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CHAPTER 8

Fethullah Giilen’s Theology of
Peacebuilding

Zeki Sarioprak

G Lord, You are peace and peace comes fiom Yo,
Give us, our Lovd, n life fiull of pence.

Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him)

INTRODUCTION

ur world has become a global village where people are

more interconnected than ever. Technological progress

continues at an amazing speed. The emergence of human
beings’ awareness of their place in the universe increases their sharing
in one another’s happiness and sorrow; this consciousness is unique
to our gme and carries risks as well as benefits. No nation or ethnic-
ity in the world can claim complete isolation, even the most simple
of socieries. As a result of increased interacrion and access to faster
channels of communicadon, human beings have greater need than
ever for the maturity of mind and spirit to coexist peacefully. How-
ever, in contrast to the high speed of rechnological development, the
building of human relationships appears to be slower than cver.
Where greater communication should Ffoster real relationships
between members of the human family, today’s world instead faces
conditions in which two-thirds of the world’s population suffers
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from interpersonal violence and war. In this paper, I will examine a
sampling of Fethullah Giilen’s theological views on peace and peace-
building, and the rootws of these views in the Qurlan. This does not
claim to be an exhaustive study of Giilen’s writings on peace; rather,
it is a theological study of the Qur'anic foundations of his thought.

PEACE IN THE QUR’'AN

Building peace among human beings is the most important task,
though one of the most difficult of all, required of the human fam-
ily. Peace is one of the names of God (al-Salmm). Many Muslims
name their children Abd al-Salam (the Servant of Peace) after this
divine name. It is a responsibility of human beings to live peaceful-
Iy in order to make the entire world a reflection of the divine name,
Peace.

The Qur'an makes many references to peace. Muslim scholars
have cited many of these Qurianic verses in their writings on peace-
building. The Arabic root word for peace is s-f-2, which carries
connotations of both “peace” and “submission.” The words “Islam,”
*Muslim,” “Muslimun” {plural), and “Salam® all come from this
same root, The word “Salam™ is used many times in the Qurian, for
example, when describing the qualiry of the servants of Gad, who
are defined by their peaceful response to insult: “The servanes of
God are those whao walk on the earth modesdy, and when cerrain
foolish people address them, their answer is “salam™ (25:63), Thar
is to say, even if they are insulted they do not respond to evil with
evil. This principle is also emphasized in the following Quranic
verse: “When the servants of God pass near negative behavior, they
pass by with dignity and kindness™ (25:72).

Considering the violence in today’s world, and the prolifera-
tion of weapons capable of rendering the human family extince sev-
eral fimes over, it is urgent that both Muslims and adherents of oth-
er refigions follow the instructions of the Qur’anic verse for human
relationships: “Peace is berter” (4:128). Even in the midst of war,
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on the battlefield, if there is an opparruniry for peace, the Quranic
injunction is “if the enemy inclines towards peace, you should
incline towards it oo™ (8:61).

PEACEBUILDING AND THE BEGINNING OF IsLam

The very beginning of Islam was marked by successful peaceful res-
olutions to ongoing conflicts. The Propher was known for his non-
violent response to violence and persecution in Mecca. Flis peace-
building skills became so well known that he and his followers were
invited by the leaders of the city of Medina co build peace among
rival tribes that had been fighring for cenvuries. Under his leader-
ship, a peaceful sociery was successfully established in Medina, and
later, even in Mecca.

One example of the Prophet’s peacebuilding is the famous sto-
ry of the black stone, in which he solved a dispute among several
Arab tribal leaders in such a way that all were able to equitably
share in the same moment of honor, On another occasion, the rec-
onciliation of two individuals took precedence over even the Proph-
er’s prescribed daily prayer. This occasion is recorded in certain
Islamic references which indicate thae Abu Bakr led the prayver in
the Prophert’s absence.

