox, Baptists, Roman Catholics, Free Church), but

there are actually many internal differences within each single denomination.2

This makes it difficult to give a single answer: ‘‘For group X, such and such is

the nature and purpose of the Church.’’ Difficult, but not impossible. One other

difficulty presents itself: why not go back to the Bible and give a biblical answer?

Surely all Christians are united on the authority of the Bible? However, Paul

Minear, in Images of the Church in the New Testament, shows how ninety-six

biblical images bring into focus differing aspects of the Church, and I am not

convinced that Christians are united on the ‘‘authority’’ of the Bible.3 While the

plurality we find in different Christian denominations is a partial reflection on

biblical pluralism, all Christians are called to be ‘‘one.’’ From a certain point of

view, which I share, divided Christian churches are a ‘‘scandal.’’4

I should also declare my own starting point: I am a Roman Catholic Christian

who is married to a Quaker. That presents me with lots of challenges but a

wonderful opportunity to learn about radically different ways of trying to be

‘‘church.’’

I’d venture that two guiding themes encompass all the models of the nature

and purpose of the Church, even when there is severe tension between some of

them: (1) The nature and purpose of the Church is for Christians to grow more

Christlike through following and submitting to the call of God, through the

power of the Holy Spirit, and through mutual support, prayer, and praise—i.e.,

the Church as a school of friendship: with God and with neighbors; (2) the

nature and purpose of the Church is for Christians to share this Trinitarian gift
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4 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

through word and deed, and to share this in a Christlike manner. Each sub-

model gives a particular flavor to the two themes and draws them out differ-

ently. The actual history of the Church can be criticized by both themes at

different times. This is inevitable and reflects the Church as a human commu-

nity. But it is not just a human community.

In an attempt to be as ecumenical and ‘‘mainstream’’ as possible, given the

limits of time, I’ve decided to oversimplify and focus on two major ‘‘models’’

of the Church that have lasting currency—and submodels within the main: (1)

the Church as mystical body of Christ and (2) the Church as proclamation.5

The Church as Mystical Body of Christ

The Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches are often associated with this

model, although by no means exclusively. The model stems from a number of

New Testament passages that identify the community of Christians with the ‘‘body

of Christ.’’ For example, in Ephesians 4:16, St. Paul says: ‘‘speaking the truth in

love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the

head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every

supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its

work.’’ This became a key organic metaphor upon which the notion of ‘‘body

of Christ’’ was developed, including sometimes associating the ‘‘head’’ with the

‘‘episcopacy’’ (bishops), or even a particular part of the episcopacy (the Pope).6

The power of metaphors is precisely in generating new ways of seeing things.7

We can notice this dynamic in virtually all the key biblical images: they can be

read in one way, and then another. Further, Paul, in the account given in Acts

9: 3–4, makes this interesting identification of the Christian community with

Christ himself at the point of his conversion. He had been persecuting Chris-

tians, you will recall. He was good at it. Then, on the road to Damascus, ‘‘sud-

denly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard

a voice say to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ ‘Who are you, Lord?’

Saul asked. ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ he replied.’’ The ‘‘voice’’

does not identify the historical Jesus with his body while on earth, but with his

body the Church takes on a function of Jesus after his resurrection. I hope you

can see the seed of the idea present. The seed would lead in many directions.

Before proceeding, it might help to make a tentative distinction between

the horizontal dimension (sociological and historical snapshots of Christian
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The Nature and Purpose of the Christian Community (the Church) 5

communities) and the vertical dimension (God’s dealings with his community).

When asked, ‘‘How could any group that acts like that (that being apartheid,

slavery, etc.) claim they are the body of Christ?’’, the question, if not anachro-

nistic, operates on using the horizontal to judge the vertical dimension. If asked

too often, the vertical dimension is rightly called into question. But logically the

vertical’s veracity is not dependent on the horizontal’s alignment. The vertical

and horizontal always intersect so things are more complex, but these models

work primarily on the vertical dimension.

If the Church ‘‘is’’ the ‘‘body of Christ,’’ does it mean that in some sense

Christians are claiming divinization—as they believe Christ was both human

and divine? One has to answer this carefully, even if there were not so many

Muslims in the room. The Greek Orthodox Church does speak about theosis,

divinization, but it does not mean that the created order loses its created status.

It means that the created order participates with, lives out of, and is transformed

by the divine energies (not the divine essence). Participating in the divine life,

the invisible energies of God, turns the created order like wood and pigments

that make paint into an icon, a holy image, a sign that can point us to a reality.

But it also turns the created order, persons, into saints whose lives fully reflect

God’s life. The body of Christ here is a deeply material model, which indicates

that by looking at these bodies, the performed lives of the saints, their relics,

and the places they lived and acted, we glimpse the Christlike power that we

also can share and inhabit. The daring word theosis is used to bring out the

nature and purpose of the mystical body: that in our becoming part of that

body we begin, or try, to make an ascent toward the saving and redeeming God.

The ascent is finally dependent on grace but also requires human actions.

This is why a cognate image also became so important to Christians: the

Church as the spouse of Christ. If we have body images, we have the possibility

of erotic images! The scriptural text of The Song of Songs explores the complex

moves of the lover’s burning heart and bodily senses in a quite remarkable

fashion. Some of the commentaries domesticate the text, but traditionally the

Church is seen as the lover being united to Christ. He is the male; the Church

becomes female. He gives his body in the Eucharist; those who receive him

continue in this state of marriage. This nuptial imagery was central to the early

Church and was revived by recent popes but had always been strong in the

Orthodox traditions.8

But the body image also evokes the material source of all bodies: the mater-

nal. This maternal thematic also arose from the scriptural account in John’s
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6 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

Gospel, where Jesus on the Cross ‘‘gives’’ his mother into the care of the beloved

disciple and the beloved disciple into the care of Mary (John 19:26–27).9 From

very early on Mary was understood as the archetype of the Church: the maternal

body that nourishes and feeds her children, who guides them by example: the

contemplation of the divine within and without.10

I’ve given attention to these images because they bring out vividly the per-

sonal and affective elements of ‘‘church belonging’’ that relate to such primal

human instincts: love, affection, nurture, and growth as well as discipline, pun-

ishment, trial, and struggle. And beyond these: peace and rest. But the personal

always requires structures, rituals, discipline, and formation.11

Another trajectory out of the mystical body of Christ led to the view of the

Church as the ‘‘Sacrament of Christ’’ or ‘‘the sacrament of salvation.’’ The invis-

ible God must communicate to people through visible signs. Visible signs start

with creation, and the story of the history of revelation runs from creation to

Israel, and then finally to Christ.12 If a sign points to other than itself, Christ is

a symbol or icon—where the sign is also the signified. This is a Latin way of

putting it. The Greeks prefer icon, drawing on Paul’s assertion that ‘‘Christ is

the icon of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.’’ (Col. 1:15) They

both get at the same thing: the Church is the visible sign of Christ to the world.

You clearly need glasses in careful focus for this to work!

The early Christians believed that Christ had left them rituals and signs that

shaped them into being more Christlike: what would later be called sacraments.

Both the East and West eventually held that Christ instituted seven sacraments,

rituals that confer special grace, ‘‘essential,’’ even ‘‘necessary,’’ aids for the spiri-

tual journey. These sacraments related to the earthly pilgrimage: birth—

baptism; adulthood—confirmation; Eucharistic meetings; confession; marriage;

religious consecrated life and priestly ministry—holy orders; illness and death—

last rites. The two repeatable ones become central: confession, for the forgive-

ness of sins; and the Eucharist, as Christ’s gift of himself for our salvation.13 For

each and every sacrament there has been considerable dispute as to its form

(the words and materials used), when it is to be conferred (baptism for infants

or only adults), its meaning (a sign, a symbol, an ontological transformation of

matter, etc.), and whether Jesus really instituted it. The Reformation intensified

some existing earlier disputes but also raised new ones.14

Rituals can easily become rote and mechanical. Rituals can lead to near

obsession to performing the liturgy ‘‘correctly.’’ In reaction we find some Chris-

tian communities dispensing with liturgical form almost altogether. This can be
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The Nature and Purpose of the Christian Community (the Church) 7

seen dramatically in unstructured Quaker ‘‘worship.’’ No sacred text is read, no

rituals are conducted. Rituals can also minimize the interior drama and com-

plexity of how God’s grace works as the focus becomes fixed on external rites.

In reaction we find some communities that emphasize personal transformation.

Here religious worship might consist of numerous testimonies of how people’s

lives have been changed by God and be punctuated by spontaneous prayers and

singing and even ecstatic dance and joy. Finally, sacred rituals can allow those

who control the dispensing of sacraments, priests, to abuse their powers. In

response we see reforming groups that dispense with ‘‘sacred ministers’’ and

instead have a common ministry of all baptized.

