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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Contents
1.1  Tafstr (Qur’anic Exegesis) in the Classical and Modern Period................. .7

In the life of Muslims, the Qur’an is of particular importance because it is the
exact revealed word of God and the most significant source of Islam. It has
an inimitable and unique nature, and it is protected by God from any corrup-
tion. The Qur’an is a true guide leading humanity to happiness in this world
and the hereafter. The Qur’an is a book of law, prayer, wisdom, worship,
commands and prohibitions. Muslims believe that the Qur’an was revealed
for people of all centuries, and it meets the needs and requirements of all
people. Therefore, interpretation of the Qur’an has been the most important
concern of Muslims from the earliest period of Islam up to the present.

Various exegetical works have emerged from the earliest period of Islam
to today. While some Qur’anic exegetes such as Tabari (d. 310 AH /923
CE) relied on tradition-based exegesis, the others such as Fakhr al-Din
al-Raz1 (d. 606 AH/1210 CE) focused on reason-based exegesis.
Moreover, by the ninth century CE, major religio-political schools such as
Sunni, Shi‘a and Kharijite developed their distinctive approaches to
Qur’anic exegesis. In addition, a number of other significant forms of
exegesis also emerged in the first three centuries of Islam such as theologi-
cal, legal, mystical and philosophical exegesis.!
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The world has experienced various changes in the modern period. Such
changes like globalization, migration, scientific developments, materialism
and positivism, secularism, the emergence of nation states and greater
interfaith relations affected the Muslim world in the modern period.
Because of the challenges that faced modern Muslims, Muslim scholars
returned to the Qur’an and its interpretation. In the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, modernist exegesis emerged under the impact of Western critical and
positivistic thought and modernism in various parts of Muslim lands such
as India and Egypt. Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898) and Muhammad
‘Abduh (d. 1905) are two earlier and significant figures of this trend. Both
approached the Qur’an differently in many respects, emphasizing the
importance of moving away from imitation of the past towards a sensitive
approach compatible with modern life. In their views, there was the need
for reinterpretation of the Qur’an with a scientific world view in mind.
They wanted to reinterpret miracles in the Qur’anic text in line with mod-
ern science and reason.?

Bediuzzaman Said Nursi (1877-1960) is also a great modern Muslim
scholar from the twentieth century. He may be considered to be the most
influential scholar in the social and intellectual development of Islam in
modern Turkey.? In the face of modernity, he also dealt with the interpre-
tation of the Qur’an and attempted to respond to the challenges. His
magmum opus the Risale-i Nur collection is a 6000-page commentary on
the Qur’an. It is not necessary to all commentators to interpret all verses
of the Qur’an. Some of them must give priority to serve the needs of their
times. Nursi started his task from the most important point, at a period
when religious education and the time given to religious sciences had been
decreased. Nursi’s commentary made strong explanations about topics
like the existence of God, His attributes, the Angels, holy books, prophet-
hood, revelation and the hereafter. The Risale-i Nuris a commentary that
usually explains the verses concerned with the fundamentals of belief,
which is a topic of the discipline of systematic Islamic theology. It clarifies
and proves truths of the Qur’an related to belief with powerful argu-
ments.* In his works, Nursi expressed the main issue of the Muslim world:
the weakening of belief’s foundations. He attempted to strengthen belief
against the unceasing attacks of positivistic and materialistic science by
reconstructing Islam from its foundations of belief.?

It is noteworthy that Nursi generally divides Qur’an commentaries into
two categories: literal tafsir (elucidates the Qur’anic phraseology and
words) and ma‘nawi tafsir (exegesis on the Qur’an’s meanings and mes-
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sage), and then he defines his collection as a kind of ma‘naw? tafsir, a
commentary on the Qur’an’s meanings in a number of places.® The first
type of Qur’an commentaries elucidates the Qur’an’s phraseology, words
and sentences. But the second type (ma‘nawi tafsir) elucidates and proves
the Qur’an’s truths related to belief with powerful arguments. Nursi
emphasizes that the Risale-i Nur has made this second type its basis
directly, and is a commentary on the Qur’an’s meanings.” It is concluded
from the above that Nursi focused in his collection on the meanings and
the message of the Qur’an rather than verse-by-verse exegesis in classical-
style commentaries except for his one-volume Qur’an commentary,
Isharat al-19az (Signs of Inimitability). Isharat al-Iaz is a reason-based
exegesis (tafsir bi-al-ra’y), and Nursi utilizes the methods of the classical
exegesis (verse-by-verse analysis) in his interpretation.

However, Nursi also defines his collection as “a work of kalam” in a
number of places. Nursi emphasizes that the works of his Risale are lessons
in the discipline of kalam, and the Risale showed a way to the essence of
reality through logical proofs and scholarly arguments and a direct way of
“greater sainthood” within the sciences of kalam, and ‘aqida and wsil
al-din.8 In addition, Nursi’s primary concern is the renewal of belief and
the reform of the individual. While the majority of modern Muslim move-
ments has put emphasis on the “implementation” of Islam at the sociopo-
litical level, discussion mainly on issues such as Islamic law and the concept
of the Islamic state, Nursi is one of the few Muslim intellectuals who did
not deal much with the socio-economic or political issues of Muslim life in
the twentieth century.? It could be said that he made a distinction between
Islam and politics and did not aim at political Islam.

Taking into account the information above, it could be said that Nursi
combines a number of Islamic disciplines in his writings, attempting to see
the whole picture as sciences (Islamic disciplines) break (divide) the reli-
gion into separate pieces very much. Therefore, Nursi’s descriptions of
tafsir, kalam and other descriptions for his collection need a further study
to discover his unique method. This book aims to analyse the existing
approaches to the collection with regard to its method and develops the
existing point of view by reformulating it such that the new version makes
a better explanation of it.

In recent years, the world has witnessed the rise of narrow literalism in
Islamic social and political movements. This literalism depends on reading
straight from sacred text to modern world, as if every word of the Qur’an
is a signpost for the twenty-first century. But this was not always the case,
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as seen in the writings of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi. Nursi is one of the
distinguished Muslim scholars for the modern Islamic thought, and his
ideas have been influential in the Muslim world. As a result, the Risale-:
Nur has been translated into many languages, read by many people
throughout the world, a number of symposiums organized for it and
chairs and institutes established in its study.

Large numbers of PhD research theses have been written on Nursi and
particular themes of the Risale-i Nurin contemporary Islamic scholarship.
Also, a large number of academic symposiums have been organized since
1991 in a variety of different countries. Each symposium focuses on a
particular theme of the Risale-i Nur collection such as ethics, justice and
frugality. The fourth international symposium held in Istanbul in 1998
titled, A Contemporary Approach to Understanding the Quran: The
Example of the Risale-i Nur is a good example of such symposiums.!?
Colin Turner’s recent published book, called The Qur’an Revenled: A
Critical Analysis of Smid Nursi’s Epistles of Light (Gerlach Press, 2013), is
a good source book for the major themes of the Risale-i Nur. However,
there is a need for the analysis of the collection in the discipline of tafsir
and modern Qur’anic exegesis.

The objective of this book is an enquiry into Nursi’s methodology of
Qur’anic exegesis, seeking to locate Nursi within modern Qur’anic schol-
arship. How Nursi relates the Qur’anic text to concerns of the modern
period needs to be examined. Therefore, this study aims to analyse Said
Nursi and the methodology of exegesis in his Risale-i Nur collection gen-
erally, and particularly in his two books, Isharat al-IYaz (Signs of
Miraculousness) and The Mubakamat (Reasonings), in order to explore
Nursi’s approaches to Qur’anic exegesis. The book aims to compare
Nursi’s approach to two modernist scholars, Muhammad ‘Abduh and
Syed Ahmad Khan. The reason for this comparison is that ‘Abduh and
Khan are considered as the seeds of the Islamic modernism, and Nursi’s
method can be better placed within modern Qur’anic scholarship through
this comparative analysis. While similarities are recognized, there are
methodological differences among these scholars.

In the context of modernist exegesis, this book focuses on the differ-
ence between Nursi’s reading of the Qur’an and that of his counterparts
who follow both classical and modern approaches. Does he offer a new
reading differing from others or does he follow very well-established exe-
getical traditions? Where does Nursi stand in relation to various modern
Muslim scholarship on the Qur’an? The work attempts to respond to
these questions.
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This book comprises six chapters. Chapter 2 reviews the previous rele-
vant literature on zaf577 and the Risale-i Nur collection. Later, the chapter
analyses Nursi’s life and his intellectual career. This section focuses on
Nursi’s life periods and their characteristics, his theological thoughts and
his approaches to the Islamic disciplines such as figh (Islamic jurispru-
dence), kaldm (Islamic systematic theology) and tasawwuf (Stfism). After
that, the chapter examines attempts to revitalize kalam and discussions
regarding “new kalam” in the twentieth century CE since Nursi is a part
of this movement. Finally, the chapter introduces Nursi’s major books in
the collection which are the most relevant to this study. Chapter 3 investi-
gates approaches to the Qur’an and #afs7r in early Muslim modernism, the
main figures of this period such as S. Ahmad Khan and Muhammad
‘Abduh, and the characteristic features of modern exegesis. Later on, the
chapter discusses Nursi’s definition of his collection and the place of the
Risale-i Nur collection in Islamic disciplines, particularly in the discipline
of tafsir. Through this analysis, the chapter provides supporting evidence
of the argument of this book.

Chapter 4 analyses Nursi’s views on revelation and the nature of the
Qur’an in the context of the modern approaches. The notion of revelation
and the nature of the Qur’an are the significant theological subjects. The
chapter also examines the major themes of the Qur’an and the distinctive
characteristics of Meccan and Medinan chapters in Nursi’s writings. While
Chap. 3 presents the main features of modern exegesis, Chap. 5 analyses
natures and functions of the Islamic disciplines in the classical period,
focusing on what happened to these disciplines in the modern period.
After clarifying the methodological reforms in the Islamic disciplines
argued by the modernist intellectuals, the chapter provides Nursi’s
approach in this context. Then, the chapter scrutinizes the exegetical prin-
ciples of Nursi on tafsir bi-al-ma’thir (tradition-based exegesis) and tafsir
bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis) with special reference to the views of the
early Muslim modernist thinkers.

Chapter 6 discusses the sciences of the Qur’an ( Uliim al-Qui’an), analys-
ing the views of modern Muslim scholars, particularly A. Khan and ‘Abduh,
on these topics. In the context of the modernist views, the chapter focuses on
Nursi’s approach to the major Qur’anic sciences, which are occasions of rev-
elation (asbib al-nuziil), abrogation (naskh), clear and ambiguous verses of the
Qur’an (mauhkam wa-mutashabih), inimitability of the Qur’an (#az al-Qur’an),
Qur’anic narratives (gasas al-Qur’an), ditficult words and passages (mushkil
al-Qur’an) and intratextual hermeneutics (tandsub). The chapter contributes
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to the study and provides various aspects of Nursi’s exegetical methodology,
along with the views of modernist exegesis. Chapter 7 examines the major
exegetical trends, which are theological, legal, mystical (Siiff) and scientific
exegesis. It presents the views of the modernist exegetes, particularly analys-
ing Nursi’s approach to these exegetical traditions in great detail. Finally, the
conclusion briefly discusses the main points of the book, emphasizing how
each chapter of the book fits within the argument of the study as a whole and
contributes to the main argument of the work. It highlights some of the key
contributions of this book. Later, the conclusion provides a summary and
implications of this book.

This work represents a good contribution to existing works, attempting
to show Nursi’s place in the wider context of the exegetical discipline. The
main argument of the book is that Said Nursi’s methodology can be
described as kalamisation of tafsir and other Islamic disciplines. Moreover,
the main books of the collection can also be considered as a kind of the-
matic exegesis, while his one-volume commentary is a reason-based exege-
sis. Furthermore, this book brought together a large number of ideas
related to the Risale-i Nur and situated them in a coherent framework in
the context of modern Qur’anic exegesis. A large number of works have
been done on modernist exegesis in the world, and one of the great con-
tributions of this study is that it presents existing literature on modernist
exegesis in contemporary Turkish academia. The book analyses develop-
ments in Qur’anic exegesis and Islamic thought in the modern period,
focusing on what Nursi says about these discussions. Through this study,
I have attempted to present the methodology of Said Nursi and modernist
exegesis. I have examined what Nursi can address today’s world and add
to contemporary discussions.

As source materials, this study uses many primary Islamic sources from
the Islamic disciplines, particularly #afs7zr sources in the classical and
modern periods and various academic works in the West and the East in
the modern period. M.A.S. Abdel Haleem’s English translation for all
Qur’anic verses quoted is used in this study. The primary sources of this
book are Nursi’s works in his Risale-i Nur collection. Nursi’s works have
been translated into English and Arabic. The author has used Nursi’s orig-
inal Turkish texts, Hiiseyin Akarsu and $iikran Vahide’s English transla-
tions of the Risale-i Nuy for this work. He has relied on his own translation
from the original Turkish, adding sometimes significant concepts in brack-
ets to the citations from Nursi. He has also checked the English transla-
tions with Nursi’s original texts in Turkish. For the modernist exegetes,
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the works of ‘“Abduh and Ahmad Khan are available in English and Arabic.

Also, various academic studies on Nursi and the modernist exegetes such

as ‘Abduh and Khan have been conducted in English in the West. With a

few exceptions, the transliteration system adopted by the Encyclopaedia of
Islam is used.

1.1  Tarsir (QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS) IN THE CLASSICAL
AND MODERN PERIOD

Tafstr (Qur’anic exegesis) is one of the most important disciplines in
Islamic studies, and is also a branch in the sciences of the Qur’an. Tafsir is
an Arabic word, meaning “interpretation”. Specifically, it is the general
term utilized in connection with all genres of literature which are commen-
taries on the Qur’an.! There is disagreement about the origin of the term
tafstr among linguists. Qur’anic scholars state that it is derived from fasr
(to expound, reveal), or saf (to unveil or uncover), or tafsira (a tool used
by a doctor to diagnose illness).!? Edward Lane lists the meanings of tafsir
as “discovering, detecting, revealing, developing, or disclosing, what is
meant dubious expression; expounding, explaining, or interpreting, the
narratives that occur, collected without discrimination in the Qur’an, and
making known the significations of the strange words or expressions, and
explaining the occasions on which the verses were revealed.”'® Zarkashi
(d. 795 AH /1392 CE), a scholar of the principles of zafsir, defines “an area
of knowledge which God’s book is understood via it, the explanation of'its
meanings. Its rulings and wisdoms are derived through this discipline.”*
Muslims believe that the Qur’an is the exact revealed word of God.
Qur’anic exegesis has emerged as one of the Islamic disciplines. Since the
Qur’an was the most important interest in the life of the early Muslims,
one of their primary concerns was to understand the message of the
Qur’anic text. For this reason, Muslims engaged with it from the begin-
ning in less formal ways even though Qur’anic exegesis as a discipline
developed over time. They reflected on it, discussed it, as well as attempted
to explain it to one another. A rudimentary zafs7r tradition began during
the Prophet’s time. According to the Qur’anic verse,'* one of the Prophet’s
fundamental missions is to explain the Qur’an.!¢ Therefore, we can find
recorded in the traditional literature many instances of the Prophet inter-
preting the meaning and implications of Qur’anic pericopes because reve-
lation needed exegesis.!” It should be noted that there is a section on zafsir
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or on the virtues of the Qur’an in most of the canonical or sub-canonical
collections of the prophetic traditions such as Bukhart (d. 256 AH /870
CE) and Muslim (d. 261 AH /875 CE).!® However, little of the Prophet’s
own Qur’anic interpretation is recorded. It was a practical exegesis, in that
he illustrated the Qur’anic concepts and commands with his actions.!?

Only a few companions of the Prophet reportedly contributed directly
to interpretation of the Qur’an. These include the first four caliphs, Ibn
‘Abbas (d. 687 CE), Ubayy ibn Kab (d. 656 CE) and ‘Abd Allah ibn
Mas‘ad (d. 653 CE). However, many other companions engaged in exe-
gesis, using some sources in interpreting the Qur’an. These sources are the
Qur’an (interpretation of the Qur’an in light of the Qur’an), the pro-
phetic tradition, their intellectual effort and their own understanding of
the text and the narratives of the People of the Book.?® In the period of the
successors, the need for exegesis increased. They were a more heteroge-
neous group. In this time, the certain locations (Medina, Mecca, Iraq)
began to develop proto-traditions of local interpretation under the guid-
ance of their respective companions (Ibn ‘Abbas, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, and Ibn
Mas‘ad).?! It should be noted here that there is a debate about the exis-
tence of exegetical literature in the first century AH/seventh century
CE. As A. Saeed emphasized, the earliest Qur’anic exegesis (in the time of
the Prophet and the companions) was mainly oral, as well as dependent on
oral transmission. Written exegesis developed later.?

According to recent research, written exegetical literature emerged at
least by the early second century AH /cighth century CE.>® There is a
huge range of literature that can be found from the eighth century CE to
today. We will put forward the major exegetical sources of most relevance
to this book. It is worth noting that the history of Qur’anic exegesis is
customarily divided into three periods: the Formative Period, the Classical
Period and the Modern Period.?*

It should be emphasized that Qur’anic interpretation (tafs7r) is divided
into two broad categories: tafsir bi-al-ma’thir (tradition-based exegesis)
and tafsir bi-al-va’y (reason-based exegesis). Tradition-based exegesis
emphasizes interpretation of the Qur’an by the Qur’an, by a hadith of the
Prophet, or by the opinions of the earliest Muslims (the companions of
the Prophet, or the successors), as well as restricting the scope for inde-
pendent reasoning in the understanding and interpretation of the Qur’anic
text. On the other hand, reason-based exegesis relies not only on the
Qur’an, hadith and the earliest Muslims, but also on the views of later
scholars, linguistic analysis and investigating the implications of different
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language usages on meaning, including a metaphorical reading of certain
types of the verses.?

In the classical period, Tabar’s Jami' al-Bayian' an Ta’wil Ay al-Qur’an®®
(the sum of clarity concerning the interpretation of the verses of the
Qur’an) is the most significant source of the tradition-based interpreta-
tions. Morcover, it is also accepted that the first Sunn??” exegetical corpus
based upon traditions is Tabar?’s exegesis.?® Furthermore, his exegesis
contains approximately 37,000 of the exegetical narrations with chains of
transmission from the Prophet Muhammad, the companions, the succes-
sors and the followers of the successors, whereby he presents the first three
centuries’ endeavours to understand the Qur’an. He also makes his own
views clear about diverse opinions of earlier commentators.? In addition,
his landmark work is the first to combine fully the various formative stages
or clements of Muslim exegesis which preceded his time.* For these rea-
sons, Tabart’s exegesis is of particular significance in Qur’anic studies. It
will be of particular value to us when analysing S. Nursi’s approach to
tradition-based exegesis in interpreting Qur’anic pericopes.

Another important tradition-based interpretation is Ibn al-Kathir’s (d.
774 AH /1373 CE) Tafstr al-Qur’an al-‘Azim.?' Ibn al-Kathir’s exegesis
is one of the encyclopedist tafszr works in the tradition of Tabar1.?? Like
Tabar?’s exegesis, his exegesis contains much traditional material; how-
ever, in contrast to Tabari, it is not simply a compilation uncritically col-
lected. Rather his interpretation is most thoughtfully ordered, as well as
evaluated.®® In other words, he examines and evaluates the exegetical tra-
ditions according to his rather strict conceptions in the manner of his
teacher Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328 CE).* It is important to note that a turn-
ing point in the exegetical literature is Ibn al-Kathir’s exegesis. Norman
Calder underlines that Ibn al-Kathir has strong Sunni tendencies, rejects
mere reason-based exegesis and has a critical approach to zsra’zliyyat
reports.® Ibn al-Kathir does not generally like polyvalent readings; he
argues vehemently for a single “correct” reading. In addition, he and his
mentor Ibn Taymiyya represent appeal away from the authority of the
community and the independent authority of the intellect, as well as not
trusting the intellectual tradition of Islam and of the collected experience
of the community.*® It should be noted here that there is a turning towards
the earlier tradition and polyvalent reading after Ibn al-Kathir. At this
juncture, Ebi al-Sutd’s (d. 982 AH /1574 CE) and al-Alast’s (d. 1270
AH /1854 CE) commentaries may be given as significant examples.
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Moving to reason-based exegesis here will be valuable. In the classical
period, theological concerns also began to have a greater effect on Qur’anic
exegesis, and this trend produced the most famous Qur’anic commentar-
ies in the Muslim world. Debates were on the central questions of Islamic
theology and the various positions to be found in the Qur’an. Free will
and predestination, the attributes of God, the nature of the Qur’an, the
imposition of the tasks of the law, and the nature and extent of the
Hereafter were some major topics.’” As A. Saced states, the theologians
from the Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite schools*® contributed more to theo-
logical exegesis than other theologians.?

One of the most prominent theological commentaries is the Mu‘tazili
grammarian and linguist al-Zamakhsharm’s (d. 538 AH/1144 CE) al-
Kashshaf an Haqaiq al-Tanzil (the unveiler of the truths of revelation).*
His exegesis contains a quintessence of the Mu‘tazili doctrine.*! However,
his reputation as a Qur’anic exegete rests more on his qualities as a gram-
marian and philologist, as well as master of rhetorical and literary criticism.
For these reasons, he is appreciated in mainstream circles up until today.*?
His work is relevant to this book because Nursi mentions al-Zamakhshart*?
and puts emphasis on Arabic rhetoric** in his interpretation of the Qur’an.
Moreover, from time to time Nursi disagrees with the Mu‘tazili doctrine,
and criticizes some Mu‘tazili ideas.*®> Hence, this source will assist us in
analysing Nursi’s theological and rhetorical exegesis.

In reason-based exegesis, there are also two significant sources con-
cerned with al-Zamakhshari’s exegesis. One of them is Shafi‘ite jurist and
theologian al-Baydawi’s (d. 716 AH/1315-6 CE) Anwair al-tanzil
wa-asrar al-ta’wil (The lights of the revelation and the secrets of the exe-
gesis).* Al-Baydawi reduces al-Zamakhshari’s exegesis in parts where
Mu‘tazili opinions are produced. On the other hand, he also expands it
with details from other sources, as well as assimilating its Mu‘tazili theol-
ogy into the Sunnite mainstream. The Sunnite theologians believe that
al-Baydawi’s exegesis is best.*” In addition, his commentary became one of
the most popular interpretations in the Muslim world, and has been the
subject of many glosses such as the Gloss of al-Kazarani.*® As for the other
source, it is the Hanafite jurist and theologian Abu al-Barakat al-Nasafi’s
(d. 710 AH/1310 CE) Madarik al-tanzil wa haqi’iq al-ta’wil (The
reaches of revelation and the truths of interpretation).*” This work is a
compendium of exegesis that might please the most mainstream of
Sunnis.® It is worth mentioning that al-Nasafi wrote his exegesis to defend
mainstream Islam against al-Zamakhshari’s exegesis which contains
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Mu‘tazili ideas. He removed al-Zamakhshari’s Mu‘tazili creed and opin-
ions. However, he utilized al-Zamakhshari’s exegesis freely in many other
topics, in particular, in rhetoric and grammar. Sometimes he shortened
al-Kashshaf, and sometimes added extra information.®!

Both of the interpretations described above are related to this work. It
is important to note that the tradition of the Ottoman exegesis followed
al-Baydaw1 and al-NasafT’s line, which are reason-based exegesis, rather
than Ibn al-Kathir’s line, which is a tradition-based exegesis.®?> In this
respect, some of Nursi’s exegetical approaches may be recognized in these
sources because he lived during the end of the Ottoman Period, studied in
tune with the Ottoman tradition, and thereby may be considered as a
model of the tradition of the Ottoman exegesis in some respects.®?

One of the most important theological interpretations is also Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi’s Mafatih al-ghayb (The Keys of the Unseen).’ Al-Razi
interprets the Qur’an with philosophical and theological erudition. In
J. D. McAulifte’s opinion, in terms of method and arrangement, the clos-
est, near-modern Western parallel to his exegesis would be the Summa
Theologine of Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274 CE). His biographer al-Safadi
states regarding his method: “A frequently noted feature of al-Razi’s exe-
gesis is its anti-Mu‘tazili stance and its strong defence of Ash‘ari Sunnism.”%°
Moreover, it should be noted that the productive Sunni Qur’anic exegesis
reached a certain conclusion with Razi’s interpretation.>® Razi’s commen-
tary is of particular significance for theological, philosophical, mystical,
scientific and rhetorical exegesis.

In the classical period, the field of specialized Qur’anic sciences also
emerged, providing a number of subdisciplines within Qur’anic exegesis
(tafsir). The general compendia of information emerged as a discipline
named Ulim al-Qur’an (the sciences of the Qur’an). One of the most
significant sources is al-Suyuati’s (d. 911 AH /1505 CE) al-Itqan fi Uliim
al-Qur’an (The perfection of the sciences of the Qur’an).®” Some topics in
these types of books are as follows: Abrogation of some Qur’anic verses,
the occasions of revelation and the inimitability of the Qur’an.*® According
to Claude Gilliot, it can be stated that al-Zarkash?’s (d. 794 AH /1392
CE) Burhan and al-Suyat?’s Itgan show the result of centuries of Islamic
studies on the Qur’an. They have remained the main sources until today,
in particular the Izgan, for people who write new handbooks in Arabic on
the Qur’anic sciences. For instance, Qattan’s Mabakith*® can be seen as a
type of abridgement of the Itgan.%® Therefore, al-Suyati’s Itgan is of a
particular importance for the classical Qur’anic sciences.
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One of the types of exegesis is mystical (Sufi) interpretation. It is based
on opinions that developed among Muslim Sifis around the second cen-
tury AH /eighth century CE. The mystical exegetes placed emphasis on
the spiritual aspects of Islam, and considered that the mystical allusions in
the Qur’anic text were connected most closely with the human spiritual
condition and were impossible to understand through superficial readings
over points of law and theology. Therefore the spiritual and inner mean-
ings of the Qur’an are more important in this exegesis.®! One of the most
important works of mystical literatures is al-Sulami’s (d. 412 AH /1021
CE) Haga’iq al-tafsir (The spiritual realities of exegesis).%? This work con-
tributed to the establishment of mystical exegesis as an independent
branch of Qur’anic hermeneutics, and compiled many Safi interpretations
from the past. Therefore, in this respect, al-Sulami’s work in mystical exe-
gesis is like Tabarr’s commentary which compiled previous traditions in
Sunni exegesis.®* Another source is al-Qushayri’s (d. 465 AH/1072 CE)
al-Risala al-qushayriyya (Al-Qushayri’s Epistle).®* These sources contrib-
ute to understanding Nursi’s mystical exegesis.

In addition to these exegetes, numerous prominent exegetes wrote
commentaries on the Qur’an until the modern period. We should men-
tion here some of them: Abu al-Suad’s (d. 982 AH /1574 CE) Irshad
al=Aql al-Salim, which is a reason-based exegesis; Shawkant’s (d. 1250
AH /1834 CE) Fath al-Qadir, combines both tradition- and reason-based
interpretations; al-Alst’s (d. 1270,/1854) Riih al-ma‘ani, which is a clas-
sical and mystical commentary; and Elmalilh Hamdi Yazir’s (d. 1942 CE)
Hak Dini Kur’an Dili, a reason-based commentary.

In the modern period, while the classical-style Qur’anic exegesis con-
tinued, various Qur’anic readings and interpretations emerged via the
impact of Western thought and modernism in some Muslim areas such as
India and Egypt in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Some of the
main qualities of this modern reading are as follows: The central concern
is the Qur’an; the sceptical approach to the hadith; denying various Islamic
schools and #/ma® (consensus of the scholars); claiming insufficiency of
the Qur’anic sciences; generally denying abrogation in the Qur’an; empha-
sizing the connections between verses and stiras (Mundsabat al-OQur’an);
a critical approach to zsra’zliyyat (Biblical materials in tafsir); not giving
importance to philological inimitability of the Qur’an; interpreting the
Qur’an in the light of reason and modern science.®® As has been seen, a
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new Qur’anic exegesis emerged in the modern period in comparison
with the past.

In addition, it should be noted that Qur’anic exegesis (zafsir) was a
discipline among the other Islamic disciplines such as Islamic law (figh)
and systematic theology (kalam) in the classical period. These disciplines
had been developed to interpret the basic Islamic sources such as the
Qur’an and sunna, and they had connections with each other. Qur’anic
exegesis generally puts into practice the method of textual analysis to
ascertain the meanings of the Qur’anic texts. The purpose of zafs7r disci-
pline is to account for the Qur’anic text. Thus, its interpretive function is
only confined to explanation of the Qur’an. Qur’anic exegesis is not a
prescriptive or binding discipline. In other words, knowledge produced by
tafsir is not practical, but generally an intellectual exercise. Tafsir as a dis-
cipline is a flexible area in the classical period. On the other hand, Islamic
law (figh) and systematic theology (kalam) are prescriptive disciplines.
They also deal with the Qur’anic text. However, while the function of
systematic theology is to establish a world view, religious ideology and
creed, Islamic law produces the legal rules. When we come to the modern
period, the definitions and the functions of these disciplines changed
under the impact of modernity, as well as the relations among the disci-
plines being broken. Taf57r became a prescriptive discipline via the impact
of Protestant textualism, and the functions of systematic theology and
Islamic law were given to Qur’anic exegesis. On the other hand, kalam
and particularly figh largely lost their functions in the modern period.
According to the modernist discourse, the Qur’an becomes a unique and
sufficient Islamic source. As for Qur’anic exegesis, it was considered the
best tool because this discipline is a flexible area.®”

One of the main trends in modernist exegesis is interpreting the Qur’an
from the perspective of Enlightenment rationalism.®® Muhammad ‘Abduh
and his pupil M. Rashid Rida’s (d. 1935) commentary, Tafsir Al-Quir’an
Al-Halkim al-mushtahber bismi Tafsir al-Manar, includes the characteristic
features of modernist exegesis. The analysis of the trend will assist us in
comparing Nursi’s methodology of exegesis with the modernist exegesis.
This comparison will be one of the main points of this book.

Another significant trend in the modern period is scientific exegesis.
Proponents of this kind of exegesis argue that all sorts of findings of the
modern natural sciences have been foreseen in the Qur’an and that many
clear references to them can be discovered in its verses. It should be noted
that there was also the basic example of scientific exegesis in the classical
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period. Several Qur’anic exegetes in the classical period, such as Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi, had already stated the opinion that all the sciences were
contained in the Qur’an. However, this method was rejected by some
scholars from the classical and the modern periods such as al-Shatibi (d.
790 AH/1388 CE) and Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966 CE).* An important
source of scientific exegesis is Tantaw1 Jawhart’s (d. 1940 CE) al-Jawahir
[ tafsir al-Quv’an al-karim (Jewels in interpretation of the noble
Qur’an).”® Unlike most scientific exegetes who were interested in the “sci-
entific miraculous nature of the Qur’an”, Jawhar’’s main aim was to
encourage Muslims to learn and know the sciences because he saw them
as the major factor driving modern societies towards development.”!

There are various useful resources in order to understand modern exe-
gesis: Oncofthemis J. M. S. Baljon’s Modern Muslim Koran Interpretation.”?
The positivism of the nineteenth century affected Muslim thought, and
some Muslim scholars, in particular from Indo-Pakistan and Egypt,
attempted to reinterpret the Qur’an differently in comparison to the clas-
sical exegetical trends. This work focuses on several topics such as modern-
ist intellectuals” ways of interpretation and characteristic features of the
Qur’an in the context of the modernist exegesis. Baljon examines the work
of three modernist exegetes from the Indian subcontinent: Abu al-Kalam
Azad (d. 1958 CE), al-Mashriqi (d. 1963 CE), Ghulam Ahmad Parwez (d.
1985 CE); and he also mentions some important scholars such as Ahmad
Khan, Muhammad A. Khalafallah (d. 1991 CE), Jawhari, Qutb and
Muhammad Igbal (d. 1938 CE). Another resource is J. J. G. Jansen’s The
Interpretation of the Qui’an in Modern Egypt.”® In the second and third
chapters, Jansen discusses Muhammad ‘Abduh’s interpretation of the
Qur’an and scientific exegesis. He gives some examples from classical and
contemporary exegetes, expressing proponents’ and opponents’ argu-
ments over scientific exegesis such as al-Ghazzal (d. 505 AH/1111 CE),
Jawhari and Amin al-Khili (d. 1967 CE). In the fourth chapter, Jansen
analyses philological exegesis, its historical protagonists such as Ibn ‘Abbas,
Abu “Ubayda and al-Zamakhshari. He then provides ‘Abduh’s approach,
Amin al-Khal’s ideas about literary-historical exegesis and his student and
wife Bint al-Shati’s opinions. Finally, Jansen gives the modernist exegetes’
ideas regarding the day-to-day affairs of Muslims in the current world,
such as Islamic law, Zjzzbad,”* polygamy.
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In this chapter, firstly, I will analyse Nursi’s life and his intellectual career
from his birth to his death. What were the major events which influenced
him and his theological thought in his life will be discussed. Where he
studied Islamic and modern sciences, and what are the main characteristics
of his periods of life will be examined. Then, I will introduce briefly his
theological thoughts, in particular his approach to the fundamentals of
belief such as existence of God, prophethood and the notion of hereafter.
Thereafter, I will discuss his approaches to the Islamic disciplines such as
figh (Islamic jurisprudence), kaldm (Islamic systematic theology) and
tafstr (Qur’anic exegesis). Next, I will examine attempts to revitalize
kaldm and discussions concerning “new kaldm” in the twentieth century
because Nursi is a part of this discussion. Finally, I will introduce his major
works related to this thesis in the collection.