The importance of peacemaking in early Islamic tradition can
be deduced from the presence of an entire bool on the Prophet’s
sayings about peacebuilding in Sakih al-Bulhari, the most authen-
tic collection of the sayings of the Prophet. One, for exampie, tells
the story of the Propher making peace berween rwo individuals
fighting over a debt owed:

Once, Allah's Apostle heard the loud voices of some opponents
quarreling at the door. One of them was appealing to the other
to deducr his debe and asking him o be lenient bur the other
was saying, ‘By Allah T will nor do so,” Allah’s Apostle wene our
to them and said, ‘“Who is the one who was swearing by Allah
thar he would not do a favor?® That man said, T am chae person,
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O Allalv’s Aposte! I will give my opponent whatever he wishes,’
{Al-Bukhari 1953, Hadith 868)

Human Sociery aND IsLAMIC V ALUES

Scholars of peacebuilding have developed principles thar are con-
sidered critical to coexistence and mutnal cooperation, which are
also referred to directly or indirectly in some Quianic verses. These
are: recognition of human dignity, understanding of the common
origins of all human beings, the cansiderarion of diversity as posi-
tive, the acknowledgment of other religions, the awareness that
judgment belongs to God alone (which oceurs on the Day of Judg-
ment), and finally the need for Muslims to practice good deeds.
They should deal justly and equitably in their interactions with oth-
ers {Fahmi 1993 cited in Abu-Nimer 2003, 73).

The Islamic view of human sociery is based on the principles of
harmony, knowledge, justice and peace: wars and violent actions,
while part of the history of every major world religion, have no
place in the essence of Islam. The Islamic understanding of Paradise
is based on peace; in fact, Paradise is called Dar al-Sulam (the
Abode of Peace). Peace is such a cenrral notion to Tslun that the
very preeting among the people of paradise is Peace, or Salnm
(10:10). The righteous will be told, “Enter paradise peacefully and
safely forever” (15:46). Muslims in their daily greerings use the
same language: as-salamu alaikum, or “peace be with you.” Muslims
are exhorted to try to make this world as similar as possible to the
ideal life of Paradise,

Despite this ideal goal, the Quran acknowledges the reality of
human nature and the possible conflicts that may arise berween peo-
ples. However, it constantly encourages believers to incline towards
peace in any situation of dispute. First of all, all human beings
should assume the responsibility to make peace, in accordance with
the divine principle “Fear God and make peace among yourselves”
{8:1). A similar Qur'anic verse speaks of the responsibility of politi-
cal authorides to make peace and stop violence if it occurs: when
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fighting occurs berween two rival groups, it is incumbent upon the
Islamic authority o make peace between the two. The Qurtanic
verse says, “If two groups of believers fight against each other, make
peace berween them. If one party does wrong o the other, you fight
thar which does wrong wntil it remrns to the ordinance of God. If it
reruens, make peace berween them justly, and acr equitably; God
loves the just™ (49:9). The verse clearly suggests that it is a compul-
sory dury for adherents of the Quian w prevent any aggression if
they are able, a dury thar requires the intervention of a third-party
as mediator to resolve conflict. The verse has been cited by some
scholars to justify the use of violenee in Islam and thus to refure the
pacifist hypothesis. However, other scholars argue that “the passage
clearly supports the concepr of mediation and fair and just third-par-
ty interventon” (Abu-Nimer 2003, 62).

Since God has placed no limitations on the devastaring capac-
ity of human anger, building peace is one of the most difficult tasks
for human beings. It requires steadfastness, resolve and patience,
which are considered prized values in Islam and essential elements
for peacebnilding scrategies. “Conrrol of emorions and listening to
the way of rational thinking are considered essentials o peacebuild-
ing” (Abu-Nimer 2003, 65). It is a long process, and it may take
generations to build worldwide peace, The Qurlan encourages
peace-builders in this struggle by reminding them of the eternal
rewards they will receive. Even if they are not fully successful, seill
they will be rewarded for their works, and therefore they should not
Jose hope while working for peace; even the angels in paradise will
greet such peacemalkers wich joy. “Peace be with you,” they will say,
“because of your patience in the life of the world™ (13:24).