A related image that takes us into dangerous territory is the Church as the

‘‘ark of salvation’’—the place where saving grace is found in a world beset by

sin. The Greeks did not hold to ‘‘original sin,’’ and the Latin view of original

sin did not mean ‘‘total depravation,’’ as it would for many Calvinists. Never-

theless, for all three groups, entering the Church was like walking on to the

ark—and just in time. There was a positive and important dimension to this

model: Christ had come to save the world, and the location of this saving action

was to be found in the Church—not necessarily because of its own virtue but

because of its transmitting (and for some, enacting) the words and deeds of

Christ. In the Latin West, this also became formulated in the teaching extra

ecclesiam nulla salus (there is no salvation outside the Church).15 It is important

to raise this point in the midst of a Muslim audience because, historically, the

implications of this teaching were eventually seen to relate to Muslims (who, it

was often thought, had freely and knowingly rejected the truth of the gospel by

virtue of being Muslim).16

This latter assumption—that everyone who is not a Christian has willfully

rejected Christianity—is difficult to defend today. We find a new twist to extra

ecclesiam nulla salus tradition at the Second Vatican Council (1963–65). This

was convened by the Roman Catholic Church, and its doctrinal teachings have

authority over Catholics. In Lumen Gentium (The Dogmatic Constitution on

the Church), paragraph 14, the no salvation teaching is reiterated but sharply

contextualized: ‘‘Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church was

made necessary by Christ, would refuse to enter or to remain in it, could not be

saved.’’ In one very real sense, the teaching applies most profoundly to Roman

Catholics—and perhaps especially to Catholic theologians—for they are now

clearly aware of this necessity. (Many Catholics do not read these documents!)

The same document also says unambiguously that those outside the Church
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8 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

through invincible ignorance of the gospel may be saved (Lumen Gentium, par.

16). It does not say how, and it does not explicitly attribute this possibility to

the religions of those people who may be saved. Neither does it deny their

religions a role in this process. One other interesting thing about Lumen Gen-

tium, paragraph 16, is that—like the World Council of Churches some years

previously—it rejects the teaching that the Jews as a nation are cursed because

they killed Jesus. It also acknowledges the church’s special relationship with the

Jewish people as it is dependent on their race (Jesus and Mary were both Jewish)

and their scripture (the ‘‘Old’’ Testament). But, and I can’t go into this now, it

also then mentions Muslims, with whom the Church has a special relationship

through a shared worship of one God and the mutual esteem of Abraham. Paul

VI had used the term ‘‘religions of Abraham’’ that John Paul also employed.

We see in this document the largest Christian Church in the world struggling

with its own traditions in the light of religious pluralism.

The missionary history of the ‘‘ark of salvation’’ has plenty of uncomfortable

and inglorious moments. That must be stated unambiguously. However, it is

also central to the nature and purpose of the Church that it exists not for itself

but for the whole world. In the Latin West, this view of the Church was a great

engine driver for mission, but the Latin West was also closely tied to imperial

conquests. Joseph Conrad’s famous image of ‘‘the torch and the sword’’ haunts

the modern western imaginary where the spread of Christianity is seen as

entwined with the destruction of civilizations, the rape of cultures, and the

imposition of its own image (western Latin Christian) onto the world. I myself

may be perceived as one of those alleged ‘‘victims’’ of that imperial missionary

conquest! But personally, I do not think I am a victim. I’m very grateful to

those Portuguese missionaries who traveled to India and wanted to share the

greatest good they had discovered. The reality of mission is far more compli-

cated. It is well worth defending and needs defense within some groups of

contemporary Christians.17

Underlying these deeply spiritual images there is unmistakably the question

of the church as institution. This has arisen often in ‘‘battles’’ about Christian

identity. Some of these discussions were supported by military and political

power and make for painful memories. Robert Bellarmine, a great Counter-

Reformer, famously defined this visibility as being as ‘‘palpable as the commu-

nity of the Roman people, or the Kingdom of France, or the Republic of Ven-

ice.’’ When Bellarmine said ‘‘Church,’’ he meant the ‘‘perfect society’’ in a

twofold sense: it was subordinate to no other society, and it had the fullness of
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The Nature and Purpose of the Christian Community (the Church) 9

salvation already given to it. When he said visible church, like the ‘‘Republic of

Venice,’’ he was keen to be able to say who was a Venetian and who not. For

him the Church of Rome, under the papacy, was the only true visible true

church. ‘‘Church’’ as institution has come to be viewed as the legal, juridical,

clerical, and institutionalized elements of the ‘‘nature’’ of the church.

In our modern age, where there is general skepticism about many, if not all,

institutions, this aspect has been criticized by many theologians. But this aspect

returns through the back door in any discussion about ecumenism. As with

marriage, there are laws and rules that develop when people want to safeguard

some cherished social practice precisely because of its value. The greatest

strengths of the ‘‘institutional’’ are bringing ‘‘order’’ into community life, pro-

viding strong communal identity, and highlighting enduring elements in a time

of transition and change. Its greatest weaknesses are the freezing of a particular

order into a permanent state of affairs and suppressing questions and experi-

ments related to that order as well as failing to see that legal and juridical life

are only one part of the picture.

In the models and images I have described, differences exist between the

Roman Catholic / Orthodox communions and some of the low churches of the

Reformation. The Reformation was a complex movement that included ‘‘high’’

Churches that kept sacraments (varying numbers) and priests or ministers

(varying degrees, but were first to include women). The Anglican Church, so

important to Building Bridges, is technically not a Reform Church. It has differ-

ent roots for its protests against Rome. Hence, the images I have mentioned are

found widely among different Christians.

I have spoken about the Church as mystical body, as spouse, as sacrament,

as ark of salvation, and as institution. I lumped all these under the ‘‘body of

Christ.’’ I need to attend to two further images that have great significance and

relate to the preaching of Christ and his good works toward the poor. I turn to

my second main model.

The Church as Proclamation

You will have noticed the logic of these models: in pointing to Christ, there is

an inevitable pointing to one’s own community, a certain risky celebration of

human institutions and practices—as it would appear to some. The major split

in Western Christendom happened with the Reformation, and, as the name
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10 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

indicates, it was about reforming (and questioning) the Church and rethinking

forms of discipleship. It would be crass to attribute the following two models

to the Reformers; but perhaps their strong emphasis on these models was their

special charism. These themes are to be found in the ancient churches as well,

but the Reform brings a real energy and action to these themes.

Karl Barth is one of the best formulators of the view that restlessly and relent-

lessly argues that the sole purpose and nature of the Church is to point to the

gospel, to Christ, and not to itself. He saw in the Roman Catholic Church an

unhealthy focus on itself, epitomized in the centrality of the ‘‘analogy of being.’’

This used the created world as the base for God-talk according to Barth, rather

than Christ as the basis. He saw this analogy as the invention of the ‘‘anti-

Christ.’’18 Barth’s was Christological through and through: the only clue for

speaking about God was Christ, and Christ was judgment over the world, espe-

cially and including the Church. Christ also stood as a judgment over all reli-

gions as ‘‘idolatry,’’ for they are human-made, unless and until they preach

Christ crucified and risen. Here again the nature of the community entails a

judgment on all communities.

Further, Barth’s Lutheran emphasis on preaching the cross turned into a

razor-sharp critique against the Church’s pretentions toward worldly power and

status, and a constant call to the Church to do what it was created to do: repent

and reform, and preach Christ. While Barth is sometimes presented in this very

Christological light, it should be remembered that his massive final opus was

titled The Church Dogmatics. His iconoclasm did not mean that he was against

the Church as community. On the contrary. But he understood the formation

of the community toward this single goal: repentance and reform so as to wor-

ship and preach the true triune God. Barth firmly believed that the Church itself

required evangelizing so that it could properly be a missionary church. The

inward turning was also and always an outward turning. The proclamation was

centered on the Word of God, the preaching of the scripture.

One of the hugely attractive elements of this type of model of the Church is

that it joins in with the critique of the Church. It does not end up in a defensive

posture as has happened too often with the Latin Church of the West (and

sometimes of the Eastern Churches). When you have names like ‘‘mystical body

of Christ,’’ it can be difficult for those within to criticize their communion. But

when you drop this name and employ a different model, reform and change are

much easier; or at least easier in the early days of reform and change! The whole
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The Nature and Purpose of the Christian Community (the Church) 11

issue of continuity is discussed in an essay in this volume by my colleague

Brandon Gallaher, so I will leave this for now.19

At the very same time of Barth’s writing, there also arose out of a similar

Lutheran theology of the cross an emphasis on God, who became abject and

forsaken in Christ. This abject and forsaken humanity, experienced by the

human nature of Christ, brought out a special solidarity with the abject and

forsaken of the earth. Many Christians felt it was time to retrieve the model,

drawing upon Isaiah’s ‘‘Servant Songs,’’ of the Church as Suffering Servant.