© The Author(s) 2019 21
H. Coruh, Modern Interpretation of the Qur’an,

Palgrave Series in Islamic Theology, Law, and History,

https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-030-15349-6_2


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-15349-6_2&domain=pdf

22 H.CORUH

2.1 SAID NURsT’s LIFE AND Hi1s INTELLECTUAL CAREER

Said Nursi is one of the most prominent Muslim scholars in the twentieth
century. He divided himself his long life into two main periods: the “Old
Said” and the “New Said”. These periods roughly coincided with the final
decades of the Ottoman Empire and then the first 27 years of the Turkish
Republic (1923-1950). There is a third period named the “Third Said”,
which is the last ten years of his life (1950-1960). It was in essence a con-
tinuation of the “New Said”; however, some features of the “Old Said”
still existed.! It should be noted that his intellectual carcer is of great
importance in properly understanding his theological thoughts and exe-
getical methodology.

Bediuzzaman Said Nursi was born in 1878 CE in the village of Nurs, in
the province of Bitlis in eastern Anatolia. He started his early education in
his village and attended some madrasas (traditional schools) in the region.?
Then Nursi studied in the Bayezit madrasa under Shaikh Muhammad
Jalali for three months. At the end of three months, he obtained his
diploma (Zjazakh) from Shaikh Jalali and was then known as Molla Said.
After this, he continued his study in Bitlis and Siirt.? Tahir Pasha, the pro-
vincial governor, had a modern library in Van, an eastern city of modern
Turkey; in addition, his residence was a centre of lively intellectual discus-
sion. While in Van (1895:-1907 CE), Nursi took advantage of these, and
he studied the modern sciences there for a while.* As a result of his studies,
he realized the urgent necessity of renewing madrasa education, and he
put great emphasis on establishing a madrasa named Medresetii’z-Zehra,
where the religious sciences and modern sciences would be studied side by
side. Therefore, he travelled to Istanbul to take the idea of his Islamic
university, Medresetii’z-Zehra, to the Ottoman Sultan.®

It is important to note that one of the distinctive features of the Old
Said is that he became an active supporter of constitutionalism. He argued
that only through freedom and constitutionalism could the Ottoman state
be saved, its development achieved, and Islamic civilization established. At
this juncture, Nursi’s main concern was to highlight the conformity of
constitutionalism with the Shari‘a (Islam) and to insist that the Shari‘a be
made the basis of constitutionalism. In general, it is worth mentioning
that his main aim in this period was to strengthen the unity of the Ottoman
state and Muslim world, and to urge its development and progress via the
revival of the madrasas of the Eastern provinces of the Ottoman state, and
as a whole the revitalization of the region, constitutionalism, Islamic Unity
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and Ittihad-i Muhammedi Cemiyeti (Muhammadan union).® As has been
seen clearly, Nursi engaged with politics to solve the problems in the
period of the Old Said.

In 1910, he returned to Van and toured Kurdish tribes to inform them
of constitutionalism, freedom, consultation, along with other political and
Islamic issues of that day. Afterwards, he travelled on to Damascus, and
gave his famous sermon (the Damascus Sermon) in the Umayyad Mosque.
He returned to Istanbul to obtain official support for the establishment of
Medresetti’z-Zehra. Even though some money was assigned to him for
this purpose, it could not be established because of the First World War.
He volunteered to fight in the war with his students, writing his well-
known Qur’an commentary Isharat al-154z during the war. He was cap-
tured by the Russians, and remained for two years in captivity in Russia.
Finally, he came back to Istanbul by escaping in 1918.7

In Istanbul, Nursi was appointed to the membership of the newly set-
up Darii’l-Hikmeti’l-Islamiyye, which was an institution attached to the
Shaykh al-Islam’s office. It had been founded to deal with various prob-
lems facing the Muslim world and to answer attacks upon it; he issued
publications informing the people concerning their religious duties. In
spite of his inner turmoil, which was finally resolved with the emergence
of the New Said, he continued his duties in this institution, and he pub-
lished over 19 works.® It is important to note that Nursi’s life and times in
Istanbul after returning from Russia were turning points in the emergence
of the New Said.

Nursi’s mental and spiritual transformation began in the second half of
1920, and it was completed by the end of 1921. Nursi experienced a spiri-
tual crisis in this process similar to those of other Muslim scholars such as
Imam Ghazzali. Nursi’s spiritual crisis led him to withdraw from society,
seeking seclusion in places removed from Istanbul’s hectic political life.
The first aid to Nursi came from ‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani. On opening the
pages of Futih al-Ghayb (Openings of the Unseen) at random, his eyes
noticed these lines: “You are in the Dari’l-Hikmet, so search for a doctor
to cure your heart.” The second work that was crucial in transforming the
Old Said into the New Said was Maktibat (Letters) of Shaikh Ahmad
Sirhindi, known as Imam Rabbani. He opened Sirhindi’s book to cure his
heart, and he came across two letters, named Letter to Mirza Bediuzzaman.
He thought that this person’s state of mind must have been similar to his
own, realizing that these letters were the cure for his illness. Imam recom-



24 H.CORUH

mended in these letters to “take only one g:blakh/direction”, meaning take
one person as your master and follow him. The reason for this recommen-
dation was that he was looking for a way to discover the essence of reality,
and there were a number of ways available such as the Sifis, who proceed
with the heart alone, or the great mystics, who approached reality with
both the heart and the mind. The Old Said’s much wounded heart real-
ized that the one true master was the Qur’an.’ It is interesting to note that
Imam Rabbani is one of the great masters of the Naqgshibandi order and
Nursi indicates him. Nursi’s relations with Stafism and the orders will be
analysed later.

In this period, Nursi was invited to Ankara, the seat of the national
government, because of his strong support of the independence struggle.
While his aim was to assist in making the new centre of government a
centre of Islamic civilization, he realized that supporters of Westernization
and secularization controlled it. Therefore, he left Ankara for Van (17
April 1923).1° While travelling to Van in the spring of 1923, he decided to
educate students who devoted themselves to Islam by withdrawing him-
self from politics. However, after about two years he was sent into exile in
Burdur, a city in western Anatolia because of the Shaykh Said Revolt even
though he had not played any role in this event. In Burdur, he started to
write his works named Risale-i Nuy. This time too became a beginning of
a life which lasted through exile, prison and courts. Then he was sent to
the village of Barla in Isparta Province. He wrote the majority of his books
in Barla, where he stayed for eight years. In 1935, he was sent to Eskigehir
prison along with over 100 of his students. From there, he was sent into
exile in Kastamonu, and stayed there for eight years. In 1943, he was sent
to Denizli. It is important to note that Nursi partly returned to social life
with the coming to power of the Democrat Party on 14 May 1950."

When the life of the New Said is analysed, it is obvious that it is differ-
ent from the Old Said in terms of his methodology in serving the religion.
He lived in seclusion, focusing on explaining and teaching a theology
based on the Qur’an and the fundamentals of belief such as divine unity
and the resurrection. When we evaluate the period of the New Said, it
should be emphasized that while Nursi pursued other urgent goals aimed
at the revitalization of the Ottoman state and the Islamic world in his early
life, he only devoted himself exclusively to expounding the Qur’an in the
New Said period.!? Nursi provides an explanation that he found a way to



THE LIFE OF SAID NURSI AND THE RISALE-I NUR COLLECTION: A REVIEW 25

the essence of reality through the guidance of the Qur’an by employing
both the heart and the mind.!?® According to Serif Mardin, the character-
istics of the New Said are as follows:

We now get a better understanding of the transformation that was involved
when the “old” Said shed his persona to become the “new” Said. The New Said
was taking leave from the intellectualisation of religion to grasp the bedrock of
the “mysterium tremendum.” For him, faith now overtook religion as “reason-
able”, although the latter still occupied an important place in his teachings.'

As has been noticed, Nursi changed his methodology to approach Islam
from the first years of the Turkish Republic, turned away from politics, and
focused on the Qur’an and its theology itself. We shall now examine the
features of his last ten years, named the Third Said.

The Third Said period is generally defined in terms of changes Nursi
made in his way. These are the expansions of his works with the Risale-i
Nur collections; also, he becomes more closely involved with moral, social
and political developments. This was directly related to the coming to
power of the Democrat Party in 1950. It is worth pointing out that there
was a one-party hegemony before, but Turkey changed from a one-party
to a multiparty system in 1950. However, it should be noted that his
involvement took the form of support and guidance for this party, and he
did not permit his students to actively engage in politics. The reason for
this caution is that Nursi saw them (the party) as “assisting” his students
and followers in their struggle against communism and irreligion. It
should be kept in mind that communism in the Turkish context is nearly
equal to anarchy and atheism. Finally, it is worth mentioning that while
Nursi engaged to a greater degree in social and political matters in this
period, his main purpose was still to serve the Qur’an and Islamic faith via
the publication and spreading of his works. Nursi died in Urfa, a province
in eastern Anatolia, in March 23, 1960.'° It is important to note that after
his nearly 30 years of peaceful struggle, he had many followers and his
works had a great impact on some young Muslims in this period in mod-
ern Turkey. It is clear from above-mentioned information that this period
includes some characteristics of the Old Said.



26 H.CORUH

2.2  His THEOLOGICAL THOUGHTS

In the prophetic tradition, there is a famous hadith regarding the revital-
ization of the religion in each century. According to the hadith, God will
send someone to the Muslim community in order to revive religion during
cach century.'® In Oliver Leaman’s view, Nursi’s theological thoughts are
a continuation of the zhya’ (revival) or tajdid (renewal) tradition.!”

What Leaman argues concerning Nursi is that:

By far the best example of #hya’ literature is provided by Nursi, and, in par-
ticular, by the Risale-i Nur. What he does is express himself clearly and in a
way which combines emotion and argument. That is, he tends to mix his
discussions of particular problems and Islamic text with personal illustra-
tions and impersonal argument, thus making the ideas which he presents
genuinely available to the widest possible audience...What a successful #ya’
work does is express the cogent principles of religion within a format that is
generally accessible to members of the community, and there can be little
doubt that Nursi succeeds here. Nursi takes the #hya’ tradition to new
heights of clarity and eloquence and is an outstanding figure within this
tradition of Islamic thought.'®

This section will briefly describe Nursi’s approach to the fundamentals
of faith: the existence of God, divine destiny, theodicy, prophethood and
the resurrection of the dead. It is important to point out that these are the
major subjects of Islamic theology.

Nursi’s theological thought based on the Qur’an may be inferred from
his sentence: “The fundamental aims of the Qur’an and its essential ele-
ments are fourfold: divine unity (al-tavhid), prophethood (al-nubuwwa),
the resurrection of the dead (al-hashr), and justice (al-adiln) and worship
(Sbadak).”" For this reason, these are his major themes in his collection.
According to Nursi, the existence of the universe, its aim of creation and
the place of human beings in the universe can only be cogently clarified in
the light of the Qur’an. Moreover, he consistently underlines that since
the aim of creation is belief in God, humankind’s point of view towards
the universe and themselves should be based on this belief.?° In brief, we
may state that his world view is based on faith.

The primary essential of faith is the existence of God. Therefore, it is good
to start from this notion. Regarding proofs for the existence of God, Nursi
criticizes the classical theologians’ cosmological arguments (budiith,
imkan),*' arguing that while these proofs are derived from the Qur’an,
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human thought has given them their own forms. For this reason, they are
complicated, and most people cannot understand them. Classical theolo-
gians have disproved the chain of creative cause and eftect (dawir) and the
notion of successive creators (tasalsul). They have broken the chain of cause
and eftect, and they have proved God’s Existence. Instead of these, he prefers
dalil-i indyat (the argument of assistance or beneficence, purposefulness)
and dalil-i ikhtira (the argument of creation or origination), highlighting
that these arguments are pure Qur’anic.?? He also refers to the innate ability
of conscience (wijdan) within human beings. It is important to note that
these arguments are concerned with the observation and investigation of the
physical and inner worlds, and hence possibly are easier to understand.? It is
clear that the Qur’anic text is central to Nursi’s proofs for the existence of God.

Another of Nursi’s concerns is materialism and irreligiosity. He points
out the danger of materialism which leads to disbelief in God.** Through
his Qur’anic theology, Nursi attempted to protect the fundamentals of
Islamic faith from the materialistic challenges of the age. In his way, he
preferred an experimental method rather than any philosophical or theo-
retical methods.?® His method may be plausible because materialistic cur-
rents used the same way. While materialistic trends attempt to prove their
arguments by experiments from the physical world, Nursi dealt with the
observation and investigation of the physical and inner worlds, connecting
his results with Islamic faith.

Another important issue in relation to theology that Nursi focuses on is
divine destiny. Because it is one of the fundamental principles of Islamic
faith, Nursi frequently discusses it with special reference to its relation with
free will. He simplifies divine destiny and human free will from the aspect
of psychology, stressing that they are connected with believers’ inner expe-
riences and spiritual states. On the one hand, a human being has free will,
is enjoined to follow religious obligations, and cannot ascribe his sins to
God. On the other hand, divine destiny exists so that he does not ascribe
his good acts to himself and thereby become proud. He attempts to rec-
oncile divine destiny and human free will in various ways. For example,
God is All-Wise and Just. Wisdom and Justice demand that we have a free
will so that we can be rewarded or punished because of our acts. Moreover,
free will does not contradict divine destiny; destiny confirms free will. In
addition, destiny is a kind of knowledge (#/m), and knowledge is depen-
dent on the thing known (ma‘lim). In other words, knowledge itself is
not essential for the external existence (khariji wujiid) of what is known
(ma‘lim). In its external existence, the thing known depends on (zstinad)



28 H.CORUH

the divine power, which acts through the divine will.¢ It is clear from the
information above that Nursi tends to prove mainstream Sunni approach
in relation to divine destiny. We will focus on his place among Islamic
theological schools in Chap. 7.

With respect to the question of theodicy in Islam, he states that cre-
ation of evil (khalg-i sharr) is not an evil because people have free will.
God provides objective existence to people’s willed actions. They will and
do something, and God creates it. For this reason, people’s own willing
and doing of evil (kasb-i sharr) is evil. God’s giving objective existence to
it cannot be described as an evil and ugly. Moreover, God’s creation
involves the universe, not just one act. Therefore, creation should be eval-
uated by results, and not only by the acts themselves. In addition, he gives
an explanation that it is not an evil that God has created devils and appar-
ently evil and disastrous acts because they produce good and significant
results. For example, angels do not rise to the higher spiritual ranks since
Satan cannot turn them from the right path. Animals also have fixed sta-
tions. As a result of creation of devils, human beings can get endless ranks
or stations, from the top to the bottom.?” As we have seen, his approach is
compatible with mainstream Sunni theology.

With respect to prophethood (a/-nubuwwa), Nursi underlines that this
is necessary to know Divinity and to understand the duties towards the
Lord. In addition, prophethood is also essential for the progress of social
life towards the principle of justice.?® He believes that one of the three
great and universal things that make the Lord known to humankind is the
Prophets, especially the Prophet Muhammad.?” Nursi argues in relation to
the prophetic miracles that while the miracles essentially provide confirma-
tion and verification of prophethood, they can also be examples of possible
scientific discoveries.?® It should be emphasized that his approach to these
miracles is connected with his scientific exegesis.

Since materialistic currents deny the resurrection of the dead (a/-hashr)
as a result of their disbelief in God, Nursi frequently puts emphasis on the
resurrection in his collection, providing various rational explanations
regarding this matter. He quotes from Avicenna/Ibn Sina (d. 1037 CE),
“the resurrection (al-hashr) could not be understood through rational cri-
teria (laysa ‘ald magayisa ‘aqliyya). As it is beyond human reason, we must
believe in it.”3! Having received an inspiration from Q 30.50,3 he attempts
to prove the life of the hereafter through 12 ways which are based on
God’s names such as the All-Wise and All-Just.?* It should be kept in mind
that the concept of the resurrection (al-bashr) is one of the main themes
in Nursi’s writings. He states that “about one-third of the Qur’an deals
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with the Hereafter, most of its short siras begin with powerful verses
evoking it (dydt-2 hashriya), and it proclaims this truth explicitly (sariban)
or implicitly (zsharatan) in hundreds of verses, thereby proving it”.3* He
refers to this notion in a variety of places.

2.3 His APPROACHES TO THE VARIOUS
Isr.AMIC DISCIPLINES

It is important to note that Nursi emerged from the tradition of the
Islamic disciplines. However, he put forward the essence of what the
Islamic disciplines included in a different form. For this reason, Nursi’s
works could be seen as revolutionary.®® This section will firstly analyse
Nursi’s approach to the hbadith, figh (Islamic jurisprudence), kalam
(Islamic systematic theology), tasawwuf (Sifism) and philosophy. Finally,
it will focus on his approach to zafs7r (Qur’anic exegesis). It is important
to note that these are the major Islamic disciplines, and they are related to
each other.

Nursi refers to the hadith discipline in many places, emphasizing that
the classical hadith collections are reliable. He divides divine revelation
into two categories, explicit (wahy sarib) and implicit (wabhy zimni). In
explicit revelation, the messenger merely announces (tarjuman), and he
has no share in its content. The Qur’an and the sacred hadith are revealed
in this manner. In implicit revelation, essence and origin (mujmal and
kbulasa) are based on divine revelation and inspiration, but clarifications
(tafsilat) and descriptions (taswirat) belong to the Prophet. When he pro-
vides his own interpretation, he either relies on the perceptive power (uivi
kuvve-i kudsiye) bestowed upon him by virtue of his prophetic mission or
speaks as a person conforming to his time’s common usages (afkdir-
Amme), customs, as well as kinds of comprehension.?® As we have seen
here, he considers the hadith in the category of implicit revelation.
Moreover, he puts emphasis on confirmed authorities who compiled the
six badith collections such as Bukhari (d. 870 AH) and Muslim (d. 875),
highlighting their reliability as follows:

Any tradition (hadith) accepted by those authorities after much scrutiny has
the certainty of zawatur, even if it had only one chain of transmitters, for
such people were so familiar with the Prophet’s traditions and exalted style
(uslinb ‘alz) that they could instantly spot and reject one false tradition
(mawdu® hadith) among 100 reports. Like an expert jeweler recognizes a
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pure diamond, they could not confuse other words with those of the
Prophet...A chain of transmitters (an’aneli sened) has many benefits, such as
showing the consensus of the truthful and reliable narrators (ebl-i hadis), as
well as the unanimity of the discerning authorities (ehl-i tahkik) mentioned.
Also, it shows that each scholar in the chain puts his seal on its authenticity.”

On the other hand, it is interesting to note that he refers to a number
of hadith, which are considered weak but are frequently utilized in adab
(ethics literatures) and tasawwuf3® Moreover, he argues that some hadiths
in regard to the unusual events at the end of time involve several messages
as ambiguous verses in the Qur’an. Therefore, they should be interpreted
(ta’wil).* To sum up, he frequently refers to the prophetic traditions in
his analysis of the subjects, and he is not sceptical of the hadith as some
modernist thinkers are.

While Nursi deals with some topics related to Islamic jurisprudence
(figh) such as polygamy, slavery, inheritance*’ and the notion of éjtibad, he
did not write any specific book on figh. Furthermore, he explicates the
importance and the meaning of worship and Islamic life in a variety of
places. He specifically discusses #7tihad, arguing that while it is open, but
there are some obstacles to do it today.*! Because we will analyse in detail
his approach to éjtibad in last chapter, we note his one argument here in
this regard. For example, he states:

The essentials of Islam (daririyat) are not subject to #jtihad. They are speci-
fied (mu‘ayyan) and definite (gat7), like basic food and sustenance without
which life is impossible. At present, they are abandoned and neglected
(tazalzul). We must strive (igama) to restore and revitalize (zhya’) them.
The carly generations of Islam (salaf) deduced ijtihads in the area of Islam’s
theoretical matters (nazariyat), which can be adequate for all times and
places, from the main legal sources with perfect authority and pure intention
(sifiydne ve bilisine). Abandoning these rules and seeking new #jtibads in an
indulgent and fanciful fashion (heveskdrdne) is a harmful innovation
(bid’akdrine) and a betrayal of Islam (byanat).*

Nursi gives priority to the topics of the fundamentals of faith and ethics
over the issues regarding the detailed subjects of figh.** In other words, his
top priority is to safeguard the Islamic faith, through explaining the
principles of religion. However, it should be noted that his approach may
be compatible with early Muslim scholars’ understanding of figh as Abu
Hanifa (d. 150,/767) named his famous treatise “al-figh al-akbar” (great
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understanding) even though the book was actually about the pillars of
Islamic faith.

Nursi also discusses kalam, tasawwuf and philosophy in his collection,
and he judges them. Firstly, it is important to note that his Qur’an-based
methodology of explaining Islamic faith led him to go sometimes as far as
to blame all of the classical traditions of Islamic thought, such as philoso-
phers, mystics and theologians because they move away from the Qur’anic
approach in some subjects.** In this regard, Nursi’s opinions are as follow:

In his letter to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Muhyiddin Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 1240 CE)
states ‘Knowledge of God is different (ghayr) from knowledge of His exis-
tence.” (or Knowledge of God is contrary to knowledge of God’s existence)’.
What does it mean?...Ibn al-‘Arabi wrote what he did to al-Razi because he
believes that theologians’ explanations (fayaniat) regarding the principles of
God’s Existence and Unity (vujizd-u Vijibw’l-Vujiud and tawhid-i 1lihi)
could not establish the essential reality and not satisfactory (kifi). Knowledge
of God (marifet-i Ilihiye) acquired through theology (ilm-i kaldm) is
imperfect and unsatisfactory and does not provide a perfect knowledge
(marifet-i kamile), whereas following the way of the Qur’an results in
acquiring perfect knowledge (marifet-i tamme) and complete satisfaction
(huzur-u etemm)...Just as (in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s view) al-Razr’s theology-
derived knowledge of God (ma‘vifutullah via ilm-i kaldm) is imperfect
(nuqsian), knowledge gained through Safism (zasawwuf) is incomplete when
compared with knowledge acquired directly from the Qur’an...Some of Ibn
al-‘Arabi’s followers deny the universe’s existence, saying that only He exists
(La mawjida illd bit), in order to gain permanent satisfaction (huzur-u
daimi). Others, also seeking permanent satisfaction, ignore creation in their
proposition (nisyan-1 mutlak) that ‘there is no witnessed but He’ (La
mashhida illa hir).*

In Nursi’s view, the Qur’anic way of knowledge leads to perfect and
permanent satisfaction, and does not sentence the universe to non-
existence. It protects the universe from being in chaos, employing it in the
name of God. Through this Qur’anic way, each thing becomes a mirror to
knowledge of God.*¢

Based on the information above concerning kalam, tasawwuf and phi-
losophy, it is inferred from Nursi’s ideas that each discipline dealt with one
aspect of human being towards the essential reality. While philosophy and
kaldm dealt with the reason aspect of humanity, tasawwuf dealt with the
heart (spiritual) aspect of humanity. According to Nursi, reality may be
understood only through combining these two aspects (the reason, the
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heart) because the Qur’an deals with both aspects of humankind.*” At this
juncture, it is worth pointing out that some experts of Stfism, such as
Ekrem Demirli, describe the collection as a combination of tasawwuf, figh
and kalam.*® 1t is concluded from this that the collection combined spiri-
tuality with actual and theological aspects of Islam.

It is also important to note that Nursi seems suspicious of Sifism
(taspwwuf) in some places,* considering it inappropriate for modern
times because it was ill-equipped to respond to the attacks of science and
materialism.>® He also emphasizes that “this is not the time of Stfism; it is
the time to save belief. Many people can enter paradise without following
a SUf1 path, but none can enter it without belief. It is therefore the time to
work for belief”.5! However, thinking critically, what he means by that
remark needs to be further analysed. In Demirli’s view, some people
understand it as the time being not the time of tasawwuf. However,
tasawwufis not a business of luxury time, and its primary theme is faith.5?
It is concluded from this that Nursi dealt in his collection with faith, which
is the primary theme of tasawwuf.

While he denied any connection with SGfT orders, it may be said that
his purpose was to perform what he perceived to be the fundamental func-
tions of tasawwuf.>® It is significant to bear in mind that Nursi quotes from
Ahmad Sirhindi, the great master of the Nagshbandi order, as stating that

I would prefer to make one matter of belief from the truths of faith (bakaik-i
imaniye) known (inkishif) in plain terms than attain thousands of spiritual
pleasures (azwag) and ecstasies (mawdijid) and work miracles (kerdmit).
The final station (nokta-i miintehi) of all spiritual journeying is to attain the
full perception (wuzuh and inkishif) of the truths of belief.?*

Moreover, he stated that al-Ghazzali, Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindt and ‘Abd
al-Qadir J1lani were among his spiritual masters. Sirhindi and Jilan1’s works
guided him finding his path during his transformation into the New Said.>®
Finally, as Mardin underlines, it is fair to say that “his own style keeps
reflecting the allusive style of the mystics.”*® Then, one might ask why
Sifism is not the way for the people at this time and why is it irrelevant to
the modern period in Nursi’s view.

Firstly, the reason for his approach may be that some of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
followers emphasized spirituality in such a way as to deny the universe’s
existence, saying that only He exists. In Nursi’s view, this approach is not
compatible with the Qur’anic way.*” It may not be an appropriate way for
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everyone today, for his purpose is to address the widest Islamic community.
Secondly, the difficulty in Sifism is its emphasis on the personal and state
of being impossible to express the sorts of experiences which the Safi
shows. This aspect might be considered as a problem in a #hya’ (revival)
project. For this reason, in general, Nursi suspects that Stifism is an essential
condition for revival. In this sense, it seems to be limited to only particular
sections of the Islamic community. Thirdly, in Leaman’s view, Nursi implies
that Stfism can easily mislead the seeker after truth because he may misun-
derstand the nature of his experiences in relation to the nature of reality.>
Finally, due to the political situation in which Safism was outlawed by the
very strict secular state, it would have been unwise to link himself with any
kind of Stfism. On the whole, it is reasonably concluded that the collection
has a spirituality and a mystical aspect. For this reason, its separation from
the Sifi tradition is not an accurate way to properly analyse it.

With respect to philosophy, he is very critical of it when it is separated
from prophecy. He criticized Plato (348 BC), Aristotle (d. 322 BC) and
Muslim philosophers al-Farabi (d. 950 CE) and Ibn Sina, alleging that
they immersed in naturalism and unable to escape from ascribing partners
to God (shirk).>® The reason for the accusation relies on his emphasis that
the philosophers do not provide any real scope of action to God. Moreover,
Nursi underlines that human beings are more than rational creatures, and
that there are significant aspects of human reality which go beyond reason.
Prophecy deals with these aspects of humanity more appropriately.
Therefore, philosophy has to be connected with prophecy in order to
reflect correctly our diverse nature as human beings.®® It is important to
keep in mind that it is materialist philosophy of which Nursi is critical, not
the whole of philosophy as a discipline.

Nursi’s approach to zafs77 (Qur’anic exegesis) relies on the Inimitability
of the Qur’an (194z al-Qur’an). In his Qur’anic commentary Isharat nl-174z
(Signs of Mivaculousness), written in his early life, he expounded on the inim-
itability of the Qur’an’s word-order, which is of the greatest conciseness and
subtlety. The inimitability of the Qur’an in composition (7azm) is one aspect
of the facets of the iz al-Qur’an.%" In his later work Treatise on the Qui’an’s
Miraculousness, in The Words, Nursi mentions about 40 aspects of the inimi-
tability of the Qur’an, and he explains them in detail giving examples from
the Qur’anic text.%> When confronted with a general assault regarding the
foundations of belief and the principles of the Shari‘a, he countered these
arguments with the truths of the Qur’an, which he put forward in the light
of natural, rational logic and the sciences of his time.% It is also said in rela-
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tion to his exegetical methodology that he integrated kalam and tafsir dis-
ciplines, reviving them as a theology based on the Qur’an and on the
methods of contemporary education.® It is safe to assume that zafsir as a
discipline is one of the main branches in his collection. I will explicate his
approach to zafsir and exegetical sciences in detail in the following chapters.

In general, it should be pointed out that Nursi maintains that Islamic
disciplines should be revitalized in a balanced way on the basis of the tradi-
tion. In this regard, he describes Mustata Sabri Efendi (d. 1954 CE) and
Masa Jar Allah (d. 1949 CE) as deficient (zafrit) and excessive (ifrat),
respectively.®® The reason for his approach is that Mustafa Sabri Efendi had
criticized Ibn al-‘Arabi, and Masa Jar Allah had some modernist ideas
which went beyond the traditional mainstream understanding, and Jar
Allah’s had corrupted some truths of Islam with his false interpretations.
It is concluded that Nursi has a strong connection with the Islamic tradi-
tion, and he puts emphasis on a mainstream (moderate) Islamic approach.

2.4  ATTEMPTS TO REVITALIZE KALAM AND DISCUSSIONS
REGARDING “NEw KALAM” IN THE TWENTIETH
CeENTURY CE

Itis important to note that Nursi is a part of revival movements among the
last Ottoman scholars.®® In this respect, it will be useful to look at the
theological discussions, in particular in the discipline of kalam, at the end
of the nineteenth century to ascertain where Nursi stands in relation to
revival movements. Before scrutinizing revitalization movements, kalam
and its history will be discussed briefly.

Kalam is defined as a discipline whose aim is to clarify Islamic beliefs and
to defend them against foreign ideas and beliefs which were considered
heretical. It is important to note that Abu al-Hasan al-Ash’ar1 (d. 324
AH /936 CE) and Abii Mansar al-Maturidi (d. 333 AH /944 CE) founded
two mainstream (sunni) kaldm schools. Both schools preferred reasoning
in defending Islamic faith, and they changed Sunnism into a theological
school. However, they were very careful about dealing with philosophy and
logic because they thought Aristotelian metaphysics, to some extent, was
opposed to Islamic theology, and formal logic was also discerned as too
risky. A significant change took place in the discipline in terms of its termi-
nology and method by the fifth century AH/eleventh century
CE. Al-Ghazzali brought Aristotelian logic into the domain of kalam.
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After al-Ghazzali, a philosophical period of kaldm and literature began.
This period lasted until the thirteenth century AH /nineteenth century CE.%”
From the early seventeenth century to the nineteenth century CE, the
Western world had significantly developed. There had been a revitalization
in Western thought and new ideas emerged. Moreover, the process of
secularism as a result of some events, such as modern thought’s priority on
the physical experiential (empirical) approach, led to the appearance of a
number of positivistic and materialist currents in the nineteenth century.
Western secularism reached a peak in some thinkers and theories. The
most influential ones in Muslim world were Auguste Comte (d. 1857
CE), Charles Darwin (d. 1882 CE), Karl Marx (d. 1883 CE) and Sigmund
Freud (d. 1939 CE). It is important to note that some Western intellectu-
als and specific movements affected a number of the intellectuals in the
Muslim world. Materialism, Positivism and Darwinism along with new
philosophy and scientific discoveries entered the Islamic world.®8

In this process, Muslim scholars began to study the Islamic disciplines
in terms of their methodology. A number of articles were written, empha-
sizing the urgency of a substantial methodological change in the field of
kaldm. According to leading proponents of the Muslim theologians, there
were two reasons for a methodological change. One was the rapid devel-
opment of science and philosophy. They maintained that classical kalam
had lost its basis, which was logical argumentation, once empirical method
became used in scientific research. The second reason was new challenges
emerging in the modern period which required different methods com-
pared to past such as materialism and positivism because these ideas were
attacking Islamic faith which is based on the unseen world. Some leading
theologians of the new kaldm movement are as follows: Abdullatif Harputi
(d. 1916 CE) and Izmirli Ismail Hakki (d. 1946 CE) from Ottoman
Turkey, Muhammad ‘Abduh from Egypt, and Sayyid Ahmad Khan and
Shibli Nu’mani (d. 1914 CE) from India.*’ In this regard, it is significant
to scrutinize where Nursi stands in relation to this new kalam discussions
among his contemporaries in his time.