Twa main principles upon which Islamic civilization is found-
ed are mutual cooperation and the loving interrelatedness of cre-
ation. The first principle is one thar scholars of peacebuilding refer
10 as “collaborarive action™ and “solidarity.™ According to this prin-
ciple, the planet depends on the mutual cooperation of all creatures

&

helping one another: rain helps grass to grow; grass helps animals
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10 grow; and animals help human beings to grow. This provides an
example for human beings. Thar is to say, “All human beings have
a common origin in God, who created them all equal. Therefore,
they should assist one another and nor neglect one another’s needs”
(Abu-Nimer 2003, 73). This principie finds its root in the Qurianic
verse, “[...] Help one another in what is good and pious, not in
what is wicked and sinful” (5:2). The second principle insists that
all members of creation be considered brothers and sisters. This
principle requires all human beings to reject anything that does
damage to this esscntial relationship; therefore, in Islam all forms
of chauvinism (including racism and nationalism) are unacceprable.
Therefore, communal solidarity is one of the goals that Islam purs
forward as a principle.

Some scholars suggest thart the five pillars of Islam have a direct
relationship to the work of peacebuilding and non-vielent action.
Shahadal indicates obedience to God and the Propher; the five dai-
ly prayers teach discipline; sakat provides social solidarity through
compulsory charity; fasting trains people to be patient and selfless
in times of difficufty and suffering; and the bajj creates unity and
friendship berween members of the community through pilgrim-
age. These pillars of Islam provide the necessary elements through
which one is prepared to make peace and to accept peace (Abu-
Nimer 2003, 45; sec also Satha-Anand 1993).

RELIGIOUS PEACEBUILDING IN THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

Nowadays, as mentioned above, the majority of the world’s popu-
lation suffers the effects of global conflicts and wars. The victims are
mainly the vulnerable: children, women and the elderly. The world
experienced history’s most devastating war just decades ago, and
there is fear that history may repeat iwself. The major European cit-
ies were in the midst of intense bombing. According to one
account, as many as 35 million people were killed during World
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War II. Enlighrenment and civilizarion did not help to prevent the
leaders of the “civilized” world from engaging in such destruction.
When reflecting upon the world wars, the global communicy
agrees, “never again,” However, the current trend of our world is
unfortunately not peace-oriented; indicadions are that we are headed
for worse destruction than our world has ever seen. Therefore, Mus-
lims, Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and adherents of all other
religions should malke every effort for the dominion of peace.

PeacepuiLDiNG 18 GULEN'S THOUGHT

In the Islamic world one can see important ctforts in this direcrion.
Fethullah Giilen was named the world’s most influential intellectu-
al in 2008 ina survey by Foreign Policy magazine. As elaborating on
Giilen’s biography is beyond the scope of this paper, suffice it to say
that Giiten’s passionate pursuit of a theology of peace began ar a
young age, in an era when anarchy and chaos were dominating
Turkish society. Marxist and nationalist groups were in armed con-
flict with one another. More than 10,000 people in Turkey were
killed in two decades during these clashes. Even families were not
immune to this violence and tragedy; members of the same family
could be found fighting on opposite sides of the conflicts. Giilen
made great efforts to extdnguish the fire of conflict amidst chis cha-
os, and his faith-based efforts had a significanr impact on building
peace berween rival groups. Giilen, in an interview with Safa
Kaplan in Istanbuls Herriyer, 21 April 2004, says the following
concerning his continuing theology of peace:

When anarchy was everywhere in our country, I called for calm-
ness and controiling of anger. I had received death threats, yet
I called vpon... to continue working for peace, “If T am assas-
sinated, despite all your anger, I ask you to bury my body and
scck order, peace and love in owur socicey.” Regardless of what
happens, we belicvers should be representatives of love and
security. I continue saying the same today.
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While Giilen did not directly intervene to stop the armed con-
flict, his educational efforts have equipped millions of young people
with religious and moral values that have prevented them from
engaging in such conflicts. Giilen believes that the new generation
should be equipped with qualities such as wisdom, compassion,
faith and knowledge.