The two world wars in Europe knocked the confidence out of many Western

Christians: the Churches had butchered the Jewish people; the ‘‘colonies’’ were

demanding freedom and were providing a powerful critique against European

and Christian expansionism; and the heart of Christian Europe had succeeded

in destroying itself. Among many of the Reform theologians a new emphasis

was placed on ‘‘social action’’ arising out of the gospel, rather than preaching

but acting as the church had done. Words seemed hollow in the light of recent

Christian actions. In Catholic circles, this thematic was typically later in arriv-

ing, but it came in a different form: liberation theology that emphasized the

Church’s mission as being toward social and political liberation and joining

forces with whatever liberative powers that existed in society. In Latin America

these allies were often Marxist oriented, and in Sri Lanka, Buddhist believers.

In South Africa, Muslims and Christians had already joined hands well before

in resistance to apartheid. The social gospel and the kingdom of God, under-

stood as justice and peace, were what the Church was all about. A very famous

Catholic theologian, Leonardo Boff, came into conflict with his own Church

precisely when he turned this liberation theology critique of hierarch and power

to analyze the Catholic Church as a society. Another interesting aspect of this

view of Church is that it took a powerful grip of many Roman Catholic mission-

ary movements that focused on what was called ‘‘humanization.’’ It was left

to various Protestant groups to pursue ‘‘mission’’ as it had been traditionally

understood.

As with all the models, there are strengths and weaknesses. The obvious

strength is that Jesus’s own ministry was marked with action and deeds, witness-

ing to a new liberative and redeeming power and creating communities in

which repentance and love were to be central. Words alone without action are

hollow. Another strength is that this model responds to one of the fiercest critics

of Christianity: Marxism, which was also in the business of caring for the poor.
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12 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

Two weaknesses might be mentioned. Critics argue against this model that

the gospel had been turned into a political ideology or into a social agenda that

misses that the kingdom of God was solely about God’s actions, not human

action. Other critics argue that while the gospels do preach unbounded charity,

this follows from faith and is not faith itself. The Christological act of faith had

lost its central role in this type of model.20

Conclusion

I want to make one banal closing comment and one partisan closing comment,

but only in the spirit of stimulating discussion. The banal observation is that all

these models have strengths and weaknesses. They may help Christians appreci-

ate each other and what they have in common while trying to be ‘‘Church.’’ It

may also help others understand the complex task of the nature and purpose of

the Christian community. The partisan comment is that, as a Roman Catholic,

I am forced to struggle with the claim made in Lumen Gentium (para. 8 and 14),

that the Church of Christ ‘‘subsists’’ most fully in the Roman Catholic Church.

This is an uncomfortable claim to make within such a distinguished ecumenical

audience, and an uncomfortable claim to make by someone who knows the

Catholic Church from birth! Nevertheless, if it were true, what might it mean

about the ways and the mechanisms by which the models discussed here might

balance and mutually correct themselves within a single institution? This is a

question about ecumenism in one way, and about how ecumenism is construed

within one community that aspires to be a universal church to represent One

Lord on earth.

Notes

1. See Lucy Gardner, ‘‘Perspectives on Christian Desires for Communion and Experi-
ences of Division,’’ in the present volume.

2. According to the Center for the Study of Global Christianity at Gordon Conwell
Theological Seminary, there are approximately forty-one thousand different Christian
denominations (study based on statistics from 2011; see http://christianity.about.com/od
/denominations/p/christiantoday.htm, accessed April 2013).

3. See Paul Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament (Louisville, KY: West-
minster John Knox Press, 2004); and also Joseph Ratzinger, ‘‘Biblical Interpretation in Crisis:
On the Question of the Foundations and Approaches of Exegesis Today,’’ ed. Richard J.
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Neuhaus, Biblical Interpretation in Crisis (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 1–23, and the
other essays. Compare Ratzinger’s notion of the authority of the Bible with the historical
critical approach of John Barton. See John Barton and Robert Morgan, eds., Biblical Interpre-
tation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

4. In the Second Vatican Council, the Roman Catholic Church views the lack of full
Christian institutional unity as a ‘‘scandal.’’ See ‘‘Decree on Ecumenism,’’ paragraph 1, in
Norman Tanner, Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Vol. 2, Trent to Vatican II (London:
Sheed & Ward, 1990), 908. However, it envisages some form of Petrine unity as the minimal
visible sign of unity.

5. I’m particularly indebted to Avery Dulles SJ, Models of the Church. A Critical Assess-
ment of the Church in All Its Aspects (Dublin: Gill & MacMillan, 1976), for the notion of
models and how they might work. I am not in agreement with some of his judgments, but
neither was Dulles himself in later life. On this, see Darius Jankiewicz, The Magisterium and
Theologians in the Writings of Avery R. Dulles: The Conflicting Legacy of the Second Vatican
Council (Saarbrücken: Verlag Dr Müller, 2009).

6. See Thomas Aquinas on this, which is well summarized and systematically explicated
by George Sabra, Thomas Aquinas’ Vision of the Church. Fundamentals of an Ecumenical
Ecclesiology (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald-Verlag, 1987); and also with more attention to the
institutional dimension in Colman O’Neill, ‘‘St. Aquinas on the Membership of the Church,’’
Thomist 27 (1963): 88–140.

7. See Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon
Press. 1987), which contains a rich treatment of this subject.

8. Aspects of John Paul II’s nuptial imagery have been severely criticized by some Cath-
olics and heralded by others. The Orthodox employment of this and its Marian tradition can
be found, for example, in Sergius Bulgakov, The Burning Bush: On the Orthodox Veneration
of the Mother of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009); and, more importantly, in Bulga-
kov, The Bride of the Lamb (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001). A provocative and helpful
discussion of the feminine images with Catholic ecclesiology can be found in Tina Beattie,
God’s Mother, Eve’s Advocate (London: Continuum, 2002).

9. ‘‘When Jesus saw his mother, and the disciple whom he loved standing near, he said
to his mother, ‘Woman, behold, your son!’ Then he said to the disciple, ‘Behold, your
mother!’ And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.’’

10. The connection between Mary and Islam is important, given the meeting at which
this essay was presented initially. During discussion at the Second Vatican Council on the
relationship of Islam and Catholicism, Archbishop Joseph Descuffi raised this point about
Mary. What is startling is his envisaged special relationship with Islam because of Mary, more
so than with Judaism: ‘‘They [Muslims] affirm his many miracles, his miraculous birth. They
recognize the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary, her purity and virginity,
her singular perfection, and, praying to her as their Mother with a sincere and devout heart,
they confidently ask of and obtained from her remarkable favors, healings and even miracles.
. . . What I am now saying is not the figment of my imagination or the product of exaggera-
tion in the hope of some gain, but the fruit of ten years’ experience, what I’ve seen for myself
in Ephesus, in the place called by Panaga Kapula, i.e., the House of Mary, Our Lady Mary.
For the last ten years I have seen about 100,000 Muslims throughout the year join the same
number of Christians and together with them . . . venerate the Virgin Mary the Mother of
Jesus. . . . If we may add to these particular facts the fact that Muslims observe the natural
law of the Decalogue, fasting, alms giving and prayer, we can say that we find them closer to
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The Nature and Purpose of the Community
(Ummah) in the Qur�ān

ABDULLAH SAEED

In this essay I will explore the meaning of ummah (community). I will use

two key Qur�ānic texts to examine its nature and purpose. I will also draw

from the Qur�ānic texts that make reference to the concept of ummah, and

from some Qur�ānic commentaries that address interpretation of these

Qur�ānic texts. Together these sources will give a sense of how the concept of

ummah is understood in Muslim tradition. Given the extensive range of

Qur�ānic interpretations that make reference to ummah, I will be very selective.

From the early period of Qur�ānic exegesis, I will draw on the work of key

figures like T. abarı̄ and Rāzı̄. From the modern period, I will outline the work

of three central figures—Asad, Mawdudi, and Qut.b—without aiming to cover

specific issues in any depth.

Roots and Use of the Term Ummah

The Qur�ān uses the term ummah to refer to community. Although there is

some uncertainty about the roots of the term, some commentators suggest that

it is derived from the Arabic root umm, which means mother, or its verbal root,

amma. Other scholars associate the term ummah with the notion of imam, or

leader. For others, however, the word is not actually derived from Arabic but is

probably of Hebrew or Aramaic origin.

