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twenty-four times, referring to Christians and Jews in particular. The

context of these Qur'inic references varies. Some of these verses praise
the People of the Book for their righteousness and good deeds and faith in the
Afterlife (Qur'in 3.113). Others rebuke the People of the Book for not
following the way of God (Qur'an 3.99). A group of these verses invite the
People of the Book to a common ground between Muslims and themselves
(Quran 3.64). Another group of these verses indicates an intimate relationship
between Muslims and Christians (Qur'dn 5.82), The relationship between
Muslims and the People of the Book, Jews and Christians, has been a subject
of discussion among Muslims throughout the centuries. Islam’s long-time
ecumenical roots are easily traced to the famous verse in the Qur'an:

T he term “People of the Book” or Akl al-kitdb is mentioned in the Quran

Say (O Prophet Muhammad): Oh People of the Book! Come to an
agreement between us that we will not worship other than God, and
that we shall dscribe no partner unto him, and that none of us shall take
others for lords beside God . . . (Qurian, 3:64)

This verse, revealed in the ninth year of the Hijra (629 CE), is one of the
greatest ecumenical calls of Prophet Muhammad’s time, The sources of Islamic
law have dedicated certain chapters to explain the legal status of the People
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of the Book in Islam. The Ottoman Empire presented a great example of the
Islamic understanding of tolerance towards non-Muslim subjects, in particular,
the People of the Book. In our contemporary world, the issue has become
“even more relevant because of a tremendous need for interfaith dialogue
and understanding., We aim to elaborate on the ideas of the contemporary
Turkish theologian Fethullah Gtilen in this article, His ideas are of paramount
importance as far as Muslim/Christian dialogue in the modern world is
concerned.

Giilen, known as one of the pioneers of inter-religious understanding since
the early 1980's, has laid the groundwork for an Islamic approach to interfaith
dialogue.’ To fully appreciate the significance of this accomplishment, one
must understand the perspective from which Glilen approaches this subject.
Accordingly, the purpose of this article is first of all to introduce this important
Islamic thinker to a2 Western audience, and then to set out in some detail his
ideas about the encounter of the world's major religions in modern times,
concentrating in particular on Muslim/Christian dialogue.

A Thoughtful Preacher

Throughout the 1960's and 70’s increasingly large congregations were
gathering on Fridays in mosques in Edime, Tzmir, and Istanbul to hear a young,
itinerant preacher who had the gift of speaking of the traditional values of
Islam in a modern idiom that recognized the importance of the sciences and
the culture of the colleges and universities that many in his audience were
attending. Giilen himself had a very traditdonal Islamic education. He was born
in Erzurum in eastern Anatolia on April 27, 1941, the very day when Mustafa
Kemal Atatiirk, founder of modern Turkey, died in faraway Istanbul. According
to his biographer, as a young man Giilen accepted the new Turkish national
identity; he was also searching for ways to incorporate the life-style of the
companions of the Prophet of Islam into modern society.? This concern of his
was due in no small part to the influence of his father, who was very much
involved in the Sufi circles of Erzurum, as well as to the piety and prayer of
some of Said Nursi's (1876-1960) disciples, who were achieving a wide
popularity in Turkey in the middle of the twentieth century. In fact, in his early
rwenties Glilen began to systematically read the works of Nursi, an experience
which would prove to be of no small significance in the development of his
own thought.

Giilen's mother Rafi'a was his first Quridn teacher; in the local educational
institutions he attended alongside the public grammar school he came under
the tutelage of Muhammad Lutf Efendi, 2 member of the Qadiri 5ufi order.
Although we no longer kaow much about this man, it is clear that he was an
inspiration for the young Giilen. He awakened in him the desire to live his
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whole life in accordance with Islamic values and it was under his direction that
Gillen commitied the Qurian to memory, an accomplishment that serves him
well to this day. His father, Ramiz Efendi, who had many connections with
the Nagshbandi Sufi order, also exerted a major influence in his son's life,
being his first Arabic teacher and the one who gave him a wider entree into
the world of the classical thinkers of Islam. In addition to the ideas of early
religious Agures such as al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 728) and Hirith al-Muhasils
(d. 857), al-Ghazzili (d. 1111), and Jaldl ad-Din ar-Rami (d. 1276), Giilen
avidly read the more recent works of two Indian writers, Ahmad Faruqi
Sirhindi (1564-1624) and $hah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi (1703-1762) as well

as some Western classics such as Victor Hugo, William Shakespeare, and
Honore de Balzac.