It is a rradition among Turldsh intellecmals 1o work for the cre-

nnm

ation of an “ideal peneradon.” For example, Mechmet Akif Ersoy,
the writer of the Turkish National Anthem, chose the name Asim as
the proper name for the ideal generation: the “Generation of Asum”
{Astnz'm Nesti), Bedifizzaman Said Nursi spoke of the “New Genera-
tion” (Nusl-i Jadeed: Nesl-i Cedid, in Turkish). Necip Fazl Kisakiirek,
another prominent Turkish poet and author, idealized his penera-
tion as the “Faithful Youth Generaton® (Imani Genclil).

Giilen, having read the worl of his predecessors, examined his
own generation and found the lack of proper education o be the
essence of the problems the young people faced. Through his writ-
ings and encouraging the founding of educational institutions, he
has attempted to help develop such a generation, for which he has
coined the term “the Golden Generation” (Aftzn Nesil). The aim of
the Golden Generation idea is to provide a perfect education for a
perfect generation in order to obtain a perfect sociery, The Golden
Generation also requires the young people of the comnmunity to
show a grear respect for religious and narional values. Giilen hopes
that a lasting peace can be achieved through the work of a genera-
tion which is peaceful, made up of individuals who are living exam-
ples of peace, who will build bridges of dialogue and munial under-
standing to make peace among people. To Giilen, the Golden Gen-
eration has certain specific qualities: knowledge, faith, love, ideal-
ism, altruism, and acdon (Agai 2002, 27-47, see also Agai 2003).
In the last decade, when some political scientists spoke of a “clash
of civilizations,” Giilen ardently urged the building of “brealowa-
ters” in order to prevent such a clash,
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It is not an cxaggeration to asserc thai Giilen's theology
through such endeavors has, and will continue to have, a global
impact on building peace. Giilen’s philosophy of peace and his
efforrs are not isolated instances in Islam; in fact, as briefly men-
tioned above, the entire heritage of Islam is the foundation of
Giilen’s understanding of peace. He counts among his role mod-
els, cermainly, mystics such as Hasan al-Basri and AbuTalib al-
Maldd; scholars and mystics such as Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali,
Jalaluddin Rumi, Ahmad Sirhindi, and Bediiizzaman Said Nursi;
and most importangly the companions of the Propher. One can
argue that if any of these Muslim personalites had lived in our
time, they would be involved in the same worl as Giilen.

EpucaTiON AS PEACEBUILDING

Contemporary scholars of peacebuilding have claborated on certain
elements that are essential for making peace in any part of the
world. Two of these elements are education and knowledge. There
i no doubt that Giilen’s greatesr efforts and contributions are relat-
ed to these rwo fields. Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, in the beginning of
the cwentieth century, svared that “there are three major enemies of
Muslims: ignorance, poverty, and internal division (Nursi 1996,
1921). If we take a closer look at our modern world, we can casily
understand the importance of education, particularly for Muslims,
who constiture 22 percent of the world’s population. Population
growth is faster among Muslims than any other populatien, while
lireracy rares remain significantly low (Ahmed 2005). Giilen con-
siders fack of educarion to be a disease requiring a cure; his efforts
are an attemnpt to cure the disease.

Today in Turkey, Central Asia, and many other parts of the
world, the educational institutions that were established by Giil-
en Movemene participants have continued to contribute greatly
to the educarion of people of different religions and ethnicities.
In fact, his Golden Generation has already contributed, through
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educational endeavors, to the building of peace in many areas of
conflict, including the Balkans, northern Iraq, Northern Ireland,
and the Philippines.