To begin the exploration of this concept, I will first make note of the numer-

ous Qur�ānic references to ummah. The Qur�ān refers to the term just over sixty

times. The vast majority of these references are from the Meccan period of

revelation, and a relatively small number from the Medinan period. The term

is deployed in the Qur�ān to describe many different kinds of community and

is not restricted to the Muslim community. Ummah as a term is versatile: it has

been used to refer to a group of people who follow a particular religion (Qur�ān

5:48); the followers of prophets (10:47); the beliefs of a particular group of
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16 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

people (43:22); and even just a group of people (28:23). It has also been used

to refer to a group of people within a larger community (3:113); to describe a

misguided group of people (43:33); and to refer to a group of people who are

misguided among the followers of a prophet (27:83). Furthermore, ummah has

also been used to refer to a period of time (11:8) and to refer to communities

of nonhuman beings, such as birds and land animals (6:38). These are just some

of the many usages of the term.

Development of the Concept of Ummah

The concept of ummah developed over time. It began as a broad and inclusive

concept but has developed into one that is more exclusivist and specific.

The Pre-Islamic Concept of Community

The relation between the Qur�ānic concept of ummah and the pre-Islamic con-

cept of the community is revealing. The pre-Islamic conception of community

was ethnically based and inherently tied to a sense of tribal identity. These tribal

communities or networks afforded protection and security. In this sense, tribal

protection was a key structuring principle for pre-Islamic communities. When

Islam emerged, the Prophet and the Qur�ān promoted a new form of communal

bond. The basis of identity in the new community was faith, which transcended

the tribal affiliation of the Arabs.

Ummah during the Time of the Prophet

In the Meccan and early Medinan Qur�ānic passages, the term ummah is

deployed in varying ways, all of which are relatively general. When referring to

the community of the believers, ummah seems inclusive insofar as anyone who

believed in God was considered to be part of the ummah. This appears to be

the usage in the Medina document (usually referred to as the ‘‘Medinan Consti-

tution’’), where Jews are referred to as an ummah with the believers. The central

belief in God remained the foundation of the community, such that any person

could be included in the ummah so long as they believed in one God. This

meant that people from Jewish or Christian backgrounds could be considered
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The Nature and Purpose of the Community (Ummah) in the Qur�ān 17

part of the ummah, alongside the followers of the Prophet Muhammad. Accord-

ingly, particular categories or religious identities are not as important as the

overarching imperative of tawh. ı̄d (belief in the oneness of God).

However, from the mid-Medinan period onward, the ummah came to be

understood more narrowly as referring to the community of the Prophet

Muhammad. This community increased in Medina, with its distinct rituals,

practices, and sense of a political community. Its sense of community grew out

of struggles on theological, political, and military fronts. This was particularly

defined in its struggle with the Meccan polytheists and the Jewish community

of Medina, through which the Muslim community gradually emphasized its

distinct identity. Clearly, the Prophet Muhammad and Muslims needed time

for a distinct idea of ummah to develop, with its own shared beliefs, understand-

ings, rituals, and eventually its own institutions.

Postprophetic Understandings of Ummah

After the death of the Prophet, the concept of the ummah continued to develop,

acquiring characteristics that had not existed during the prophetic period. For

instance, the ummah became closely associated with political and state power,

whereas in the prophetic period the ummah was primarily associated with

shared faith and belief in one God. In the prophetic period, there was compara-

tively little emphasis on the political dimension of the ummah, which was to be

acquired in a significant way during the period of the Rāshidūn caliphs. With

the expansion of the Muslim community into North Africa and the Middle

East, the notion of the ummah became connected with the expansionism of the

Muslim state. In this way it came to denote a religious and a political commu-

nity that nevertheless remained unconnected to any particular ethnicity or geo-

graphical location.

Key Characteristics of Community in the Qur�ān:
Classical Commentators

In many Qur�ānic commentaries this community is seen as being based primar-

ily on faith in God. It is described as fair and just, and a community that seeks

to promote good and forbid evil. This can be seen in detail in the commentaries

for two key Qur�ānic texts: 2:143 and 3:110. I first examine the stance taken by
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18 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

early commentators of these sections and then compare these with more mod-

ern interpretations.

The ‘‘Best Ummah’’ in Q. 3:110

The Qur�ān makes reference to the Muslim ummah as being the best commu-

nity, having evolved for the service of humankind. This ummah enjoins what is

right and forbids what is wrong and is centered on belief in God. This depiction

of the ummah is explicated in a number of Qur�ānic verses, but most signifi-

cantly in Qur�ān 3:110: ‘‘[Believers], you are the best community singled out

for people: you order what is right, forbid what is wrong, and believe in God. If

the People of the Book had also believed, it would have been better for them.

For although some of them do believe, most of them are lawbreakers.’’1 In

relation to this verse, the Qur�ān commentator Abū Ja�far Muhammad b. Jarı̄r

al-T. abarı̄ (d. 310/923) provides several interpretations of ‘‘best ummah’’: (a)

those who migrated with the Prophet from Mecca to Medina or more generally

the companions of the Prophet; (b) those Muslims who have the attributes of

enjoining what is good, prohibiting what is evil, and believing in God; (c) and

the entire ummah of the Prophet Muhammad. The latter, which is also attrib-

uted to al-H. asan al-Basrı̄, seems to be T. abarı̄’s preferred interpretation.2

Fakhr al-Dı̄n al-Rāzı̄ (d. 606/1209), another Qur�ān commentator and theo-

logian, asks why the Muslim ummah is given preference, given that other com-

munities also commanded good, forbade evil, and believed in God. He

concludes that the Muslim ummah command good and forbid evil in the most

emphatic manner, and are willing to use force to do so. He states that while one

can command good and forbid evil by one’s heart, tongue, or hand, the strong-

est means to do so is fighting.3 Similarly, Ibn Kathı̄r (d. 774/1373) emphasizes

that ‘‘Allah states that the ummah of Muhammad is the best nation ever,’’ and

draws on h. adı̄th to make his point. In particular, a h. adı̄th that Bukharı̄ recorded

in which Abū Hurayrah (one of the famous first-generation Muslims) report-

edly commented on this verse, saying ‘‘[You, Muslims, are] the best nation of

people for the people, you bring them tied in chains on their necks [capture

them in war] and they later embrace Islam.’’4

This is a rather curious way of emphasizing the ummah as the best commu-

nity, and it does not necessarily receive support from other scholars. T. abarı̄, for

example, is clearly against this position. He interprets this ‘‘preference’’ as relat-

ing to the issues of commanding others to do good by believing in God and His
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messenger and observing the laws of God; and of avoiding evils by forbidding

shirk (associating other beings with God), not rejecting God’s messenger, and

avoiding the doing of those things that God has prohibited.5

The Purpose of the ‘‘Middle Nation’’: Q. 2:143

Surah 2, verse 143, identifies the key characteristics of this ummah: a commu-

nity of wasat. (meaning ‘‘middle,’’ ‘‘fair,’’ and ‘‘just’’) that enjoins whatever is

right and forbids whatever is wrong. The verse says, ‘‘We have made you

[believers] into a just community [literally ‘a middle nation’] so that you may

bear witness [to the truth] before others and so that the Messenger may bear

witness [to it] before you.’’

This translation by Abdel Haleem renders the Arabic phrase ummatan wasa-

t.an as a ‘‘just community.’’ However, Abdel Haleem also notes that the literal

translation is ‘‘a middle nation.’’ Other translators and commentators designate

different English terms, such as ‘‘middlemost community’’ or ‘‘community of

moderation.’’

In her exploration of the concept of ummatan wasat.an, Asma Afsaruddin

suggests that all premodern and modern exegetes hold that wasat. connotes

justice and moderation. Likewise, both the premodern and modern exegetes

hold that ummatan wasat.an enacts its particular moderation through both doc-

trine and praxis, which is to say the middle community is conceived as such

because it avoids extremism in belief and in practice.6

In his interpretation of this passage, T. abarı̄ treats the phrase as describing

the middle position between two ‘‘extremes.’’ He states: ‘‘Neither they [Mus-

lims] are people of extreme [views] in religious matters such as the extreme

views of the Christians who took an extreme position as far as celibacy is con-

cerned or what they said about Jesus, nor are they those who were negligent as

the Jews who corrupted the book of God, killed their prophets and lied about

their lord and disbelieved in him. They [Muslims] are people of the middle

and moderation.’’7 Having interpreted wasat. as middle, T. abarı̄ provides a large

number of narrations to support the meaning of wasat. as �adl (which means

‘‘just’’ or ‘‘fair’’).