For Giilen, the writings of Ahmad Sirhindi were important because of the
emphasis this writer put on the observance of the practice of Islam in the true
spirit of the Prophet Muhammad, Sirhindi came from within the Nagshabandi
Sufi tradition and many of his letters and other writings were concerned with
the renewal of the spiritual teaching of this tradition by insisting on the primacy
of following the way of the Prophet in the cultivation of spiritual endeavors,
rather than the more esoteric methods of some earlier Nagshabandi teachers.?
In facy, for a long time he used to teach the books of these prominent Muslim
scholars, such as Sirhindi’s monumental book, al-Maktiabat, to students who
attended his learning circle. In this endeavor he did not abandon Sufism, but
found a way to renew it for his day. This is the insight that excited Giilen. They
did not so much follow the teaching of Sirhindi as they were inspired by his
discernment of the cenirality of following the Stnnab of the Prophet Muhammad,
even in the realm of the personal, spiritual growth and development.

In this connection, another idea that Sirhindi explored in his writings
was the concept of loving friendship (khillak)*. Yohanan Friedmann has
explained the centrality of this concept for Sirhindi. He says that
in his works the Indian teacher spoke of the task of each believer as being
connected “with the spiritual relationship between Ibrahim and Muhammad
and with the Sufi concept of friendship (kbillah).” He went on to say:

This friendship, which is the highest manifestation of love (hubb), is the
principal force responsible for the creation of the world and its continued
existence. Originally it belonged to Ibrahim, the Friend of Allah (kbalil
Allah). Having reached this exalted stage, Ibrahim was made the imdam
of all, and even Muhammad was ordered to follow him.*

This idea, as we will see below, would in due course inspire many Sufis,
including contemporary Turkish writers and spiritual leaders such as Nursi and
Giilen, to culiivate a spiritual friendship with all those who profess the faith of
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Abraham, even those outside the Islamic community among the “People of the
Boolk."

From Shah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi, Glilen would have learned how to
think about the role of traditional Islamic mysticism in the modern world.? In
particular, Shih Wali insisted that Muslim thinkers should always incorporate
the lessons learned from the Sufi masters of the past into the framework of the
traditional Tslamic teachings. He said, “Sufis without knowledge of Qur'an and
Sunnah, and scholars who are not interested in mysticism, are brigands and
robbers of the din (religion).’ﬁ

Nursi's books were widely available in the Sufi environment in which
Giilen grew up.® His writings, particularly the Risale i Nur, or the Treatises
of Light, had by the middle of the twentieth century already become the most
popular Islamic reading in the country after the traditional Had/ith collections
of Bukhari and Muslim, Giilen began reading them in the 1960's, when he frst
met the disciples of Nursi in his hometown of Erzurum. These disciples were
the backbone of the then emerging Nur movement, While Giilen was never
formally associated with the movement, and therefore he was not, strictly
speaking, a follower of Nursi, he nevertheless began to incorporate many
of Nursi's ideas into his own teaching,” especially in his sermons and
informal talks when he became a preacher in the mosque in Edirne in
the early 1960's.