Thomas Michel, in an article about Giilen, describes his own
visit to a school established by Giilen Movement participants on
the Philippine island of Mindanao. Michel visited an area of the
island where kidnapping, guerrilla warfare, and armed conflict
were constant between Moro separarisis and the Philippine state.
Michel states, “The school [the Philippine-Turkish School of Tol-
erance] offers Muslim and Christian Filipino children an excellent
education and a more positive way of living and relating to each
other” (Michel 2003). Michel (2003) found in the school stu-
dengs from all backgrounds and described it as a “haven of peace”
in this region of conflice.

My own experience echoes that of Michel’s. I visited Skopje,
Macedonia in the summer of 2004, where I had the oppormunity to
visit a school established by some Turkish businessmen who were
supporters of the Gitlen Movement. I was told that when civil war
was going on in the region, members of many different ethnic
groups were sending their children to this school. Their parents
were fighting one another, bur the children were living peacefully
under the roof of the same school. This same situation is true also
in educadonal instimitions established in other areas of conflict,
such as Iraq and East Africa.

IBn KHALDUN AND GULEN

In order to contextualize Giilen’s peacebuilding theology, 1 would
like to draw upon the famous fourteenth-century Muslim sociolo-
gist Ibn Khaldun’s understanding of peacebuilding. In Iba Khal-
dun’s philosophy, individnal efforts and sacrifices remain essendal
for building peace. He suggests that peace in society is possible
through the willingness of an individual to subordinate himself or
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herself to the group, Withour this, peace and social development
are not possible (Ibn Khaldun 1958).

Thn Khalduy addresses the development of urban society in the
term asebiyyn, or “group solidarity,” in a way which emprics the
term of its original connotations of racism and nationalism, both of
wilich are prohibired in Islam. I would like to borrow this term from
Ibn Khaldun to indicate solidarity around a value or an idea thac is
shared by members of sociery, Glilen’s “Golden Generation” exem-
plifies Ibn Khaldun’s idea of the establishment of peace in society.
Giilen considers peacebuilding as a sacred task. One can compare
people who contribute to the activities of this movement to those
who go 1o Friday prayer. Just as people perform their prayer as a
sacred duty withour being asked o do so, people are also coming
ogerher to build peace. In other words, people think chat the acgiv-
ities of the movement positively affect society and their spiritual life.
Thercfore, many want to be part of these activites. This rogethee-
ness berween people is not based on emotion; rather, it is based on
shared values. Following this theology people come together around
a particular ideal; therefore, the effectiveness of the movement is not
solely atrached to the charismatic leadership of one person. Gillen,
for example, insists that the movement should never be dependent
upon his personalicy, This approach will guarantee that the move-
ment will continue beyond the deach of its founder.

Gillen’s theology of peace is based on the integrity of the indi-
vidual; his approach to social restoration and peacebuilding, there-
fore, is one of “bortom-up™ social change. It should be noted that
Ibn Khaldur’s concept of Asabiyya carries its own risks of an exces-
sive group loyalry, which can be dangerous for a harmonious soci-
ety. Giilen, by emphasizing the quality of individuals, believes that
the Golden Generation should be able to practice and spread justice
and compassion in their societies, Therefore, his ideal Golden Gen-
cration is based not on ethnicity, but on moral and ethical dimen-
sions. There is no doubr that compassion and justice are two impor-
tant components of peacebuilding. Compassion requires justice. In
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Islum, a person is always encouraged to forgive even when his or
her rights are violated. Therefore, while the individual’s right to
seck retributive justice is retained, restorative justice is the preferred
response. Giilen in his theology of peace describes his ideal genera-
tion as a “selfless people, sincercly thinking of others rather than
themselves.” Fe says:

Who knows? Maybe in the near future some selfless peaple,
who sacrifice themselves to make others live, will unite hearts
and minds through their cfforts. Conscience and logic will
become twa different, deeply rooted dimensions of their lives
that will complete each other. Physics and metaphysics will
abandon the fight berween themselves: in order to give the
oppormunity for the beauty of everything to express jtself in its
own language, each will rerurn 1o its own field. These selfless
people will discover the interconnecredness of the divine com-
mand and the laws of narure. People will repent of their previ-
ous meaningless fights with one another, An ammesphere of
serenity will be built and be felt in homes and in schools. No
digniry will be stepped on. Hearts will be full of respecr ro the
extent thar no one will trespass on the property or the dignicy
of others. The powerful will act justly so that the weak and the
poor will have a chance 1o live humanely. No one will be
arrested just because of an assumption. No one’s house or busi-
ness will be arracked. No inpocent’s blood will be shed. No
oppressed person will cry out, Everyone will love human beings
as a duty rowards God. It is exactly this time when the workd,
which is a carridor to Paradise, will become a paradise-like place
thar will always be enjoyed (Giilen 20064, 110).

He strongly advocates selflessness and living for others as the
most essential qualities of the builders of peace. He calls them
“devoted souls” (adanms rublar). Selflessness has enormous poten-
tial in the building of a sustainable peace. Selflessness helps those
who dedicate themselves to peace berter understand the situation
and sufferings of victims. This eventually brings abour a collecrive
approach, which “allow[s] victims of injustice to exert influence
and power over the other side” (Abu-Nimer 2003, 75). By living
for others, Giilen believes that the ideal individual should always
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peefer the advantages of others over his or her own. This is in fact
a description of the believers in early Islam, the companions of the
Propher. The Qur'an says of them that “they prefer others over
themselves even if they are in need” (59:9). Withour a generarion
with similar qualities, Giilen, like Ibn Khaldun, argues that peace
would not be possible. This is why he. constantdy emphasizes the
need for faithful and selfless individuals to dedicare themselves to
the establishment of peace. In Giilen’s theology, educational insti-
rurions should serve to bring up such individuals from the realm of
imagination to the realm of realization. It can be argued thar alf of
Giilen’s educarional efforts work towards this goal,

Hore anD Love

Despite the overwhelmingly negative and violent state of the world,
Giilen remains hopeful abour the future of humaniry. He believes
that the efforts to build peace in the world and artempts o create a
harmonious society will bear fruit. This great hope is exemplified in
the following sratement:

Once, despire obstacles, throuph the teaching of the Quran, an
enduring love, respect, and dialogue were achicved. These days,
I have full faith that through ¢he cfforts of these bely people a new
armosphere, new underseandings and dialogue will be achieved.
Even now, through the migrants who carry this idea around the
world, the rivers of love have started to flow. Now they are
heard in every corner of the planet. The breezes of rranguility
and happiness have started to be felt. And in every corner of the
world, they are creating idfands af pence for stability and harmony

(Giilen 2006a, 111).%

According to Gillen, his ideal Golden Generavion will always
think of posidve steps to build peace. His Golden Generation will not
be distracred by historical misrakes. He would say, despite some neg-
ative historical experiences like the Crusades and colonization, “We

27 My emplasis.
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are resolved nor to remember those events and not @ give an oppor-
unity for the rebirth of animosity. We stongly encourage the con-
fining of historical mistakes within the limies of the history books so
as not to resurrect feelings of animosity berween people” (Giilen
2006b, 158).

Describing his ideal generation further, Giilen says, “Everyone
in their capacity is like an apostle of revivalism carrying in their
hands the {lowers of friendship, on their lips the songs of brother-
hood. Their tongue, which takes its essence from the eloquence of
the Qurlan, is stronger than any sword, Their words are afterlife-
oriented. These words shareer darkness withour harming anyone”
(Giilen 2006a, 112).