Rāzı̄ also follows T. abarı̄’s line of thinking. He cites the meaning of wasat. as

the ‘‘best’’ (wasat. as khiyār). This is in line with the verse 3:110, where the term

khayr is used. Rāzı̄ also provides the meaning of ‘‘between the extremes’’ and

refers, like T. abarı̄, to Christians who, according to him, considered Jesus to be
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20 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

a son and a god, and Jews who killed their prophets and distorted their scrip-

tures. Rāzı̄ rejects the idea that the entire ummah is just, fair, and in the middle,

and argues that the Qur�ān was specifically addressing those believers at the

time of the revelation of the verse, and those who would come after them who

had the attribute of wasat..8

For Rāzı̄, the middle or ‘‘just’’ ummah has the vocation to ‘‘bear witness.’’ Its

fundamental purpose is to guide as the Prophet Muhammad has guided, bear-

ing witness to the truth, which the prophets communicated in their messages

from God and teachings. This is understood to be a reference to what would

occur on the Day of Judgment and is specifically connected to the communica-

tion of the message of the prophets to their followers, as a testimony from the

community of the Prophet Muhammad, being the last of such communities.

Although much of the exegetical literature seems to focus on the eschatological

dimension of bearing witness, this can easily be used to refer to ‘‘bearing wit-

ness’’ in the present world.

The Ummah as Understood in the Modern Period

I will now turn to a number of modern interpretations of the purpose and

nature of the ummah as it is used in the Qur�ān. Each interpretation offers

different emphases, which reflect the nature of their respective projects. These

commentaries offer further insights into what the purpose of the ummah could

(or should) be. They are especially useful in thinking about the different ways

the ummah has been called upon in the service of politics. For this discussion,

I will draw mainly on the various interpretations of Q. 2:143.

Moderation and the ‘‘Middlemost Community’’
(Ummatan Wasat.an)

Central to all modern interpretations is the treatment of the term ummatan

wasat.an, the translation of which is varied, as I discussed earlier.

First, I will touch on Muhammad Asad’s interpretation of ‘‘middlemost com-

munity.’’ Unlike some of his contemporaries, Asad (a Jewish convert to Islam

and a well-known Muslim thinker) does not assign a particularly active purpose

to the ummah but instead focuses on the key attributes or qualities. He describes

the middlemost community as follows:
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A community that keeps an equitable balance between extremes and is realistic in
its appreciation of man’s nature and possibilities, rejecting both licentiousness
and exaggerated asceticism. In tune with its oft-repeated call to moderation in
every aspect of life, the Qur�ān exhorts the believers not to place too great an
emphasis on the physical and material aspects of their lives, but postulates at the
same time, that man’s urges and desires relating to this ‘‘life of the flesh’’ are God-
willed and, therefore, legitimate.9

For Asad, moderation occurs in relation to daily life. In this sense, it is not

strongly goal driven but rather a moderate self-limitation in relation to con-

sumption, materialism, and interpersonal relations. Nevertheless, in relation to

Q. 3:110, Asad does suggest that the ummah needs to prepare for struggle. He

states: ‘‘Our being a worthy Ummah in the sight of God depends on our being

prepared to struggle, always and under all circumstances, for the upholding of

justice and the abolition of injustice: and this should preclude the possibility of

a truly Islamic community being unjust to non-Muslims.’’10

Another modern scholar, the founder of Jamaat-i Islami of Pakistan and one

of the leading figures of ‘‘political Islamism,’’ Abu’l-Ala Mawdudi (d. 1979) is

careful to explain how ummatan wasat.an ultimately reflects the multilayered

nature and purpose of the ummah. He says:

The Arabic expression which we have translated as ‘‘the community of the middle
way’’ is too rich in meaning to find an adequate equivalent in any other language.
It signifies that distinguished group of people which follows the path of justice
and equity, of balance and moderation, a group which occupies a central position
amongst the nationals of the world so that its friendship with all is based on
righteousness and justice and none receives its support in wrong and injustice.11

The ummah in the postprophetic world should collectively reenact the prac-

tice of the Prophet, thereby ‘‘communicating to mankind what the Prophet had

communicated to them, or in exemplifying in their own lives what the Prophet

had, by his own conduct, translated into actual practice.’’12

This implies a global leadership role for the ummah. Mawdudi states:

‘‘What it actually means is that just as the Prophet served as living example

of godliness and moral rectitude, of equity and fair play before the Muslim

community, so is the Muslim community required to stand vis-à-vis the

whole world.’’13 Although this is a heavy responsibility, it is also—according

to Mawdudi—‘‘the highest reward that can be granted to a people in recogni-

tion of its righteousness.’’14
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22 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

Another contemporary scholar, a key figure of Muslim Brotherhood of

Egypt, Sayyid Qut.b (d. 1966), offers an interpretation of the meaning of umma-

tan wasat.an that is similar to that of Mawdudi. For Qut.b, ‘‘the Muslim Ummah

is a moderate nation which stands witness against other nations and communi-

ties in the sense that it upholds and defends justice and equality for all people.’’15

This model for moderation is personified in the Prophet Muhammad, who is

the exemplar for those within the ummah.16 Notably, in this conception the

ummah simultaneously carries a transcendent truth and is sensitive to the con-

text in which this truth is to be communicated. The ummah is therefore not

rigid or dogmatic but ‘‘holds fast to its ideals and tradition, and to the sources

of its religion and way of life, while fostering change and progress in all fields.’’17

Ummah and Purpose

These modern-day scholars carefully examine the importance of purpose in

relation to the ummah. Asad, as discussed earlier, firmly believed the purpose

of the ummah was to champion justice and fairness, even to the point of violent

struggle. For Mawdudi, the purpose of the ummah at all stages was made

explicit in Surah 2, verse 143, of the Qur�ān. Mawdudi suggests that this verse

both outlines the nature of the ummah and also reveals the responsibility attrib-

uted to it. This responsibility is to carry ‘‘on the Prophet’s mission, which he

had bequeathed to [the ummah], in a perfected form on both conceptual and

practical levels.’’18 More specifically, for Mawdudi, this text of the Qur�ān ‘‘con-

stitutes the proclamation appointing the religious community (ummah) con-

sisting of the followers of Muhammad to religious guidance and leadership of

the world.’’19

For Mawdudi, active leadership amounts to standing witness.20 Qut.b inter-

prets the idea of ‘‘witness’’ differently. He argues that the ummah must serve as

the ultimate example in comparison with ‘‘other nations and communities.’’21

By this Qut.b means that the ummah ‘‘upholds and defends justice and equality

for all people.’’22 For the ummah to stand witness, it must pioneer the middle

way of the prophet in a worldly and active way, as ‘‘a standard-setter’’ and a

‘‘world model for moderation of the social, political and economic ideals, val-

ues, traditions and principles it advocates and represents.’’23

Qut.b defines the ummah as a group that is inextricably bound through the

sharing of the same faith, which then must be collectively enacted.24 He suggests

that in the Meccan period Muslims were not yet a coherent group, and the
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Qur�ān was the key tool that allowed the ummah to form.25 This extends to the

modern period, as the Qur�ān has given the ummah definition such that it is ‘‘a

community with a well-defined purpose.’’26 The purpose of collectively imple-

menting the truth is, for Qut.b, made explicit in Q. 7:181–83: ‘‘Among those

whom We have created there is a community who guide others by means of the

truth and with it establish justice. As for those who deny Our revelations, We

will lead them on, step by step, from whence they cannot tell; for although I

may give them respite, My subtle scheme is mighty.’’27

Qut.b suggests that the ummah is active and dynamic. The ummah, according

to Qut.b, ‘‘are not happy to keep it to themselves, or be inward looking. They

try to publicize the truth they know, and guide other people to it.’’28 The ummah

has a leadership role, assuming that if the propagation of truth is enacted prop-

erly, then the establishment of justice will follow.29

Ummah and Political Transformation

Qut.b’s conception of the ummah and its purpose is strictly tied to his broader

political project, which is a response to the fragmented society. Society has, he

states, ‘‘abandoned the religion God has chosen for them, and adopted social

and political philosophies and systems that are inconsistent with it.’’30 The mod-

ern world is not being guided by the truth, and the ummah is not performing

their leadership role. This role, according to Qut.b, must be earned through

struggle to ‘‘prove its loyalty and dedication to God and show total allegiance

to the leadership and legacy of Muhammad, God’s Messenger.’’31

Particularly striking in Qut.b’s interpretation of the meaning of the ummah

and its purpose are his ideas about what sacred text and doctrine facilitate.

They provide, as Ibrahim Abu-Rabi� explains, ‘‘a method of transformation,

revolution, and reconstruction.’’32 Furthermore, ‘‘method awakes the Ummah

to its responsibilities, the essence of which is to ponder the ‘sea of jahiliyah’

[akin to pre-Islamic ignorance and lack of faith in God] for the sake of changing

it.’’33 The ummah therefore carries a revolutionary potential, as its purpose is to

bring about change in accordance with Qur�ānic truth.