In his life in Van, Nursi became aware that Islamic theology (kalam) in
its traditional form was unable to answer the doubts and criticisms that
had been raised about Islam. Having become aware of this, he took advan-
tage of Tahir Pasha’s library for the modern sciences.”” Moreover, it would
appear that the philosophical questions which were posed by Ottoman
positivists at the end of the nineteenth century affected him profoundly.
The questions were connected not with people, but with the operation of
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a system of nature.”! What’s more, in Nursi’s view, in this country (Turkey)
materialism was widespread, as well as materiality being seen as the source
of everything. The reason for this increase in recent materialistic move-
ments was a presumption regarding links between modern sciences and
unbelief.”? As a result, he realized that the traditional form of Islamic the-
ology (kaldm) was unable to respond to them.”? It is obvious from this
that he was involved in current discussions in his time.

Hence, in order to clarify and defend Islamic faith, he utilized the
Qur’an, its content and its style as the first source, particularly focusing on
the fundamentals of faith, which are the majority of the themes in the
Qur’anic text. His concerns were kalam issues and the Qur’anic approach
to them.” Based on the information above, it may be concluded that he
attempted to show that faith is compatible with the modern sciences which
materialists and positivists connect with unbelief.

In addition, one of the distinctive features of this period is that various
new topics were discussed and clarified in kalam books such as individual
and social facets of the religion. All the criticisms raised about Islam and
its Prophet were seen as the subjects of kalam, and the function of the
theologians was to provide clear explanations regarding these matters.
Nursi was also considered one of these theologians. He defended the
entire fundamentals of the religion from faith and worship to ethics and
frugality (iqtisad). When it is thought that Aba Hanifah described his
book about the pillars of Islamic faith as “al-figh al-akbar”, this approach
is meaningful.”® It may be said from this that Nursi had a similar view with
some of his contemporaries about this aspect of kalam.

2.5  His Major WORkS IN THE COLLECTION

The Risale-i Nur collection consists of a great number of the books con-
nected with the periods of the life of Nursi. Introducing the major books
which are most relevant to this thesis is beneficial.

1. Mubikamat (The Reasonings): It is called in the original Arabic
Sayqal al-Isiam (Burnisher of Islam) or Rachatat al-Ulama
(Prescription for the Ulama), addressing the Muslim scholars. Its
Turkish version is Muhakemat (7he Reasonings), and it was pub-
lished in 1911.7¢ Nursi wrote this work to set out what he consid-
ered should be the principles of Qur’anic exegesis. It is made up of
three sections: “The Element of Reality ( Hagigat)”, “The Element
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of Rhetoric (or Eloquence-Balaghat)” and “The Element of
Doctrine (‘Aqa’id).”””

. Isharat al-I9az (Signs of Miraculousness): It is Nursi’s Qur’an com-
mentary. He interprets the Qur’an verse by verse from the first chap-
ter to verse 33 of the second chapter of the Qur’an.”® In this work,
he provides a detailed explanation regarding the inimitability of the
Qur’an’s word-order.”?

. Al-Mathnaw? al-“Arabi Al-Niri: The first work the New Said wrote
was a collection of 11 or so treatises in Arabic. Later on, he com-
bined them with the title of al-Mathnawt al-“Arabi al-Niri. In the
introduction, he describes it as “a kind of seed of the Risale-z Nur”.
In other words, al-Mathnawiis “the seedbed”, and the Risale-i Nur
is “its garden”.8° In this respect, it should be noted that Nursi
expounded in his collection what he summarized in the a/-Mathnawi.
In 1955, Abdiilmecid Nursi, brother of Said Nursi, translated
Nursi’s wartime Qur’anic commentary, Isharat al-154z, and his
al-Mathnawi al-<Arabi al-Niri from Arabic into Turkish.®!

. Sozler (The Words): It consists of 33 sections, explaining the essen-
tials of faith such as the oneness of God and the hereafter, worship
and ethic by using similes, allegories and metaphors. It shows Nursi’s
mature thought; in it, he demonstrates his own original style.®?

. Mektibat (The Letters): It shows the correspondence between Said
Nursi and his disciples and Turkish Muslims in general in a harsh
time in respect to religious life and activities. It provides responses
to the various theological questions. It clarifies many issues such as
rituals, miracles of the Prophet, and his own spiritual development.®?

. Lem’alar (The Gleams): It consists of 33 headings, including a
number of topics such as Prophets, sunnat-bid’at (superstition), the
wisdom of the prayers, impossibilities of naturalist materialism, sick-
ness and oldness.®*

. Sualar (The Rays): It discusses a number of topics such as inimita-
bility of the Qur’an, wisdom of its verses, the existence of God, the
manifestations of God’s most beautiful names, the characteristics of
the Risale-i Nur and Nursi’s defense in the courts. It is the very
important part of the Risale, and it shows the mature metaphysical
thought of Nursi.*®
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As discussed before, various Qur’anic interpretations emerged via the
influence of Western thought and modernism in some Muslim areas. For
this reason, in this chapter, firstly, I will discuss the key concepts of moder-
nity and Muslims’ encounter with modernity. Then, I will focus on
approaches to the Qur’an in the earlier modernism, giving a number of
examples from its influential figures. Thereafter, I will introduce some new
trends in modern zafsir such as scientific exegesis, literary—historical exe-
gesis, thematic exegesis and feminist exegesis. In the final section, I will
discuss the place of the Risale-i Nur collection in the Qur’anic exegesis
with special reference to the Isharat al-I44z (Signs of Miraculousness) in
terms of Nursi’s exegetical methodology.

It is significant to introduce modernity and its key notions to properly
comprehend its influence on Qur’anic exegesis. Modernity may be defined
as Western civilization’sideology and lifestyle, an intellectual transformation
produced as a result of the Enlightenment.! This modernity can be
summed up under the headings of its key concepts. The first of these is
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secularism which could be described as a separation between state and
church (religion and society/politics). Secondly, a knowledge of moder-
nity emphasizes that nature is dependent on human domination. If it is
compared with Islamic perspective, knowledge is life rather than power in
Islam. Therefore, there may be an apparent contradiction between these
approaches. In addition, the nation state, democracy and natural rights are
political categories in modernity. Finally, individualism is a characteristic of
Western modernity.> At this point, how is Muslims’ encounter with
modernity and what are their reactions to it should be examined.

It is important to note that Muslims’ first introduction to modernity
was via colonial occupation and military conquest. Naturally, the Muslims’
way of understanding Islam in the face of modernity was to look at the
analyses and studies of the fundamental document: the Qur’an.? Therefore,
the Qur’an played a major role in response to concerns of modernity. It is
important to bear in mind that reform (zs/2h) and renewal (tajdid) are
significant concepts in Islamic tradition. When Muslims are faced with the
challenges of modernity, Muslim scholars turn the Qur’an to accomplish
this renewal.* In this context, it is worth mentioning that unlike in the
West, modernization in Muslim countries emerged as types of religious
movements.® It may be concluded that endeavours to interpret the Qur’an,
and in general Islam, were major reactions to modernity.

3.1 MODERNIST EXEGESIS

It is significant to make a distinction that Muslim modernism is divided
into two periods: the earlier modernism and the neo-modernism. The early
modernism emerged in the colonial period, aiming to synthesize Western
thought and sciences with the best of the Islamic tradition. However, the
neo-modernists are more aware of the possibility of modernity compatible
with the needs of their society. Moreover, while the earlier modernists
called for reforms in order to catch up to the West, the neo-modernist
intellectuals are more critical about the components of the modelled devel-
opment and result of the Western model of development. Furthermore,
the writings of the early modernists were apologetic. As for the neo-mod-
ernists, they are more concerned with the issues of their own society such
as various social problems.® While Fazlur Rahman is considered as a neo-
modernist, Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Muhammad ‘Abduh are major repre-
sentatives of the early modernism.” After this brief introduction to Muslim
modernism, it is vital to mention the contours of this section.
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In this section, I will analyse approaches to the Qur’an in the earlier
modernism and review characteristic features of modernist exegesis. I will
examine modern Muslim scholars’ approaches to the interpretation of the
Qur’an, the place of hadith in exegesis, the concept of jtihad, the concept
of abrogation (naskh), occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuziil), the place
of reason and modern science in exegesis, miraculous events in the
Qur’anic text, authenticity of the Qur’anic narratives, the historicity of the
Qur’an, and mystical (zsharz) exegesis. In addition, in order to broad out-
line of modern exegesis I will also give some examples.

In the mid-nineteenth century, modernist exegesis emerged under the
influence of Western science in various parts of Muslim lands such as the
Indian subcontinent and Egypt. Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Muhammad
‘Abduh are two significant figures of modernist exegesis. Their approach
to the Qur’an was different from the previous tradition in many respects
while having similar ideas. Both emphasized the importance of moving
away from imitation of the past towards a sensitive approach compatible
with modern life. Moreover, while they were in connection with rationalist
scholars in early Islam, such as Mu‘tazilis, they believed that there was the
need for interpretation of the Qur’an with a scientific world view in mind.
Furthermore, they wanted to reinterpret miracles in the Qur’an in line
with modern science and reason. In addition, both underlined that the
Qur’an should be made familiar to the modern mind, becoming aware of
that exegetical procedures and jargon of previous commentaries had made
the Qur’an unclear.® This point is very important because these scholars
expressed their dissatisfaction with the classical methodologies clearly and
encourage their followers to develop a new way to look at the Qur’an.

I shall start to review characteristic features of modernist exegesis by
pointing out the place of Qur’anic exegesis (tafs7r) as a discipline in the
eyes of modern thinkers. It is important to note that Qur’anic exegesis
(tafsir) became the paramount discipline in modern period, although it
was a discipline among the other Islamic disciplines in classical period. The
reason for this is that Protestant textualism, the notion of sola scriptura
and Western thought influenced modern scholars. Therefore, sola corano
became a widespread principle among modernist exegetes.” Morcover,
Islamic law (figh) and systematic theology (kalam), which are prescriptive
disciplines, played a passive role because leading Muslim states such as the
Ottoman and Mughal Empires lost their political power, and many Muslim
countries were controlled by colonialist powers and secular elites. For
example, British government had disregarded Islamic law in new courts in
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India under their control in that period.!® As a result of these, modern
thinkers attempted to give the task of these influential disciplines to zafs7r.

One of the most significant aspects of modernist exegesis is its emphasis
that the Qur’an should guide Muslims towards becoming a moral com-
munity."! ‘Abduh’s pupil M Rashid Rida notes:

The duty of the Muslim is to read the verse remembering that it was revealed
to give directives and provide lessons for those who believe... The Prophet
came and the Qur’an was transmitted in order to guide humankind. A true
commentary is one that explains perfectly what Allah expects of humankind,
and the road he wishes it to take.'?

Moreover, modern exegetes emphasize that everyone is allowed to
ponder on the meanings of the Qur’an, and Qur’anic exegesis is not the
monopoly of scholars and religious leaders.!* Obviously, the notion of sola
scriptura is the dominant theme among modern Muslim thinkers’ response
to the challenges of modernity. At this juncture, it is also vital to mention
their approach to badith, second major Islamic source, because interpreta-
tion of the Qur’an in the light of the prophetic tradition is the famous
classical technique in the discipline.

With regard to badith, it is safe to assume that they are very sceptical
about prophetic traditions.’* For example, according to Ahmad Khan,
only very few prophetic traditions are reliable.’® Aziz Ahmad (1913-1978
CE) states that his ideas on the doubtfulness of even the six most reliable
classical collections of hadith are not very different from the conclusions
arrived at by Western scholars such as Goldziher (d. 1921) and Schacht
(1969).1° As mentioned in the literature review, Protestant textualism
influenced a number of modernist scholars.!” Their approach to hadith
may remind us of this influence.

As a religion of logic, Islam is based on #jtihad (independent reason-
ing), and therefore gjtibad is a sine qua non of the religion. One of the
significant aspects of modern Qur’anic reading is the concept of al-ag!
al-awwal wa al-nagl al-muw’awwal (first reason and then the text or text
should be interpreted in the light of rational explanation). One of the
natural extensions of this approach is to put emphasis on the concept of
iytihad, arguing that previous scholars’ #jtibads are not binding upon
modern Muslims because they are historical. Moreover, they maintain that
it can be exercised through a new Islamic jurisprudence that is based only
on the Qur’an, disregarding other traditional juristic sources.'® For
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instance, ‘Abduh and Rashid Rida believe that 7jzzhad is a fundamental
device of Muslim law and to close its gate would make the divine law
unadaptable to changing circumstances of modern life.’® However, it is
worth mentioning that this excessive emphasis on reason makes the text
itself very passive device in front of modern scholars.

Another disputable issue is the concept of abrogation (naskh).?° In gen-
eral, the early modernists are not much pleased with this notion. They
interpret the annulment/abrogation (naskh) of ayat, mentioned in Q.
2:106,%! differently. Instead of relating it to Qur’anic verses, they interpret
it in two ways: the succession of natural phenomena and abrogation of the
message of former prophets.?? It is plausible to think that a number of the
modernists’ refutation of the naskh may be connected with their textualism.

With regard to occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuzil), it is notewor-
thy that most traditionalists consider these reports and anecdotes in rela-
tion to the historical background of the Qur’anic verses be indispensable
for exegesis.?*> However, this kind of historical research finds little favour
in the eyes of the earlier modernist thinkers. There is no doubt that the
denial of hadith resulted in the refusal of these reports too. In their view,
these reports distort the Qur’anic message, and outlines of the text get
lost.* In general, they derive occasions of revelation directly from the
textual contexts of verses. Moreover, referring to a number of the day-to-
day affairs of Muslims, they frequently attempt to apply the verses to those
issues.? It may be inferred from this that their negative approach to occa-
sions of revelation may be also related to their textualism.

Another facet of modernist exegesis is that it is based on reason and
modern science. The power of reason has significantly impressed Muslim
modernism.?® For example, ‘Abduh maintained that Islam and the Qur’an
are rational. Moreover, he stresses that the Qur’an is the only sacred text
that both argues in a deductive and demonstrative way and sees it as a
necessary obligation of human beings to ponder scientifically and system-
atically. ‘Abduh underlines frequently that Muslim faith stands on rea-
son.?” Similarly, Ahmad Khan emphasizes that God’s word, the revelation,
cannot contradict his work, that is, nature. Any religion sent by God must
necessarily be within the grasp of the human intellect. The reason for this
is that we are able to perceive the obligatory character of a religion only by
means of the intellect. As practical result of this approach, he eliminated
miraculous events from his understanding of the Qur’anic text as much as
possible, and all kinds of supranatural phenomena that were not compat-
ible with his own scientific opinion.?® However, although Khan tried to
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eliminate these supernatural events in Qur’anic narratives, other more
moderate modernists only attempted to minimize or rationalize miracu-
lous elements of the Qur’anic stories as much as possible.?

None of the discussions among modern scholars is more vivid than the
discussion on the authenticity of the Qur’anic narratives about prophets of
earlier times. The Egyptian scholar Muhammad Khalaf Allah (d. 1998)
maintains that the stories that the Qur’an tells about the previous prophets
are not necessarily historically true, and their value lies in the religious
values these narratives show rather than in the information they include
about what happened in the past.®® In addition, he argues that even though
the Prophet’s contemporaries definitely believed them to be authentic sto-
ries about what actually happened, God did not utilize them mainly as
historical facts, but as psychological facts. For instance, they were revealed
as a means of influencing the people’s emotions. The Qur’anic stories sup-
ported the Prophet emotionally during his exhausting confrontation with
the heathen Meccans.3!

Another characteristic of modernist exegesis is that a number of the
earlier modernist thinkers support the historicity of the Qur’an in more
philosophical manner. According to this view, certain Qur’anic injunctions
should be considered and evaluated with reference to socio-historical cir-
cumstances of revelation. For instance, according to Asaf ‘Ali (1899-1981),
while legal regulations in the Qur’an are valid for a given space of time,
moral regulations are universal. In addition, they emphasize a high degree
of flexibility in the injunctions commanded by the Qur’an to adapt Muslim
life to the requirements of the modern age.?> For example, M Abu Zayd,
an Egyptian theologian who published a Qur’anic commentary, declares
that deviations from the traditional prescripts of Islamic law are allowed if
they work for human welfare in the broadest sense.3?

Finally, modern thinkers who focus purely on the literal meaning of the
text are highly critical of StfT (mystical) approaches to the Qur’anic text,
refusing mystical (zsbar?) interpretations, stated as richness of meaning (or
secondary-hidden meanings) besides primary-apparent meanings of verses,
and rasawwufin classical commentaries.? For example, Parwiz rejects the
heritage of mysticism, even of mainstream Stfism because he thinks that it
is an unsatisfactory religious and intuitional experience, anti-rational, mis-
leading and in disagreement with the prophetic revelation.®® The reason
for their view may be their rigorist emphasis on reason, modern science
and nature. This subject will be discussed in detail in Chap. 7.
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3.2  OTHER MODERN APPROACHES TO THE QUR’AN
IN EARLY MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY PERIODS

There are a number of exegetical trends in modern Qur’anic interpreta-
tion. In this section, I will briefly account for scientific exegesis, literary-
historical exegesis, thematic exegesis and feminist exegesis because these
forms of exegesis are related to this research.

3.2.1 Scientific Exegesis

Scientific exegesis is one of the major approaches to the Qur’an in the mod-
ern period. It deals with examining the Qur’an in the light of modern sci-
ence. It may be divided into two ways. The first use of scientific exegesis was
made by Tantaw1 Jawhari. His commentary, a/-Jawahir, was an encyclopedia
that allows Muslims to link the Qur’anic text to a modern scientific world
view. He was not interested in the “scientific miraculous nature of the
Qur’an”, which came to be famous in the mid- to late twentieth century. His
main aim was to encourage Muslims to study and to comprehend the sciences.

The second way of scientific exegesis is the use of science to emphasize
the “scientific miraculous nature of the Qur’an”. This approach attempts to
show that modern scientific discoveries have been somehow foreseen in the
Qur’an. This type of exegesis is also used as evidence that the Qur’an is the
word of God, and the Prophet is the true messenger.® It is important to
note that the main aim of this exegesis is to find further proof of the inimi-
tability of the Qur’an and of its miraculous nature. While opponents of this
form of exegesis criticized it, scientific exegesis has become one of the most
significant approaches to the Qur’an in the modern period.?” It is concluded
from the information above that modern thinkers recognized modern scien-
tific achievements in the West, and they attempted to find allusions to them
in the Qur’an, thereby demonstrating the Qur’an’s miraculous nature.

I will deal with scientific exegesis in detail in its own section, making
comparison with Nursi’s approach since there is a large number of a mate-
rial in his collection.

3.2.2  Literary-Histovical Exegesis

Modern literary-philological-historical studies emerged in the West and
influenced some modern Muslim thinkers and scholars.®® Amin al-Khalt
(d. 1967), an Egyptian professor of Arabic language, began the literary
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studies of the Qur’an. He highlighted that the Qur’an is the most out-
standing book of the Arabic language and the most significant Arabic liter-
ary work. In his view, exegetical studies of the Qur’anic text should consist
of two parts: the examination of the historical background of the text,
occasions of its genesis and its history and, secondly, the text must be
interpreted in the light of these initial studies. During this process, it
should be kept in mind that we need to comprehend the exact meaning of
the Qur’an as its first listeners understood.?* Moreover, al-Khali draws
attention to the thematic units of the Qur’an, underlining that we need to
take into account all verses and passages that speak to the same topic, and
not to neglect other Qur’anic passages on the same subject.*® It is clear
that a number of modern Muslim thinkers are under the influence of liter-
ary studies and historical approaches that developed in the West.

Al-Khali’s student and wife, ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman Bint al-Shati® (d.
1998), followed the method of al-Khili, and she wrote a short commen-
tary. While she condemns traditional exegetes as being “without method”,
she states that the text must be dependent on a literary commentary (tafsir
adabi). In her view, we need to start from a scholarly and perfect knowl-
edge of the Arabic language that includes all the literary tools of rhetoric
and cloquence to comprehend the text.*!' In addition, like ‘Abduh, she
points out that the task of the scripture is not providing the history of
Arabs or the biblical prophets and scientific subjects. However, the aim of
the Qur’anic narratives is to provide moral and spiritual guidance.*? Based
on the information above, it is inferred that a number of modern thinkers
engaged in modern Western scholarship, and they dealt with the contem-
porary problems of Muslims.

3.2.3  Thematic Exegesis (Tafsir Mawdui)

Thematic exegesis highlights the unity of the Qur’an instead of the inter-
pretation of verses in isolation. This type of approach is connected with
the ideas developed by al-Khali. He underlines that interpreting the
Qur’an by focusing on specific themes is more useful. Proponents of this
exegesis argue that the traditional verse-by-verse commentaries distort the
Qur’anic message, not giving adequate emphasis to related verses on a
specific theme in the text.** Two main advantages are mentioned in this
method. Firstly, it gives an opportunity to the exegetes to have a compre-
hensive and well-balanced view of what Qur’anic text really says about the
basic questions of belief. Therefore, it lessens the danger of a merely selec-



TAFSIR IN THE MODERN PERIOD AND THE RISALE-I NUR COLLECTION 51

tive and biased reading of the text. Secondly, it enables exegetes to take a
more active role in the process of interpretation, and they are able to bring
their own modern outlook to the text more effectively.** It is concluded
that this type of exegesis may be more appropriate for modern readers
since it gives a comprehensive Qur’anic view about a specific subject.
There are a number of proponents of thematic exegesis such as Fazlur
Rahman (d. 1988). He attacks the “atomistic approach” of numerous exe-
getes who seem unable to comprehend the underlying unity of the Qur’anic
text. As a result of his emphasis on single unity of the Qur’an, he formu-
lated a two-stage method (double movement). While the first stage includes
deriving the universal principles, values from the historical context of the
Qur’anic text, the second stage consists of applying these principles to the
present specific socio-historical context of today. Rahman applies his
method in his work Major Themes of the Quy’an. Some of the themes dis-
cussed are as follows: God, nature, prophecy and revelation, and eschatol-
ogy.* It is clear that this form of exegesis allows us to examine in depth the
Qur’anic approach to a specific theme such as women, peace and war, jus-
tice, and freedom; and it may be more helpful in the modern age. Rahman’s
approach and his work are good examples of this form of exegesis.

3.2.4  Feminist Exegesis

A number of Muslim feminist exegetes have recently argued that since
“male-oriented” interpretations of the Qur’an from the classical period to
modern times are biased against women, it is significant today to reread
the Qur’anic text. Moreover, they believe that the cultural and historical
context of the revelation has remained as a hindrance to becoming aware
of the Qur’anic principles about women. Therefore, the Qur’anic rules
regarding women must be read with special reference to their socio-
historical context of the revelation, and if the context changes, then the
interpretations and rulings derived therefrom may change.*® As has been
seen, some ideas such as women rights and gender equality in the modern
period have influenced a number of Muslim women thinkers.

Some advocates of feminist exegesis include Moroccan sociologist
Fatima Mernissi (b. 1940), Afro-American Amina Wadud (b. 1952) and
Asma Barlas (b. 1950). For example, Asma Barlas has examined the ori-
gins of patriarchal exegesis. She argues that views of inequality and patri-
archy in the exegetical literature in order to explain existing social
structures. In this context, she reanalyses a number of the issues, and she
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concludes that Qur’anic teachings are extremely egalitarian, not advocat-
ing patriarchy.*” Secondly, Amina Wadud, one of the leading Islamic femi-
nists, emphasizes that the Qur’anic text makes men and women equal, and
it does not refer to God with a “sexual” qualification anywhere. At this
point, she states the statement that the word “Allah” in the Qur’an is a
masculine is an affront to transcendence of divinity.*® It is concluded that
certain modern Muslim intellectuals engaged in discussions regarding
women rights and gender equality in the West, and they applied these
ideas to the present Qur’anic exegesis.

3.3  THE PrLACE OF THE RISALE-T NUR COLLECTION
IN THE QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS

In this section, firstly I will analyse the place of the collection in general,
examining where the Risale-: Nur may stand in relation to diverse exegeti-
cal categorizations and where we can place it among modern Qur’an exe-
gesis. Secondly, I will particularly focus on his commentary Isharat al-15az.

It is important to note that the scholars of tafs7r divide Qur’anic exege-
sis into a number of categories. As mentioned in introduction to tafsir,
literature review, the famous categorization is that it is divided into two
broad categories: tafsir bi-al-ma’thir (tradition-based exegesis) and tafsir
bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis).*

In another categorization, Ibn Qayyim (751,/1350) divides exegesis
into three categories: exegesis which elucidates the Qur’anic phraseology
and words (literal tafsir-tafstr lafzi); exegesis on the Qur’an’s meanings
and message (ma‘nawi tafsir); and Sufi exegesis (ishari tafsir).>° In this
context, it is noteworthy that Nursi also generally divides commentaries
into two categories, lteral tafstr and ma‘naw? tafsir, and then he defines
his collection as a kind of ma‘naw? tafsir, a commentary on the Qur’an’s
meanings in a number of places.® Nursi states:

There are two sorts of Qur’anic commentaries: The first is the well-known
sort of commentary. Commentaries of this sort expound and elucidate the
Qur’an’s phraseology, words, and sentences. The second sort explain, prove,
and elucidate the Qur’an’s truths (Kur’an’m hakikatlering) related to belief
(imani) with powerful arguments (kuvvetli hiiccetlerle). This sort has great
importance (chemmiyet). Sometimes the well-known, literal commentaries
(Zdhir maliim tefsivler) include this sort in summary (miicmel) tashion. But
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the Risale- Nur has made it its basis directly, and is a commentary on the
Qur’an’s meanings (manevi tefsir) which silences obstinate philosophers
(muannid feylesoflart) in unprecedented (emsalsiz) manner.*?

Itis concluded that Nursi focused in his collection on the meanings and
the message of the Qur’an rather than verse-by-verse exegesis in classical-
style commentaries. One might question as to why the text was written in
this particular manner. It may be said that Nursi perceived it to be the
most desirable form in its particular time.

Nursi’s another significant description for his collection is “zafsir
shubiidi” (transempirical exegesis®®). For example, he states in al-
Mathnawi al-Nuri:

Know that this epistle is a kind of transempirical exegesis (zafszr shubiidi) of
some Qur’anic verses. The matters it raises are, indeed, like flowers that have
been plucked from the gardens of the most-wise Qur’an. So, try not to let
yourself be put off by the vagueness, or conciseness of its expressions. Do
keep reading it until one of the secrets behind the repetitions of the Qur’an,
as in the reoccurring verse “To him appertains the heavens and the Earth”
(Q. 2:107; 5:40; 7:158 etc.), is disclosed to you.5*

Here I shall discuss this form of exegesis in detail, giving a number of
examples from the collection.

Tofstr shuhiidz (transempirical exegesis) is one of the methods of inter-
pretation in Qur’anic exegesis even though it is not stated as a technical
term among the exegetes. It can be defined as clarification of comprehen-
sive expressions of the Qur’an by visible and experiential phenomena. As
Nursi highlights that time is also an interpreter (miifessir), adding its own
interpretation, and events, circumstances and developments (ahbval ve
vukunat) leads to meanings to be discovered (kessiaf).%® In other words,
interpretation of the Qur’anic realities which are mentioned as literal in
the text by their manifestations in the visible world.’” In this context,
Nursi underlines that his collection is a witnessing (sehadet, shubiid) expe-
rience.’® Here we will give an example from the collection to properly
comprehend what he meant with this form of exegesis. He notes:

Look at the stamp pointed out in: Look at the prints of God’s Mercy, how He
revives Earth after its death. He is the Reviver of the dead in the same way, and
He is powerful over all things (Q. 30:50). Earth’s revival (arzin ihyass) is an
astonishing “resurrection” or coming to life (hasir ve nesir) again. Countless
animal and plant species are raised to life. There are far more members of
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many non-human species than there are of humanity. Nevertheless, to fulfill
certain subtle purposes, most plants are not raised in their exact former
identities, but in forms bearing a substantial and close resemblance (ayniyete
karib). However they are revived, their revival indicates the ease of the
Resurrection...Those who deny the Resurrection should observe its count-
less examples in Earth’s quickening.®’

It is clear from the information above that Nursi interprets the verses by
visible events and experiments in the physical world. Moreover, as noticed
in the verse (Q. 30.50) in the quotation above, this method is a Qur’anic
method to prove the argument. In addition, he dealt with the observation
and investigation of the physical world to interpret the Qur’anic text.

Moreover, based on the fact that human beings are more than rational
creatures, and that there are significant aspects of human reality which go
beyond reason, Nursi’s main concern with tafszr shuhiidi was to produce
an exegesis that addresses all the aspects of humankind.®® For instance,
he states:

The Words and ‘Lights’ — other parts of the Risale-i Nur — emanating from
the Qur’an are not limited to scientific matters that address minds (akli
mesail-i ilmiye), but also include matters of belief that address hearts and
souls, spiritual states (kalbi, rubi, hili mesiil-i imaniye), and provide knowl-
edge of God (maarif-i llihiye) at the highest degree.!

Taking into account Nursi’s approach above, it is important to point
out that modernist exegesis is based on reason. The power of reason has
significantly impressed Muslim modernism.®* Then, it may be argued from
this that Nursi’s emphasis on this form of exegesis is of particular signifi-
cance in terms of his approach to Qur’anic exegesis.

Furthermore, transempirical exegesis is to demonstrate that there is a
harmony between the revelation of the Qur’an and the truth in the (fur-
thest) regions of the earth, and in our own souls. In this context, it is
noteworthy that Nursi highlights that there is a union between the Qur’an
and the universe. In his view, the Qur’an comes directly from the everlast-
ing “Speech” attribute (kalam) of God, while the universe and everything
in it is derived directly from His attribute of qudrah (power). In other
words, the Qur’an consists of verses (signs) that are the manifestation of
God’s attribute of kalam (speech) while the universe is the reflection of
His attribute of gudrah (power). If one of them is transformed into other,
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the transformed one will take other’s form. Then tafsir shubiidi is the
interpretation of the Qur’an, the manifestation of God’s attribute of
kaldm, by cosmic signs (verses) that surround all the people in the uni-
verse.®® Examples from his collection will make it easier to properly com-
prehend this form of exegesis.

For example, Nursi notes:

In some verses, God Almighty mentions the wondrous deeds (acaib ef’il)
He performs in this world in order to impress upon the heart the wonder of
what He will accomplish in the Hereafter, and to prepare the mind to accept
and understand it. In other verses, He mentions the wonderful deeds (ef’i/-i
actbe-i Tlahiye) He will perform in the future (istikbali) and the Hereafter
(ubrevi) by analogies with the similar deeds we see (meshud) in this
world in such a way that we are convinced. One example is: Has not human-
ity seen that we have created it from a sperm-drop? Then lo, humanity is o
manifest adversary (36:77), and the subsequent verses. The Wise Qur’an
proves the Resurrection in seven or eight different forms. It first directs our
attention to our own origin (7es’e-i 11l4): “You see how you progressed from
a sperm-drop (nutfe) to a blood drop (alika), to a blood clot suspended on
the womb’s wall, from a suspended blood clot to a formless lump of flesh
(mudgn), and from a formless lump of flesh to a human form (bilkat-i insan-
iye). How can you deny your second creation (nes’e-i ubrd)? It is just the
same (misl) as the first, or even easier (ehven).”

When the pages ave spread out (81:10). This verse implies: “At the time of
the Resurrection, everyone’s deeds will be revealed on a written page.” At
first glance, this appears rather strange and incomprehensible. But as the
sira indicates, just as spring’s renewal parallels another resurrection, the
“spreading out of the pages” has a very clear parallel. Every fruit-bearing
tree and flowering plant has its deeds, actions and functions. It performs its
worship according to the kind of its glorification of God (namely, manifest-
ing His names). All ofits deeds and its life’s record are inscribed in each seed
that will emerge next spring in another plot of soil .

It is clear from the information above that Nursi believes there is a
union and harmony between the Qur’an and the universe, and they are
two sides of the same coin. His interpretations reflect his view and what he
means with tafs?r shubidi. In this context, it is interesting to note that
Ahmad Khan similarly emphasizes that God’s word, the revelation, cannot
contradict his work, that is, nature. However, his approach led him to
elimination of miraculous events from his understanding of the Qur’anic
text as much as possible and of all kinds of supranatural phenomena that
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were not compatible with his own scientific opinion.®® We cannot see this
result in Nursi’s understanding of the harmony between the Qur’an and
the universe.

In addition, by tafsir shubidz, the Qur’an and the universe interpret
cach other.% Nursi indicates this in a number of places. For example, he
points out that the Qur’an reads the universe in the greatest mosque of the
universe (kdinat mescid-i kebiri). As it is an eternal translation (zerciime-i
ezeliye) of the great Book of the Universe, it is also the interpreter (#zdifes-
sir) of the visible world and the unseen world (dlem-i gayb ve sehadet).””