In Giilen’s ideal world “there is no bullying, no greed. no quar-
relling, no distrust, no lies, no oppression, and no deception. On
the contrary, there is chivalry, tenderness, the efforts of revival, the
love for life, kindness and dialogue, respect for truth, truse, acknowl-
edgement of kindness and generosity, the spirit of righteousness,
justice, and the following of the straight path” (Giilen 2006c,
88-92). In Giilen’s theology such an ideal generation can be an
important instrument for establishing such a world of peace where
“people love love and hate hatred” (MNursi 1996, 1930). Giilen
compares harred to a destructive flood which destroys trust among
segmens of society. This hatred brings baseless accusations against
the people who strive for peace. Through hatred, words can be tak-
en out of their context and even the most innocent statement can
be used against an individual (Glilen 2006a, 75).

“LIGHTING CANDLES” THROUGH THE MEDIA

One must acknowledge that building plobal peace is not an easy
task. It requires patience, an important Islamic virtue chat is repeat-
edly mentioned in the Quran.?® It also requires the sacrifice of indi-

28 For example, see 2:45, 2:153, 2:177, 2:250, 3:200, 8:46, 11:11, 14:126, 14:12,
31:17, 40:55, 43:43, and 46:35.
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viduals, Giilen suggests thar individuals who dedicare themselves to
working for humanity and building peace have to be patient and
uninfluenced by the trend of hasty and sloganeering politics.
Giilen’s own experience indicates some of the political difficul-
ries thar peace builders face: in the 1990s, when Giilen promoted
dialogue between different ethnicities and adherents of differcnt
religious traditions, both some extreme sccularists and some
extreme Muslims opposed him. Evenmally, he left Turkey for the
United States, for medical reasons, but also to avoid this conflict.
Giilen compares his opponents in Turkey to the Kharijites of
early Islam, saying, “Similar to the logic of Kharijites, this destruc-
tive group destroys cverything positive; like an anarchist under the
control of hatred and revulsion, they attack everything. They run
from one wildness to another, destroying the bridges of understand-
ing and making the roads of dialogue impassable, causing despair in
the loving spirits and injecting violence and hatred into hearts that
beatr with love™ (Giilen 2006a, 75-82). These thoughts express his
deep concern and fear for the future of peace in his own country.
Even in the midst of great fear and concern, Giilen remains
hopeful that the efforts 1o build peace will eventually be success-
ful. His hope grows ourt of his own experience: at one point, the
media and the secular elite of Turkey pronounced him persona. non
gratn wo the extent that his life was threatened.® As a result of this
experience, he later worked to develop a media presence thag
would “light candles™ of hope for believers in his community.
Giilen was aware that any theology, in order to communicate suc-
cessfully, must have access to the media, Those who opposed him
had this access and were able to communicate their own theolog-
ical and social ideologies in ways which, Giilen believed, damaged
the hope and faith of the pcople.
It is the duty of the ideal generatdon, he says, to enlighten peo-
ple rather than sulk in darkness. For this reason, during the 1980s,

29 For the derails of Giilen's feelings,,see Gillen 2006a, 75-82.
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the Giilen Movement worked towards the establishment of a news-
paper and later a television channel. Both projects became highly
successful both within and ourside Turkey. Through these, as well
as through monthly and weekly journals, the Giilen Movement suc-
cessfully established a powerful media presence, communicaring a
consistent theology of peacebuilding (Barton 2006). In an era when
the media is dominated by conflict, violence and shifting values,
Giilen’s media presence offers a powerful theological correcrive.

THEOLOGY OF FORGIVENESS AND COMPASSION

In Giilen’s theology of peacebuilding, there is no place for revenge.
Despite the hardships thar Giilen has faced during a process of legal
accusations, spirirual persecution, and exile, he has never soughe
revenge. “We are going to respect our character,” he says, “We will
not harm those who persecute us. We will not seek an eye for an
eye. We will never curse them. We will not break hearts, and in the
manner of Yunus [Emre, the famous fourteenth-century Turkish
poet], we will invite everyone ta love.... As a believer, I promise
that I will never shun any person, and I will not persecure those
who have transgressed against me” (Giilen 2006b, 217).

