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Introduction

Dr. Colin Turner narrates a dramatic turning point in his life when he was questioned about the meaning of lā ilāha illa’llah at a rally in 1980s Britain where he and a large crowd of Muslim students were protesting the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Slogans shouted included “Russians out,” “Death to Brezhnev,” “allahu akbar” and “lā ilāha illa’llah.” When a passer-by asked him what lā ilāha illa’llah meant, without hesitation he answered “There is no god but Allah.” Turner was confounded when the questioner retorted, “I’m not asking you to translate it, I’m asking you to tell me what it really means.” Turner realized that he did not know the real meaning of tawḥīd, the central tenet of Islamic faith encapsulated in the phrase lā ilāha illa’llah. Determined to find the answer, he read all the books on Islam he could get his hands on. These books talked about Islamic practices, laws, ethics, economy, and government, but seemed to miss what mattered the most—an explanation of the meaning of lā ilāha illa’llah. The mosque imam at his university equally could offer no help. One fellow student, overhearing Dr. Turner’s questioning of the imam, said he had the tafsīr (exegesis) of lā ilāha illa’llah and offered to read it together. Thinking it would be no more than twenty pages he agreed. The answer turned out to be over 6,000 pages of theological writings in a large collection of books.1 These books were Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s magnum opus known as Risale-i Nur Kulliyat (Epistles of Light Collection). Nursi (1876–1960) is one of the most significant Muslim theologians and revivalist leaders of the twentieth century, yet one of the least known and researched.

The purpose of this book is to illustrate Islamic theology, what is believed and why, was a dynamic discipline much like law and other core Islamic disciplines. In modern times, venturing in theological inquiry is possible and acutely necessary as a continuation of classical Islamic theology. In this venture, significant contributions can be made to not only Islamic theology itself, but also to the inner and outer lives of Muslims who are struggling with timeless questions about existence and challenged by new contemporary ideas about God and the universe. The book’s focus on Said Nursi’s writings is a case in point to illustrate this purpose.

Theology is important not only to understand the core of a given faith tradition, but also to appreciate its worldview and social manifestations. In the case of Islam, significant knowledge gaps exist in the way Islamic theology and worldview is studied in conjunction to contemporary question put to religion. Astonishingly, as Montgomery Watt notes, no substantially fresh theological work had been produced within the normative Sunni tradition for more than five hundred years.2 In the Muslim world, modern Islamic scholarship mainly focuses on Islamic law and its related disciplines of legal theory, ethics, and social applications. In Western scholarship, study of Islamic theology followed an Orientalist approach covering mainly the classical period with a body of literature destined to gather dust on library shelves. New research generally gravitates toward radicalism, terrorism, and the social and political implications of Islamic movements in the post-9/11 world, significantly lacking their relationships to Islamic theology and thought.

In our time, research on Islamic theology and its study is largely overshadowed by three main imperatives. First, there is growing recognition that old frames of reference about Islam and Muslims constructed in Western discourse have to be re-examined. After the initial shock of 9/11, it was realized that old narratives no longer accurately describe the real world of Islam. There have also been numerous books published, countless documentaries produced and frequent TV debates conducted with probing questions such as, “Why do they hate us?” “Is violence in the nature of Islam?" “What gave rise to Al-Qaida and ISIS?” The fact we are asking so many questions is an admission that our old paradigms no longer match reality. Jonathan Lyons convincingly argues that a negative image of Islam and Muslims is perpetuated by certain social groups and institutions who stand to benefit from the survival of that image.3 While this has somewhat improved in recent years, Western paradigms of Islam and Muslims still need to be critically reassessed and reconstructed.