Islam and the Dialogue of World Religions

In modern Turkey, a number of prominent Muslim figures have promoted
the ideas of tolerance and dialogue with the adherents of different religions.
The Ottoman experience, with its millet system, has left behind a remarkable
memory of more harmonious inter-religious relations. The Empire was
composed not only of Muslims, but of many Christian and Jewish groups, and
even some Zoroastrians. Until the emergence of modern nationalistic ideas,
Muslims, Christians and Jews had managed to live together more peacefully
and productively in Otoman times than has been possible more recently in
the twentieth century. This legacy of mutual recognition between members of
different faith communities can arguably be claimed to have been, at least
partially, the result of the teaching of some Turkish Sufi masters, such as
Ahmed Yesevi (d. 1166), Yunus Emre (d. 1321), Haji Bayram-i Veli (15" cent.),
and Aksemseddin (15 cent.), the Sufi master of Mehmet II, the Fatih
(Conquerorn).' All of these teachers, in this very early period, espoused ideas
of inter-religious tolerance, and to some extent even of interfaith dialogue.
Giilen is one the modern beneficiaries of this Sufi tradition. A close
examination of his thinking shows that he is one of the few Muslim scholars
of the present day who promotes dialogue and tolerance between the several
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Muslim communities who differ among themselves in many important ways,
as well as between Muslims and the adherents of other religious traditions.

Examining Giilen's teaching on interreligious dialogue, one notices in
the first place that he traces the idea back to basic Tslamic themes. As a student
of the Qur'in, Gilen took the “basmala,” the beginning of almost every
chapter of the Qur'an, as a point of departure. In this phrase, God’s attributes
are recorded as “the Compassionate and the Merciful.” The recurrence of this
phrase over and over again in the Qur'an, one hundred and founieen times,
must be taken seriously, according to Giilen.! He proposes that by this means,
God wanted to teach Muslims, among other things, to be compassionate
and merciful in their relations with their fellow human beings, and with nature,
In one of his articles on compassion Giilen says:

Compassion is the beginning of being; without it everything is chaos.
Everything has come into existence through compassion and by
compassion it continues to exist in harmony. . . . Every thing speaks of
compassion and promises compassion. Because of this, the universe can
be considered a symphony of compassion. Al kinds of voices proclaim
compassion so that it is impossible not to be aware of it, and impossible
not to feel the wide merey encircling everything, How unfortunate are
the souls who don't perceive this . . . Man has a responsibility to show
compassion to all living beings, as a requirement of being human. The
more he displays compassion, the more exalted he becomes, while the
maore he resorts to wrongdoing, oppression and cruelty, the more he is
disgraced and humiliated, becoming a shame to humanity.*

Giilen's understanding of the quality of compassion can best be seen in
what he said during an interview conducted by Turkish Jougnalist Eyup Can.
In the interview it is clear that Giilen's compassion extends all the way from
a physically draining reaction to the plight of the innocent human victims of
chemical weapons in northern Iraq, to a deep sensitivity to the need to respect
the life of such an insignificant creature as an insect. In the tradition in which
Giilen was brought up, his understanding is that no matter how small, every
creature praises God in its own tongue, and therefore deserves its proper
respect and compassion,

One can argue that there is a similarity between the traditional Sufi
teaching about nature, and that of Gilen in our day. Yunus Emre, for example,
is said to have been asked, along with other murids, to bring a bouquet of
flowers to his master. The master wanted to appoint a successor, which is why
he wanted to test those of his students whao were considered amoeng the
candidates for his succession. In the evening when everyone had brought
a bouquet of flowers, Yunus Emre happened to come with empty hands.
Answering the master's question as to why he had no flowers, Yunus said
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that whenever he wanted to pick a flower, he heard its voice praising God.
For that reason he was unable to cut any flower, This well known story
illustrates the spiritual approach towards nature that is characteristic of the
Sufis and of Giilen.

Having said that Gtilen's teaching of compassion resonates well with
traditional Suft doctrine, we can now turn our focus to the concept of love as
we find it in his writings. Speaking of love in the Sufi tradition, Glilen focuses
his attention on one of the “beautiful names” of God, al-Wadiid, the Beloved
One.? By implication, he points out that Muslims are expected to reflect this
attribute in their lives by being a people of love, In fact, Said Nursi, Giilen's
predecessor, made love the motto of his own philosophy. Giilen says, “There
is no weapon in the universe stronger than the weapon of love.""