Finally, a notable style of expression in Nursi’s writings is that he fre-
quently uses allegories to interpret Qur’anic verses. His allegories are also
connected with the method of transempirical exegesis since they are from
the visible world. He provides an explanation by allegories from the visible
world for numerous topics such as the relationship between God and his
servant, God’s omnipotence and will. For example, He accounts for God’s
closeness to all beings despite his infinite transcendence and his Oneness
in spite of His control of everything simultaneously by the comparison of
the sun. While the sun is one being, it is made universal by all transparent
objects. And it fills the Earth with its images and reflections.®® It is impor-
tant to note here that the Qur’an encompasses parables, and it presents its
truth by parables.

However, Nursi also defines his collection as “a work of kalam” in a
number of places.®® It is worth pointing out that Nursi’s collection made
strong explanations about a number of topics such as the existence of
God, His attributes, the angels, holy books, prophethood, revelation, the
hereafter and so on. In this sense, it should be emphasized that the collec-
tion explicates the verses concerned with the fundamentals of Islamic faith,
which is a topic of the discipline of systematic Islamic theology (kalam).”°
Moreover, Nursi’s main interest were kalam issues and Qur’anic approach
to them. For this purpose, he joined kalam and tafsir disciplines, and he
revived them as a theology based on the Qur’an.”! Taking into consider-
ation the information above, the main argument of the book is that while
what ‘Abduh attempts to do is tafsirisation of other disciplines,”? as we
mentioned before, Nursi’s approach is described as kalamisation of tafsir
and other disciplines. At this point, it is important to mention that even
though ‘Abduh’s discourse is attractive for numerous people, Nursi’s
approach is seen as more appropriate for constant reform. I will focus on
theological exegesis in Nursi’s writings in Chap. 7.
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With regard to modern trends in exegesis, the basic sources of the col-
lection such as the Words, the Letters, the Gleams and the Rays may be
considered as a kind of thematic exegesis because they discuss a topic
under a title of a certain verse, generally take into consideration the unity
of the topic and present the themes as an exegesis of numerous verses con-
nected with the same subjects. Beki (b. 1953) perceives their forms as a
new approach to thematic exegesis.”® For example, the Tenth Word, titled
Treatise on the Resurrection,”* discusses entirely the resurrection. This trea-
tise along with other parts in relation to the same topic could be gathered
under the title of “the resurrection in the Qur’an”. Another example, the
Twenty-fifth Word is a treatise on the Qur’an’s inimitability. Therefore, it
can be described as “Inimitability in the Qur’an”.”® It is clear from the
examples that the collection has an own form and structure.

After scrutinizing the whole collection in general, now it is necessary to
lookat his one-volume commentary, Isharat al-174z(Signs of Inimitability).
It is important to note that unlike the majority of books of the collection,
Ishariat al-194z was recorded in the earlier period of his life, with his state-
ment, in the period of Old Said. Nursi wrote this commentary on the
front in the first year of the First World War without having any book or
source. He wrote it briefly and concisely. As he underlines in his Reminder
(Tenbib), his main concern in this exegesis is to expound the inimitability
of the Qur’an’s word-order (¢°cdz-2 nazmi), which is one of the aspects of
its 74z. He also states that if obstacles had not arisen, such as the First
World War, and other parts and letters had contained other truths of exe-
gesis (miitefervik hakaik-i tefSirive), a fine broad commentary (ztefsir-i
cami) would have been written on the Qur’an.”® It is clear from the infor-
mation above that he primarily focused on ¢%4z, which is an important
sub-discipline in Qur’anic sciences in the exegetical tradition.

It is worth mentioning that Isharat al-Ijaz is a reason-based exegesis
(tafsir bi-al-ra’y), and Nursi utilizes the methods of the classical exegesis
in his interpretation except for the connections between chapters. Beki
particularly considers it as a kind of scientific and literary exegesis in
reason-based interpretation.”” As we pointed out earlier, one feature of
reason-based exegesis is that it relies heavily on linguistic analysis and
investigating the implications of different language usages on meaning.”®
Nursi also mainly examined the theory of the word-order (nagzm) in his
commentary. In this context, Muhsin ‘Abd al-Hamid (b. 1937) notes:
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It seems to me that Ustad Nursi studied this theory of the word-order thor-
oughly and then it became clear to him that the earlier commentators like
al-Zamakhshart and al-Razi and Abi Su‘tid had not attempted to apply it as
a complete system treating all the stras, verses, and words one after the
other, in all its details. So he wanted to emulate these great commentators
but to compose a commentary in which the theory was applied in detail and
comprehensively in respect of the structures and meanings, and the wording
and its related sciences both intellectual and intuitive, universal and particu-
lar. He relied on all these while disclosing the Qur’an’s systematic ordering,
through which its miraculousness and inimitability become apparent. He
disclosed too and elucidated the subtle qualities of the literary styles and
devices of the Qur’an, which when it first appeared opposed some current
usages of Arabic, and astounded the Arab orators and silenced their elo-
quent masters...It was not only to prove the Qur’an’s miraculousness in
respect of eloquence and rhetoric that Nursi directed his efforts towards
explicating the theory of its word-order; it was to penetrate into the mean-
ings of the verses. For he wanted to expound them in detail in the light of
reason in order to set forth the main beliefs of Islam and demonstrate their
relations with the truths of existence.”

It is clear from the quotation above that Nursi’s commentary must be
placed among reason-based interpretations. In addition, because his main
concern is to develop the theory of the word-order (nagm), the commen-
tary may be considered as a literary exegesis. Finally, the last part of the
quotation supports previous argument, namely kalamisation of tafsir,
regarding the collection.

Suat Yildirim (b. 1941) asserts that Nursi’s commentary is a branch
that began to develop from the tradition and has extended to the present.
This work gives examples in detail in relation to peculiarities of nagzm
(word-order, composition), balaghat (rhetoric) and wuslib (literary style)
which are the foremost aspects of the Qur’an’s inimitability. In addition,
the commentary deals with philosophical grounds of several subjects, indi-
cating legislative inimitability (zashr7'7 ijdz), a moderate scientific exege-
sis, and aspects of the sociological and psychological exegesis of the
Qur’an.® It is reasonably concluded that the commentary has a traditional
background, and various readings of the Qur’an arose throughout the text.

Moreover, Yildirim believes that the commentary includes the qualities
which may become a model for the primary subjects in the Qur’anic exe-
gesis; he also lists the main subjects Nursi discussed: introducing the
Qur’an briefly, fundamental purposes of the Qur’an, a comparison of faith
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and unbelief, putting forward the proofs for the unity of God to counter
the naturalist and materialist movement, a revitalization regarding the
purpose of balaghat (rhetoric), analysis on hypocrisy, philosophical
grounds of worship, philosophy of the science, the need for prophecy and
revelation, rational proofs for the resurrection, predestination, inimitabil-
ity of the Qur’an, the seven heavens and the earth, existence of the angels,
and the connection between the miracles of the prophets and scientific
discoveries.?! Because every theme will be discussed in their own sections,
it is fair to mention them briefly here.

To sum up, the Qur’an played a major role in modern period in response
to concerns of modernity. Modernist exegesis emerged under the impact of
West in the Indian subcontinent and Egypt in the mid-nineteenth century.
Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Muhammad ‘Abduh are two significant scholars of
this form of exegesis. Scientific exegesis, literary-historical exegesis, thematic
exegesis and feminist exegesis are other types of modern exegesis. Moreover,
in general, Nursi defines his collection as a kind of ma‘nawi tafsir, a com-
mentary on the Qur’an’s meanings. Nursi’s another notable description for
his collection is “tafszr shuhbids” (transempirical exegesis). He also describes
it as “a work of kalam” in some parts. The main books of the collection may
also be considered as a kind of thematic exegesis. In addition, his commen-
tary, Isharat al-Ijaz, is a reason-based exegesis, and he primarily developed
the theory of the word-order (nagzm) in his work.

NoOTES

1. Omer Demir and Mustafa Acar, “Modernizm,” in Sosyal Bilimler Sizliijii
(Istanbul: Agag Y., 1992), 251.

. Massimo Campanini, The Qur’an Modern Muslim Interpretations, trans.
Caroline Higgitt (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), 1-2.

. Ibid., 2.

. Campanini, The Qur'an, 4.

. Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 27 .

. Azhar Ibrahim, “Contemporary Islamic Thought: a critical perspective,”

Isiam and Christian-Muslim Relations 23, no. 3 (2012): 285.

7. Abdullah Saced, Islamic Thought An Introduction (UK: Routledge, 2006),
139.

8. “Qur’an: Tradition of Scholarship,” 7567; See, for ‘Abduh’s methodology,
Muhammad ‘Abduh and Rashid Rida, Tafsir Al-Qui’an Al-Hakim al-
mushtaber bismi Tnfstr al-Mandar, Mugaddima (Dar al-Manar: Cairo,
1947), 17-31.

[\

QN Ul W W



60 H.CORUH

12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

21.

22.
23.

24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

. Pagaci, “Cagdas Donemde Kur’an’a,” 96.
10.
11.

Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 53.

Ibid., 75, 101; Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 127; Baljon, Modern
Muslim Koran, 5, 37; Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Abmad Khan, A
Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House
PVT LTD, 1978), 167.

Jacques Jomier, cited in Campanini, The Qur’an, 17; ‘Abduh and Rida,
Tafsir Al-Quv’an Al-Hakim, 25.

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 16.

Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 32-33.

Troll, Sayyid Abmad Khan, 144.

Ibid., 49.

Pacaci, “Cagdas Donemde Kur’an’a,” 85-104.

Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 121, 33.

Jansen, The Interpretation of the Qur’an, 87.

Naskh means abrogation of one Qur’anic ruling by a subsequent Qur’anic
ruling. It is based on a number of Qur’anic verses such as Q. 2:106. It
occurs in several ways. Saeed, Interpreting the Qur’an, 77-8.

“Whatever verse [of the Qur’an] do We abrogate or cause to be forgotten,
We bring a better one or similar to it. Know you not that God is able to do
all things?”

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 49-50.

Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qui’an: A Contemporary Approach to a
Veiled Text, Second ed. (London: SCM Press, 2003), 62.

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 46.

Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 34.

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 21; Albayrak, Kidsik Modernizmde, 35.
Campanini, The Qur’an, 14-5.

Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 126-7.

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 24; Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 36.
Jansen, The Interpretation of the Qui’an, 68.

Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 133—4; Albayrak, K/asik Modernizmde,
37.

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 42, 102.

Jansen, The Interpretation of the Qur’an, 88.

Albayrak, Klasik Modernizmde, 39.

Troll, Sayyid Alhmad Khan, 233.

Saced, “Qur’an: Tradition of Scholarship,” 7567.

Campanini, The Qur’an, 34-7.

Rippin, The Qui’an, X/21.

Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 131-2; Jansen, The Interpretation of
the Qur’an, 65.



40.

41.
42.
43.
44.
45.

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.

52.

53.

54.

55.
56.
57.

58.

TAFSIR IN THE MODERN PERIOD AND THE RISALE-I NUR COLLECTION 61

Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 132; Jansen, The Interpretation of the
Qur’an, 67.

Campanini, The Qur’an, 46-8.

Rippin, The Qur’an, X/21.

Saeced, “Qur’an: Tradition of Scholarship,” 7568.

Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 138.

Campanini, The Qur’an, 77-8, 80; Fazlur Rahman, Islam & Modernity:
Transformation of an Intellectunl Tradition (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1982), 2-3, 5-7.

Saced, “Qur’an: Tradition of Scholarship,” 7568.

The Qur’an, 213.

Campanini, The Qur’an, 116-7.

Saced, The Qur’an, 181, 182.

Qattan, Mabahith, 348.

See, Said Nursi, The Rays, trans. Siikran Vahide, 512-3; Niyazi Beki,
Kur’an’in Yiiksek ve Parlak Bir Tefsiri Risale-i Nur (Istanbul: Sahdamar
Yayinlari, 2008), 30.

Said Nursi, “On Doérdiincii Sua,” in Sudlar (Istanbul, S6z Basim Yayin,
2012), 638, accessed 31 March, 2018, http: / /www.erisale.com /#content.
tr.4.638; Nursi, The Rays, 513.

Translator Redha Ameur emphasizes in his note that “translating shuhiidi
by the adjective ‘experiential’ is by all means the laudable option in many a
case. However, due to the emphasis the author places on the sensorial
experience of the onlooker as he peruses the sheets of the cosmos, and his
insistence that the very matter of the world is pervaded with Qur’anic
ayah-signs, the translator has envisaged to propose ‘transempirical’ to,
hopefully, contain the meaning of direct experience as well as all of the
intellectual connotations proper to the author.” Redha Ameur, “Preface to
the al-Mathnaw? al-Arabi al-Niri,” in Islam at the Crossronds: On the Life
and Thought of Bedinzzaman Swid Nursi, ed. Ibrahim M Abu-Rabi
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003), 350.

Ibid., 335; Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, Mesnevi-i Niriye, trans. Abdilmecid
Nursi (Istanbul: Sahdamar Yayinlari, 2010), Miinderecat Hakkinda 240,
I"tizar 66.

Beki, Kur’an’in Yiiksek ve Pariak Bir Tefsiri, 255.

Nursi, Mubakemat, 16; Nursi, The Reasonings, 20-1.

Ishak Ozgel, “Said Nursi’nin Tefsire Getirdigi Yenilikler,” in Uluslararas:
Bediiizzaman Said Nursi Sempozyummn (Tahran Mezhepler Universitesi,
2011), 4.

Said Nursi, Mektubat (Istanbul: Sahdamar Yayin., 2009), 424.


http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.4.638;
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.4.638;

62 H.CORUH

59.

60.
6l.

62.
63.
64.

65.
66.
67.

68.
69.

70.
71.
72.
73.
74.

75.
76.

77.
78.
79.
80.

81.

Nursi, A-Mathnawi al-Nuri, 8-9; Mesnevi-i Nuriye, (Istanbul, S6z Basim
Yayin, 2012),25,accessed 16 April, 2018, http: / /www.erisale.com /#content.
tr.5.25

Ozgel, “Said Nursi’nin Tefsire,” 5.

Nursi, Mektubat, 496, accessed 16 April, 2018, http://www.crisale.
com/#content.tr.2.496; The Letters, 365.

Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran, 21; Albayrak, Kiasik Modernizmde, 35.
Ozgel, “Said Nursi’nin Tefsire,” 6-7.

Nursi, The Words, 126-8; Sozler, 172-3, accessed 16 April, 2018, http://
www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.172

Wielandt, “Exegesis of the Qur’an,” 126-7.

Ozgel, “Said Nursi’nin Tefsire,” 8.

Nursi, The Words, 46, 388; Sozler, 490, accessed 16 April, 2018, http://
www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.490

Nursi, The Words, 209-10.

For example, Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, Barla Lakikas: (Istanbul: Envar
Nesriyat, 1994), 162; Vahide, “Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s Approach to
Religious Renewal,” 60.

Beki, Kur’an’n Yiiksek ve Pariak Bir Tefsiri, 29.

Ozervarly, “Said Nursi’s Project of Revitalizing,” 321-2.

Pacaci, “Cagdas Donemde Kur’an’a,” 100.

Beki, Kur’an’in Yiiksek ve Pariak Bir Tefsiri, 25.

Nursi, The Words, 67-130; “Onuncu S6z Hagir Bahsi,” in Sizler, 82,
http:/ /www.erisale.com /#content.tr.1.82

Beki, Kur’an’in Yiiksek ve Pariak Bir Tefsiri, 26-7.

Nursi, Isarati’l-Ieiaz, 17-8, accessed 16 April, 2018, http: / /www.erisale.
com/#content.tr.6.17; Signs of Mivaculousness, 11.

Beki, Kur’an’in Yiiksek ve Pariak Bir Tefsiri, 25.

Saced, The Qur’an, 182.

Nursi, Signs of Miraculousness, 8.

Suat Yildirim, “Said Nursi’nin Isarati’l-I’caz Tefsiri,” Yeni Umir 89, July
2010, www.yeniumit.com.tr

Ibid.


http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.5.25
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.5.25
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.2.496;
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.2.496;
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.172
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.172
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.490
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.490
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.1.82
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.6.17;
http://www.erisale.com/#content.tr.6.17;
http://www.yeniumit.com.tr

®

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 4

Revelation and the Nature of the Qur’an

Contents

4.1 The Notion of Revelation (Wahy) in Classical and Modern Period.......... 64
4.2 S. Nursi’s Approach to Prophecy and the Notion of Revelation.............. . 78
4.3 His Approach to the Nature and Status of the Qur’an .. 85
4.4 The Major Themes of the Qur’an and Its Chapters 87

This chapter firstly will explain the concept of revelation (wahy) and the
Qur’an. The Qur’an is considered as the exact revealed word of God in
Muslim tradition. We primarily focus here on the classical and modernist
scholars’ approach to this notion, analysing Nursi’s views regarding it in
detail. Next, I will evaluate Nursi’s definition of the Qur’an because his
definition indicates his theological approach to Qur’anic exegesis. 1 will
investigate his approach to the nature and status of the Qur’an as divine
revelation, its place in primordial existence, the epistemic value of the
Qur’an and its universality. Nursi argues that the major themes of the
Qur’an are divine unity, prophethood, the resurrection and justice-worship /
ethics.! How these themes affect Nursi’s hermeneutics is a significant ques-
tion in this context. I will account for his view, giving a number of exam-
ples from his Risale-i Nur. Finally, I will examine Nursi’s interpretations
regarding Meccan and Medinan chapters and their stylistic differences.
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4.1  THE NOTION OF REVELATION ( WAHY) IN CLASSICAL
AND MODERN PERIOD

It is important to note that the Arabic noun, waky, and its derivations have
become the significant technical terms for the revelation of the Qur’an to
the Prophet Muhammad in Islamic theology. Revelation (waky) has come
to indicate the recitation of Qur’anic words to the Prophet by the angel
Gabriel. The Qur’an usually uses this term for this particular form of com-
munication, but it is not confined to it.> The word wahy and its variants
occur in a number of shades of meaning in the Qur’anic text, and each of
them points to the main underlying idea of inspiration directing or guid-
ing someone. They are used in a number of places to denote the follow-
ing: guidance in natural intuition (such as God’s inspiration of Moses’
mother to suckle him. Q: 28.7), guidance in natural instinct (such as
God’s inspiration of the bees to take the mountains as habitation. Q:
16.68), guidance by signs (such as Zakhariah’s inspiration of the people by
his gesture to glorify God’s praises. Q: 19.11), guidance from evil (Q:
6.112) and guidance from God to the angels (Q: 8.12).3 To sum up, in
Islamic theology, wahy in the sense of “revelation” is guidance from God
for his servants, brought by the Prophets, who received the word from
God. The Prophet Muhammad received the revelation of the Qur’an
through the angel Gabriel, who recited to him God’s words exactly, in a
form the Prophet could understand, the Arabic language.*

It is noteworthy that the mainstream Muslim view of revelation is that
it is an initiative of God, who reveals His Will to human beings via chosen
prophets. According to mainstream Muslim belief, the Prophet experi-
enced the presence of the “voice” of God in his heart, and he described
this experience only in metaphorical terms. God’s Will, not His Being, was
revealed in the revelation; this Will was transmitted in an understandable
human language. The Prophet received the content of revelation from an
external source, and he did not have any effect on the actual content of the
revelation. This content is what we know as the Qur’an. The mainstream
Muslim view declares the significance of the linguistic content of the rev-
elation. Therefore, revelation is identical to the Qur’an, and the words of
Qur’anic text are equivalent to the verbal revelation received by the
Prophet from God.® It is concluded that Muslims believe that the Quran
is God’s speech, and it is the exact revealed word of God.
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It is useful to point out that the Qur’an mentions the means of revela-
tion, in the sense of communication between God and people, in the fol-
lowing Qur’anic verse:

Itis not granted to any mortal that God should speak to him except through
revelation or from behind a veil, or by sending a messenger to reveal by His
command what He will: He is exalted and wise.®

It is clear from the verse above that the means of revelation are inspira-
tion, for example in a dream, speech hidden away, and words sent via a
special messenger from God such as the angel Gabriel as the messenger to
the Prophet Muhammed to reveal God’s message.” In addition, the verse
also shows us that revelation is always mediated. Firstly, it lies in the trans-
mission of a message rather than the “unveiling” of God himself as implies
in the English word revelation with its Christian origins. Secondly, an
intermediary, generally recognized as the angel Gabriel, delivers the mes-
sage of God.®

It is worth mentioning that the Qur’an emphasizes that the revelation
was sent to the Prophet in the Arabic language. For example:

Truly, this Qur’an has been sent down by the Lord of the Worlds: the
Trustworthy Spirit brought it down to your heart [Prophet], so that you
could bring warning in a clear Arabic tongue...We have sent it down as an
Arabic Qur’an so that you [people] may understand.’

It should be noted that the Qur’an states its divine origin in numerous
verses, asserting that the revelation came directly from God. Besides, it
particularly denies that it contains the speech or ideas of the Prophet.!?
Toshihiko Izutsu (d. 1993) underlines the significance of God’s “speak-
ing” in the Islamic tradition as follows:

And Revelation means in Islam that God ‘spoke’, that He revealed Himself
through language...not in some mysterious non-human language but in a
clear, humanly understandable language. This is the initial and most decisive
fact. Without this act on the part of God, there would have been no true
religion on earth according to [the] Islamic understanding of the word
religion. !

Another important topic relating to the notion of revelation is under-
standing the problem that God has revealed a divine message in a human
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language. Muslim scholars in the classical and modern periods have dis-
cussed this issue, asking how the eternal, immutable, non-contingent
“speech” of God could have been transmitted via the vehicle of a contin-
gent, mutable human language. Most have highlighted that God’s speech
was somehow transmitted in a form we could understand. Otherwise, it
would have remained wholly beyond our comprehension.!?> Moreover,
some scholars draw attention to the difference between the revelation as it
is connected with the “speech” of God (at the level of the “Unseen”) and
revelation as it is concerned with a human language. In this context, it is
stated that while revelation at the Unseen level is a “theological mystery”
unable to being comprehended by human thought, revelation in a human
language is able to be grasped. In addition, it is also stressed that investi-
gating God’s speech at the Unseen level would be similar to seeking to
describe what is in the invisible world. Therefore, the eternal speech of
God at the Unseen level is not accessible to human beings.!?

In classical Islamic theology, there is a debate about the nature of the
Qur’an as God’s speech. The subject is whether the Qur’an was a divine
attribute or not. Subsequently, another dimension of the point gradually
acquired greater importance: Is the Qur’an created (makhlug) or not (i.e.,
ghayr makblug)? It is important to bear in mind that this controversy has
influenced Islamic scholarship in general and Qur’anic scholarship in par-
ticular."* Muslim theologians have discussed endlessly whether the Qur’an
was “created” like any other creation in the world. As we point out, the
reason for this debate is connected with theological discussions regarding
the nature of God and God’s attributes. If the Qur’an is the “speech of
God” and “speech” is God’s attribute, then the Qur’an is associated with
God as an attribute. If this is so, the Qur’an, as an attribute of God, must
be eternal, co-eternal with God. There are two theological approaches to
this issue. The Ash‘arite school maintained that because the Qur’an is the
word of God and the divine speech, it is “uncreated” and co-eternal with
God. In contrast, according to the Mu‘tazili school, there could not be
any eternally pre-existent other than God; therefore, the Qur’an must be
“created”. It should be noted here that Ash‘ari school stressed that only
the Qur’an’s “spirit and inner meaning” (kalim al-nafst) is “uncreated”,
while both schools agreed that its “language and utterance” and “letters
and writing” (kaldm al-lafzf) are “created”. A third approach is that of
the traditionalists. In their view, Muslims should not debate whether the
Qur’an is “created” since this was not mentioned in the Qur’an or by
the Prophet or the companions.'® These theological discussions may be of
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particular significance because a number of rationalist ideas such as
Mu‘tazili views in the early period of Islam reappeared in modern period.
We can summarize the mainstream Muslim belief on the nature of rev-
elation as follows: The Qur’an is God’s speech, one of His attributes. God
with all His attributes is eternal and not contingent. So His speaking is
also eternal without letters and sounds. It is not He nor is it other than
He. Because God created sound and letters and enabled Gabriel to hear it
by that sound and those letters, Gabriel heard his speaking as sound and
letters. The angel Gabriel memorized it, stored it and transmitted it to the
Prophet via revelation. Gabriel recited it to him, and the Prophet memo-
rized it. The Prophet recited and transmitted it to his companions.!®
Finally, another significant subject in relation to the concept of revela-
tion is that hadith are considered waky, and hadith are part of the revela-
tion in Islamic tradition. Here it is important to note that while the term
“sunna” refers to the Prophet Muhammad’s words, actions and approval
of the sayings or deeds of the companions, hadith are the records of sunna.
And the tradition emphasizes the complete identification of the Prophet’s
sunna with hadith reports which went back to the Prophet and judged to
be authentic.!” Therefore, we can arrive at sunna via hadith. After the defi-
nitions of the terms, it is noteworthy that according to classical principles
of jurisprudence, revelation is made up of two dimensions: “Recited
Revelation” (waly matinw) and “Unrecited Revelation” (waby ghayr mat-
luw). The recited revelation is the Qur’an, which is the speech of God,
while the unrecited revelation is the hadith, which is the Prophet’s sayings
and deeds. In general, the unrecited revelation is seen as inspiration from
God. It is useful to point out here that “Recited” indicates the fact that
recitation of the Qur’an is an act of worship in Islamic tradition. However,
in classical principles of jurisprudence, both are “revelation” while the
Qur’an, the recited revelation, is superior.’® In other words, the classical
approach underlines that sunna (hadith) was revealed by God through the
Prophet just like the Qur’an. Whenever the Prophet received a revelation,
he was also given a sunna to clarify it.! In this context, it is reported that
the Prophet states: “Indeed, I was given the Book and something similar
to it.”?® Nursi’s following sayings are a good example of the traditional
understanding of the concept of revelation which includes hadith:

The Messenger is a human being and so acts as a human being. He is also a
Messenger of God and thus an interpreter and envoy of the All-Mighty. His
message is based on the two kinds of Divine Revelation: explicit (wahy sarih)
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and implicit (wahy zimni). In the case of explicit Revelation, the Messenger
merely interprets and announces — he has no share in its content. The
Qur’an and those Sacred Traditions (hadith qudsi).. In the case of implicit
Revelation, the essence and origin of which (mujmal and khulasa) is based
on Divine Revelation and inspiration, but clarifications ( zafsiliat) and descrip-
tions (zaswirat) belong to the Prophet.. When he does so, he relies either on
direct Revelation and inspiration or on his own insight. When giving his
own interpretation, he either relies on the perceptive power (ulvi kuvve-i
kudsiye) bestowed upon him due to his Prophetic mission or speaks as a
person conforming to his time’s common usages, customs, and kinds of
comprehension.?!

As has been seen, the mainstream Muslim view of revelation highlights
that Jhadith are part of the revelation. Now I shall analyse some modern
thinkers” approach to prophecy, the notion of revelation and the nature of
the Qur’an.

In nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, thinkers such as S. Ahmad
Khan and Muhammad ‘Abduh were influenced by rationalist scholars in
early Islam, such as Mu‘tazilites, and they believed that there was the need
for an interpretation of the Qur’an with a scientific world view in mind.?
For this reason, their rationalist ideas led them to a different approach to
the notion of revelation. Moreover, because of the attempts to revitalize
kaldm and reformation movements in relation to “new kaldm” among
carlier modernists, almost all modern intellectuals stated an idea about the
revelation of the Qur’an.?® Furthermore, a number of thinkers such as
Ahmad Khan limited the concept of revelation, rejecting the idea that
hadith were part of the revelation.?* In addition, some contemporary
scholars such as Fazlur Rahman began to develop a slightly different
approach to the notion of revelation, including the role of the “religious
personality” of the Prophet Muhammad and his community in the revela-
tion process.?> After providing the contours of the subject, I shall scruti-
nize them in detail.

It is important to note that in general these reformist thinkers provide
naturalistic descriptions of prophethood. In their view, a prophet is held to
be a man of excellent intelligence who discerns things by a natural vision.
For example, Jamal al-Din Afghant (1839-1897) identifies prophecy with
philosophy. What the Prophet learns by means of revelation is similar to
what the philosopher reaches by the use of reason. However, the differ-
ence between them is that whereas the Prophet transmits his message for
the people and talks via symbols that the masses can comprehend com-
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pletely, the philosopher gives a message only for a few intellectuals and
employs clear concepts in place of religious symbols. As another example,
Muhammad ‘Abduh emphasizes the purity of the Prophet’s soul and his
inward character. This quality combined with an abundance of divine
grace allows the Prophet to discern things by a natural vision. In addition,
the intelligence of the Prophet is also highlighted. Hence, in ‘Abduh’s
view, the Prophet is man of excellent intelligence, high spirituality and
worthy inward disposition, along with divine grace.?® It is interesting that
both ‘Abduh and Afghani point out seeing things by a natural vision.
Besides, Afghani’s comparison between the Prophet and the philosopher
and the similarities between the consequences of revelation and reason are
worth mentioning. His approach reminds us of the reformist figures’
argument that there is a harmony between reason and revelation.

S. Ahmad Khan is another significant thinker in this context. It is good
to mention that Ahmad Khan adopted from 1870 onwards a world view
that eliminated the possibility of mediation from the supernatural, stating
that all created reality is controlled by a universal, consistent and unbreak-
able system of natural laws possibly completely comprehensible to human
reason. For this reason, he had to redefine the concepts of prophethood
and revelation in a naturalistic way. What would these notions signify
when they were adapted to this natural system??”

It should be noted that S. Ahmad Khan’s views based on nature enabled
him to have a different approach to prophecy and revelation. He argues
that prophecy is a natural phenomenon, and all the prophets have a pro-
phetic faculty.?® In other words, Ahmad Khan provides an explanation of
prophethood in naturalistic and deterministic terms. In his view, all the
prophets have a faculty of prophethood. Every prophet is gifted with this
faculty. Since all the human faculties depend on the physical form of man,
the faculty of prophethood is closely connected with the Prophet’s physi-
cal form. Moreover, Ahmad Khan believes that the prophetic faculty in
man keeps working till the Day of the Resurrection even though prophet-
hood has finished with the Prophet Muhammad. He thinks that the
Prophet of Islam has stated the last words regarding the spiritual progress
or the spiritual culture of people. In this respect, those last words made
him the last Prophet. However, the prophetic faculty and God’s grace
have not ended.? In other words, he believes that prophethood is, in real-
ity, as natural to human beings as other human faculties, a result of one’s
natural constitution.®® It is clear from the information above that Khan has
a naturalistic approach to prophethood, and he sees prophecy as a natural
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event. His view that the prophetic faculty in humanity keeps working till
the Day of the Resurrection is a different idea compared to the traditional
understanding.

Ahmad Khan goes on to state that the prophetic faculty is inborn and
not acquired, and any human cannot reach correct moral judgement sim-
ply through his own attempts and efforts. The right kind of morality can
be perceived by reflecting carefully and analysing the laws of nature. If a
man has adequately improved and discovered the secrets of his faculties,
then he will attain it. However, in his view, very few people are able to
reach this degree of perfection. Even though a man not gifted with the
faculty of prophethood is capable of reaching a true idea of morality, he
cannot get certainty despite all his attempts. And he will clarify his philoso-
phy to the people in technical terms. On the other hand, by the prophetic
faculty in him, when the Prophet reflects on something concerned with
morality, he can reach conclusions that are true and certain and show the
will of God who has formed the laws of nature. This inspiration is of
numerous types and agrees with natural laws. At the same time, he can
provide an explanation regarding the deepest problems of life in a way that
people can comprehend since he is gifted with the prophetic faculty that
does not need any philosophical jargon.?! We can see here that Khan iden-
tifies revelation and inspiration as a natural phenomenon. He also argues
that one needs to be gifted with the prophetic faculty in order to get
certainty.

One of the subjects of Islamic theology is necessity of prophethood in
humanity. Modern thinkers discuss this topic, providing their arguments.
For example, Ahmad Khan maintains the necessity of prophethood in
order to comprehend human purpose in this world. He emphasizes that
humanity is formed from opposite powers: the angelic (malakiti) and
carnal (nafsani). There needs to be a balance between these two.
Experience demonstrates that humans have not arrived at a clear notion of
the fundamental purpose of human existence by the effort of reason.
Hence, reason requires that a person who possesses a natural habitus (mal-
akah) can teach the essential objective of human existence such as belief in
God. This person alone is a prophet, and his natural babitusis the habitus
of prophethood. Thus, reason itself needs the existence of a prophet. Only
a prophet has an accurate knowledge of these opposite powers and how to
balance them. In Khan’s view, prophets guide people to remind them of
the forgotten commands of former prophets. Moreover, they provide
explanations on subjects that were comprehended only partly. In addition,
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they elucidate realities for which there is no example in this world, realities
that are beyond human comprehension, such as the divine essence and His
attributes, the Hereafter.?? It is clear from this that Khan believes that
prophethood is necessary in order to discover the fundamental objective
of human existence. It is interesting to note that while Khan generally puts
emphasis on reason, here he realizes that the effort of reason is not enough
for arriving at the fundamental purpose of humanity. Khan’s ideas on this
subject is similar to the mainstream approach.