Second, when paradigms of Islam and Muslims are reassessed, a fundamental shift in the nature of the relationship between the Muslim and Western worlds is observed. At the outset of Islam’s birth in the Arabian Peninsula, the relationship was marked by the emergence and dominance of the Islamic civilization. For more than a millennium, from the seventh century to the beginning of the eighteenth century, Islamic civilization dominated global politics, science, culture, and commerce over an area spanning from the shores of the Atlantic Ocean to the Asia-Pacific regions.4 Although the Crusades made a lasting negative imprint on the psyche of Muslims, large populations of Christians, Jews, and people of other faiths lived under Muslim rule in relative peace and tolerance in a time when there were few Muslim minority populations living in countries governed by non-Muslims. Since the late eighteenth century, the baton of world domination passed to European powers. The intellectual, economic, and military ascendency of Europe enabled the Western world to almost completely colonise the entire Muslim world. In the post-colonial era of World War II, Western domination continued in the political, economic, and cultural space. This relationship of dominance was fundamentally altered since 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq with the key message that military domination and hegemony do not work. Although the Western hegemony did not completely end, recent historical developments strongly suggest there is a need to rethink and reshape Islam-West relations.

Third, there is a further element beyond the relationship problem—a clearly observable revival and resurgence of Islam throughout the Muslim world and among expanding Muslim minorities living in Western societies. The fact that millions of Muslims travel for annual pilgrimage (Hajj); Muslim women choose to dress in conservative Islamic clothing in increasing numbers; the abundance of Islamic online and printed publications and resources; the emergence of pro-Islamic political governments in some Muslim countries; and Islamic overtones in the Arab Spring revolution would suffice to demonstrate that an Islamic revival—although diverse in its nature—is taking place. It is important to understand the theological roots of this revival and examine where it may lead and how it will affect the rest of the world.

Counterintuitively, a deeper study of Islamic theology would provide a significant contribution to all three imperatives. Going back to Islamic theology with a fresh outlook and methodology would provide a solid basis for the re-examination of old paradigms about Islam. Study of Islamic theology would provide a firm foundation in the growing interest in interfaith dialogue as a way Muslims and Christians (and people of other faiths) relate to one another in a world where military domination and solutions have proven ineffective. As Christian scholarship is largely theological, Islamic theological juxtaposition provides a better ground for interfaith dialogue. Since Islamic theology and how it is invoked and expressed in the life of contemporary Muslims is the bedrock of all Islamic revivalist movements, its study is imperative in understanding the similarities and differences between contemporary Islamic movements.

Significantly, when one brings theology into the backdrop of contemporary imperatives in scholarship three knowledge gaps emerge. First is the insufficient exploration of the relationship between the theological expositions of the large transnational Islamic revivalist movements to their final social and political vision. The question of “How do revivalist founders express principle beliefs of Islam such that their followers are influenced to create a social vision for change?” is seldom asked. Such a relationship shapes their ultimate form and determines their influence on the immediate social environment. How this influence transforms the host society and then spreads across the Muslim world gains great importance.

The second gap follows on from the first. It is the gap in knowledge on how the theological outlook of a significant Muslim scholar shapes the worldview of Muslims who read and are influenced by their writings. Such links in contemporary Islamic revival are insufficiently explored. This point has paramount importance as the usual assumption is that Muslims are politically seduced to following a charismatic scholar because of their social and political narrative. This assumption creates a blind spot over the real nature of how Muslims are influenced by scholars. Muslims develop attachment and spiritual esteem for the scholar usually as a result of reading or listening to the scholars Islamic theological and Qur’anic interpretations. The social and political activism comes later with a desire to spread what benefitted them to other people. Even if the attraction is social and political narrative, a follower is inevitably moulded theologically over time. Thereafter, theology motivates their actions. Therefore, closing the gap in knowing how Muslims are influenced by a revivalist Muslim scholar’s theological and spiritual writings is a significant area of research.

The third knowledge gap exists with the relative lack of coverage of Islamic revivalist movements and theological works from Turkey. In his otherwise excellent coverage of Islamic theology, Montgomery Watt fails to include Said Nursi and his works in his coverage of the modern era of Islamic theology even though he mentions far less significant works and scholars.5 John Esposito in Islam the Straight Path covers revivalist movements in just about every major Muslim country but misses Turkey completely.6 Other similar studies do no better. Turkey’s growing influence in the Middle East and world geopolitics should arouse interest in the Islamic revivalist movements emerging from Turkey.