For Qut.b, as Abu-Rabi� explains, the acquisition of power that is needed to

establish the Islamic state is contingent on the constitution of a modern ummah

that can act as a revolutionary vanguard. This ummah vanguard ‘‘must cut itself

off from the modern jahiliyah, its norms, and theory of knowledge.’’34 For Qut.b,

this can only be achieved through a strict adherence to the apparently clear

PAGE 23................. 18662$ $CH2 01-22-15 09:46:52 PS

Copyright © 2015 by Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File are copyrighted by Georgetown University Press. 

Further distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of Georgetown University Press.



24 The Nature and Purpose of the Community

doctrinal message of the Qur�ān. As Abu-Rabi� puts it: ‘‘The vanguard must go

back to the Qur�ān to quench its thirst for knowledge.’’35

Mawdudi also looks back to the time of revelation as the prime example of

the ‘‘final success of the universal Islamic revolution.’’36 He identifies collective

belief in the oneness of God as a shared power that can have political implica-

tions. This is inextricably tied to the idea ‘‘that God intended man to be the

khalifa (vicegerent) of God.’’37 For Mawdudi, vicegerency is critical and a ‘‘col-

lective right of all those who accept and admit God’s absolute sovereignty over

themselves and adopt the divine code, conveyed through the prophet, as the

law above all laws.’’38 The acquisition of power in order to establish the Islamic

state is thus contingent on this collective recognition of God’s sovereignty and

living according to His way: ‘‘Vicegerents are the totality of Muslim believers

who submit to the One Sovereign and His laws received through the prophet

having repudiated all previous national, ethnic or cultural norms.’’39

Ummah from a Sociological Perspective

Away from the strongly political emphasis on the understanding of ummah,

Riaz Hassan, a Pakistani-Australian sociologist, looks at the term ummah from

a sociological perspective. First, alongside the emergence of Islam, Hassan sug-

gests that the ‘‘ummah became a transformative concept in the sense that it

played a significant role, changing first, the Arab tribes into an Arab community

and, later as Islam began to expand to non-Arab lands, different groups of

Muslims into a community of believers.’’40 This foundational aspect of the

ummah continues to function in the contemporary context.

A second key aspect unfolded under the leadership of the Rāshidūn caliphs

alongside early Muslim expansionism. Here, according to Hassan, the ‘‘ummah

became a framework for maintaining religious unity and accommodating the

cultural diversities of the believers. This generated a strong sense of unity, which

permeated the Muslim world and was instrumental in submerging, or over-

riding, the significant ethnic and cultural differences on the level of the ideal.’’41

A third key aspect is the ummah’s functioning in the modern world of

nation-states, and also now in the context of globalization. Here the question

arises: how does the concept of the ummah function in an environment where

Muslims are tied to local realities and national boundaries and at the same time

increasingly interconnected on a transnational level? Ultimately, Hassan argues

‘‘that in Muslim countries, political culture will evolve in response to national
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aspiration, and not to the ummah’s aspirations.’’42 Hassan argues that in this

context, ‘‘the future Islamic ummah will gain strength not as a unified and

unitary community but as a differentiated one consisting of ummah that repre-

sent different Islamic regions.’’43

Commenting on how ummah functions today, Gabriele Marranci, a Muslim

anthropologist, argues that ‘‘the Ummah becomes visible and ‘activated’ in its

‘trans-ethnic’ and ‘trans-national’ ethos during particular emotional events.’’44

This means that ‘‘although different forms of sectarianism exist among Mus-

lims, they can be considered as part of an internal dynamic, which, however,

does not contradict or deny the shared, and fundamental, basic ethos.’’45 Key

examples of this are the Rushdie affair and the Danish Cartoon affair, which

have generated a collective response in the name of the transnational ummah

transcending any internal division that undoubtedly exists within and across

contemporary Muslim nations.46

Conclusion

The classical and modern periods of Qur�ānic interpretation emphasize the

community of Prophet Muhammad as the best possible ummah, albeit condi-

tional upon maintaining faith in God, ensuring justice and equity among peo-

ple, commanding good, and forbidding what is evil.

These functions seem straightforward at an abstract level, and the classical

commentators did not delve into the practical implications of such concepts.

They simply took for granted what the text appears to have said and related

their understanding to the application of Qur�ānic and Sunnah norms and val-

ues in the community. Their emphasis throughout was on the religious commu-

nity, and they rarely discussed the political community of Muslims and

associated political power.

Although a similar tendency has continued in the modern period, there is

now more debate on the purpose of the ummah in terms of upholding of justice

within an increasingly complex social and political context. The examples cov-

ered suggest that the ummah is not a fixed notion: but rather a concept that has

transformed over time and continues to change as social and political contexts

change, as can be seen in the debates among contemporary Muslim commenta-

tors and thinkers.
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Conversations in Doha
LUCINDA MOSHER

While Building Bridges seminars always include a series of fine lectures,

at their core is the lively and frank conversation encouraged by the

intentional use of small-group discussion of a collection of preassigned texts.

This essay offers a brief description of the small-group process, then shares

some of the highlights of Building Bridges 2013’s conversations organized

around this seminar’s three overlapping themes: the nature and purpose of the

community of believers; its unity and disunity; and its experience of continuity

and change.

Building Bridges participants are assigned to one of four break-out groups.

These groups remain constant throughout the seminar, and a moderator

encourages everyone to contribute to the conversation. A session begins with a

few moments of silence, followed by reading aloud the passage(s) of scripture

to be studied. Each member then raises up a phrase (or even a single word) that

had caught his or her attention especially, perhaps mentioning a question it

raised. Sometimes the urge to offer lengthy explanation or to jump in with a

question is overwhelming; but when the method is honored and discussion is

deferred until each person has identified a compelling word or phrase, partici-

pants appreciate its ‘‘gathering and centering’’ value. Out of the resulting theo-

logical reflection, interpenetrating themes emerge.

The Nature and Purpose of the Community of Believers

Four of Building Bridges 2013’s eight break-out sessions were devoted to pas-

sages of scripture pointing to the nature and purpose of Church and Umma.

Some participants admitted that it is often a challenge to understand the other

community in its own vocabulary. Several suggested that jamā�a might be better

than umma as a parallel to ekklesia when speaking comparatively of a commu-

nity understood as bound by worship of God in an agreed upon manner. ‘‘The

Qur�ānic language about umma is more functional than Biblical language about
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community,’’ someone asserted; ‘‘the Qur�ānic language focuses on how the

community should act.’’ One Muslim called umma ‘‘a strong word’’ with many

subdivisions, such as madhāhab (schools of jurisprudence) and jama�āt (con-

gregations), and it need not refer to human communities. ‘‘There are ummat

[nations] of animals,’’ he pointed out. Another Muslim noted that jamā�a
appears more often than umma in traditional sources; furthermore, umma ter-

minology is too often misused in the modern period.

Under this theme are topics such as chosenness, identity, covenant, and obe-

dience. A Christian cautioned that ‘‘it is not that suddenly in the New Testament

we see God being merciful.’’ The Exodus narrative, another Christian noted,

includes stories of human unfaithfulness but yet makes clear that ‘‘God does

not stop being faithful because we are unfaithful.’’ A Muslim nodded, pointing

out that ‘‘the Qur�ān has many verses indicating God’s mercy outweighs God’s

wrath, overwhelms God’s anger.’’

In shifting their attention to Romans 11, one group noted how belief has

been understood as a gift. ‘‘There is a deep theological tension between faith as

a gift and willful disobedience,’’ one person noted. Another asked whether the

key question in this passage is ‘‘Why haven’t Jews accepted Christianity?’’ or

‘‘What is the status of Jews who haven’t accepted Christ?’’ The Christian respon-

dent suggested that, rather, Paul (a Jew himself) ‘‘is struggling to see how God

remains faithful to the promises He made to Israel. Paul is also admonishing

Christians against arrogance.’’

In Romans, someone asserted, ‘‘Law is very important, and we shouldn’t

think that Paul abolishes it. Law is a gateway to Christ. But Paul thinks that

through Christ you enter a life of obedience, not the other way around.’’ In

opposition to this view, one participant said that, in this passage, ‘‘obedience

and disobedience mean belief and disbelief; it is not a question of law.’’ Yet

another Christian insisted that ‘‘it is a question of love primarily; not primarily

of law. Even disobedience is part of God’s plan so that He may be merciful.

Disobedience is part of God’s plan to make the covenant universal.’’

Continuing discussion of Romans 11, a Christian noted that Paul presumes

all will come together in the end. ‘‘One God, one faithfulness, one covenant.

Paul wonders why all are not one yet! God’s got something going on here. Paul

is reluctant to side with those who think all Jews should become Christian

or those who think all Christians need to become Jews first.’’ In one group,

consideration of Romans 11 led to Muslim questions about the history of the

early Jewish-Christian community. How strong was its identity? How long did
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it continue? Another asked about Christian anti-Semitism. When did it emerge?

To what extent was it fed by economics or politics?

Another group explored the rhythms of being called to God and sent by God.