Scholars of peacebuilding consider forgiveness a cherished
virtue in Islam and an essential for peacebuilding, Giilen sees for-
giveness as one of the indispensable qualities of his Golden Gen-
eration. Therefore, according to him, the most important gift for
the coming generation is to teach children how to forgive. Giilen
stares, “Today’s generation’s greatest gift to ctheir children and w
their grandchildren is to teach them how ta forgive even the most
offensive behavior and nauseating actions™ (Giilen 2006d, 77).
He calls forgiveness a “heavenly medicine” that can cure the many
wounds of society.

For Giilen, another effecrive element with which to build peace
is love. He considers love to be an effective “weapon”; he embraces
this weapon of love against all violent actions:
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In a time when people are defeated by their sense of revenge
and animosity, when the masses are driven into strupgles and
wars, when truth is silenced before force, when those who wicld

1

power behave as tyrants against those whe disagree with them,
when dictators and oppressors are applauded and promoted,
while the oppressed are treated badly, we once again say: love.
T helieve that fove has the capacity to change the chythm of our
life (Giilen 2006¢, 113).%

According to Giilen, once one is equipped with love and com-
passion, there will be no difference berween “you,” “we™ and “oth-
ers.” Giilen considers love an essential efement of his theology of
peacebuilding. He says, “We need love and compassion more than
water and air” (Giilen 2006a, 184). Giilen describes those who love
others and live for others as heraes. He says, “Happy are those who
make love their guide in their journey. How unfortunate are those
who do not perceive the love that is grounded in their spirit and
who spend an entire life blind and deaf” (Giilen 1997a, 98).

Fethullah Giilen, who is unmarried and lives simply, has rio
worldly possessions.’! Giilen has renounced the material benefits
that could come from acrivities inspired by his teaching. Giilen’s
tremendous compassion for all people allows him ro feel the spiri-
mal benefits of building peace. Such spiritual benefits can be felt by
anyone who builds peace through compassion.

i the tradirion in which Giilen was raised, his understanding
is thar no matter how small, every creature praises God in its own
tongue (17:44), and therefore deserves its proper respect and com-
passion. Giilen says:

Compassion is the beginning of being; withoue it everything is
chaos. Everything has come into existence through compassion
and by compassion it continues to exist in harmony..... Everything

30 For fucther reading on Giilen'’s understanding of love for buman beings, see Giilen
2006b, 3+-38.

31 He has made iz clear thar he never made an intentional vow of celibacy, but just
never marricd because ic “never happencd.” He dees nor uphold lifelong celibacy as
an [slamie value.
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speaks of compassion and promises compassion. Because of this,
the universe can be considered a symphony of compassion. All
kinds of voices proclaim compassion so that it is impossilbile not o
be aware of it, and impossible not o feel the wide mercy encircling
everything. How unforrunate are the souls who don’t perceive
this..... Fluman beings have a responsibility to show compassion to
all living beings, 45 a requirement of being human. The more one
displays compassion, the more exalted one becomes, while the
MOre one 1e50its 1 wrongdoing, oppression and cruelty, the more
one is disgraced and humiliated, becoming a shame ta humanity
{Gitlen 1996, 40-42; sce also Giilen 1997h, 90-95).

In fact the above statement from Giilen reflects the Qurlanic
teaching of compassion which is necessary for solving the contem-
porary conflicts and bringing peace to our world.

ConNcLusIoN

As an ardent student of the Qur’an and Islamic tradition, Giilen has
developed his theology of peacemaking based on the Quranic prin-
ciples of peace and the examples of early Islamic history. Whar gives
us hope, after a discussion of Giilen’s thought, is that Giilen’s influ-
ence on public opinion has been significant through his powerful
media presence and work in education. His influence is deeply root-
ed in the best theological traditions of Islam, consistently referring
to themes of hope, love, compassion and forgiveness. These are
essential elements to any faith-based peacemaking activity. The
world is blessed to have such a strong personality as Giilen calling
so forcefully for the establishment of peace in a world that is suffer-
ing deeply as the result of conflict.
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