Giilen's understanding of love is evident in the following quotation: Love
is the most essential element in every being, a most radiant light and

a great power that can resist and overcome every force. Love elevates
every soul that absorbs it, and prepares it for the journey to eternity.
Souls that have made contact with eternity through love exert themselves
ta implant in all other souls what they receive from eternity, They dedicate
their lives to this sacred duty, for the sake of which they endure every
kind of hardship to the end. Just as they pronounce ‘love’ with their last
breath, they also breathe love while being mised on the Day of Judgment.”?

Clearly, then, the concepts of compassion and love are basic principles of
Giilen's teachings. With 2 strong voice, he advocates tolerance, forgiveness and
humility as central Islamic ethical values. They are interrelated and the one requires
the other, In a recent article, Giilen has the following to say about tolerance.

Those who close the road of tolerance are beasts who have lost their
humanity. . , . Forgiveness and tolerance will heal most of our wounds,
but only if this divine instrument is in the hands of those who understand
its language. Otherwise, the incorrect treatment we have used until now
will create many complications and continue to confuse us.'

Giilen finds the roots of these themes in the teachings of the Prophet
of Islam himself, from whom he quotes the following tradition, “Whoever is
humble, God exalts him; whoever is haughty, God humiliates him.”" In this
thought, which is at the heart of Islamic ethics, Giilen finds the basis for
interreligious dialogue. He believes that dialogue will be the natural result
of the practice of Islamic ethics. Someone who believes in his own superiority
will never come to the way of dialogue. The opposite is the case for one who
humbles himself willingly; this person will be more likely to seitle differences
by dialogue with others.

Alfter Giilen's meeting with former Pope John Paul I in February 1998, he
was severely criticized by a2 group of young Islamists who argued that he
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should not have humiliated himself to the extent of going to the Vatican and
meeting with the Pope. Giilen responded by saying that humility was an
attribute of Muslims, and gave an example of an incident that occurred
between Rimi and a Christian priest. According to the story, a priest visits
ROm1 and wants to kiss his hands out of respect. Yet, Rimi is quicker and he
kisses the hands of the priest first. Regarding this story, ROmi says that even in
humility, he wants to be the first. According to Giilen, therefore, dialogue with
adherents of other religious traditions is an integral part of an Islamic ethic that
has been neglected for a long time.' In this connection too Giilen quotes
Jesus’s saying in the Gospel, on the occasion when some people brought to
him a woman caught in adultery, asking what was to be done with her. Jesus
said, “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at
her” (John 8:7). By this, he means that people should not think of their
superiority over others. Instead they should be humble.

Fethullah Gillen and Interreligious Dialogue

Turkey, from the perspective of the Vatican, is very significant. For this
reason, after becoming the Pope in 1979, John Paul II visited Turkey as his first
visit to a foreign country. Fethullah Glilen's visit to Pope John Paul II in 1998
marked an important step forward in Muslim/Christian relations, especially in
Turkey, But at the same time it brought into focus the full spectrum of the
opinions of those who oppose Gllen's point of view. Giilen's visit came at
a time when interfaith dialogue was necessary to stave off conflict. Samuel
Huntington's' idea of the alleged “clash of civilizations” was gaining prominence,
but Giilen, despite this, saw the need to further efforts to establish dialogue.

Through this meeting, Giilen and his associates had received wide public
support in his native country, Turkey. Yet, at the same time, he was severely
criticized by two groups — hard-line secularists and a minor radical group of
Istamists. The two differed in the way and reasons they criticized Gilen. He
has also been criticized by radical Muslims for talking less about an “Islamic
State” than he does about a fly. Referring to this criticism, Ali Unal, one of
Giilen’s associates, says, "Yes, the Quran speaks of a fly, spider and ant as
evidences of His existence by their very creation, and names its chapters after
them.” Yet, it does not speak of an Islamic state.”