‘‘The calling is based on a reciprocal covenant with God in the divine economy

that is mutual but asymmetric.’’ The transformation of this ancient covenant,

by means of the patrimony of Abraham, was discussed in some detail. Someone

noted that Jews, Christians, and Muslims all have used ‘‘Abraham’’ to dispossess

the others. Christianity began as a Jewish movement, but Christians then devel-

oped an alternative spiritual-covenant community by which they became co-

heirs of and with Christ in the Holy Spirit, forming action groups as vanguards,

vehicles, and mediums of personal and social transformation. The prophet of

Islam was called upon by the Qur�ānic revelation to rekindle the spirit of the

Christian covenant and revive the law (both positive and prohibitive) of the

Abrahamic covenant.

Pointing to the conditional statements of Exodus 19:5 (‘‘if you obey my

voice’’; ‘‘if you keep my commandment’’), one Christian noted how easily this

might be translated into a particular legal or ritual form. ‘‘Yet the Old Testament

prophets keep reminding us that God is not so interested in ritual behavior.

Rather, God is interested in our being loving. Consider Matthew’s parable of

the sheep and the goats [Matt. 25:31–45]. The sheep and goats ask the same

questions and get very different answers!’’ This group dug further into the

notion of law as the dual commandment to love God and neighbor versus law

as the Ten Commandments. ‘‘Christians are not unethical,’’ one said; ‘‘they

simply mean that the Law can’t save you. Only God’s grace can save you. It’s

not things you do to get into the saved community. It’s the things you do

because you are in there!’’ A Muslim nodded, saying that in Islam, there is a

similar need to balance Sharı̄�ah with tas.awwuf (spirituality).

Reading Ephesians 4:1–16 raised many questions about love as opposed to

judgment, about love as a challenge for believers, about the boundary between

insiders and outsiders. Muslims in one group found this passage puzzling—

particularly its assertion that Christ ‘‘descended into the lower parts of the

earth.’’ What does this mean? ‘‘According to Christian tradition, between his

death and resurrection, Jesus descended to the underworld to redeem all people

before him,’’ a Christian explained. ‘‘There is cosmic oneness with, and

redemption of, people who came even before the Christian community was

formed.’’
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The Epistle to the Ephesians speaks of ‘‘the body of Christ.’’ One Muslim

asked: ‘‘Does ‘body’ mean the physical body of Christ or the body of people

following Christ?’’ It is describing the community’s ontological and social one-

ness, someone answered, following this with an explanation of the use of ‘‘body

language’’ in the Hellenistic world in which this epistle was written. ‘‘Body is a

term that comes from surrounding societies; it is used both metaphorically and

sociologically. The emphasis is quite material. The sufferings of the communal

body are the sufferings that Christ still undergoes.’’ A Muslim pointed to a

similar concept in Islam. ‘‘There is a h. adı̄th that states, ‘Muslims are a body.

When one hurts, the whole body hurts.’ ’’ A Christian mentioned Aquinas’s

teaching that ‘‘every single person in humanity is part of this body, but some

parts of this body have not yet come into operation. That is how Aquinas under-

stands those who don’t yet believe in Christ, who aren’t a part of the body of

Christ.’’

In discussing Q. 2:120–45, considerable attention was given to 2:143, which

speaks of God’s mercy and boundless power. ‘‘We have appointed you a middle

nation,’’ this verse begins—thus implying other nations. Is a ‘‘middle nation’’ a

mediator? If so, that would be an intriguing notion, someone commented. To

one group, a ‘‘middle nation’’ seemed to some to refer to the way the commu-

nity interacts with another community as a blessing. ‘‘This is about lived reli-

gion as a modeling that changes hearts and affects others,’’ one woman

observed; ‘‘it is the notion that my blessing and generosity affects others.’’ A

Christian described Islam as ‘‘a priestly people sharing God’s grace.’’ This would

be ‘‘a very Christian way of looking at it,’’ a Muslim countered, ‘‘but it makes

sense nevertheless.’’ The main point, another suggested, is that ‘‘a middle com-

munity is not neutral; it is a critique of extremes.’’

One of the Christians inquired about Q. 2:139: ‘‘Say (unto the People of the

Scripture): Dispute ye with us concerning God when He is our Lord and your

Lord? Ours are our works and yours your works. We look to Him alone.’’ It is ‘‘a

complicated short verse,’’ one Muslim responded. This is Pickthall’s translation;

‘‘there are other ways to translate it.’’ For example, someone noted, Abdel

Haleem renders this passage: ‘‘Say [Prophet] [to the Jews and Christians], ‘How

can you argue with us about God when He is our Lord and your Lord? Our

deeds belong to us, and yours to you. We devote ourselves entirely to Him.’’1

‘‘It’s a better translation,’’ he asserted; ‘‘in it, ‘We’ is expansive and inclusive.’’

Discussion moved to Q. 3:113–15 and 5:66, both of which are about ‘‘People

of the Scripture’’ (as Pickthall puts it). A specific contingent, ‘‘people who are
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moderate,’’ is the subject of 5:66. ‘‘This verse voices an expectation that people

will be true to their own scripture, that they will follow their own law,’’ one

Muslim explained; ‘‘Christians are not expected to become Muslims.’’

When the Qur�ān speaks of ‘‘best community’’ (as it does in 3:110), a Chris-

tian wanted to know, what does this term mean? When is one the best commu-

nity? Is it dependant on the community’s actions? Who is the ‘‘best

community’’? Muslims? Someone suggested that the ‘‘best community’’ could

be mu�minūn (believers)—a more encompassing term that includes some

Christians and Jews with Muslims. Another pointed to a related verse: ‘‘If God

had so willed, He would have made you one community. . . . So vie with one

another in good works’’ (5:48). ‘‘So often,’’ she noted, ‘‘diversity can be a trial,

something to overcome. But according to this verse, diversity can be good. The

only practical thing to do in the face of frustration is to compete in good

works.’’ Someone else asked about the next clause: ‘‘Unto God ye will all return,

and He will then inform you.’’ A Muslim explained that this is a recurring

theme in the Qur�ān. ‘‘It is meant for Muslims and non-Muslims; it is open-

ended. There is no need to argue theology with other groups.’’ Another sug-

gested it means that ‘‘what God has planned and what we perceive that God has

planned may be quite different,’’ noting that Ibn �Arabı̄ writes about plurality

at the level of the world versus plurality at the level of the divine attributes.

‘‘This is related to free will,’’ someone said; ‘‘God’s permission and God’s

approval are two different things,’’ said another.

Unity and Disunity

‘‘John 17 is fascinating to me!’’ one Muslim woman exclaimed; ‘‘the notion of

mystical union with God has resonance with Islamic mystics.’’ A Christian man

nodded: ‘‘In this passage from John, the ‘I’ and the ‘you’ don’t get annihilated.

Unity is not a loss but an enabling of the self.’’ A Muslim man noted that ‘‘I in

you’’ language is strong in Platonic thought, but there it has more to do with

the psychological, with self-transformation. In John, however, we are drawn

into the mysterious. ‘‘The early Sufis talk like this,’’ he noted.

Discussion of John 17 led inevitably to more questions regarding the Chris-

tian doctrine of the Trinity. Someone asked whether the Trinitarian language

in John led to Christian disunity. Since oneness in community is emphasized in

Islam in both the modern and premodern periods, a Muslim admitted that he
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struggled to understand John 17:22–23; he wondered: in this passage, in what

sense is ‘‘one’’ meant? ‘‘Does this imply one group? Does the word ‘one’ in

Greek have different nuances? What sort of reasoning is going on here?’’ A

Christian responded that, of the canonical Gospels, John has the simplest Greek

but the most complex ideas. By contrast, 1 Corinthians 1:10–17 is an example

of Paul’s appealing in a straightforward way for resolution of disagreements in

the early Christian community. This group noted that 1 Corinthians 1:10–17

highlights the difference between ideal and reality, thus unity versus disunity.

As does John 17, one noted, the 1 Corinthians passage ‘‘ends with a ‘punch in

the face’ that sends you back to think some more.’’ One Catholic pointed out

that John 17:20 (‘‘I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those

who will believe in me through their word’’) is used in the canon of the Mass.

‘‘It is used ritually in community.’’ One Christian noted that ‘‘some commen-

taries on John 17:20 assert that, in saying ‘I ask not only on behalf of these [the

disciples], but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their

word,’ Jesus is in effect praying in the Garden of Gethsemane for the believing

community now, in the twenty-first century.’’