Another facet of revelation in classical teaching is that it descends by the
mediation of the angel Gabriel. However, Ahmad Khan denies any angel
who acts as an intermediary to deliver the message of God to the Prophet.
He argues that it is not an angel but the prophetic faculty that hears the
divine message. The prophetic faculty is the seat of revelation, and it is
given revelation. In his view, the true nature of Gabriel is that it puts an
idea in the mind or heart of man, an idea related to man’s inmost nature.
It cannot be anything outer and foreign to the nature of human being.3?
In addition, as has been stated, the mainstream traditional view teaches
that the Qur’an came down to the Prophet by the mediation of the angel
Gabriel. Ahmad Khan, like Ibn Sina (980-1037 CE), radically changes the
nature of Gabriel while maintaining the term “angel”. In Ahmad Khan’s
thought, the angel is another name for the habitus of prophethood taught
by the Muslim philosophers. Ibn Sina does this on the basis of the
Neoplatonic, emanational and deterministic system of the universe. In
both situations, prophethood is part of the predetermined natural system;
it is not dependent on divine choice.** Ahmad Khan’s approach is different
from the classical mainstream view regarding the role of an intermediary
during the process of revelation. Besides, Khan emphasizes a predeter-
mined natural system and also adopts the Muslim philosophers’ concept of
habitus of prophethood. One might then ask what is the relationship
between Khan and the Muslim philosophers.

It should be noted that Ahmad Khan renews, to a large extent, the
teaching of the philosophers in his approach to prophethood and pro-
phetic revelation in the context of his own characteristic ideas in a
nineteenth-century context. In the classical tradition, the Muslim philoso-
phers (falasifah) maintained that the truths of revelation are completely
comprehensible to “people of deep knowledge”, and they taught that the
power of reason is the source of their knowledge of all religious realities.
However, they also underlined that prophetic revelation is necessary since
it explicates the duties related to worship. In addition, the masses come to
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know the completeness of religious realities only by way of the symbolic
and allegorical teaching of the prophets. Ahmad Khan identifies himself
with a philosophical group that he called theistic philosophers (falasifah-i
iabiyin), who resemble “the people of deep knowledge” in classical
Muslim philosophy. With the assistance of the results of modern science
and philosophy, the contemporary theistic philosophers arrive at reality by
the law of nature, the same reality that prophetic revelation communicates
in a language accessible to all people. Even though the knowledge of the
theistic philosophers concerning the real system of things is not complete,
possibly the sayings of the prophetic revelation would be inside the range
of human reason as they are inside the final reach of the theistic philoso-
phers.®® Taking into account the information above, it is inferred that
Ahmad Khan engaged in Islamic philosophy, reviving ideas about prophet-
hood and revelation in his own specific context. He draws attention to the
fact that the theistic philosophers like himself can reach reality by the law
of nature.

Making a comparison of the modernist thinkers’ approaches, M. Siddiqi
notes that Ahmad Khan’s approach to prophethood is similar to Afghani’s
and ‘Abduh’s ideas, except that a further subject is added. In Ahmad
Khan’s view, the faculty of prophethood keeps living and acting among
the people.®® Then on the whole we can see a naturalistic approach to
prophethood and revelation among the contemporary thinkers, while they
have a number of differences in their ideas.

Among some contemporary thinkers, the Mu‘tazilite view regarding
the nature of the Qur’an as God’s speech reemerged. As we mentioned
earlier, one of the major discussions in classical Islamic theology was about
whether the Qur’an was “created” or was co-eternal with God. It is impor-
tant to note that the Ash‘art and traditionalist Sunni doctrine of the eter-
nity of the Qur’an has predominated up to the present. However, a
number of modern scholars have agreed with the Mu‘tazili doctrine of the
createdness of the Qur’an. M. ‘Abduh was one of the proponents of this
Mu‘tazili doctrine in the late nineteenth century. However, he took out
his view of the createdness of the Qur’an after the publication of the first
edition of his famous work, titled Risala al-tawhid. Recently, some con-
temporary thinkers such as Muhammed Arkoun (1928-2010) suggested
areturn to the Mu‘tazili view of the createdness of the Qur’an.?” It may be
concluded from this that a number of modern intellectuals such as M.
‘Abduh returned to some Mu‘tazili ideas, and they considered these ratio-
nal opinions to be a response to the challenges of modernism.
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Another dimension of the nature of the Qur’an is the universality or
particularity of the Qur’an’s message. It is important to point out that the
most dominant Muslim approach is that all Qur’anic rules, both legal and
moral regulations, are universal and valid for all times and all places.
Muslims must follow and practise Qur’anic instructions. Because the
Qur’an is the word of God, it is relevant to the needs of all societies for all
times and places.®® In the modern period, a number of thinkers emphasize
the historical context of the Qur’an. According to this idea, certain
Qur’anic injunctions should be considered and evaluated with reference to
socio-historical situations of revelation. For example, Asaf ‘Ali states that,
while legal regulations in the Qur’an are valid for a given space of time,
moral regulations are not time bound. He also emphasizes that he cannot
agree with the idea that any order in the Qur’an requires strict obedience.
In addition, these commentators emphasize a high degree of flexibility in
adapting the instructions given in the Qur’an to the necessities of the
modern age.** Discussions on the universality or particularity of the
Qur’an’s injunctions continued in the period of neo-modernism. Fazlur
Rahman is one of the most influential figures in this respect.

Fazlur Rahman attempts to relate the Qur’anic text to the contempo-
rary needs of Muslim societies. He relies heavily on comprehending the
socio-historical background of the revelation, at a macro level, and then
connecting it with a specific concern of the modern period. His method is
described as “double movement theory”. In the first movement, he
focuses on the socio-historical background of the Qur’an in examining
particular Qur’anic instances in order to reach general principles such as
justice and human dignity. Rahman speaks of a group of general principles
that would later rule specific circumstances. In the second movement,
rules and laws which are based on these general principles are developed
for the needs of the modern period. In order to develop such rules, par-
ticular circumstances of the contemporary period must be well known. In
this process, he makes use of the idea of “prophetic spirit”, trying to imag-
ine that if the Prophet had lived in the contemporary period, how he
might have acted.*® Besides, he believes that the rigidity of the Muslim
jurists” expositions, and their denial of a historical background of the rev-
elation, caused archaic rules that both stopped Muslims from engaging in
modern issues and weakened the energy of Islam.*! Fazlur Rahman stud-
ied in the West. His writings are still influential, and his ideas are propa-
gated by his students in the Muslim world.
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Another important topic in relation to the contemporary intellectuals’
approach to revelation is that whether badith are part of the revelation or
not. Classical Islamic teaching emphasizes that the Prophet received not
only Qur’anic revelation, but also special revelation besides the Qur’an.
Thus, Gabriel transmitted the sunna (wording or meaning) just as he
brought the Qur’an. Both the Qur’an and the sunna begin with God,
both are mediated via the Prophet’s agency, and we cannot make any dis-
tinction between them with regard to their authority. The mainstream
classical view recognizes the fundamental identification of sunna with
divine guidance.*? According to Islamic law, both have equal authority in
cthico-legal subjects.*® In addition, the classical understanding of the rela-
tionship between the Qur’an and the sunna is briefly stated as follows:
“The Qur’an has more in need of the sunna than the sunna has in need of
the Qur’an.”** In other words, in order to ensure the meaning of the
Qur’an, to explain its aims, and to put into practice its instructions, the
sunna is necessary. Without it, the Qur’an is not comprehensible. There
are a number of functions of the sunna. Firstly, while the Qur’an gives
general orders, the sunna states the exact aim. Secondly, the sunna pres-
ents additional information that is certainly fundamental to religious prac-
tice, but it is not included in the Qur’an. For example, the sunna clarifies
five daily prayers and fasting in detail, while the Qur’an points out these
commands in general terms only.*> However, challenges to the nature of
revelation and hadith and the relationship between the Qur’an and sunna
emerged in the modern period.

In this period, a number of reformist scholars challenged the classical
view in relation to the nature of the sunna, rejecting the view that hadith
were part of the revelation, or even an interpretation of the Qur’an. Firstly,
they maintained that if hadith were to be thought as revelation, there
would not be any implication in the Qur’an’s admonishment of the
Prophet in a number of examples such as his decision regarding the pris-
oners of the Battle of Badr.*® However, the Qur’an clearly admonished the
Prophet because of his certain views. Therefore, the Prophet’s sayings can-
not be considered to be revelation. Secondly, they also denied the earlier
scholars’ interpretation of certain terms in the Qur’an as indicating hadith.
For example, the concept of hikmah (literally “wisdom™) was earlier con-
sidered to be referring to the sunna. However, M. ‘Abduh did not accept
the exposition of hikmah in Q. 2: 129 as sunna. He interpreted the term
as “understanding the purposes of the Qur’an, its emphasized reasoning,
the Qur’an’s congruence to people’s nature, the laws of human society,
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and the people’s interests in all places and times”.*” M. Aslam Jayrajpuri
(1881-1955 CE) states that hikmah, with kitiab, must be recognized as the
Qur’an, not the sunna. Hikmakh must be involved in the Qur’an and cannot
be identified with something separate.*® It is clear that both ‘Abduh and
Jayrajpurt did not accept the concept of hikmah to be referring to the
“sunna” even though their interpretations of the term are different. As
another example, Parwez argues against the traditionalist Qur’anic argu-
ments for commending faith in hadith, insisting that considering hikmah an
equivalent of the prophetic traditions is not right. It is a general term repre-
senting “wisdom”. Parwez’s view is that there is nothing in the Qur’an
about putting an equally certain belief in Qur’an and hadith.* It is clear
from the examples above that the reformist figures reject hadith as part of
the revelation. This approach is in line with the reformist thinkers’ textual-
ism and scripturalism. However, it should be noted that these modern
scholars’ arguments are open to criticism. For example, it cannot be inferred
the rejection of hadith as part of the revelation from the Qur’an’s admonish-
ment of the Prophet with regard to his some decisions because hadith
reports also include the Prophet’s personal opinions in a number of matters.
Therefore, not all the sayings of the Prophet are considered to be revelation.
The Qur’anic scripturalists’ main arguments against the revealed status
of'sunna are as follows: they emphasize certain characteristics of the revela-
tion which God plans to be universal. Firstly, wahy must be revealed and
brought down verbatim, and every word must be from God. Secondly, the
process of revelation must be wholly independent of the influence of the
Prophet; it must in no way be internal to him. Finally, revelation must be
recorded and protected in writing and transmitted accurately without any
risk of corruption or distortion. According to the reformists, sunna does
not fulfil these requirements.® This position is very different from the
most dominant classical view, which sees badith as part of revelation.
Furthermore, several contemporary intellectuals think that the pro-
phetic traditions and sunna restrict the Qur’anic text to particular mean-
ings, and that our understanding of the Qur’an improves with the
centuries.’® For example, Parwez states that some injunctions in the
Qur’an are explicit while others are unclear. God’s aim is to allow such
details and gaps to be adapted according to new circumstances. However,
in the classical period, most of the scholars held the view that sunna is
revelation.®? As another example, Ahmad Khan argues that too heavily
resting on Jpadith in order to interpret the Qur’an puts at risk the univer-
sality of the Qur’an.?® It may therefore be inferred that the modernists’
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denial of the prophetic traditions is related to their textualism and the
notion of sola scriptura. There are also other reasons for this modernist
approach, such as a large number of hadiths and being unable to explain
rationally the meanings of some hadiths.

Reformist thinkers discuss the reasons for classical doctrine of sunna
and its revealed status. For them, Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi (d. 204
AH) is a crucial scholar in the classical approach. He achieved in promot-
ing the identification of sunna with prophetic hadith, and he established
the superiority of this sunna over other sources. He underlined that since
the command of the Prophet is the command of God, the Qur’an and
sunna are equal sources in authority. Sunna, like the Qur’an, is also a rev-
elation. Both emerged from the same source, and they have authoritative
status. After al-Shafiq, this classical approach dominated up to the present;
the idea that sunna could be described as extra-Qur’anic revelation
received a general acceptance.®

In other words, al-ShafiT stressed that badith are equivalent to sunna.
And he brought the Qur’an and sunna closer to each other. Like the
Qur’an, hadith had an authoritative status.®® For example, Nasr Hamid
Abu Zayd (d. 2010) states that al-Shafir can be considered as responsible
for the crisis of religious discourse because he emphasized the importance
of the sunna in regard to the Qur’an, and he moved the sunna of the
Prophet into a “holy text”, equal or even superior to the Qur’anic text. By
doing this, he vastly lessened the importance of reasoning and personal
enquiry.® As has been noticed, reformist intellectuals have a critical
approach to the classical doctrine of sunna, suggesting another view for
which they attempted to find a basis in the tradition. However, their argu-
ments are open to criticism, and this view has not got much reception
from the masses.

Parwez provides another reason against the classical conception of
sunna. He states that we cannot find anything in the Qur’an or in the earli-
est traditions in order to support for the notion that sunna is revelation.
Because the Prophet, his companions and early Caliphs considered only
the Qur’an to be revelation, it is clear that the elevation of sunna to this
level must have been an invention of later Muslims. In his view, this
teaching was actually an imitation of the Jewish conception of the oral
revelation of the Mishna in Jewish tradition.” It is interesting that Parwez
traces back to the earliest periods of Islam in order to support his argument.

In relation to the prophetic authority and revealed status of sunna, it is
good to mention the Akbl-i-Qur’an (Followers of the Qur’an) movement.
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The movement, which emerged in the Indian subcontinent, relies on the
Qur’an as the only authoritative text, suggesting that the hadith are super-
fluous. In other words, the Akl-i-Qur’an movement elevates the status of
the Qur’an, and it clearly rejects all supports to its interpretation, includ-
ing sunna.®® In addition, the movement distinguishes between the
Prophet’s human and prophetic activities. It regards the Qur’an as God’s
eternal law, whereas the Prophet’s sunna was solely intended for the first
generation of Muslims. Except for the Qur’an, the Prophet’s sayings and
actions are not binding on later Muslim generations. The sunna represents
the authoritative practice of divine law for specific occasions, but details of
the law must of necessity change because circumstances have changed
throughout history. In other words, the Qur’an illustrates fundamental
unchangeable principles, and the sunna shows the practical action of these
rules.® It is clear that Ahl-i-Qui’an rejects the authority of hadith and
sunna, and so maintains that the application of sunna is not binding on
later Muslims and modern believers.

Another important topic in relation to the modernist thinkers” approach
to revelation is that some modern thinkers such as Fazlur Rahman, Nasr
Hamid Abt Zayd and Farid Esack (b. 1957) have started to develop a
slightly different approach to the notion of revelation, including the role
of the “religious personality” of the Prophet and his community in the
process of revelation.®® For example, Fazlur Rahman states:

The Qur’an itself certainly maintained the ‘otherness’; the ‘objectivity” and
the verbal character of the revelation, but had equally certainly rejected its
externality vis-a-vis the Prophet ... But orthodoxy (indeed, all medieval
thought) lacked the necessary intellectual tools to combine in its formula-
tion of the dogma the otherness and verbal character of the revelation on
the one hand, and its intimate connection with the work and religious per-
sonality of the Prophet on the other, i.e. it lacked the intellectual capacity to
say both that the Qur’an is entirely the Word of God and, in an ordinary
sense, also entirely the word of Muhammad.®!

According to A. Saeed, here Rahman highlights the close connection
between the Qur’an as word of God, the Prophet and his mission, and the
socio-historical background against which the Qur’an was revealed.
Rahman does not think that the Qur’an is the word of the Prophet. The
classical view of revelation did not include analysis of the role of the
Prophet in the revelation. It gave little attention to the socio-historical
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context in which revelation appeared or to the role of the Prophet in the
process of revelation. The dominant Muslim approach underlined that the
Prophet was a passive receiver, and that there was no connection between
revelation and the socio-historical context.®> However, critically thinking,
we can argue that there has been enough emphasis on the socio-historical
context of revelation. For example, when we look at the approaches in the
earliest period of Islam and the classical sources such as Tabar1’s commen-
tary, the Qur’anic verses are analysed in the light of their occasions of
revelation.

Nasr Hamid Abt Zayd is another example in this regard. He stresses
the anthropological character of the revelation. This character emphasizes
the communicative character of the revelation. Communication includes
the descent of the Qur’an in history as the divine word that involves itself
in human matters. When the revelation began, the text entered history,
becoming to address and secularized. However, the traditional view has
“fossilized” the Qur’an and lost its vision of itself as the true word of God
that can meet the needs of human beings. In Abii Zayd’s view, the coming
of the Qur’an into history means that God and human beings have been
linked and placed in direct communication. The Qur’an is a religious text,
and it is fixed in terms of its literal expression. However, when it is brought
into relation with human reason, it becomes a “concept” that loses its
fixed quality, receiving innumerable new meanings.®® Abt Zayd indicates
the close connection between the text and human beings.

Now I shall examine S. Nursi’s approach to prophecy, the notion of
revelation and the nature of the Qur’an.

4.2 S. Nursr’s APPROACH TO PROPHECY
AND THE NOTION OF REVELATION

The concept of revelation is of particular significance in Islamic scholar-
ship. The Qur’anic text itself puts emphasis on this notion in various
places. There has been a classical mainstream view on this term, while a
number of different ideas emerged in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. In this section, I will discuss S. Nursi’s approach to the existence
and the necessity of prophethood, and the notion of revelation, ascertain-
ing his place in this regard.

It is important to note that Nursi believes in the necessity of the institu-
tion of prophethood. In his view, God does everything with a purpose,
and there are numerous examples of wisdom in his deeds. There is an
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order in everything, even in the seemingly most unimportant things in the
universe. Nothing is disregarded in nature, and human beings need some-
one for guidance. This underlines the necessity of the prophet. Nursi
refers to the purpose and wisdom in God’s actions and the fact that an
order is seen in everything. These realities led him to the conviction
regarding the necessity of prophethood. Nursi goes on to say that human-
ity’s superiority to animals in the following three subjects indicates the
necessity of prophethood.®*

First of all, humankind is capable of perceiving the relationship between
causes and effects. By this knowledge of this relationship, people reach
new combinations, forms or rules, and the laws that seem to underlie
cause and effect. Science is able to examine these combinations; it is able
to discover these laws. People can develop new inventions. However,
humans’ capacities and skills are limited. People’s innate ignorance and
weakness leave them in need of the guidance of prophethood. The perfect
orderliness of the universe can only be sufficiently perceived by means of
prophethood. The balance and order of people’s lives depend on the skill
to grasp this universal order.

Secondly, human beings have been gifted with limitless inclinations and
ambitions, unrestricted hopes and tendencies to lust and anger (guwwa-i
shahawiyya and quwwa-i ghadabiyya). All these need training and control.
This fundamental aspect of humankind also shows the necessity of prophet-
hood.® It is interesting to note that Ahmad Khan also emphasizes that
human beings are formed from opposite powers: the angelic (malakiit?)
and carnal (nafsani). They are called to balance the two.%” Therefore, in
order to prove the necessity of prophethood, both Nursi and Khan indi-
cate the need to control human propensities.

In Nursi’s view, third point in relation to humanity’s superiority to ani-
mals is the balance in the characters of humanity (stidal-i mizac), the deli-
cateness in its nature (letafet-i tab’), as well as its tendency for making
things better. Humankind has a gifted tendency (meyl-i fitri) to live in a
way that is suitable to its fundamental nature and its essential honour.
Because of this inborn tendency, people need to enhance and adorn their
place, clothes and foods and utilize sciences and occupations. However, an
individual cannot have sufficient knowledge regarding all such sciences.
Hence, people need to live and work together, exchanging (miibadele)
their goods among each other. The fulfilment of this need requires justice
and the existence of a number of rules because the desires (inhimak) and
faculties of humanity (kuvi-y: insaniye) are not limited from birth, and it
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can be the cause of injustice. Any person cannot be capable of establishing
these rules. Therefore, there must be a universal mind that has all the
information. It is divine revealed religion. There must also be a power that
can control people’s spirits and consciences, and it carries out the required
justice and rules. This power must also have some kind of supremacy over
others. As for this power, it is the institution of prophethood.®® As has
been seen, Nursi indicates faculties and inborn tendencies of humanity in
order to demonstrate the necessity of prophethood. Moreover, he indi-
cates that people need to live and work together, and this need requires
justice and the existence of a number of rules. His approach is in line with
M. ‘Abduh’s sociological argument for the necessity of prophecy. As
‘Abdubh states, differences in the natures of the people and in the powers
of intellect could cause differences among the people due to their mutual
competition. Therefore, God sent the prophets to instruct them to respect
one another’s rights, and to teach them what these rights are.” Based on
the information above, it is clear that while mentioning humanity’s supe-
riority to animals Nursi’s main argument here is based on the nature of
human, the need for living in a society, and justice and rules.

Nursi goes on to state that individuals lack sufficient knowledge to lead
their lives in a correct way which will allow happiness in their individual and
social life. Besides, they experience whims (evham) and errors, and their
carnal desires require discipline. Thus, humanity needs a perfect guide; this
teacher is a prophet. Secondly, human laws and systems cannot meet the
continual needs and expectations of the people, and they cannot limit peo-
ple’s aggression (meylii’t-tecaviiz) and train their faculties in an appropriate
way. They also cannot guide their natures to progress. Therefore, human
beings need a divine law. The Prophet brings to us this everlasting divine
law. Moreover, even though there has been the development of some
beauty in our old world, new immoral activities and evil appear in even
worse ways. Just as the rules of wisdom are dependent on the rules of gov-
ernment, thus too is the order of people’s life progressively in need of the
divine rules and virtues (kavanin-i seriat ve fazilet) which control human
conscience. Furthermore, new systems of education, which are considered
as having no need of divine law, (mevhume meleke-i tidil-i ablik) are not
totally capable of training the three fundamental human faculties (faculties
of intellect, desire and anger) correctly or of cultivating them into wisdom,
chastity and moderation, nor of maintaining them as such. For this reason,
humankind needs a prophet who provides the balance of divine justice
(mizan-1 adalet-i 1ldhiye) which affects and grasps humanity’s nature and



REVELATION AND THE NATURE OF THE QUR'AN 81

conscience. In addition, thousands of prophets appeared throughout the
history of the world, proving their prophecy with numerous miracles.
These miracles declare and establish the institution of prophethood. Finally,
a number of pleasures and love are found in the basic aims and benefits of
life such as eating and drinking. Then we can perceive the divine favour
(inayet-i 1ldhiye) in this single fact of life, and we can comprehend that
there is nothing useless (adem-i abesiyet) or neglected (adem-i thmal) in
existence. Therefore, we can recognize that prophethood is necessary for
people’s life and existence. It is the pivot of the most essential purposes of
existence (mesalib-i kiilliye). 1f there were no such institution, human
beings would have come to this regular and ordered world from a chaotic
world, and they would have broken the harmony of the course of all the
events, and this world would have turned into complete chaos.”®

It is clear that Nursi emphasizes human weakness and lack of knowl-
edge. He also underlines that human-made laws cannot meet the needs of
humanity, and people are in need of divine rules. He frequently indicates
human’s basic faculties and carnal desires, stating that these require disci-
pline and need to keep them balanced. At the same time, he mentions
human experience and suffering such as whims and errors, maintaining that
people need a guide. One of Nursi’s arguments for prophethood is the his-
tory of the prophets and miracles of the prophets. In addition, he finds
certain evidence for this institution from the visible world, seeing the divine
favour in the fundamental purposes of the life such as eating and marriage.
Nursi often declares that all these realities demonstrate the necessity of
prophethood. We see that Nursi believes in the institution of the prophecy.
Then we shall analyse his approach to the notion of revelation.

Nursi highlights that the truth of revelation (vabiylerin hakikati) gets
control at all times throughout the invisible world as a powerful way of
manifestation. A testimony (sehadet) to God’s Existence and Unity comes
from the One All-Knowing of the Unseen ( A/lamii’l-Guyiib) via the truths
of revelation and inspiration, and this testimony is stronger than that of
the universe and its creatures. God speaks with a pre-eternal speech
(keldm-1 ezeli) that is suitable to himself. Just as the meaning of His speech
informs about Him, His speech (ztekelliim) also makes Himself known by
this attribute. In Nursi’s view, the establishment and the certainty of the
truth of the revelation are clear through the following realities: There is
the consensus of more than 100,000 prophets. Moreover, their announce-
ments are based on divine revelation. In addition, the evidence and mira-
cles included in the sacred books ( kiitiib-ii mukaddese) and heavenly scrolls
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(subuf-u semdviye) have also confirmed this truth (bakikat-i vahy).”*
According to Nursi, the truth of the revelation explicates the following
five sacred truths.

The first truth is that revelation, described as God’s lowering His
speech to the level of People’s minds so that they can comprehend it
Gl gsie ‘u«j‘w < 58), is a type of divine kindness (tenezziil-ii 11dhi). As
God allows His creatures to speak and he understands their communications,
His being the Lord of all creation (rububiyet) requires His participation in
them with His own speech. Secondly, in order to inform Himself, the One
who has created the universe with marvellous artefacts will certainly make
Himself known by His own words also. The third reality is that as God
responds with His deeds (fizlen) to the supplications (miindcdt) and thanks
that are provided by the most select (miintehab) truly humans, He also
responds with His speech, and it is a characteristic of His being the Creator
(hilikeyetin se’ni). The fourth reality is that the attribute of speech is a neces-
sary requirement of knowledge and life, and it is a manifestation of knowledge
and life. The attribute of speech certainly is found in a complete and eternal
(sermedi) form in God, who is all-knowing and the ever-living. Finally, God
provides His most loved, anxious, very poor creatures powerlessness (acz),
long desire (zstiyak), poverty (fakr) and need, anxiety for the future (endise-i
istikbal), and love and adoration (perestis). For this reason, revelation is a result
of His divinity (#lihiyet) that He should observe His own Existence to the
creatures through His speech.” It is interesting that Nursi derives the truths
of the revelation from God’s attributes, the nature of human beings and crea-
tures. According to Nursi, the realities of revelation are as follows: Revelation
means that God participates in His creatures’ speech with His own speech. He
informs Himself by His own words through revelation. Revelation is that He
responds to the supplications of his servants with His speech. His speech via
revelation indicates His two attributes, all-knowing and the ever-living.
Revelation is also a consequence of His divinity.

By use of a parable, Nursi makes a distinction between revelation (waby)
and inspiration (z/ham): A king has two types of speech and address. He
utilizes the first one when he speaks to an ordinary citizen on his phone
regarding a common subject concerning a minor affair or private need. In
his second type of speech, He is the chief sovereign, the head of the reli-
gious office, and the greatest ruler. He addresses his words towards an
envoy or a high official so that his orders will be announced via an exalted
decree that shows his majesty.”® In Nursi’s view, while true inspiration is
similar to revelation in one respect, and is a type of the Lord’s speech, they
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are different in two ways. The first difference is that revelation, much
more elevated than inspiration, is generally communicated by angels,
while inspiration in general comes directly. God speaks with the name the
Lord of the worlds and with the title the Creator of the universe, by means
of revelation or the comprehensive inspiration (s#mullii ilham) that has
the duty of revelation. In inspiration, He may address in a private (bususi)
manner, as the Lord and Creator of every individual and each living being,
from behind the veils and in accordance with people’s capacities. The sec-
ond difference is that revelation is clear, pure (siff) and special to the most
elect (bavass). However, inspiration is not as clear (gdlgels) as revelation; it
can be complicated, and it is more general (#mumi). There are several
types of inspiration, such as inspirations that come to angels (meldike),
human beings and animals (bayvanat). Therefore, inspiration constitutes
an area for the multiplication (zeksir) of God’s words (kelimat-1 Rabbiniye)
to the extent of the drops (katre) in the oceans.” In this context, Nursi
indicates the following Qur’anic verse: “Say [ Prophet], ‘If the whole ocean
were ink for writing the words of my Lord, it would run dry before those
words were exhausted” — even if We were to add another ocean to it.””®
Taking into account the information above, it should be stated that while
acknowledging revelation (waky) and inspiration (z/bam), Nursi distin-
guishes between these two terms. It could be said that Nursi follows the
traditional understanding of these terms, while he makes them clear by a
parable and his unique explanations. At this point, one might ask whether
there is a degree among divine words.

According to Nursi, the Qur’an takes the greatest status among infinite
words of God, and the Qur’an is called as the word of God ( Keldmullah).
Other divine words (sair kelimdt-1 Ilahiye) are divine speech revealed for a
specific purpose, with a minor name (ciiz’? bir jiinvan), and via the specific
manifestation (¢siz’% tecelli) of a specific name (hususi isim). It is important
to note that divine words difter (mubtelif) in degree in terms of particular-
ity (hususiyet) and universality (ksilliyet). Most inspirations (ekser ilbamat)
are of this type, while their ranks (derecat) are difterent (miitefavit). For
instance, the most particular (¢siz’%) and simple inspiration (basit) is sent to
animals. Then follow, respectively, inspiration to ordinary people (avdm-
nds), ordinary angels (avdm-1 meldike), saints (evliya) and greater angels
(meldike-i izam). Nursi makes it clear with an example: A saint (ve/z) who
supplicates without any mediation (vasitasiz) directly by means of the tele-
phone of the heart states: “My heart tells me from my Lord.” The saint
does not say: “My heart reports to me from the Lord of the Worlds
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(Rabbii’l-Alemin).” This is because he receives the divine address only
according to his ability (kabiliyet) and the rate of the removal (nisbet-i ref)
of 70,000 veils (bicap) between God and humanity.”® As has been seen,
Nursi’s ideas regarding revelation, inspiration and the capacity of the saints
are similar to the traditional mainstream understanding. However, a num-
ber of different approaches emerged in the modern period. For example,
‘Abduh believes that the denial of the miracle of the saint (kardmah) is not
against the fundamentals of the religion.””

Regarding revelation, Nursi divides divine revelation into two catego-
ries, explicit and implicit. In the case of explicit revelation, the messenger
merely announces, and he has no share in its content. The Qur’an and the
sacred hadith are revealed in this manner. In implicit revelation, the essence
and origin of which is based on divine revelation and inspiration, the
Prophet is permitted to clarify and describe it. In this case, he uses direct
revelation and inspiration or his own insight. When he gives his own inter-
pretation, he cither relies on the perceptive power bestowed upon him by
virtue of his prophetic mission or talks as a person conforming to his time’s
common usages, customs, as well as kinds of comprehension. Therefore, in
Nursi’s view, not all the details of every hadith are inevitably derived from
pure revelation, and we do not seck the noble signs of the Prophet’s mes-
sengership in his human ideas and transactions based on the requirements
of humanity. Some realities are revealed to him in a brief, abstract and
unqualified /unrestricted form, and he describes them via his insight and in
accordance with normal understanding. While he depicts an event, he uses
the metaphors and allegories which need explanation or interpretation.”®

When we compare Nursi’s ideas with the reformist ideas regarding rev-
elation, it is clear that Nursi’s approach follows the most classical dominant
line. For example, we do not see in Nursi’s writings Fazlur Rahman’s idea
that the Qur’an is entirely the word of God and, in an ordinary sense, also
wholly the word of the Prophet.” According to Nursi, the Prophet has no
share in the content of the Qur’an and the sacred hadith. However, Nursi
does not limit the messenger’s prophetic functions merely to the transmis-
sion of revelation, emphasizing that the Prophet is allowed to clarify and
describe what he receives in a brief and unrestricted form.

Furthermore, as in the Islamic tradition, Nursi divides the Prophet’s per-
sona into “human” and “prophetic” fields. Classical theologians state that
the Prophet’s words and actions in his everyday life and in personal matters
are not legally binding.®® Nursi does not see the signs of his messengership
in his human ideas and deeds in his everyday life. What’s more, Nursi
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believes that hadith is part of revelation, and that the Prophet’s sayings and
actions related to the prophetic mission are binding on later Muslim genera-
tions. For Nursi, the Prophet is not just a messenger, but he is also a ruler.
Thus, he acknowledges the authority of hadith and sunna as a necessary
source of stability of Islam, while he finds a flexibility by stating that not all
the details of every hadith are inevitably derived from pure revelation. In
addition, we do not meet in his writings the argument put by A. Khan that
prophecy is a natural phenomenon, and all the prophets have a prophetic
faculty.®! Finally, it should be emphasized that Nursi clarifies the concept of
revelation via parables and his own unique style in a way that ordinary peo-
ple can comprehend.