Hard-line secularists have rebuked him based on the contention that
absolute authorization is necessary.™ Since Giilen was not appointed by the
state, he had no right to speak to someone like Pope John Paul IT on his own
behalf. This was the result of a government desire of its own outstanding control
on all kinds of personal enterprises. Therefore, according to this group of
secularists, Gilen required governmental permission to meet with prominent
foreign religious leaders, even to promote interfaith dialogue.
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The radical Islamists’ reaction to Giilen’s visit was slightly different. They
considered it a humiliation. A Muslim should not go and visit non-Muslims,
They also believed that the visit of a prominent Muslim religious leader to
a Catholic religious leader would to some extent cause some Muslims to
convert to Christianity.

From Giilen’s perspective, this is not real Islam, which has promoted
and practiced dialogue with adherenrs of other religions since its beginning.
1t is important that people rid their minds of this idea, for this kind of fear
of dialogue is completely invalid. This attitude, Gtlen says, stems from lack of
trust in the religion of Tslam * Giilen says that humanity is entering the age
of knowledge and sciences. Sciences will rule the world to a larger measure in
the future. Thus, the adherents of a religion like Istam, whose principles are
supported by reason and science, should not be doubtful or find difficulty in
dialoguing with adherents of other religions. According to Gilen, dialogue is
not a superfluous endeavor, but an imperative. Gillen believes that dialogue is
among the duties of Muslims on earth to malke our world a more peaceful and
safer place.®

The two groups who oppose Giilen are in fact marginal, comprising only
a small percentage of Turkish society. The majority was supportive of Giilen's
meeting, which arguably had very positive results. One fruit of their efforts
came in the form of an interfaith conference organized by an interfaith dialogue
organization, the Foundation of Journalists and Writers in Turkey. This
conference, called the Abraham Symposium, was held in southeast Turkey
in the city of Urfa, believed to be the birthplace of Prophet Abraham. Another
potential fruit is the establishment of an interfaith university in the same
city, currently under consideration among members of the interfaith
dialogue community backed by Giilen and Pope John Paul I. Gllen’s visit
to the Pope has continued to bear fruits of dialogue among various groups.
Recently, a Chicago based organization which is inspired by the teachings
of Giilen invited about thirty members of religious communities in Chicago
to Turkey for an inter-religious dialogue conference. Again, one of the fruits
of this visit is that the Vatican representative in Turkey has waorked actively
to realize Muslim/Christian dialogue in more appropriate ways.

The necessity of Christian-Muslim dialogue is evident, according to Giilen,
for the purposes of re-establishing good relations between science and religion.
Science in the West has been an enemy of religion for several centursies,
Christianity has suffered very much from this. Through Muslim-Christian
dialogue, both religions will be able to once again reconcile religion and
science. Giilen says, “If there were no other reason for promoting Muslim-
Christian dialogue other than this, this reason would be enough to engage
in that dialogue, as being of utmost importance.”™! Giilen asks Muslims to be
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self-critical and maintains that they should not make the religion of Islam an
ideology. Making Islam an ideology in fact has brought it to the political arena,
thereby preventing Muslims from entering dialogue with adherents of other
religions. “Ideologies are divisive rather than uniting. This is a social and
historical reality.”™ He sees that Islam must be seen as a religion, exemplified
in mind, heart and daily life, and should not be a means of selfish partisanship,
personal or national hatreds, and feelings of enmity,