The purpose of this book is to illustrate Islamic theology, what is believed and why, was a dynamic discipline much like law and other core Islamic disciplines. Venturing in theological inquiry offers the possibility of making, significant contributions to not only Islamic theology itself, but also to the inner and outer lives of Muslims who are struggling with timeless questions about existence and challenged by new contemporary ideas about God and the universe. The book’s focus on Said Nursi’s writings is a case in point to illustrate this purpose.

More specifically, the book argues that Said Nursi, in response to the spiritual, intellectual, social, and political challenges facing Turkey and the Muslim world, followed a theological revival method and produced a fresh expression of Islamic theology based on the Qur’an. In doing so, he made original contributions to classical and normative Islamic theology.

The logic of this argument rests on the following premises: Theology is a rational endeavour to understand everything about God, from within a faith tradition and its scriptures, in response to problems posed by the conditions of particular time and place. Nursi lived through a tumultuous period, witnessing the collapse of the Ottoman Empire; emergence of secular nation states for the first time in Muslim history; two world wars; and the challenges imposed by European modernity on traditional Muslim societies and Islam. The conditions and restrictions Nursi faced meant that he could only have access to the Qur’an and nothing else. To deal with the complexity of circumstances and the social and political restrictions around him, Nursi chose a theological revival method, where he attempted to revive Islam by renewing faith in people through his theological writings. Since Nursi loaded so much significance and revivalist objectives to theology, he focused on areas of theology he felt needed most focus and as a result produced an original and fresh expression of Islamic theology based on the Qur’an.

While Nursi strictly followed the normative classical Sunni Islamic theology and stayed within the tenets of Qur’anic faith propositions as his fundamental theological orientation, he made fresh and original contributions to Islamic theological discourse in three ways. First, he responded to and addressed philosophical arguments against belief in God emerging from the European Enlightenment era. Second, he redefined the scope of Islamic theological discourse by circumventing topics no longer relevant for the contemporary era, going deeper in areas of theology skimmed briefly in the classical period and bringing rational scope to areas previously deemed unprovable with reason. Third, he contributed to the methodology and expression of Islamic theological tenets to make them more relevant and accessible to ordinary believers that classical Islamic theological discourse could not.

This book is structured in six chapters. Since the foundation of the book is the Islamic theological and scholarly responses to changed conditions of time and place, chapter 1 examines the development of Islamic theology from the time of Prophet Muhammad to the modern era. It gives a fresh definition of theology and introduces the concept of theologian’s tension—an irresistible sense of responsibility to address theological challenges coupled with a distinct aversion to involvement in theology driven by a fear of deviation or accusation of deviation. While this makes Islamic theology essentially a reactive discipline, just about all Islamic theological developments are the product of scholars who overcame the theologian’s tension and responded to the conditions and challenges of their time. Chapter 1 recognises a dynamic theological development taking place in the first three centuries, it also underscores a long period of theological drought lasting from late medieval times to the modern era. The modern era introduced dramatic challenges to Islamic theology and the faith of Muslim masses, soliciting a theological response. While there were notable responses, the most significant response came from Nursi.

Chapter 2 explores this response and Nursi’s theological revival methodology. The chapter introduces the concept of revivalist dilemma—the impulse to revive Islam countered by the knowledge that one’s scholarly work and activism would inevitably attract charges of treason. The awareness of major theological questions, the negative impact of modernity and materialistic philosophy on the faith of Muslim masses, and the need to avoid political persecution drove Nursi to devise a theological revivalist approach unlike other revivalist leaders of the twentieth century. Nursi’s eighty-four years of life spans a turbulent time. His struggle parallels the painful transition from a multi-faith and multicultural Ottoman Empire to a nationalist secular republic of Turkey. During the latter part of the Ottoman Empire (1900–1922) he tried to initiate an educational revolution, while in the early republic era (1922–1950) Nursi followed a distinctive and original theological revival approach.