4.3  His ApPPROACH TO THE NATURE AND STATUS
OF THE QUR’AN

In this section, I will discuss Nursi’s views on the nature and status of the
Qur’an as divine revelation, the epistemic value of the Qur’an and its uni-
versality. In order to properly understand Nursi’s exegetical approach, it is
vital to look at his general opinions on the nature and status of the Qur’an.
I will investigate Nursi’s definition of the Qur’an because his definition
indicates his approach to the nature and status of the Qur’an, as well as
Qur’anic exegesis.

In general, the Qur’an is defined as follows: It is the speech of God,
sent down to the last Prophet Muhammad, via the Angel Gabriel, in its
exact meaning and exact wording, and it has been transmitted to us by
reliable authorities (zawatur), both verbally and in writing. It is inimitable
and unique, and it is protected by God from corruption.®? Nursi writes:

The Qur’an is an eternal translation (zerciime-i ezeliye) of the great Book of
the Universe (kitab-1 kebir-i kdinat) and the everlasting translator
(terciiman-1 ebedi) of the “languages” in which the Divine laws of the uni-
verse’s creation and operation (dydt-1 tekviniye) are “inscribed”; the inter-
preter of the books of the visible, material world and the World of the
Unseen; the discloser (kessaf) of the immaterial treasuries of the Divine
Names (esmd-i Ilahiye) hidden on Earth and in the heavens; the key to the
truths concealed (muzmer hakaik) beneath the lines of events (sutdir-u
hidisit); the World of the Unseen’s tongue in the visible, material one
(dlem-i sehadet); the treasury of the All-Merciful One’s favors (#ltifitit-
ebediye-i Rabmdniye) and the All-Glorified One’s eternal addresses (bitdbit-1
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ezeliye-i Siibhiniye) coming from the World of the Unseen beyond the veil
of this visible world; the sun of Islam’s spiritual and intellectual worlds, as
well as its foundation and plan; the sacred map of the Hereafter’s worlds
(avalim-i ubreviye); the expounder (kavl-i sarih), lucid interpreter (tefSir-i
viazih), articulate proof (burban-i katr), and clear translator (terciiman-
satr) of the Divine Essence, Attributes (szfidz), Names and acts (susn-u
Ildhiye); the educator and trainer (miirebbi) of humanity’s world (dlem-i
insaniyet) and the water and light of Islam, the true and greatest humanity
(insaniyet-i kiibrd); and the true wisdom of humanity and the true guide
leading them to happiness. For humanity, it is a book of law, prayer, wisdom,
worship and servanthood to God, commands and invitation, invocation and
reflection. It is a holy book containing books for all of our spiritual needs
(bédcit-1 maneviye); a heavenly book that, like a sacred library, contains
numerous booklets from which all saints (ev/iya), eminently truthful people
(seddikin), those well-versed in knowledge of God (urefii), and all discern-
ing scholars (muhakkikin) have derived their own specific ways, and which
illuminate each way and answer their followers’ needs.®?

Nursi’s definition of the Qur’an is worth examining. It is important to
note that he perceives that there is a union and harmony between the
Qur’an and the universe; the Qur’an and the universe interpret each other.
His emphasis that “the Qur’an is an eternal translation of the great Book
of the Universe and the everlasting translator of the languages in which
the divine laws of the universe’s creation and operation are inscribed; the
interpreter of the books of the visible world and the World of the Unseen”
indicates this reality. Moreover, it can be derived from his statement that
Nursi follows the classical mainstream view regarding the non-createdness
of the Qur’an, (laysa bi makblug). His first statement that “it is an eternal
translation of the great Book of the Universe” implies this truth.
Furthermore, his definition illustrates his understanding of the Qur’an as
a multidimensional text. For example, he states that the Qur’an is a book
of law, prayer, wisdom and worship, and like a sacred library. In addition,
he highlights that the Qur’an is the lucid interpreter of the divine essence,
attributes, names and acts. He frequently refers to this reality in his writ-
ings, affirming that the foundation, source, light and spirit of all true
knowledge is knowledge of God (marifetullah); and its very basis is belief
in God (éman-1 billdh).** In this context, it is good to bear in mind that,
as ‘Abduh maintained, understanding the nature of God in Islamic theol-
ogy is considered to be beyond human reason.®® Then it is concluded that
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Nursi’s definition of the Qur’an provides us information on his approach
to the nature and the status of the Qur’an, its place and its epistemic value.

Nursi goes on to say that the Qur’an has come from God’s Supreme
Throne (Ars-s Azam), His Greatest Name ( Ism-i Azam) and each name’s
greatest rank (mertebe-i dzam). Therefore, it is the word of God in respect
to His being the Lord of the worlds. It is His decree (ferman) as regards
His having the title of Deity (1/4h) of all beings. It is a discourse (/sitap) in
the name of the Creator of all the heavens and the Earth. It is speech
(miikdleme) from the point of view of absolute divine lordship (rububiyet-i
mutlaka). It is an eternal sermon (hutbe-i ezeliye) on behalf of the All-
Glorified One’s universal sovereignty (saltanat-1 dmme-i Siibbiniye). It is
also a notebook of the Most Merciful God’s favours (defter-i iltifitit-1
Rahmdniye), and it is a collection of messages. Thus, according to Nursi,
“the Word of God” has been the title of the Qur’an.8¢

Regarding the universality of the Qur’an’s message, Nursi believes that
the messages of the Qur’an, including ethico-legal content, are contempo-
rary and universal. They are valid for all times and all places. At this point,
he emphasizes that the Qur’an was not revealed for the people of one
century only, but it came down for people of all centuries. It is not for one
class only, but for all the classes of humanity.?” It is clear that for Nursi the
Qur’an meets the needs and requirements of all the people, and it is the
true guide leading them to happiness.

4.4  THE MAJOR THEMES OF THE QUR’AN
AND ITS CHAPTERS

In this section, I will examine Nursi’s views on the major themes of the
Qur’an, how these themes affect his hermeneutics and his approach to the
chapters of the Qur’an.

According to the certain scholars, the main themes of the Qur’an are
knowledge about the fundamentals of the faith (belief in God’s existence
and oneness, prophecy, and the hereafter), knowledge about worship,
knowledge about life and knowledge about stories (history).38 It is impor-
tant to bear in mind that the major themes of the Qur’an are expressed by
various terms by the Qur’anic scholars according to their insights into the
text. Nursi’s view on this subject is worth examining.

Nursi argues that the major themes of the Qur’an are divine unity
(al-tawhid), prophethood (al-nubuwwa), the resurrection (al-hashr), and
justice-worship (al-adiln, al-ibidn).® He provides cosmic evidence for
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these fundamental aims and essential elements of the Qur’an through a par-
able, as follows: When humanity, like a successive caravan, leaves from the
valleys of the past, journeys in the deserts of existence and life, and goes on
towards the heights of the future, the universe turns its attention to them.
It is as though the government of creation sends science (fann al-hikma) to
understand their situations: Who are these strange creatures? Where are
they from? Where are they going? A/-Hikma (Natural philosophy) asks: “O
humankind! Where are you from? Where are you going? What are you
doing? Who is your ruler?” Then the Prophet Muhammad says on behalf of
human beings: “O Hikma! We come by the power of God from the dark-
ness of non-existence to the world of existence. We are on our journey,
travelling through the road of the resurrection towards eternal life. And we
are busy on this Earth in preparation of that eternal life, and the develop-
ment of our abilities. I am their master and spokesman through a messeng-
ership from God. Here it is my manifesto, the word of God.” Nursi
underlines that the Prophet’s answers, which are based on the Qur’an, indi-
cate those four essential aims of the Qur’an: divine unity, prophethood, the
resurrection and justice-worship.?® In this context, he adds that the Qur’an
refers to the “natural” facts only parenthetically (zstidradi) except when
these are indicated as evidence to support the basic aims of the Qur’anic
text.”! We will discuss his views on scientific exegesis in Chap. 7.

In Nursi’s view, just as these four fundamental elements are seen in the
entire Qur’an, they are also shown in the Qur’anic chapters, verses and
phrases, even if they are only hinted at (4sareten) or alluded to (remzen).
The reason for this is that each part of the Qur’an is like a mirror to the
whole, just as the whole is seen in each part of the Qur’an. Nursi provides
the following example to support his view: The four essential aims of the
Qur’an are hinted at Bismillah (In the name of Allah), al-Hamdulillah
(All praise be to Allah) and the first chapter (A/-Fatiha). Because Bismillah
came down to order God’s servants, “Say!” (Q/) is implicit in Bismillah,
it is fundamentally implied by the words of the Qur’an. Therefore, there is
an indication to prophethood in “Say!”; and a sign to the Godhead in
Bismillah; and a sign to divine unity in the prefixing of “bi-” of Bismillah,
and an allusion to the order (of the universe) and justice in “the Lord of
Mercy (al-Rabman)”; and a hint of the resurrection in “the Giver of
Mercy” (al-Rakbim). Similarly, there is an indication of the Godhead in “all
praise be to Allah” (al-hamdulillah), a sign of divine unity in the /am of
specification (the “/-” of “/i-llak”). And there is a hint of justice, and also
of prophethood in “the Lord and Sustainer of the worlds” (Rabb



REVELATION AND THE NATURE OF THE QUR'AN 89

al-*alamin), because the education of humanity is provided by the proph-
ets. And there is a clear statement of resurrection in “Master of the Day of
Judgement” (Malik yawm al-din). Similarly, the statement of Inna
a‘tayniaka al-kawthar®® includes these pearls (of the Qur’an’s four essen-
tial aims).”? It could be said that as Nursi’s analysis of the Qur’an is based
on these four fundamental purposes, he also attempted to investigate these
realities in a deep way in his collection.

It is important to note that Nursi refers to these notions in a variety of
places. For example, regarding the resurrection (al-hashr), he precisely
states that “about one-third of the Qur’an deals with the Hereafter, most
of its short sizras begin with powerful verses evoking it, and it proclaims
this truth explicitly or implicitly in hundreds of verses, thereby proving
it.”?* In addition, in his commentary Isharat al-I’jaz, he provides a com-
parison of faith and unbelief, putting forward the proofs for the unity of
God to counter the naturalist and materialist movement. He also clarifies
philosophical grounds of worship, the need for prophecy and revelation,
and rational proofs for the resurrection.”® What we recognize is that Nursi
consistently refers explicitly or alludes to his four fundamental purposes of
the Qur’an in his writings.

If we compare Nursi with the reformist exegetes such as ‘Abduh, it may
be inferred that Nursi’s main concerns are these aims, which relate to
faith, while ‘Abduh focuses on derivation of the general meanings related
to guidance (bidaya), which can give directives and provide lessons for
people, from the Qur’an.”® On the other hand, they have similar views
regarding consciously strengthening belief. As Nursi distinguishes between
imitative beliet (zaklidi imin) and substantial (certain) belief (tabkiki
imdn),”” ‘Abduh also focuses on submissive belief (idh*ani and ingiyadi
belief), meaning absolute submission.”® Nursi stresses the fact that belief'is
renewed (zeceddiit) via its continued existence (zstimrar) and is manifested
through the succession of interior and exterior evidence. It is certain that
the clearer the evidence, the firmer is belief.?? In this context, Nursi under-
lines that his collection provides substantial (certain) belief, describing the
collection as verification (tahgig).1%

It is important to note that the knowledge of Meccan and Medinan
revelations is one of the significant branches in the sciences of the Qur’an
(‘Ulitm al-Qur’an). It is not simply of historical interest, but it is of par-
ticular significance in order to understand and interpret the specific verses.
Numerous Qur’anic chapters do include material from both periods, while
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there is a difference of view among scholars regarding categorization of a
specific passage in some cases. However, in general, this knowledge is a
well-established feature, fully applied in the discipline of zafs7. It is also
acknowledged that the distinction between Meccan and Medinan revela-
tions is best derived from the internal evidence of the Qur’anic text itself.
However, generally speaking, what we know regarding Meccan and
Medinan revelations is derived from the companions of the Prophet and
the successors, and there is no saying of the Prophet on this subject.!!
Then it should be noted that the knowledge of this subject relies on the
reports from the earliest period of Islam even though we may identify the
chapters from the internal evidence of the text. One might ask how we can
distinguish between them.

The authorities in the field affirm that there is a difference between
Meccan and Medinan chapters in terms of style and content.!'”? The
Meccan stage of the revelation continued for about 13 years, from the first
revelation up to the bijra, the migration to Medina (622 CE). The main
themes of the Qur’anic revelation of this period are God and His unity, the
coming resurrection and judgement, and righteous behaviour. The
Medinan period lasted about ten years, from the sijra to the Prophet’s
death. In this phase, the formation of the Muslim community (u#mma) is
the distinctive feature, while Muslims also had a close relationship with a
number of other groups such as Jews and Christians.'®® It is evident that
the different styles of the Qur’anic chapters and their contents can be
indicative of their stages of the revelation. At this point, it can be asked
how the reformist thinkers’ approach this subject.

In the modern period, while the classical approach still continued, some
intellectuals argued that traditional Qur’anic sciences are insufficient, and
this field takes people away from the Qur’an.!® Morcover, ‘Abduh hesi-
tates in accepting any material from outside the Qur’an itself as meaning-
ful towards the interpretation of the Qur’an,'® and he believes that the
Qur’an itself is sufficient; any material from outside of the Qur’an is
unnecessary.! On the other hand, it is also said, that while the Meccan
chapters contain theory, the Medinan chapters include practice.'”” In the
period of neo-modernism, historical branches of the Qur’anic sciences
gained importance for the thinkers who argued the historicity of the
Qur’an.!® They consider these reports not only as occasions of revelation
but also as occasions of existence for the verses and passages. For example,
Fazlur Rahman rests heavily on comprehending the socio-historical back-
ground of the revelation in his theory.!'” In addition, Sudanese scholar
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M. Mahmaud Taha (d. 1985 CE) put forward an interesting approach to
the Meccan and Medinan Qur’an. In his view, the message of the Meccan
Qur’an is universal and eternal; while the message of the Medinan Qur’an,
with its legislative rules and necessities, is historically contextualized.
Therefore, the message of the Medinan Qur’an must be replaced by the
message of the Meccan Qur’an. The Shari‘a itself, perceived as an applied
system of laws, is fundamentally a human product rather than the work of
God."? Critically thinking, because the knowledge of Meccan and
Medinan revelations are connected with the reports narrated by the earli-
est generations in the classical period, a number of reformist figures can be
highly critical of these narrations. However, since there is internal evi-
dence in the Qur’anic text itself and the historical fact that the Qur’an was
revealed gradually over a period of 22 years, Muslim scholars recognize
the difference between Meccan and Medinan revelations. Nevertheless,
many miss the point that there are many Qur’anic verses and passages
which have no reports of occasions of revelation.

Now I shall analyse Nursi’s interpretations regarding Meccan and
Medinan chapters and their stylistic differences. Nursi highlights that
Meccan and Medinan chapters differ from ecach other in eloquence
(beldgat) and inimitability (icaz), elaboration (zafsil) and conciseness
(icmal). He clarifies the reasons as follows: Because Meccans were mainly
polytheists from the clan of Quraysh, the Qur’an had to employ forceful,
eloquent and concise language with a great style, and repeat certain points
to confirm its truths. The Meccan siras repeatedly emphasize the pillars of
Islamic faith (erkdn-1 imaniye) and the category of divine unity in a very
strong and inimitably concise language. In Nursi’s view, they do so not
only in any one page, verse, sentence or word, but even in one letter, via
grammatical devices like changing the word-order (takdim, tehir), through
definite articles (#4rif), making a word indefinite (zenkir), or omitting and
mentioning (bagzf, zikir) certain statements, phrases and sentences.
Through these, the Meccan chapters prove the beginning and end of the
world, the divine being, and the Hereafter in so powerful a way that the
authorities of the science of eloquence have been astonished. Two of
Nursi’s works, his Twenty-fifth Word and his commentary Isharat al-1'jaz,
show that the greatest style of eloquence and the inimitable conciseness
reside in the Meccan chapters and verses.!'! His statements clearly demon-
strate that in his writings he deals with the pillars of Islamic faith and the
categories of divine unity, which are the themes of Meccan sizras. Moreover,
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his main concerns are eloquence and inimitability in his Qur’anic exegesis,
while certain modern thinkers such as ‘Abduh do not give importance to
these aspects.!!? In addition, based on his intentions and themes in his
writings, it may be argued that Nursi offers a model that is similar to the
Meccan period of the Qur’an in order to revive Islamic thought and the
Muslim community.

Medinan chapters and verses, he goes on, mainly address Jews and
Christians. Because of the requirements of circumstance (mutabik-1
makam), guidance (irsad) and eloquence (mukteza-yi beldjat), the pas-
sages explain the Shari‘a’s laws, orders, the matters that cause a conflict
and particular subjects—not the pillars of Islamic faith and the greates
principles of the religion—in a simple, clear (vdzzh) and detailed style (zaf-
sil). In a unique style special to the Qur’an, these passages usually finish
their explanations with a sentence or phrase connected with belief, divine
unity, or the Hereafter (ciimle-i tevhidiye ve esmaiye ve ubreviye) in order to
make the laws of the Shari‘a universal and to secure obedience to them via
belief'in God. Nursi highlights that, while the Qur’an clarifies the second-
ary principles of Islam (zeferruat-1 ser’iye) and social laws (kavinin-i icti-
maiye), it suddenly raises its audience’s attention to the greatest, universal
realities, passing from the lesson of the Shari‘a to the lesson of divine
unity. It also changes from an ordinary style to an elevated one. As a result
of this, the Qur’an demonstrates that it is both a book of law and wisdom,
and a book of creeds, faith, reflection, prayer and call to the divine
message.'® Nursi points out that Medinan revelations are mainly different
from the Meccan ones because of the audience and that Medinan chapters
discuss the Shari‘a’s laws, issues that lead to a conflict, special subjects, and
social laws in a simple, clear and comprehensive language. However, he
connects Medinan pericopes, particularly their ends, with the fundamen-
tals of belief, thereby indicating the main themes in his writings. For this
reason, it may be said that Nursi can derive the truth of faith from the
passages connected with the laws of the Shari‘a, special subjects, and
social laws.

To sum up, in this chapter, I focused on the concept of revelation
(wahy) and the Qur’an, and the classical and modernist scholars’ approach
to this notion, analysing Nursi’s views in detail. Next, I examined his
approach to the nature and status of the Qur’an as divine revelation.
Finally, I investigated his views on the major themes of the Qur’an and its
chapters. It could be concluded that Nursi’s approach to the notion of
revelation and the nature of the Qur’an follows the established mainstream
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tradition. However, while his writings demonstrate his ability to maintain
a level of traditionalism, he expresses the classical teaching in very different
style and language that is distinctive of his approach. He discusses what he
perceives as the needs of his time in a way accessible to the modern mind.
At the same time, he makes an original contribution to the classical
understanding.
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CHAPTER 5

Qur’anic Exegesis and Said Nursi’s
Exegetical Methodology
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This chapter firstly will examine the place of Qur’anic exegesis among
Islamic disciplines in the classical and modern period, ascertaining Nursi’s
general approach to Qur’anic exegesis and his views on this discipline.
Then, we will focus on his hermeneutics in approaching the Qur’an.
Thereafter, we will analyse his views on tradition-based exegesis and
reason-based exegesis that are commonly utilized in the past and present.
We will discuss his use of the conventional exegetical sources in his collec-
tion, his interpretation of the Qur’anic verses via the exegetical reports,
and his analysis of the text linguistically and rhetorically, providing a num-
ber of examples from the collection.

We start by discussing the classification of the sciences in relation to
Qur’anic exegesis (zaf577) in the tradition of Islam.
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5.1 CLASSIFICATION OF ISLAMIC SCIENCES AND THEIR
FUNCTIONS IN THE TRADITION OF ISLAM WITH SPECIAL
REFERENCE TO TAFSIR (QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS)

There has been debate about the scientific identity of zafs7» discipline from
the early period of Islamic history. Since the third century AH, Muslim
scholars have discussed whether zaf577 is a scientific field or not. As a result
of this discussion, three distinct opinions have emerged. While some
scholars think that zaf577 is not a science, other scholars accept that it is a
separate science. According to a third group, it is a hypothetical /uncertain
science (zanni ‘ilm), without objectivity.

The Muslim scholars of the first group, for example al-Farabi (d.
339/950) and Kharizmi (d. 387-997), do not consider zafsir to be a sci-
ence in their classification of the sciences. Khadimi (d. 1176,/1762) argues
that zaf57r includes details and particulars, but it does not have compre-
hensive principles. A science that does not have comprehensive rules does
not exist. Nowadays, this issue is also discussed, and proponents of this
idea emphasize that afs7r is not a scientific discipline, rather it is a field
that exhibits the Muslims’ knowledge connected with several sciences and
cultures. In other words, it does not produce knowledge regarding a par-
ticular subject, rather it is a great number of collected comprehensive
pieces of information that includes everything considered to be in Islamic
culture and civilization.! However, these approaches may be open to a
number of criticisms, and arguments against zaf$77 as a science may not
necessarily lead to this conclusion.

On the other hand, a great number of eminent scholars acknowledge
the scientific identity of zafs7r as a discipline, emphasizing that it is a dis-
tinct scientific field. For instance, Ibn Hazm (d. 456,/1064) classifies the
sciences and shows zafs7r as a first science in religious and legal sciences.
Moreover, Imam Ghazzali judges zafs7r to be a science, listing it in com-
plementary sciences (al-Uliam al-Mutammimat). Furthermore, Ibn
Khaldun, in his classification, divides the sciences into traditional and
intellectual, mentioning Qur’anic exegesis at the top of the traditional
disciplines. Besides, Sayyid Sharif Jurjant (d. 816,/1413), al-Kafiyaji (d.
879,/1478), and al-Tahir b. ‘Ashar also highlight that zafi7r is a separate
scientific area. Al-Tahir b. ‘Ashir underlines that zafi7r has to be judged as
a science before all else since it is the source of figh, Arabic grammar and
linguistics. Even poem glosses are considered to be a scientific area. As a
third group, some scholars such as Molla Fanari (d. 834,/1431) argue that



QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS AND SAID NURSI’S EXEGETICAL METHODOLOGY 99

tafstr is a hypothetical /uncertain science, without objectivity. Their rea-
son for this is that the source of #af§7r, occasions of revelation and gener-
ally the reports, are mainly individual reports (kbabar wabid), and thus
they are not certain. Since its source is uncertain, zafs7 itself is also an
uncertain science.?

In conclusion, it is reasonably stated that the majority of the great
authorities acknowledge that zafs7r is a distinct scientific area, and their
arguments seem to be stronger and more reasonable than those who do
not consider tafszr to be a science. Here it is worth mentioning also that
tafsir can be considered to be a comprehensive science that includes other
Islamic sciences and provides them with materials.? The discussion about
the scientific identity of tafs7 may be a useful example in order to demon-
strate the place of Qur’anic exegesis in the scientific history of Islam.

It is important to note that in the scientific tradition of Islam, sciences
are mainly divided into two categories: traditional sciences (al-Uliim
al-Nagl?) and intellectual sciences (al-Ulim al-<Aqlz). According to this
category, tafstr (Qur’anic exegesis), hadith, figh (Islamic jurisprudence)
and kalam (Islamic systematic theology) are considered as traditional sci-
ences.* For example, Ibn Khaldun (d. 808,/1405) classifies the sciences
into traditional and intellectual, mentioning Qur’anic exegesis at the top
of the traditional disciplines.® In this context, it is worth mentioning that
Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. circa 333/944) emphasizes that Qur’anic
exegesis is the duty of the Prophet’s companions, who witnessed occasions
of revelation.® In addition, Imam Ghazzali describes zafszr and hadith dis-
ciplines as pure traditional sciences (naqli mabd), and he adds that master-
ing such sciences is easy. Everyone, both old and young, is equal in learning
the knowledge of these disciplines because the power of memorization is
enough, and there is not much scope for the intellect in these fields. At
this point, he also underlines that zafszr only deals with the meaning of the
Qur’an. He refers to pure intellectual sciences (‘aqli mabd) such as math-
ematics, geometry and astronomy, emphasizing that the greatest science is
the science in which intellect and tradition go together. Figh (Islamic juris-
prudence) and usil al-figh are such disciplines.”

Now I shall analyse the function of Qur’anic exegesis among other
traditional disciplines.

It is important to note that the discipline of zafs7r aims to provide an
explanation for the Qur’anic text in terms of hermeneutics in Islamic tra-
dition. For this purpose, Qur’anic scholars study the text in two funda-
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mental areas: linguistics and history. Taking into account the sciences of
the Qur’an (* Ulim al-Qur’an), subtitles and research areas of tafsir, it is
clear that their main concerns are the two fields above.® Focusing on occa-
sions of revelation in Qur’anic exegesis means that Qur’anic passages are
expressions related to a particular period of history. In other words, tafsir
follows a method of linguistic and historical analysis, and it uses necessary
sub-sciences such as grammar, rhetoric, hadith and history for this pur-
pose. At this point, it is useful to point out that the main aim of this
method in tafs7r is to protect the Qur’anic text, and to not allow going
beyond the text by subjective tendencies. Basically, tafszr, with its analyti-
cal and descriptive character, has become the most fundamental means for
carrying the language, history, the basic texts (Qur’an and hadith) and the
circumstances of the formative period and the tradition to every genera-
tion and for considering its starting point. Moreover, Qur’anic exegesis
strengthened the primary meanings of the text, and it played an important
role in laying the groundwork for kalam and figh, which carry out subse-
quent points of analysis.” Thus, it is obvious where the discipline stands in
relation to other traditional disciplines. Qur’anic exegesis examines the
text in the light of linguistic and historical analysis, thereby ascertaining its
meanings. Essentially, it takes us to the time of Qur’anic revelation and the
occasions of the formative period.

Another aspect of the topic is that classical zaf577 perceives the Qur’an
to be a discourse, and it starts the process of interpretation from this point.
In this regard, Mehmet Pagact notes that

As the subject of the discipline of tafsir the Qur’an went through a process
of becoming textual discourse. The process of transformation from oral dis-
course to written one is concurrently the process of autonomization of the
Qur’anic discourse from its historical context. Classical zafsi» aims at going
back to (the) original oral discourse mode of the Qur’anic text and starts the
process of interpretation from this original point. At this descriptive level of
interpretation the narrations from the first generation on both (the) histori-
cal and linguistic context of the Qur’anic discourse constitute the main
sources of interpretation. The normative disciplines of figh and kaldm mostly
implemented a method that takes the Qur’an and other sources of the reli-
gion as autonomized texts. Modernist criticism of not following a holistic
approach of interpretation against classical zafsi is problematic since almost
every sentence of the Qur’an has its own historical context. Moreover lin-
guistic analysis of the Qur’anic sentences and words could be done only
studying them one by one. Besides ésrailiyyat narrations are used as available
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historical sources mostly for the stories of earlier prophets despite their
authenticity issue frequently raised by modernist position against classi-
cal tafsir.t

Then it is concluded that the main aim of Qur’anic exegesis as a disci-
pline is going back to the circumstances of the first period of the Qur’anic
revelation. Its major sources are the reports about the historical and lin-
guistic context of the Qur’an. However, the exegete who has a limited
number of disciplines connected with linguistics and history does not
complete the process of understanding. The normative disciplines of figh
and kaldm continue the process of understanding from the place where
the discipline of #afs7r finished, and they produce rules that have practical
results. While systematic theology establishes a world view, religious ideol-
ogy and creed, Islamic jurisprudence produces the legal rules. Furthermore,
the meaning of the Qur’an is different for figh and kaldm. While the
Qur’an is a subject and material for zafszr, it is an input into practical rea-
soning for figh and kaldm. In one sense, tafstr and hadith glosses are
sources of these normative disciplines.!!

In Islamic tradition, another characteristic of classical tafs7r is that tafsir
does not provide any rule, and its interpretive function is confined to
explanation of the Qur’an. Qur’anic exegesis is not a prescriptive or bind-
ing discipline. In other words, knowledge produced by zafs7r is not practi-
cal, and it has no power of sanction. For example, af57’s relationship with
any verse is that it attempts to ascertain the meaning of the text rather than
producing any normative conclusion. Derivation of such normative con-
clusions from this meaning for certain particular circumstances is the duty
of figh. In other words, in Islamic tradition, the theologians and the jurists
take the process of interpretation to this point, and they derive normative
values from textual sources.!?

What we notice here is that traditional disciplines developed to inter-
pret the basic Islamic sources such as the Qur’an and sunna, and they had
distinctive functions, while having connections with each other. Firstly,
classical zafsir and hadith take the process of interpretation, and they
provide the primary meaning of the text. As the normative disciplines, figh
and kalam use tafsir and hadith materials, and they derive normative con-
clusions. But, zafszris not a binding discipline; it has no power of sanction
in the scientific tradition of Islam.

In the modern period, however, a number of scholars approached the
Qur’an differently under the impact of the West. Modern scholars held the
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view of sola scriptura and of “solely inspiration from the Qur’an”, ignor-
ing the tradition. In their view, “solely the Qur’an” was enough as the
source of Islam. In this context, it is worth mentioning that this approach
is similar to the notion of sola scriptura in the Protestant reformation
movement in Christianity in the West.!* Actually, some of the reformers’
ideas and clear statements indicate this reality. For example, Jamal al-Din
Afghani argued the need for Reform movement among Muslims, similarly
to the way of the Protestant movement under M. Luther (d. 1546).
‘Abduh also believed that a reform movement was essential for the Muslim
world. As for Sayyid Ahmad Khan, his following statement clearly shows
his view in this regard: “The fact is that India needs not merely a Steele or
an Addison, but also, and primarily, a Luther.”!*

Therefore, reformist thought aimed to ignore the tradition, mainly
holding the idea of sola corano. The Qur’an was recognized as a document
by itself, and it was considered to be independent of the tradition. In mod-
ernists’ view, the Qur’an was the primary source of salvation, whereas tra-
dition was the greatest obstacle to it.'® At this point, one might ask if we
can look at the Qur’an as the single independent text in terms of herme-
neutics. The reason for this question is that there are a great number of
references and allusions to the prophetic tradition, the historical materials
in the Qur’an. For traditionalists, it cannot be looked at the Qur’an as the
single independent text since the Qur’an needs the traditional reports and
references. Nonetheless, modernist scholars consider the Qur’an to be an
independent text, remaining sceptical about tradition. As a result of these
reformists’ understandings of the Qur’an, their approach to the traditional
Islamic disciplines differed considerably from the classical view.

In the modern period, because of the reformist ideas, the traditional
classification of the sciences collapsed, and the contents and the functions
of Islamic disciplines that interpret the Qur’an changed. And relations
among the disciplines that interpret the textual sources were broken. The
normative disciplines such as kaldm and particularly figh largely lost their
functions. As for tafsir, it lost its classical function in Islamic disciplines,
and was defined by new functions. 1afs7r, refined from its classical elements
and redefined, was seen to be the best means to restart everything and to
produce a new paradigm around the Qur’an. Therefore, the functions of
systematic theology and Islamic law were given to Qur’anic exegesis,
which placed Qur’anic commentary ahead of all other disciplines.
Modernist discourses and opinions were produced in the light of the
Qur’an and tafsir, considered to be the sole resource and discipline.
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Consequently, the functions of Islamic disciplines were considered under
the general title of tafsir, whose function is “solely true understanding of
the Qur’an”, in the modern period. Instead of the tradition, modernist
intellectuals used new disciplines and methods that were taken from a
number of the tendencies which were produced by the modern age, rede-
fining the old ones. For example, Fazlur Rahman believes that until the
modern period no method of Qur’anic exegesis had been sufficiently
developed in order to understand the Qur’an. A method of hermeneutics
needs to be developed in order to meet the needs of Muslims in the mod-
ern world. Embracing the historical method, arbitrary interpretations will
come to an end at once.!¢ In the eyes of the modernist intellectuals, “solely
the Qur’an” is of particular significance, and zaf57» became a major field in
order to produce a number of normative rules from the Qur’an in response
to the concerns of modernity.

Another characteristic of the modernist approach is its emphasis on the
maqasid tradition. The magasidis a development in the area of law. Shatibi
(d. 766,/1388) attempted to make a system of what he called magasid
al-shari‘ah (objectives of the religion). According to the leading figures of
maqasid, there are a number of universal values such as protection of life,
property, honour, progeny and religion; and these values represent the key
objectives of the religion. Some scholars in the early twentieth century
used this maqasid literature in order to argue for change in the interpreta-
tion of some of the ethico-legal rules of the Qur’an.’” Moreover, the mod-
ernist thinkers used classical magasid to ascertain universal principles of
the Qur’an. In their view, following the magasid method, a number of
new values could be developed in response to the needs of the modern
world. Derivation of universal values of the Qur’an enabled them to go
beyond the literal meaning of the text and to produce normative rules.!®
However, it should be noted here that the scholars of magasid did not
mean by their approach what the modernist thinkers attempted to do. For
example, traditional scholars did not argue for change in the interpretation
of certain ethico-legal rules of the Qur’an on the basis of magasid method.
What modern scholars have attempted is to broaden a method on the basis
of the magasid tradition.