Pointing to a historical event that occurred at the time of Caliph “Umar bin
‘Abd al-‘Aziz or Omar I1, Giilen asserts that the Muslims' reference-point should
be based in Islamic principles. The story states that Umayyad governors were
taking jizya (poll-tax) from their non-Muslim subjects, even from those who
had embraced Islam, claiming that they had embraced it in order not to
have to pay the tax. When Omar 1T came to power, he vetoed legislation
supporting this practice. The governor of Egypt, Ayyub bin Shurahbeel Al-
Ashbahi, wanted exemption from this rule, and Omar TI replied with a letter
stating, “You will not take taxes from (former) non-Muslims who embraced
Islam. God, the Almighty, did not send Prophet Muhammad as a tax-collector,
but as a guide.” Referring to a prophetic tradition, which says “Make it easy
( Yassird do not make it difficult (wala tu'assire). Make it belaved (babbibu)
and give good news (bashshirw). Do not make it hated (walatunaffirid,”
Giilen says, “Fulfiliment of this prophetic tradition can be achieved only
through love and dialogue with followers of other religions."” Giilen frames
his idea of dialogue around the following Qur’dnic verse: “all mankind, we
have created you from male and female and have made you nations and tribes
that you may know one another” (Qur'an 49.13).

One can see in Giilen's writings that the ecumenical aspect of Islam and
its theological foundations for dialogue are under focus. His point of view is
that the religion of Islam, beyond accepting the formal origin of other religions
and their prophets, requires Muslims to respect them as fundamental Islamic
principles. A Muslim is the follower of Muhammad at the same time that he or
she is a follower of Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus and other Biblical prophets.
From Giilen's perspective, not to believe in the biblical prophets mentioned
in the Qur'an is enough of a reason to place someone outside the circle of
Islam.

Giilen’s good relations with minority leaders in Turkey also lends support
to his reputation for evenhandedness and openness. Two examples are
enough to give an idea about his efforts in creating peace among nations. First,
it is well-known that the situation of Greeks in Turkey is affected by Greek
and Turkish politicians almost daily. In the late 1980's, Giilen initiated
dialogue, and he has become a hope and a guarantor for Greeks in Turkey.
Jewish and Christian minorities are very supportive of Gilen. He established
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good relations with the Greek Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew. Second, in
spite of much opposition, he has worked to set up an educational program in
Armenia. He exhorted some Turkish businessmen io establish a high school
in Yerevan, the capital city of Armenia, to serve the younger generation in the
country. Another group of Turkish businessmen established a high school in
Moscow at Giilen's behest. Today a similar effort is being made to establish a
high school in Greece. Giilen's efforts show that he wants to establish bridges
between people and cultures in order to decrease enmity. Even in Turkey, he
believes that only well-educated Turks will be able fully to participate in the
progress of humankind. According to him his activities are not nationalistic:
“Our ongoing activities are for the good of all humanity, They should not be
considered limited to our own country, Turkey.”® Giilen is looking for an
inter-civilizational dialogue.

Giilen perceives that all humans are servants of God regardless of their
ethnic or religious background. “The religion of Islam gives the same value
to all humans, and calls them servants of the Most Compassionate One
(‘Tbad al-Rahman)."® 1t also accepts universalism by which it announces
the Prophets' rejection of superiority on the basis of color, nationality,
race, geography or profession. The Prophet of Islam says that there is
no superiority of Arabs over non-Arabs, and of non-Arabs over Arabs.*

Giilen holds that the tendency toward factionalism exists within human
nature. A pointed goal should be to make this tendency non-threatening and
even beneficial. Without a positive channel for its outlet within humans, this
tendency will develop in a negative direction. This is especially the case when
ignorance, uncivilized behavior and extremism help by fomenting sociat
diseases such that societies come to severely and incessantly fight each
other. On the other hand, as knowledge, gnosis and tolerance spread,
society will approach the “line of peace” toward understanding and social
reconciliation¥

in conclusion, one can arguably say that although Giilen is criticized for
his dialogue efforts by some radical Islamists, the Qur'anic teaching provides
much support for his approach towards People of the Book and adherents of
other traditions. Giilen, being very pious in his personal conduct, finds this to
be an essential element of the teaching of Islam. Especially now, a time when
hatred is widespread and the clash of civilizations is predicted, Giilen's efforts
are of paramount importance for modern humanity.
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