The analysis of Nursi’s works in conjunction with classical Islamic theology begins with chapter 3, which centres on his contribution to Islamic epistemology. Nursi shifts the classical Islamic theological approach to epistemology to revelation and the universe, rather than the classic debate between reason (‘aql) and revelation (naql). In addition to the primary sources of the Qur’an and Sunnah (sayings and actions attributed to Prophet Muhammad), Nursi highlights the universe as the third primary and, crucially, equal source of knowledge. For Nursi, the Qur’an is the book of revelation and the universe is the book of creation, and both originate from God. The role of reason is to examine the correlation between the two. This chapter also constructs a theoretical framework for the study of theism. The framework rests on four fundamental questions about God—does God exist, is God one, how do humans relate to God and what does it mean to believe in God?

Chapters 4 to 6 investigate Nursi’s answers to these fundamental theological questions in the backdrop of classical Islamic theology. Chapter 4 deals with the proofs for the existence of God. In approaching these proofs, Nursi intentionally avoids the contingency and temporality arguments within the cosmological argument as he finds them burdensome and abstract for most ordinary people. In his attempt to engage ordinary readers, Nursi overlays his reasoning with literary devices and develops a unique style of analogies, storytelling, and personifications. With his default argument and the overarching governance argument, Nursi makes original contributions to the proofs of God’s existence in Islamic theology.

Chapter 5 examines how tawḥīd, oneness of God, is demonstrated and explained with various proofs within the classical Islamic theology and how Muslim theologians address the immediate theological implications arising from uncompromised monotheism of Islam. The chapter explores and analyses Nursi’s contributions to the proofs of God’s oneness and his answers to key theological and philosophical implications of the doctrine of tawḥīd. The chapter shows that Nursi made three main contributions to the understanding of tawḥīd in Islamic theology. First, he articulated an advanced definition of tawḥīd to include not only a broad understanding of the unity of the creator but to witness a stamp of unity in every created object. Second, he expanded on the traditional proofs of tawḥīd. He contributed to the discourse on cause and effect and provided new arguments supporting classical Islamic theological position that causes do not have real effects. Third, he thoroughly explained how the creation of universals and particulars would have no difference to God’s power and there is no more difficulty for God to govern a small object than the entire universe. With these contributions Nursi strengthens tawḥīd, the most significant doctrine of Islam.

Chapter 6 delves into Nursi’s account on how Muslims should relate to God in Islam. This area is one of the most distinctive aspect in Nursi’s thought where he combines elements of spirituality with theology. Building on the discourse of classical Islamic scholarship on attributes of God, Nursi primarily focuses on the Qur’anic concept of the Beautiful Names (asmā al-ḥusnā) of God. This approach allows Nursi to argue that such a focus instils a profound appreciation of God stemming from knowledge of the world and the universe. The spiritual aims of knowing and getting close to God are realised not only through the traditional spiritual methods of worship (‘ibāda) and remembrance of God (dhikr), but also by reflecting (tafakkur) on how God’s names manifest over the universe and created artefacts therein. Essentially, Nursi makes a highly original contribution that scientific knowledge can potentially increase one’s understanding of God and inculcate spiritual closeness to God.

In producing this book, I have carried out textual analysis in three layers. The first layer was a rhetorical analysis that set the context for Nursi’s writings. Nursi’s identity and influence as a Muslim scholar living through a pivotal transition from the classical to the modern period of the Muslim world gives a historic context to his writings. This transition also had a dramatic effect on Nursi as he goes through an inner transformation causing him to turn his focus to theology rather than more direct social and political activism. Analysis of Nursi’s main aims and audience in producing his works was significant in deciphering the language and style of his writings.