A Muslim asked about John 17:22 (‘‘So that they may be one, as we are

one’’), noting that, ‘‘Jesus seems to be speaking about two very different kinds

of oneness here!’’ In reply, a Christian recalled that ‘‘Thomas Aquinas said that

the human church can never be one in the way that Christ and the Father are

one because that is a unity of essence. It has to be unity of mind, of praise; not

ontological identity.’’ Another Christian nodded. ‘‘This passage is talking about

unity rather than sameness,’’ she explained; ‘‘union is not absorption.’’ Her

colleague continued, ‘‘John’s point is that the notion of being in this community

is taken very seriously. Outside of this community you are not connected to

divine glory.’’

1 Corinthians, one Christian pointed out, provides insight into the nature of

some of the divisions in the early Church: What does it mean to ‘‘belong to’’ a

person? What does it mean to baptize ‘‘in the name of’’ someone? ‘‘The Greek

text says ‘I am of Paul,’ ’’ one Christian explained; ‘‘it’s genitive. If we take it as

past, it could mean ‘I got into the club via this guy.’ If belonging is mere identity

with a faction or a mediator, then it is problematic.’’ Another Christian noted

that the Roman Catholic Church uses John 17 to say that as long as there is

disunity institutionally, we cannot participate in the sacraments together. Too

often we have unity that excludes differences. Among Christians, there’s no

unity on what is meant by ‘‘unity.’’
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Moving on to Q. 4:59, which speaks of obeying ‘‘those in authority,’’ Mus-

lims at one table agreed that it is a contentious verse: Shi�ites differ with Sunnis

as to where to put the punctuation; authority is understood differently in the

Shi�ite and Sunni traditions. ‘‘In Shi�ite Islam, the imāms have authority’’ one

explained; ‘‘in the contemporary era, the ayatollahs act on behalf of the Hidden

Imām.’’ Authority is also understood differently in the mystical and legal

strands of Islam, someone else pointed out. ‘‘Authority is sometimes divided

into three categories: theological, legal, and spiritual. But Salafism asks you to

abandon all established schools of law, theology, and spirituality.’’

‘‘Those in authority’’ (Q. 4.59) is an easy verse to exploit, another Muslim

asserted. Who is ‘‘in authority’’? Scholars? Political leaders? As defined by

whom? ‘‘Authority’’ has no uniform meaning. ‘‘Deference to political authority,

even corrupt political authority, is perpetuated to this day as a result of this

verse,’’ yet another Muslim said.

Taking up Q. 49:9–13, a Christian observed that this passage suggests that

divisions are part of God’s plan. ‘‘However, it also raises the question: What’s

the power of knowing, in light of God as Knower?’’ A Muslim explained that

49:9 is more about actual violence (physically killing) rather than legal matters.

‘‘We are to fight the party that refuses peace initiatives, ‘until they return to the

ordinance of God.’ ’’ But, someone wondered, ‘‘doesn’t that imply a theological

dimension?’’ ‘‘This really is about quarrelling,’’ the Muslim responded; ‘‘the

part about the ordinance of God seems to indicate that the feuding parties are

to seek help from authorities.’’

It was noted that Ibn Majah 2:1303 �3950 (among the texts assigned for this

session) is the h. adı̄th used as authority for ‘‘consensus.’’ It recognizes the cen-

trality of God’s authority but also recognizes that it has to be mediated. This

raises the question: Who can adjudicate? Shi’ite Islam has a clearer structure of

authority, but even so, there can be difference of interpretation. The Sunni

tradition locates authority in the �ulamā�, but theirs is a derived, diffused

authority and is linked to consensus. One Muslim explained that, by the end of

the second Islamic century, authority was located in the four schools of law.

During the third to the twenty-ninth centuries, two Sunni schools of theology

predominated. With regard to spiritual matters, authority came to be located in

the t.arı̄qas. ‘‘Now, he lamented, ‘‘we have Salafi, who discard all the schools of

law and say, ‘Listen only to us!’ ’’ Another Muslim concurred: ‘‘There has always

been a problem of authority in Sunni Islam. Many think that as long as they

have studied, they don’t need any formally given authority to interpret.’’
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Continuity and Change

Taking up the theme of change involved close reading of the Acts 15 account of

the ‘‘Council of Jerusalem’’—for which the core issue was the grounds on which

Gentiles could become full members of the Church. A Muslim pointed to Acts

15:28 (‘‘For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us . . .’’) and wondered

how the term ‘‘Holy Spirit’’ is being used here, and asked, ‘‘Why is there men-

tion only of the Holy Spirit here? Why is there no mention of Christ?’’ What is

the function of the Holy Spirit in maintaining community? Someone observed

that verses 20 and 28 each mention four prohibitions from the Law of Moses

that are to be sustained, but verse 28 lists these prohibitions in a different order

from verse 20; he wondered, ‘‘Why this difference?’’ Yet another Muslim, refer-

ring to the whole account, asked his group: ‘‘Why these details?’’ Such questions

generated much discussion of ‘‘change of custom’’ versus ‘‘change of theology.’’

A method of discernment is at play in this passage from Acts, a Christian

explained. The warrant for change comes from events attributed to the Holy

Spirit, to observable experience. In issuing his response to what the gathering

has heard from Paul, Barnabas, and Simeon, James quotes from the prophet

Amos. ‘‘Early Christians looked for the face of Jesus in Jewish scriptures,’’ this

Christian explained. ‘‘See Irenaeus’s Apostolic Preaching. He makes no reference

to Christian writings; all of his references are to Jewish texts.’’ One group noted

that the story of the Council of Jerusalem is, at one level, a story of the contrast

between faith and action. It raises questions about the nature of Torah; it also

raises questions about the nature of the Church: is it inclusive or exclusive?

Readings for the theme of change included a h. adı̄th in which the Prophet

Muhammad commends ijtihād (human reasoning) as a third option (after turn-

ing to the Qur�ān and the Sunnah) for judges making decisions about commu-

nity life. ‘‘Qur�ān and Sunnah are mentioned as distinct here,’’ one Muslim

noted; ‘‘but they really aren’t.’’ Notice that the Prophet asks a man how he

would judge, urged another Muslim: ‘‘this is about practical, not theological,

matters. It is about how he would apply ijtihād.’’ This h. adı̄th summarizes what

change is allowed or acceptable in Islam; it helps to answer the question, ‘‘What

are the principles of Islamic legal thought?’’ Generally, explained one Muslim,

‘‘You are to turn your face toward truth as one created by God according to a

pattern. The pattern is unalterable. Islam is understood, therefore, as restoration

of unalterable human nature. The fundamentals hold true and steady. Only the
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legal details change. Fiqh (jurisprudence), then, is the effort to understand the
cosmic plan.’’

Discussion of continuity and change in the umma led some to consider the
relationship of Islam to other religions. ‘‘The Prophet of Islam led by example,’’
one Muslim explained, ‘‘remaining impartial even under pressure when asked
to arbitrate on the cases brought to him in Medina.’’ Another Muslim noted
that Ibn �Arabı̄ speaks of stability within constant fluctuation: stability of
essence, fluctuation of form. ‘‘He says it is the height of arrogance to say that
the other religions are abrogated by Islam,’’ she explained. After all, ‘‘the Sun
does not abrogate the light of the stars.’’ Someone noted that Shafi�ı̄, the great
legal scholar, had argued that Zoroastrians were People of the Book. Another
reminded the group of Reza Shah-Kazemi’s book making the case that Bud-
dhism has common ground with Islam, and that Sachiko Murata has written
on the relationship of Taoism to Islam.2 Regarding the relationship between
Islam and Hinduism, a Muslim explained that it has been argued that Advaita
Vedanta has scripture; thus followers of this path are not like the polytheists of
Mecca: ‘‘General Hajjaj called a council and decided that adherents of Advaita
Vedanta were People of the Book. Moghul emperor Jalaluddin Akbar followed
this precedent regarding Hindu Sindh.3 Christians who participated in conquest
didn’t have to pay poll tax. Akbar eliminated poll tax for Hindus and Sikhs in
army and government.’’

Conclusion

During the closing plenary, two particularly interesting conclusions emerged.
The first was that the faith community binds what wouldn’t ordinarily be
bound; the default position is fragmentation, actually. The second conclusion
was that talking about community per se is nigh unto impossible because ‘‘com-
munity’’ is not an entity in itself; it is tied to everything else. No wonder, then,
that our discussion of community had been wide ranging, with deep exploration
of many topics not explicitly on the agenda for Building Bridges 2013—far
broader than what is reported here.

Notes

1. M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, translator, The Qur�ān (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004), 22.
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2. Reza Shah-Kazemi, Common Ground between Islam and Buddhism: Spiritual and Ethi-
cal Affinities (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2010); and Sachiko Murata, The Tao of Islam: A
Sourcebook of Gender Relationships in Islamic Thought (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1992).

3. General al-Hajjaj al-Yusuf (d. 714 CE) was an Umayyad strategist instrumental in
Muslim expansion into the Sindh and the Punjab. Jalaluddin Akbar lived 1542–1605.
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