It is important to keep in mind that early modernism emerged in the
colonial period, aiming to synthesize Western thought and sciences with
the best of the Islamic tradition. Furthermore, the writings of the early
modernists were apologetic.’ Therefore, early modern scholars confined
the idea of “true understanding of the Qur’an” mainly to a number of
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modern theological issues such as gender equality, women’s testimony,
monogamy, denial of the institution of slavery, redefinition of interest,
prescribed punishments (sadd punishments) and consultation (al-shitra)
that could be considered under the principles of the French Revolution
such as liberty, equality and fraternity.?® While the modernist scholars
attempt to synthesize modern Western concepts with the Qur’anic text,
the traditional scholars insist that the Qur’an has concepts of equality,
justice and freedom that include polygamy, slavery and badd punishments.

Having discussed the classification of Islamic sciences with special refer-
ence to tafszr in Islamic tradition and their place in Muslim modernism,
now I shall focus on Nursi’s approach to Qur’anic exegesis in order to
ascertain where he stands in relation to this topic.

When Said Nursi’s writings and his collection are collectively evaluated,
we see that he has great respect for the traditional division of Islamic dis-
ciplines. As mentioned before, Nursi underlines that Islamic disciplines
should be revitalized in a balanced way on the basis of the tradition. In this
regard, he describes Mustafa Sabri Efendi and Miisa Jar Allah as deficient
(tafrit) and excessive (ifrat), respectively.?! The reason for his approach is
that Mustafa Sabri Efendi had criticized Ibn al-‘Arabi, and Muasa Jar Allah
had some modernist views.

Moreover, Nursi solely focuses on the Qur’an, considering the collec-
tion to be a Qur’anic commentary. As he states, his writings explain, prove
and elucidate with powerful arguments the Qur’an’s truths related to
belief.?? Then it could be said that his main concern is theological subjects
and the Qur’anic approach to them. Nursi’s revival of Islam and his
renewal (taydid) are based on systematic theology (kalam). Through his
writings, he attempts to establish a world view and religious creed and to
strengthen Islamic faith. As for his one-volume commentary, Isharat
al-I’jiz, it is a reason-based exegesis (zafsi» bi-al-ra’y), and he utilizes the
methods of classical exegesis in his interpretation except for the connec-
tions between chapters.??

Furthermore, while Nursi combines a number of Islamic disciplines,
and various readings related to the major disciplines can be found in his
writings, he does not give any normative function to tafsir, not placing
Qur’anic commentary ahead of all other disciplines. Besides, Nursi main-
tains the traditional approach regarding modern issues such as polygamy,
inheritance, interest and prescribed punishments.?* He does not disregard
the traditional understanding by producing any normative rule in relation
to these issues solely via the Qur’anic text and zafs77 discipline. Finally, it
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needs to be emphasized that Nursi’s approach can be described as
kalamisation of tafsir and other disciplines. Actually, his methodology
seems to be compatible with the traditional division of Islamic disciplines.
For example, according to Ghazzali, the discipline of kalam is the most
comprehensive science. 1afsir, hadith, figh and wusiil al-figh disciplines share
and examine areas that kalam deals with entirely.?

5.2 Qur’anic HErMENEUTICS: THE VIEWS
OF SAID NURSI

As stated before, Nursi’s approach to zafs7r (Qur’anic exegesis) relies on
the inimitability of the Qur’an (I4z al-Our’an).?® In his Qur’anic com-
mentary Isharat al-15az (Signs of Miraculousness), he particularly provides
examples in detail in relation to peculiarities of nagzm (word-order, com-
position), balaghat (rhetoric) and wuslizh (literary style), which are the pri-
mary aspects of the Qur’an’s inimitability. In this context, he considers the
primary elements in order to completely evaluate the nature of the Qur’an,
its texts and its speech. In his view, these elements are as follows: the
speaker, the person addressed, the purpose and when the words are spo-
ken (occasion).?” It could be said that these elements may be considered
to be Nursi’s hermeneutics. Nursi states:

They [literati, authors] say we should consider what is spoken, not the
speaker. But I say that eloquence requires considering all of these points:
Who says it? To whom is it said? On what occasion is it said? On what
authority is it said? For what purpose is it said??

Nursi refers to these four elements in a number of places. For example,
he states that the Qur’an cannot be compared with other speech because
there are different categories of speech. Speech derives its superiority
(ulviyet), power, strength and beauty from the following four sources: the
speaker (mutakallim), the person addressed (mukhatab), the purpose
(magsad) and when the word is spoken (situation, magqam). Its source is
not only the occasion (magim), as certain literary people have wrongly
thought. Therefore, not only the speech itself should be considered. If we
study the source of the Qur’an carefully, we will comprehend the degree
of its eloquence, superiority and beauty. Thus, in order to understand the
strength of a speech, we need to look at these four elements. According to
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their degrees, the category of the speech is understood.?” Nursi expands
on these elements, providing a great number of examples in his collection.

For example, he goes on state that because speech is first judged accord-
ing to the speaker, if this speech is in the form of command and prohibi-
tion, it includes a will and power compatible with the speaker’s rank. Then
this speech may have an effect like electricity, and its superiority and power
multiply. At this context, Nursi quotes two following verses from the
Qur’an: “Earth, swallow up your water, and sky, hold back”3’; “Then He
turned to the sky, which was smoke—He said to it and the earth, ‘Come
into being, willingly or not,” and they said, ‘We come willingly.”3! In his
interpretation, these verses mean that

“O heaven and Earth, come willingly or unwillingly, and submit yourselves
to My Wisdom and Power. Come out of non-existence (adem) and appear
as places where My works of art will be exhibited.” They answered: “We
come in perfect obedience (kemil-i itant). We will carry out, by Your leave
and Power, all duties You have assigned us.”*

If we consider the sublimity and power of those real and effective com-
mands that have power and will, it is certain that they are different from
any human command that has no authority over the sky and the Earth.
The difference is like that between an order from a commander and the
order of just anyone. In this regard, Nursi indicates the fact that the greater
this authority and power, the more effective and exalted is his speech. The
difference is recognized between “when He wills something to be, His
way is to say, ‘Be’— and it is!”** and people’s words. The “angels” of the
words of the Creator are different from the words of the people. The
words of the Qur’an, coming out from the Supreme Throne of the Lord
of Mercy, are “mother of pearls” of guidance, sources of the realities of
belief and the fundamentals of Islam. They are composed of the eternal
address embedded in divine knowledge, power and will. Therefore, they
are different from the worthless human words of whim and desire. No
human words can be compared with the words of the Qur’an.?*

In another place, Nursi reiterates those essential factors that in order to
evaluate a word’s value, sublimity and eloquence, we need to ask who
spoke it, to whom it was spoken and why it was spoken. In his view, when
we think in this way, the Qur’an has no equal and is beyond the scope of
human speech, because it is the word of the Lord of all beings, the speech
of the Creator. It is God’s speech; nothing in it causes us to perceive that
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it has been fabricated by someone and then falsely ascribed to God.3*
Nursi compares the words of the Qur’an with other words, stating that all
other words are like small reflections of stars in a glass in comparison to
the stars themselves.

Based on the information about, it is concluded that Nursi underlines
the four elements in order to judge a word’s value. Those are the speaker
(mutakallim), the person addressed (mukbitab), the purpose (magsad)
and when the word is spoken (situation, magam). And those can be seen
as Nursi’s hermeneutics. Besides, those elements indicate that balaghat
(rhetoric) and uslib (literary style) play a great role in Nursi’s approach to
the Qur’an, unlike ‘Abduh’s and many other modern thinkers’ views on
these hermeneutical aspects.

As stated before, Qur’anic exegesis (zafsir) is divided into two broad
categories: tafsir bi- al-ma’thir (tradition-based exegesis) and tafsir bi-nl-
ra’y (reason-based exegesis or exegesis based on independent reasoning or
considered opinion) in the discipline of zafs7r.%” We shall focus next on
Nursi’s hermeneutics in relation to the types of Qur’anic exegesis.

5.3  TRADITION-BASED EXEGESIS

It is good to scrutinize tafsir bi- al-ma’thir (tradition-based exegesis),
providing information regarding its value from the classical perspective
and a number of modernist scholars’ approach to this form of exegesis.
Subsequently, I will go into detail over Nursi’s views on tradition-based
exegesis, elaborating on it through various examples from his writings.
Tradition-based exegesis is defined as interpretation of the Qur’an by
the Qur’an, by a hadith of the Prophet, or by the opinions of the earliest
Muslims (the companions of the Prophet, or the successors), restricting
the scope for independent reasoning in interpretation of the Qur’anic
text.®® In other words, it signifies all interpretations of the Qur’an that
can be traced back to a sound source via a chain of transmission such as
the Qur’an itself, the interpretation of the Prophet and the interpretation
of the companions.® In another definition, it is an excgesis that relies on
the Qur’an, the Prophet’s sunna (normative behaviour), the reports nar-
rated from the earliest scholars, Arabic language, and pre-Islamic Arab
poems.*® In this context, it is worth mentioning that zs7a z/iyyit reports
(Biblical materials) were used by the earliest Muslims in order to interpret
the Qur’an in the carly stages of Islamic history.*! Is»i’z/iyyiat narrations
are used as available historical sources mostly for the stories of earlier
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prophets.*> Therefore, these reports are also included in tradition-based
exegesis. It is concluded that this type of exegesis means the interpreta-
tion of the Qur’an through the Qur’an, the prophetic tradition and the
traditional reports from the earliest authorities. This is one of the most
significant forms of exegesis in the history of tafsir.

However, in the modern period, a number of modern scholars such as
M. ‘Abduh approached tafsir bi-al-ma’thir (tradition-based exegesis)
quite differently from the classical understanding. For example, ‘Abduh*?
denies the authority and the validity of certain traditions narrated from the
first generations of Muslims. He does not accept their relevance to
Qur’anic interpretation. According to ‘Abduh, the classical interpretations
are to be rejected since they attempt to clarify something that the Qur’an
left unexplained, do not take the context into account and rely on a tradi-
tion that is doubtful. He also believes that Qur’an commentaries must not
include theoretical speculations, grammatical monographs and learned
quotations.** Moreover, in ‘Abduh’s view, tradition-based commentaries
conceal the Qur’an, and the readers of such commentaries stray from the
purposes of the Qur’an.*® Therefore, ‘Abduh mainly disregarded the clas-
sical commentaries in his interpretation of the Qur’an.*® In general, in the
writings of the modernist exegetes we can find various objections against
the classic interpreters.*”

One of the most important aspects of modernist exegesis is the sceptical
approach to the hadith, the major source of tradition-based exegesis.*s A
number of modern scholars denied that hadith were part of the revelation,
or even an interpretation of the Qur’an.*” For example, several intellectu-
als argue that prophetic traditions and sunna restrict the Qur’anic text to
particular meanings, while our understanding of the Qur’an improves over
the centuries.’® Ahmad Khan argues that too heavily resting on hadith for
the interpretation of the Qur’an puts at risk the universality of the Qur’an.>!
Besides, Akl-i-Qur’an (followers of the Qur’an) movement clearly rejects
all supports to the interpretation of the Qur’an, including sunna. The
proponents of this movement believe that the Qur’an does not need any-
thing external for its interpretation except for a sufficient knowledge of
Arabic.>? As for ‘Abduh, he is not interested in hadith in his exegesis and
marginalizes the sunna.>?

Another important aspect of the modernist approach is that there is a
critical attitude towards is#a’zliyyar (Biblical materials in zafs7r).>* The
rejection of zs7a’tliyyat became a major concern of Qur’anic exegesis from
the reformist movement of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This
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was influenced by historical criticism in the West from certain modern
scholars such as ‘Abduh.®® Modernist figures often reject the isra’zliyyar
traditions due to their irrational, miraculous and fantastical features. For
example, ‘Abduh writes, in his interpretation of the first chapter of the
Qur’an, that és7a@’zliyyat reports are not commensurate with reason. His
pupil Rashid Rida even argued that these reports had been fabricated in
order to weaken Islam.>

As we have seen, tradition-based exegesis is one of the most dominant
types of exegesis from the earliest period of Islam up to the present.
However, a critical approach to this form of exegesis emerged in the mod-
ern period. In this context, it needs to be analysed where Nursi stands in
relation to these classical and modern approach to tafsir bi- al-ma’thir
(tradition-based exegesis).

First of all, it should be stated that Nursi acknowledges the authority
and the validity of certain traditions narrated from the first generations of
Muslims, accepting their relevance to Qur’anic interpretation. At this
point, Nursi draws attention to the earliest figures and confirmed authori-
ties who compiled the six badith collections such as Bukhari and Muslim,
highlighting their reliability. History books and biographies of the Prophet
indicate that the companions, along with preserving the Qur’an, did their
best in order to record the Prophet’s deeds and words, particularly those
about miracles and divine orders, and to verify their authenticity. In his
view, they never disregarded even a minor act of the Prophet. Numerous
companions wrote down the miracles and traditions about the religious
commands, particularly “Seven ‘Abdullahs” such as ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas
(the Interpreter of the Qur’an), and ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As (d. 65
AH). After some 30 or 40 years, thousands of researchers of the successors
recorded these reports, and later on the four imams of Islamic jurispru-
dence and thousands of investigator traditionists also wrote them down
and transmitted them. Two centuries after the Prophet’s emigration, the
compilers of the six most authentic hadith collections, such as Bukhari and
Muslim, preserved the traditions.®”

What’s more, Nursi points out that we should believe in the literal and
explicit truths of the Qur’an (hakaik-i zahirive-i Kur’aniye) expounded by
the righteous predecessors (salaf) because belief in the certain and true
realities forming the essentials of the Qur’an and Islam is necessary. He
goes on to clarify that the Qur’an clearly states that it was revealed in clear
Arabic; therefore, its meaning is clear and understandable. The divine
speech gives attention to, strengthens and expounds on these meanings.
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Denying them means contradicting God and the messenger’s comprehen-
sion. In his view, the explicit meanings forming the basic Qur’anic truths
(madni-i mensisa) came from the source of messengership and were
transmitted via established reliable means (miiteselsilen). At this point,
Nursi mentions the exegete Ibn Jarir al-Tabarl as an example. Al-Tabar1
connected each verse’s meaning with the source of messengership through
reliable chains of transmission (muan’an senet), and he recorded a most
comprehensive Qur’anic commentary.®® Moreover, Nursi underlines that
authentic traditions (ehddis-i sahiba) are sufficient for us in order to inter-
pret the Qur’an, and we are satisfied with true narratives (tevarib-i saliba)
evaluated on the scales of reason. What reliably interprets the Qur’an is
mainly the Qur’an itself and the sound-reported hadith. The prophetic
traditions are a mine of truth and inspire the truth.%® Here it can be said
that only a small number of the exegetical reports are hadiths (ascribed to
the Prophet Muhammad). However, Nursi considers the reports narrated
by the companions and the successors to be ma' nawi mutawitir (consen-
sus in meaning) even though these reports are not the Prophet’s hadiths.

Furthermore, he points out the fact that the Qur’an’s subtle meanings
and its fine points are found spread in Qur’an commentaries, and a new
commentary should be based on that exegetical literature and written by
a committee of authoritative scholars.®® Besides, Nursi wrote his one-
volume commentary on the front in the first year of the First World War
without any book or source. Therefore, what he wrote is made up only of
what occurred to his heart because it was not possible to have any books
or commentaries to refer to. In this context, he highlights that if these
inspirations of his are suitable for Qur’an commentaries, these are right
and acceptable. However, if they include contradictory aspects against
authoritative exegetical literature, these can be referred to his own faults.5!
Thus, it is concluded that Nursi accepts the authority and the validity of
the prophetic traditions and the sound exegetical reports narrated from
the first generations of Muslims. He follows very well-established exegeti-
cal traditions.

Secondly, it is important to note that while Nursi’s one-volume commen-
tary and his overall exegetical endeavour are mainly considered to be zafsir
bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis),*? sometimes he uses the method of tradi-
tion-based exegesis, referring to the prophetic tradition and the exegetical
reports from the earliest authorities in his interpretation of the Qur’an.
Now, we shall examine each type of interpretation under tradition-based
exegesis used by Nursi, providing a number of examples from his writings.
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The first type of interpretation in tradition-based exegesis is interpreta-
tion of the Quvr’an by the Qur'an. This means that difficult passages or
verses of the Qur’an are explained in another part of the Qur’an. An
unclear verse may have its explanation in another Qur’anic verse. This
method is considered by many exegetes to be the best type of interpreta-
tion and the highest source of tafs7r. Attempting to explain a Qur’anic
verse by referring to another verse is regarded as the first and primary duty
of the exegetes.%® Here it is important to bear in mind that the carly mod-
ern scholars’ main concern is the Qur’an, and they emphasize that the
meaning is elucidated with the Qur’an itself because God takes full respon-
sibility for the interpretation. At this point, they refer to Q. 75: 19, “and
We shall make it clear”.%* Thus, it can be said that in general many authori-
ties in Qur’anic exegesis agree with this type of interpretation.

Nursi also stresses the importance of this interpretation of the Qur’an
by the Qur’an, stating that one part of the Qur’an expounds on another.
In his interpretation of Q. 1: 7, “the path of those You have blessed”, he
refers to Q. 4: 69, “Whoever obeys God and the Messenger will be among
those He has blessed: the messengers, the truthful, those who bear witness
to the truth, and the righteous—what excellent companions these are!”.%
In another example, in his interpretation of the expression of al-salibit
(good deeds) in Q. 2: 25, he states that this word is left unclear. M. ‘Abduh
thinks that here it has a general meaning since people know full well what
good deeds are. However, Nursi maintains that this expression is general
and ambiguous because it relies on the details at the beginning of the
chapter. Q. 2: 3, “keep up the prayer, and give out of what We have pro-
vided for them”, provides explanation of al-salibat (good deeds) in Q. 2:
25.%¢ In addition, in his interpretation of Q. 2: 28, “How can you ignore
God when you were lifeless and He gave you life...”, he makes a reference
to Q. 76: 1, “man was nothing to speak of”.%” In this context, Nursi also
highlighted that just as the Qur’an’s verses interpret each other, the parts
of the Book of the Universe interpret cach other also.%® Then it should be
reasonably noted that Nursi gives importance to this form of exegesis and
intertextuality in order to elucidate the Qur’anic text.

The second type of interpretation in tradition-based exegesis is inter-
pretation of the Qur’an by the Prophet. In general, Muslim scholars under-
line that this form of exegesis is the second most authoritative and valid
interpretation. The Prophet’s duty is to elaborate and explain the Qur’an.
There are various examples recorded in relation to this type of exegesis in
the prophetic tradition.”” Nursi does not often make a reference to a
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hadith of the Prophet in his interpretation of the Qur’an, but in a number
of places he does mention the prophetic tradition.

For example, in his interpretation of Q. 2: 25, “Whenever they are
given sustenance from the fruits of these Gardens, they will say, ‘We have
been given this before,” because they were provided with something like
it”, he refers to a hadith regarding the expression of “they were provided
with something like it”. According to this hadith, sustenance will be simi-
lar in form but different in taste.”® In another example, regarding “the
seven heavens” in Q. 2: 29, he quotes a prophetic tradition that “The
heavens are a wave held back”.”! Moreover, Nursi indicates a number of
the prophetic traditions related to the virtues of religious commands. For
example, about the formal prayer and zakar (almsgiving) in Q. 2: 3, he
says that just as the formal prayer is the pillar of religion, zakat is the
bridge of Islam.”

The third type of interpretation is interpretation of the Qur'an by the
Companions. It is worth mentioning that the companions’ exegesis (zaf577)
has been seen as the most significant source in order to interpret the
Qur’an after the prophetic exegesis in the tradition of zafs7r because they
were familiar with the revelation of the Qur’an and occasions of its revela-
tion.”® While many companions engaged in Qur’anic exegesis, only a few
companions of the Prophet reportedly contributed directly to interpreta-
tion of the Qur’an. They included the first four caliphs, ‘A’ishah (d. 678),
‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, ‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ad and Zayd
ibn Thabit (d. 665). The most celebrated ones are ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas,
who is well known as the “Interpreter of the Qur’an”,; Ali ibn Ab1 Talib (d.
660) and “‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ad. In their interpretation, their sources are
the Qur’an (interpretation of the Qur’an in the light of the Qur’an), the
prophetic tradition, their intellectual effort and their own understanding
of the text and the narratives of the People of the Book.”

Nursi’s approach to the companions’ exegesis may be of particular sig-
nificance because he often puts emphasis on the path of the companions in
his writings. For example, he states that the Qur’an became the true and
sufficient source of guidance for the greatest saints among the companions
of the Prophet and the two succeeding generations. This illustrates that
the Qur’an declares the truth at all times and inspires enough light for the
greatest saints. In Nursi’s view, passing from Islam’s outward practice
(zdhir) to its truth (bakikat) can be achieved in two ways: by joining a
spiritual order (tarikat berzakbr) and rising via its ranks (kat-1 meritip), or
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directly through divine grace (litf-u 1lihi) without joining a spiritual
order. The latter path is the most direct way, and it was followed by the
companions and their successors. In this context, Nursi believes that it can
be said that his collection and The Words are able to reach the truth by fol-
lowing this most direct way.”®

In another place, he goes on to state that the companions are blessed
with the rank of major sainthood (walayat al-kubri), reached through a
direct inheritance of the prophecy (warathat al-nubnwwa). Without hav-
ing to follow a religious order, and by fully observing the religious com-
mands, they pass directly to the truth and finally attain the ultimate
closeness to God. This sainthood is the most direct and extremely great
way, even though it is seldom favoured with wonder-working. According
to Nursi, the companions reached the rank of major sainthood through
reflection, attraction and the elixir of the Prophet’s presence without hav-
ing to follow a spiritual order’s discipline for many years. Therefore, the
way of the companions and their followers is the safest and broadest way.”®

While Nursi emphasizes the path of the companions and their way to
penetrate to the truth, he does not often refer to the interpretation of the
companions and the successors in his writings. Occasionally, he relies on
this type of exegesis in his interpretation. For example, in his interpreta-
tion of Q. 2: 21, “People, worship your Lord, who created you and those
before you, so that you may be mindful [of Him]”, Nursi mentions Ibn
‘Abbas’s exegesis. According to Ibn ‘Abbas, the meaning of “worship” in
question is “profess God’s unity (wabhidii)”. Nursi points out that the
verse is about the proof of divine unity on the basis of Ibn ‘Abbas’s exege-
sis.”” In another example, he makes a reference to Ibn ‘Abbas again regard-
ing rewards of food and marriage in Paradise mentioned in Q. 2: 25. As
Nursi explains, it is not possible to compare the eternal world with this
world, and the pleasures of the hereafter with the pleasures of this world.
Ibn ‘Abbas indicates this huge difference, saying that “The only thing in
this world from Paradise is the Names”.”® He means by this statement that
we only see models and examples about Paradise in this world. The origin
and true form of these examples will be showed in the hereafter.

It is important to note that while Nursi reports the exegesis of a few
companions such as Ibn ‘Abbas, he is also critical of the fabricated exegeti-
cal reports attributed to some companions, including Ibn ‘Abbas himself.
He states that attributing some fabricated traditions to eminent compan-
ions such as Ibn ‘Abbas to urge people to fulfil religious commands or to
discourage them from prohibited acts is ignorance and a great fault. In his
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opinion, authentic traditions are sufficient for us for the interpretation of
the Qur’an, and we should be satisfied with true narratives evaluated on
the scales of reason.” It could be said that Nursi evaluates the exegetical
traditions in terms of their authenticity, and his statement “accurate narra-
tives weighed on the scales of reason” draws attention to the importance
of hadith discipline and rational analysis of the content of the reports.

In summary, Nursi admits the authority and the validity of zafs7 tradi-
tions and the reports from the first generations of Muslims, accepting their
relevance to Qur’anic interpretation. However, he also argues that relying
on #s74tliyyat narrations in order to interpret the Qur’an is a major weak-
ness of tradition-based commentaries, as clarified below.

It is important to note that Nursi is critical of using zs7a@ 7liyyat reports
in order to interpret the Qur’an. In his view, the Qur’an itself and the
authentic hadith are the fundamental materials of Qur’anic exegesis.
Instead of isra’zliyyat, he would prefer modern sciences and scientific
information whose truth has been confirmed, along with true narratives
and authentic historical sources.®® Nursi expounds on his views as follows.

According to Nursi, some converted Muslims from Jewish background
such as Wahb ibn Munabbih (654-737 CE) and Ka'b al-Ahbar (d. 653
CE) caused zs7a’2liyyat reports to find their way into the minds of Muslims.
Those narrations were acknowledged uncritically because in appearance
these borrowed reports were not contradictory to the essentials of Islam
and spread in the form of narratives. However, they later came to be
accepted as standards for certain truths and for interpretation of some
Qur’anic verses. In Nursi’s opinion, these reports could be used to com-
prehend some implications of the Qur’an and sunna, but they could not
be accepted as meanings or interpretations of the Qur’anic verses and pro-
phetic traditions. However, those who focused only on the literal meanings
of the Qur’anic verses and lacked reliable sources for the interpretation of
the Qur’an attempted to interpret some Qur’anic verses and prophetic
traditions in the light of zs7a’7liyyat reports. At this point, Nursi reiterates
his argument that what reliably interprets the Qur’an is mainly the Qur’an
itself and the authentic reported hadith. Nursi underlines again that
isratliyyat narratives can be used in order to interpret connotations of the
Qur’an. However, these connotations cannot be received as the essential
meanings, even though they were put forward as if they were fundamen-
tal.8! As has been seen, Nursi is mainly critical of taking zs7a’zliyyat narra-
tives as the essential meanings, even though he believes that these reports
may be used to interpret connotations of the Qur’an.
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Nursi clarifies his argument in the light of the example of Dhu’l-
Qarnayn, related in Q. 18: 83-98. Explicit truths that exist in the Qur’an’s
story of Dhu’l-Qarnayn must definitely be considered as being confirmed,
and they cannot be denied. However, the Qur’an is not clear about the
detail of what is reported and the meanings that it is possible to infer.
According to the rule, whatever a statement says clearly in respect to its
underlying and fundamental meaning is sufficient for it. Therefore, the
Qur’an does not inevitably indicate any detail. However, because the
Qur’an does not reject it, we can comment on it, and the comments may
possibly be accepted. Hence, all the interpretations, explanations and anal-
yses (tesribat), other than the explicit meaning and the clear truth, are
speculative suggestions (abkdm-1 nazariye). Exegetes can think about
them, and they can be given different meanings. Here Nursi emphasizes
that various opinions among the scholars indicate that the inferences and
connotations, other than the obvious and essential meanings, are putative
and speculative. Some people attempted to reach different, conflicting
conclusions from the verses, adding into the fundamental meaning (mdnd)
their personal interpretations (mdsadak) and certain people or events that
they considered to be appropriate to the Qur’anic story. They even pre-
sented these as if they were the essential meanings. The literalists acknowl-
edged such explanations and inferences as part of the fundamental
meaning, while the authoritative scholars regarded them as harmless
accounts, and did not criticize them. However, according to Nursi, accep-
tance of some interpretations in the light of altered versions of the Bible,
such as Lot and David’s stories in the Biblical narrative, is contrary to the
sinlessness of the Prophets in the Islamic creed.®? The reason why Nursi
maintains this view is that Islamic teaching underlines the prophecy of Lot
and David and their protection from committing great sins. Therefore,
Biblical stories, as they stand, of Lot and David are considered to be con-
trary to Islamic theology. It is clear that Nursi argues that zsra’zliyyat
reports can be used for the inferences and connotations of the Qur’an, but
these explanations and inferences are speculative and different from the
underlying meaning of the text. Besides, Nursi examines and evaluates the
content of #s7a’liyyat narratives according to Islamic theology and
the notion of prophetic immunity from sin.

Another example of his cautious approach to #s7a’2liyyat narratives is his
analysis on Mount Qaf; attributed to the interpretation of Q. 50: 1, “Qaf’
By the glorious Qur’an!”. He emphasizes that the only indication of Qaf’
in the Qur’an and the authentic prophetic traditions is Q. 50: 1, “Qaf By
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the glorious Qur’an!” The Qaf referred to in this verse is a letter of the
Arabic alphabet. Its location is in part of the mouth, not in a geographical
place. Therefore, this has nothing to do with Mount Qaf. In this context,
Nursi points out the reports attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas regarding the exis-
tence of a mountain called Qaf. In his view, whatever Ibn ‘Abbas stated is
not inevitably a report from the Prophet, and we are not required to con-
sider whatever he narrated from others as being true, because Ibn ‘Abbas,
during his youth, took help from Israelite sources to elucidate some reali-
ties by way of the narrative. Nursi maintains that Qaf exists, but it cannot
be said what it is. If he finds an authentic narrated prophetic tradition
regarding the nature of it, he will believe that what the Prophet indicated
by it is definitely true. However, he also does not reject the Stfis’ descrip-
tions about Qaf; providing a few approaches related to Mount Qaf% In
this example, Nursi’s cautious approach to the Israelite narratives, particu-
larly to some reports of Ibn ‘Abbas, can be clearly seen. Here he draws
attention again to the importance of the Qur’an and the authentic pro-
phetic traditions for the interpretation of the Qur’an. In this context, one
might ask as to where Nursi’s view could be placed among the diverse
Muslim scholarship on zsra’zliyyat.

Regarding Nursi’s view on #s72zliyyat, it could be argued that Nursi
seems to follow the critical approach to this notion in Islamic tradition. In
the conclusion of his research on isra’Zlsyyiat, Albayrak emphasizes that the
technical term zs7a2’2liyyat was not used before Ibn al-Kathir, and Ibn
al-Kathir is the first systematic user of this concept. Ibn al-Kathir put some
limitations on these reports, explaining that zs7a’zliyyat are reported /i
al-istishhad (for supplementary attestation) not % al-i'tidad (for full sup-
port and reliance or i'tigad, beliet).3* However, this word was used as a
technical term by a historian, Mas‘ad1 (d. 345,/956), and an Andalusian
exegete, Aba Bakr Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543,/1148), together with some exe-
getes such as Ibn Taymiyya and Tafi (d. 716,/1316), who discussed the
term before Ibn al-Kathir. For example, Tufi underlines that classical com-
mentators cannot be accused provided that they use is7a Zliyyiat for expla-
nation and not as absolute truth.%® Besides, Albayrak highlights that some
changes in presentation and understanding of és7az/iyyat happened within
the classical Qur’anic commentaries. There are a number of exegetes who
obviously reduced the number of is7a’7liyyat narratives in their commen-
taries. Ibn ‘Atiyya (d. 546,/1151) is one of them in this respect. Following
him, to some extent, Ttsi (d. 460,/1068) and al-Razi also distanced them-
selves from these reports. Ibn ‘Atiyya analysed is7a’7liyyat on the basis of
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the chain of transmitters and the content of the reports. Tast and al-Razi
preferred a different method in order to reduce the Israelite narratives in
their commentaries. They primarily focused on rational grounds and pro-
phetic immunity from sin.®¢ Taking into account the information above, it
could be said that Nursi seems to follow the established critical attitude
towards zs7@’7liyyat in the Islamic tradition.

54 REASON-BASED EXEGESIS

In this section, we shall examine #afs7r bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis),
one of the most important types of Qur’anic exegesis, delineating its main
characteristics from the classical perspective and modernist scholars’
approach to this form of exegesis. From various examples from his writ-
ings, Nursi’s views on exegesis based on independent reasoning will then
be outlined.