The second layer involved a discourse and thematic analysis to examine the key ideas and arguments of Nursi’s writings. Nursi’s theological writings are spread throughout his works without a clear thematic structure, despite each passage having clearly articulated and structured themes. Some arguments are repeated to support related theological interpretations and arguments. Discourse analysis was used to deconstruct his main theological arguments, while thematic analysis was used to reconstruct his arguments within the theological framework of this book. I should note that, while this method helped clarify Nursi’s arguments, it removed important theological links Nursi threads in his writings that add to the strength of his style and persuasive power of his arguments.

Third layer is the contextualization, critical analysis and evaluation of Nursi’s arguments and theological elucidations with the Māturīdī and Ash’arī theologies in a comparative framework. Such juxtaposition has given Nursi’s theology a context through which both common elements and distinctive features are revealed. This highlighted the links with classical Islamic theology and expedited finding Nursi’s original contributions to Islamic theology.

I have used primary texts and worked with Nursi’s original works written in the classical Turkish language. Nursi’s writings are collected in thirteen volumes. Hutbe-i Shamiye (1911) is the print version of a notable sermon delivered to a very large congregation in 1909 at the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus. Muhākamāt (1911) is a work of exegetical methodology written as an introduction to his intended exegesis of the Qur’an. Ishārāt al-ījāz (1918) is a Qur’anic exegetical work that Nursi started just before World War I, but could not finish due to war. It covers the first chapter of the Qur’an and up to the 33rd verse of the second chapter. Mathnawī Nūriye (1923) forms the seedbed of Nursi’s theological works expressed concisely in short passages. The main core of Nursi’s theological writings are Sözler (1926–1930), Mektubat (1929–1934), Lem’alar (1932–1936) and Şualar (1936–1949), written in sections across a twenty-four year period. Nursi’s correspondence with his students has been compiled in four volumes (Barla Lahikası (1926–1935), Kastamonu Lahikası (1936–1943), Emirdağ Lahikası I (1944–1947) and Emirdağ Lahikası II (1949–1960). These works are valuable in understanding Nursi’s methodology of religious revival, principles of religious activism and consoling spiritual advice to his students disheartened under political pressure. The last piece of the collection is Nursi’s biography, Tarihçe-i Hayat (1953),7 published during his later life by his students. These works form the primary sources of this study.

In spite of the fact that Nursi used a colloquial version of Ottoman Turkish to render his writings more accessible to ordinary readers, the language is hard to understand for the modern Turkish speaker as it is replete with Arabic and Persian words and phrases. Working with original texts not only helped preserve the integrity of Nursi’s thought and discourse, it also uncovered important aspects of his style. I have used prints published by Söz Basım Yayın, which have additional features quite useful for researchers: a mini dictionary of more difficult words for each page, a comprehensive index, a separate index of concepts, detailed table of contents, added footnotes to Qur’anic and hadith references cited but not usually referenced in the original texts.

For English, I have used Şükran Vahide’s translation as a base. Translations were checked with the original and rendered to make them more accurate and readable if there were rare mistakes or ambiguities. I have not translated words indicating key theological concepts. I have, for example, used rubūbiyyah instead of using the translation “dominicality.” Although this is literally a correct translation, it does not convey the Islamic theological concept of rubūbiyyah, which means God’s ownership, governance and related divine actions particularly guiding all beings towards their potential and purpose throughout the universe. The same approach is followed for the names and attributes of God. Where words and expressions have generic theological significance, I have used the Arabic transliteration rather than the Turkified version used by Nursi. Instead of rububiyet as written in the Turkish original text, I have used rubūbiyyah so the word is understood by a wider readership and linked to other Islamic theological literature. If the expression was not theologically significant, I have retained the Turkish original and given the English translation in brackets.

Lastly, the style is customized when referencing Nursi’s works. It is very difficult to find the right location in Nursi’s works as there are many prints of his works and consequently pagination are often different. Therefore, I have included the additional layers of numbering Nursi uses in his writings to make referencing easier. For example, instead of “Nursi, Words, 65,” the reference is “Nursi, Words, 10th Word, 3rd Truth, 65.”
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