Reason-based exegesis, as we have seen, relies not only on the Qur’an,
hadith and the earliest Muslims, but also on the views of later scholars,
legal rulings and principles of jurisprudence, historical texts and theologi-
cal writings. Linguistic analysis is used to investigate the implications of
different language usages on meaning, including a metaphorical reading
and an allegorical interpretation of texts. Reason-based exegesis allows
greater scope for interpretation of texts based on independent reasoning,
albeit with certain limitations, while tradition-based exegesis restricts the
use of independent reasoning in the interpretation of the Qur’an.¥”

In other words, tafsir bi-al-ra’y is not based directly on transmission of
knowledge by the earliest Muslims, but it relies on the use of reason and
independent reasoning (Zj¢zhad). However, it should be noted that reason-
based exegesis does not signify “interpretation by mere opinion”, but it
means deriving a view via #jtzbad based on authentic sources. Therefore,
the authorities in Qur’anic exegesis emphasize that if reason-based exege-
sis is in agreement with the sources of zafs7r, the rules of Shari‘a and the
Arabic language, then that exegesis is valid and acceptable. If reason-based
exegesis is done without relying on sound sources, it is based on mere
opinion and rejected.3® Then it could be reasonably said that an interpreta-
tion based on independent reasoning must be grounded in sound sources
that can be traced back to the Prophet or the earliest authorities, Islamic
tradition and the Arabic language, in which that interpretation is valid and
able to be accepted.
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It should be noted that reason-based approaches to the Qur’an are the
characteristic feature of the Muslim modernism. Several approaches of
modernist thinkers can be considered to be forms of reason-based exege-
sis. Their aim here was to synthesize Western thought and sciences with
the best of the Islamic tradition, and they called for reforms in order to
reach the West.® They maintained that there was a need for interpretation
of the Qur’an with a scientific world view in mind.?® They argued in favour
of interpreting the Qur’an in the light of reason and modern science,
metaphorical and symbolic approaches to certain Qur’anic verses such as
Paradise and Hell, giving more importance to social, political and current
topics, and to views based on human, psychological explanations.®! It is
clear that because modernist ideas are based on reason and scientific world
view, these modern approaches should be recognized to be forms of
reason-based exegesis.

However, while reason-based approaches to the Qur’an are the major
feature of the Muslim modernism, modernist scholars are highly critical of
various aspects of reason-based exegesis. The scholars such as M. ‘Abduh
and Ahmad Khan criticized some forms of reason-based exegesis, empha-
sizing the concept of ijtihad, the power of reason and modern science.”?
In the main, however, these scholars expressed their dissatisfaction with
the classical methodologies clearly, maintaining the need to develop a new
way of looking at the Qur’an. For instance, Ahmad Khan and ‘Abduh,
becoming aware of the fact that exegetical procedures and the jargon of
previous commentaries had made the Qur’an unclear, highlighted that the
Qur’an should be made familiar to the modern mind.”® ‘Abduh also
believes that Qur’an commentaries must not include theoretical specula-
tions, grammatical monographs and learned quotations.”* As we have
seen, modernist intellectuals criticize various forms of reason-based exege-
sis in Islamic history. They believe that Qur’anic exegesis should address
modern people rather than focus on technical and academic analysis on
the meaning of the Qur’an.

Moreover, while linguistic analysis and investigating the implications of
different language usages on meaning are very common endeavours in
reason-based commentaries, ‘Abduh acknowledges that focusing on vari-
ous aspects of tafsir such as wslib (literary style), balaghat (eloquence),
ma'ani (sub-discipline of rhetoric) and 7744 (the semantic grammar) takes
people away from the primary purpose.”® These modern intellectuals
appear to downplay the classical emphasis on the linguistic inimitability of
the Qur’an in reason-based exegesis, arguing that the inimitable nature of
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the Qur’an is in the guidance that it provided, not in its words. They do
not take into consideration linguistic analysis of the Qur’an’s words, nor
do they rely much on classical Arabic dictionaries.’s ‘Abduh’s critical
approach to several fields of zafszr such as uslish (literary style) and balaghat
can indicate to us that his aim is to address the ordinary people through
his exegesis. He believes that Qur’an commentaries should function as a
guidance rather than examine such technical topics.

I turn now to Nursi’s place among these classical and modern approaches
to tafsir bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis).

As noted before, Nursi’s one-volume commentary and his overall exe-
getical endeavour are primarily judged to be zaf5ir bi-al-ra’y (reason-based
exegesis).”” Nursi uses numerous methods of reason-based exegesis in his
writings, particularly in his one-volume commentary, such as linguistic
analysis and investigating the implications of different language usages on
meaning, qualities of nagm (word-order, composition), balaghat (rheto-
ric) and wuslish (literary style). Moreover, he discusses the views of later
scholars such as al-Zamakhshari and al-Razi, legal rulings and principles of
jurisprudence, theological writings, philosophical foundations, rational
proofs for the resurrection, and the connection between the miracles of
the prophets and scientific discoveries.”® Furthermore, Nursi puts empha-
sis on reason with regard to the apparent conflict between tradition and
reason. He highlights that it is an established principle that when any reli-
gious knowledge (nakil) which is narrated as based on the Qur’an or the
sunna of the Prophet seems to be conflict (zedruz) with reason, the assess-
ment of reason takes priority (ass/ itibar), and the religious knowledge
(nakil) in question is interpreted (zevil) as long as that reason is valid and
authentic.”” It is clear from this that Nursi embraces reason-based exegesis.
He also points out the fact that the judgement of reason is of great signifi-
cance for the interpretation of the Qur’an.

As mentioned before, Nursi can be seen as an exemplary figure in the
tradition of the Ottoman exegesis, which is reason-based exegesis. It is
important to note that the tradition of Ottoman exegesis followed
al-Baydaw1 and al-Nasafi’s line, which are reason-based exegesis, rather
than Ibn “Atiyya or Ibn al-Kathir’s line, which are tradition-based exegesis.
As well known, the primary concern of reason-based exegesis is language
and linguistics, not the report from the earliest scholars on the meaning of
the Qur’an. It can be noticed that the literature of Ottoman exegesis relied
heavily on language rather than on traditional narrations. Moreover, as a
result of their reason-based approach, they applied the principle of a/-'agl
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al-awwal wa al-nagl al-mu’awwal (first reason and then the text, or text
should be interpreted in the light of rational explanation), making the
tradition dependent on reason. Furthermore, they considered themselves
a continuation of the chain of al-Zamakhshari, al-Razi and al-Baydaw1 in
the discipline of tafs7r, and they attempted to develop and to deepen this
legacy.'® In this respect, it could be argued that Nursi is a modern repre-
sentative of the Ottoman exegetical school. First of all, he lived at the end
of the Ottoman Period, and studied in tune with the Ottoman tradition.
Secondly, in his Qur’anic commentary, Isharat al-1iz, he expounded on
the inimitability of the Qur’an’s word-order, which is of the greatest con-
ciseness and subtlety. The inimitability of the Qur’an in composition
(nazm) is one aspect of the Qur’an’s inimitability.!%! Finally, Muhsin ‘Abd
al-Hamid believes that Nursi studies the theory of word-order (nagm),
and he recognized that the earlier exegetes like al-Zamakhshari and al-Razi
and Abu al-Su‘dd had not attempted to apply it as a complete system
treating all the sizras, verses and words one after the other, in all its details.
Therefore, he developed this theory and applied it in detail and com-
pletely. He also clarified the subtle qualities of the literary styles and devices
of the Qur’an.!® It is also interesting to note that ‘Abd al-Hamid’s state-
ment implies that the theory of word-order (nagm) is related to the field
of munasabi (the connection between verses and between siras). This
subject will be discussed in the following chapter.

5.4.1  Linguistics, Rhetoric and Exegesis

It is noteworthy that in contrast to some modern thinkers who criticize
specific references to detailed linguistic information, Nursi certainly
embraces this classical method. For instance, we frequently come across
references in Nursi’s exegetical writings dealing with whether a word has
a definite article or not, whether the objects are prioritized or delayed,
whether the verb is transitive or intransitive (i.e., the structure of the verb),
and the meaning of the conjunctions, derivations and many other linguis-
tic issues. In other words, he generally refers to numerous linguistic rules
and structures in the interpretation of the Qur’an, examining the implica-
tions of different language usages on meaning, qualities of nazm (word-
order and composition) and balaghat (rhetoric). Then it could be
reasonably concluded that the linguistic and rhetorical interpretations in
Nursi’s hermeneutics are a sine qua non of Qur’anic exegesis.
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I briefly list linguistic and rhetorical rules and their elements to which
Nursi frequently referred as follows: inversion of the natural word-order
(taqdim wa-ta’kbir); restriction (hasr); conciseness (ikhtisar); choosing
one word instead of another; the use of the perfect tense and the imperfect
tense that means renewal through the constant repetition, and their impact
on meaning; being a verb, a passive participle that implies continuation, an
active participle, and the effect on meaning; concision and prolixity (zjaz
wa itnib); every sentence and word in the verse respond to each other
while looking to the primary aim; the definite article “a/”; aspects of the
pronominal suffix —47; the choice of one preposition instead of other prep-
ositions, and several meanings of prepositions; the subject and the predi-
cate (mubtadn’ wa khabar), the use of definite article and the indefinite
that used sometimes to disparage and sometimes to praise; general and
particular (‘@mm wa kbiss), unqualified /restricted (mutlag wa mugayyad),
the relative pronoun and the relative clause; elaborating after previous syn-
optic statements (Zjmal wa taf§il); making omissions in order to make
general what it is said or addressing in absolute terms in order to make it
comprehensive; the verbal noun and the product of the verbal noun
(magsdar and basil be’l-masdar); the meaning of the conjunctions such as
“and” (waw), fi, and “then” (thumma); the repetitions, the subtleties of
inna (the intensive particle) and alladhina (the relative pronoun); the
proper noun instead of the first-person pronoun; the use of /tifat (a rhe-
torical principle, indicating a turning from the first person to the third
person or from the third to the first person); the transitive verb; the singu-
lar and plural forms of the words; the use of nominal sentence, implying
fixed and constant, and verbal sentence, indicating renewal and continua-
tion; etymological information of certain words; not attaching any object
to the verb; the way of metonymy and allusion (kinaya wa tarvid); the
implications of several verbal structures; the use of mushiakala (the rhetori-
cal device, using similar words, but indicating different meanings); literal
and figurative (baqiga wa-majaz); comparison and metaphor (tashbih wa
istiara), and clear and obscure (mubkam wa-mutashibih).'*?

In addition, Nursi puts emphasis on “eloquence” (balaghat) in the
interpretation of the Qur’an. He maintains:

It is an established fact that the most distinguishing feature (bdssa-i cazibe-
dar) of the revealed Qur’an is the inimitability (#°c4z). Its inimitability pri-
marily lies in the matchless degree of its eloquence. Eloquence is founded
upon certain elements of style, including in particular metaphors (#stiare),
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allegories (mecaz), and other figures of speech. One who does not look at
the Qur’an through the binoculars of these elements cannot see its merits...
This being so, interpreters of the Qur’an ( Ehl-i tefsir) must pay full respect
to the Qur’an, and, therefore, should not attempt to interpret it based on
things that do not bear the stamp of eloquence.!%

Moreover, Nursi underlines that many scholars think that the inimita-
ble nature of the Qur’an lies in its being so extraordinarily eloquent, and
it is beyond human power. And the most subtle aspect of the Qur’an’s
inimitability relies on the eloquence of its word-order (nagm). His com-
mentary deals extensively with this reality.!®> In this respect, it could be
argued that Nursi’s commentary is a kind of literary exegesis as we have
seen certain proponents of this type of exegesis in the modern period.
Then we shall provide several examples from his writings in order to clarify
Nursi’s approach to linguistic and rhetorical interpretations.

Nursi focuses on the implications of different language usages on mean-
ing. For example, in the use of the imperfect tense for “they believe”
instead of “the believers” that means fixed and unchanging in Q. 2: 4,
there is an indication that belief is continuously renewed through the
repeated coming of revelation. Moreover, in Q. 1: 5, “It is You alone we
worship”, the precedence of “You alone” implies sincerity, the essence of
worship, and the use of second person points out the reason for worship,
because the One who is qualified by the previous attributes is deserving of
worship. Furthermore, in Q. 2: 3, “and give out of what We have provided
for”, the Qur’an left a concise statement (7jaz), using a prolix sentence
(#tmab) in order to make the following subtle points: With “out of” (min)
the text points out the refusal of wastefulness in the giving of almsgiving.
By putting “out of what” (mimmi), the text first indicates that almsgiving
should be done out of the donor’s property. And by “We have provided”
(razzagni), it is implied that it is God who is the provider, and the giver
is simply the means. And by the “We” (-n4), the text hints that we should
never fear poverty. And since “sustenance” (77z9) here is general and not
specific, it is implied that almsgiving also involves the giving of knowledge,
ideas and other such gifts. And by “spend” (yunfigiin), the Qur’an refers
to the condition that the recipient of almsgiving should spend the alms on
his livelihood and fundamental needs.!%¢

Nursi often highlights baliaghat (rhetoric) and its principles, declaring
that the key to the treasure of the aspects of inimitability in the Qur’anic
verses is the eloquent language of the Qur’an.!®” For example, he draws
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attention to the principle that all the sentences and words in the verse
respond to each other and remind the reader of each other, while looking
to the primary aim. Q. 21: 46, “yet if a mere breath of your Lord’s punish-
ment touches them”, is a great example in this regard. It conveys the ter-
ribleness of the punishment through demonstrating the harshness of the
least amount. Therefore, every word in this verse completely works to
strengthen that purpose. The word “if” (In) indicates doubt, and doubt
looks to fewness. Therefore, this word is a sign of the slightness of the
punishment. The word “touches” (massa) signifies to touch lightly and
indicates a small amount, while “a mere breath” (nafha) implies littleness
or smallness via its singular and indefinite form. The partitive “of” (min)
expresses a part, meaning a bit. The word punishment (‘adhab) alludes to
a light type of punishment rather than the word “chastisement” (nakal),
which would suggest something greater. Finally, the word “Lord” (Rabb)
indicates compassion, implying the lightness of the punishment. Then it is
said that each word in a verse supports in its special way the primary aim,
and this principle is of considerable importance for rhetorical speeches. %8
In another example, from Q. 24: 43 and Q. 36: 38, “He sends hail down
from [such] mountains in the sky,” and “The sun, too, runs its determined
course laid down for it,”, Nursi states that rigid literal interpretations of
these verses mean denying the right of eloquence. The metaphor in the
first verse is so beautiful, and the eloquence of the other verse is so shining
and clear.'®”

In summary, Nursi acknowledges the authority and validity of reason-
based zafsir and relies on numerous hermeneutical devices in this type of
exegesis for the interpretation of the Qur’an. However, he also finds a
number of weaknesses in reason-based commentaries, as clarified below.

542  Weaknesses in Reason-Based Quvr’an Commentaries

For Nursi, there are a number of weaknesses in reason-based commentar-
ies, and he criticizes some qualities of the reason-based exegesis in the
classical period.

First of all, relying on Greek philosophy in the interpretation of the
Qur’an is a major weak characteristic of reason-based exegesis. Instead of
Greek philosophy, Nursi would prefer a reflection system produced by
modern philosophy and the products of modern reason.!® Nursi under-
lines that some sources from ancient Greek philosophy were translated so
as to “Islamize” that philosophy. However, that philosophy, based to some
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extent on various myths and superstitions and thus polluted to a certain
extent, was mixed with the pure thoughts of the Muslim Arabs and led to
the change from investigation to imitation to a certain degree. Some
scholars of Islam attempted to purify Islam of the corrupt aspects of Greek
philosophy, when that philosophy began to spread to the area of Islam. In
spite of their great success, some elements of Greek philosophy and certain
borrowings remained and were not removed. Besides, when the efforts
began to focus on Qur’anic exegesis, some of those who limited them-
selves to the literal meanings of the verses attempted to interpret some
intellectual points in terms of ancient Greek philosophy. They noticed that
the Qur’an and hadith include the intellect and the revealed knowledge.
Thus, because they imagined that there was some sort of agreement
between certain intellectual questions in the Qur’an and hadith and
ancient Greek philosophy, they attempted to apply that philosophy to the
interpretation of the Qur’an and the hadith. In Nursi’s view, this was abso-
lutely the wrong way. What will interpret the Qur’an is itself, its own
sentences and statements. The meaning of the Qur’an is in and of itself.
Therefore, we must look for the meaning of the Qur’an in the Qur’an, and
in its wording.!!!

In another place, Nursi re-expresses his critical view of Greek philoso-
phy, supporting modern philosophy (/sikmat al-jadida) and the new sci-
entific approach. He emphasizes that the literalists’ attachment to Greek
philosophy confused their minds in their interpretation of the Qur’an. In
this context, Nursi gives the example of the four elements of the universe.
He firmly states that the acceptance of four basic universal elements of
existence, namely air, water, fire and earth, is a remnant of ancient philoso-
phy and not the product of Shari‘a. Unfortunately, because the faults of
Greek philosophy entered into the terminology of the famous scholars in
the past, they were then used as a reference by others. There is no evi-
dence, however, that those scholars believed that all existence consisted of
four elements only. There are four other fundamental elements, declared
by modern science with regard to the formation of living things: hydro-
gen, oxygen, nitrogen and carbon. Based on this information, Nursi con-
cludes that, while ancient philosophy and science imprisoned minds, the
new science has brought down the walls of that prison and revealed the
faults of ancient philosophy.!!?

Comparatively speaking, while modernist thinkers put emphasis on rea-
son and science, some of their approaches to Greek philosophy seem to be
in line with Nursi’s approach. For example, Ahmad Khan underlines that
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our learned exegetes mixed their interpretation of the Qur’an with Greek
teachings that at that time were judged correct, but today have been
proved wrong. They mixed them in such a way to suggest that the Qur’an
established these Greek teachings, or that the Qur’an had the same mean-
ings as these Greek ideas.''® However, ‘Abduh and his pupil, Rashid Rida,
state that the Muslim philosophers such as Ibn Sina made a mistake by
entering the area of religious discussions and attempting to apply their
principles in that area. If they had not mixed up their philosophy with
religion, it would have been better. ‘Abduh argues that philosophy and the
secular sciences should not be mixed with questions of religion. The fields
of religion and the natural world (philosophy) should be kept distinct.!1*

For Nursi, another weakness in reason-based Qur’anic commentaries is
the knowledge that goes beyond the scope of someone’s expertise. Nursi
thinks it is not possible that all the information provided by a Qur’anic
exegete should be considered in the field of Qur’anic exegesis. An inter-
preter such as al-Baydaw1 could make a mistake in a topic connected with
geography.!!® Nursi draws attention to the fact that not everything that is
in a Qur’anic commentary is inevitably to be included in the meaning of
the Qur’an, or in the interpretation of the Qur’an.!1¢

Other weaknesses Nursi discusses are as follows: exaggeration, mixing
literal and figurative expressions (hagign wa-majaz), and disregarding the
style of the Qur’an that God’s speech is divine condescension to the level
of people’s minds so that they can understand it.!”

To sum up, firstly, Nursi has great respect for the traditional division of
Islamic disciplines. While Nursi combines a number of Islamic disciplines,
and various readings connected with the major disciplines can be seen in
his writings, he does not give any normative function to #4577, not placing
Qur’anic commentary before all other disciplines. Moreover, Nursi does
not produce any normative rule in relation to modern issues solely via the
Qur’anic text and zafs7r discipline, disregarding the traditional under-
standing. Furthermore, Nursi’s revival of Islam and his renewal (zajdid)
are based on systematic theology (kalam), and his approach can be
described as kalamisation of tafstr and other disciplines. Secondly, Nursi
highlights the four elements to judge a word’s value. Those are the speaker
(mutakallim), the person addressed (mukbitab), the purpose (magsad)
and when it is spoken (situation, magam). These elements are fundamen-
tals to Nursi’s hermeneutics. Thirdly, Nursi acknowledges the authority
and validity of zafs7r traditions and the reports from the first generations
of Muslims, accepting their relevance to Qur’anic interpretation. Finally,
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Nursi’s one-volume commentary and his overall exegetical endeavour are
primarily considered to be tafs7r bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis), and he
can be seen as a modern representative of the Ottoman exegetical school.
In addition, linguistic and rhetorical interpretations in Nursi’s hermeneu-
tics are a sine qua non of Qur’anic exegesis.
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The sciences of the Qur’an is a field which serves to understand the
Qur’an, and were developed in the exegetical tradition, starting from the
companions of the Prophet.! There are a large number of sources con-
cerning this field from the classical and modern periods, such as
al-Zarkash?’s and al-Suytti’s books. However, some modernist scholars
argued that the Qur’anic sciences are insufficient. For instance, according
to al-Mashriqi and Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988 CE), this field takes people
away from the Qur’an.? This chapter will focus on the sciences of the
Qurlan (‘Ulam al-Qur’an), analysing the views of modern Muslim
scholars, particularly A. Khan and ‘Abduh, on these important hermeneu-
tical devices in Muslim exegetical traditions and comparing them with
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Nursi’s approach. The difference between the views of Nursi and those of
modern intellectuals will also be discussed. In this context, Nursi’s
approach to various Qur’anic sciences, such as occasions of revelation
(asbialb al-nuzil), abrogation (naskh), clear and ambiguous (mubkam
wa-mutashiabih), inimitability of the Qur’an (i%4z al-Qur’an), Qur’anic
narratives (qasas al-Qur’an), difficult words and passages (mushkil al-
Ownr’an) and intratextual hermeneutics (tandsub) will be investigated in
order to ascertain how he deals with these exegetical sciences in
Qur’anic exegesis.

6.1  AspAB AL-NUzUL (OCCASIONS OF REVELATION)

In Islamic tradition, the discipline of asbab al-nuzil in the Qur’anic sci-
ences is one of the most significant areas of knowledge in order to prop-
erly understand and interpret Qur’anic verses and passages. While it is
emphasized that the Qur’anic message is universal, it is also recognized
that various verses of the Qur’an were revealed at a particular time in his-
tory and in special circumstances. Asbiab nl-nuzilis the area of knowledge
regarding the reasons and occasions of these revelations. It is important to
note that the reports of occasions of revelation provide an explanation of
the implications of the verse, and give guidance for the process of inter-
pretation and application of the verse in question to other situations. In
Islamic tradition, the reports about the verse are therefore of particular
significance.?

Occasions of revelation have been reported by the companions of the
Prophet. However, only the reports that are judged to be authentic
according to the science of hadith can be considered fully reliable. The
narrator who reports the occasion should have been present at the time
and occasion of the revelation. We need to know exactly who reported this
event, whether he was present or not, and who transmitted this occasion
to us.* It is reasonably concluded that the knowledge of occasions of rev-
elation can only be known through the reports narrated from the first
generations of Muslims. However, it should be noted here that there are a
great number of reports related to occasions of revelation attributed to the
first generations of Muslims. Some occasions of revelation have also been
reported by certain successors. Moreover, sometimes we can find two
different reports narrated from two different companions in relation to
occasions of the same verse. Therefore, occasions of revelation are not
clear-cut reports, and zafs7 and hadith scholars have studied them in detail.
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In the modern period, several Muslim scholars adopted a critical
approach to this genre of Qur’anic sciences. In the eyes of the early mod-
ern Muslim thinkers, this type of historical research finds little favour.
There is no doubt that the modern denial of hadith also led to the refusal
to accept these reports of occasions of revelation. In the opinion of the
modernist thinkers, these reports distort the Qur’anic message, and the
main contours of the text are lost.® In general, they derive occasions of
revelation directly from the textual contexts of the verses. In addition,
referring to a number of day-to-day affairs of Muslims, they frequently
attempt to apply the verses to those issues.® For example, Ahmad Khan
states that Muslim scholars have given attention to the examination of the
occasion of revelation (sha’n al-nuzil), yet this may be based only on weak
evidence. In his view, the safest way is deriving the historical context of the
verse as far as possible from within the context of the Qur’an (garina bali-
yyah) itself and its style.”

Besides, what the modern thinkers attempt to do with their critical
approach is to show close connections in the chapters, in their succession,
and in their constitutive parts. For instance, Sayyid Qutb takes Q. 2:
109-115 in their general meaning, rejecting the efforts of the exegetes to
connect these verses with a certain event of the Prophet’s life.® It can be
argued that the modern intellectuals’ critical approach to occasions of rev-
elation is related to their textualism. They believe that the Qur’an is an
independent document in its own right, and that the great emphasis on
historical research can cause the close connections in the chapters and in
their succession to be lost. Against this background, we turn now to
Nursi’s approach to occasions of revelation.

It is important to note at the beginning that Nursi acknowledges the
validity of asbab al-nuzil material narrated from the first generation of
Muslims, accepting their relevance to Qur’anic interpretation. Nursi high-
lights that, even though the Qur’an was revealed over 23 years on various
occasions, its parts are so supportive of each other that it is as if it were
revealed all at once on one occasion. Although the Qur’an came in
response to different and repeated questions, its parts are so united with
each other that it is as if it were the answer to only one question. Nursi
believes that, normally, the Qur’an’s revelation over 23 years on various
occasions would be a reason for confusion and disconnection among its
parts, but the unity of its parts contributes to the inimitability of the
Qur’an’s explanations as well as to its fluency of style and harmony. Elegant
fluency, beautiful proportion, harmony and matchless eloquence are sig-
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nificant features of the Qur’an.’? It is interesting to note that, while Nursi
admits the fact that the Qur’an was revealed on various occasions, he also
stresses the importance of its cohesion and harmony, and the accord
among its verses and parts. Unlike the modern intellectuals such as
A. Khan, Nursi does not seem to think that attention to the knowledge of
occasions of revelation will create any problem alongside the harmony and
fluency of style among the parts of the Qur’an. On the contrary, Nursi
considers this aspect to be a sign of the inimitability of the Qur’an, because
the Qur’an has a thematic unity even though it was revealed on various
different occasions.

However, while Nursi embraces this type of historical research, he does
not often make reference to occasions of revelation, because his exegetical
writings are mainly reason-based exegesis, and previous tradition-based
commentaries have already included this material in detail. Still, certain
reports in relation to occasions of revelation can be seen in his exegetical
writings. For example, in his interpretation of Q. 2: 6—*“As for those who
disbelieve, it makes no difference whether you warn them or not: they will
not believe”—Nursi states that the “who (a/ladhina)” here indicates nota-
ble unbelievers like Abu Jahl (d. 624), Abu Lahab (d. 624) and Umayya
ibn Khalaf (d. 624), and that the verse is related to such unbelievers.!® For
‘Abduh, on the other hand, an exegete needs to interpret the text as it
stands and not to provide the proper names of the people and places left
unexplained by the Qur’an. For him, an exegete has no right, and is as a
matter of fact forbidden, to identify anything that is left unnamed and
unexplained by the text. Thus, while ‘Abduh makes extensive use of the
actual context within the text itself to determine the meaning of a certain
verse or word,'! Nursi on this occasion refers to the report with regard to
occasions of revelation.

To take another example, in his interpretation of Q. 2: 26—“God does
not shy from drawing comparisons even with something as small as a gnat,
or larger”—Nursi points out that, when the Qur’an provides examples of
gnats and spiders and mentions ants and date-palms, the Jews, the hypo-
crites and idolaters perceive these examples as an opportunity to oppose
the Qur’an. They ask: “Does God — in spite of His sublimity — condescend
to talk about such lowly matters, whereas the people of excellence scorn
even to mention?”, “Is not Muhammad’s Lord ashamed by these parables
about insignificant matters?” It is to these people that the Qur’an responds
with this verse.!?
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Moreover, regarding Q. 36: 8-9,'* Nursi recounts two similar reports
for the occasion of those verses. In line with the first report, he emphasizes
that most interpreters consider the following event to be the occasion of
the verse. Abu Jahl picked up a large rock and swore that if he saw the
Prophet prostrating, he would hit him with it. When finding the Prophet
prostrating, he raised the rock to smash it on the Prophet’s head. However,
his hands stopped moving in the air. The Prophet completed his prayer
and stood up. At that moment, Abu Jahl’s hands were untied. The second
report states that in a similar event, a man from Abu Jahl’s clan (Walid ibn
Mughira according to one version) went to the Ka‘ba with a large rock to
injure the Prophet while he was prostrating. However, his eyes became
sealed and he could not see the Prophet. When he returned to those who
had sent him, he was still unable to see even though he could hear them.
When the Prophet finished his prayer, the man’s eyes were opened because
there was no need for them to remain closed any longer.!* Thus, in rela-
tion to this matter, Nursi refers to two similar reports for the occasion of
the one revelation. While the themes of these two reports are similar,
Nursi relates both of them without evaluating the differences between
them. The reasons for this may well be that tradition-based zaf377s already
contained this material in detail, and Nursi wishes to focus on the theo-
logical issues rather than on such technical details.

Furthermore, Nursi does not discuss the validity of occasions of revela-
tion which have been reported by certain successors. He does not express
an evaluative opinion on two different reports narrated from two different
companions in relation to occasions of the same verse, or on the use of one
report for occasions of multiple verses.

In the period of neo-modernism, modern Muslim Qur’anic scholarship
rediscovered the importance of asbab al-nuzil due to the historical
approach to the Qur’an. As mentioned in the third chapter, intellectuals
such as Fazlur Rahman argued for the historical nature of the Qur’an and
put emphasis on its socio-historical context. Their main concern was
rethinking the interpretation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an. In
this approach, they relied heavily on occasions of revelation to examine
particular Qur’anic instances in order to reach general principles and relate
the text to the concerns of the modern period.'®> However, unlike these
modern scholars’ frequent emphasis on the reports of the occasions of
revelation, Nursi does not give this function to reach general principles to
occasions of revelation; his approach is in line with the traditional under-
standing. The traditional approach did not allow a high degree of freedom
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and change in the interpretation of the ethico-legal content in the way that
Fazlur Rahman thought. For Nursi, the occasion of revelation is a herme-
neutical means in the interpretation of Qur’anic verses, and the authentic
reports from the first generation of Muslims give guidance to the process
of interpretation and application of the verse.

However, it seems that in Nursi’s view, there is no necessary connection
between occasion (sabab) and revelation (nuziil), and it cannot be thought
that if there were no occasion (sabab), there would be no revelation.
Events (occasions) in seventh-century Arabia did not determine the inci-
dence of revelation, but God revealed Qur’anic verses because of His
divine wisdom and mercy, and His revelation came down in “connection”
with a particular occasion in time. Nursi’s concept of iqtiran (accompani-
ment, conjunction and connection) implies this reality. He underlines that
two things—the bounty and the means—come together, and this is called
“igtiran” (accompaniment). Some people suppose that, because the two
things exist together, they cause one another. However, accompaniment is
one thing, and the ultimate cause for the existence of something is another.
The real cause is the Divine Mercy.'® Nursi’s statements imply that the
fundamental reason for the revelation of Qur’anic verses is God’s divine
wisdom, while certain verses did come down in connection to some par-
ticular events in seventh-century Arabia.

To a certain extent, it is true; Nursi does refer to a number of day-to-
day affairs of Muslims, and attempts to apply some Qur’anic verses to
these issues. For example, he underlines that each new generation con-
siders the Qur’an as being revealed to itself and receives its commands
therefrom. That the phrase “People of the Book” also means ahl al-
maktab (O people of schooling and education) is a very good illustration
of this approach. For Nursi, the message seems to be fully directed to the
people of his own time and this century.!” In another example, when
addressing the Turkish nation, he emphasizes that, having carried the
flag of the Qur’an for 1000 years since the ‘Abbasids, they are included
in the meaning of Q. 5: 54, “God will bring a people He loves and who
love Him, humble towards the believers, hard on the disbelievers, and
who strive in God’s way.”!® Nursi thus connects post-Qur’anic events
with the revelation of certain Qur’anic verses. In his view, those verses
seem to be directed to these events which post-date the Qur’an in his-
tory. This is another way of Nursi’s re-reading of the Qur’an from a
universalistic perspective.
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6.2  NASKH (ABROGATION)

The concept of naskh (abrogation) is one of the important fields in the
Qur’anic sciences. It literally means “to annul, supersede, obliterate, efface
or cancel”. As a technical term, it signifies abrogation of one ruling by a
subsequent ruling.' It is based on a number of Qur’anic verses such as Q.
2:106: “Whatever verse [of the Qur’an] do We abrogate or cause to be
forgotten, We bring a better one or similar to it. Know you not that God
is able to do all things?” Most Muslim scholars emphasize that this verse
indicates that certain Qur’anic verses were abrogated by subsequent
Qur’anic verses.?* While the concept of naskh is a Qur’anic phenomenon,
there have been several opinions regarding the number of the abrogated
verses in the Qur’an. Given the many different approaches to the term, the
number of the abrogated verses could be counted as high as 500. Al-Suyatt
decreased the number to twenty, and Shah Wali Allah (d. 1176,/1762)
reduced it to as low as five.?!

As in the field of asbab al-nuzil, the information regarding abrogation
must be based on reliable reports, according to the discipline of hadith;
and the information should be able to be traced back to the Prophet or his
companions. Another way of knowing about naskh is ijma (consensus of
the Muslim scholars upon the abrogating and abrogated verse). Thus,
mere personal opinion regarding abrogation cannot be accepted.?? The
knowledge of abrogation can be determined only through the reports nar-
rated from the first generations of Muslims or through the consensus of
Muslim scholars. As seen above, the main concerns of the Qur’anic sci-
ences (‘Ulim al-Quy’ an) are linguistics and history.?® The notion of naskh
(abrogation) is connected with the historical circumstances of the revela-
tion because which verse precedes and which one comes after need to be
known in the process of abrogation. Therefore, the field of naskh reason-
ably relies on the reports from the earliest period of Islam.

In general, the early Muslim modernists are not much pleased with the
concept of naskh in the Qur’an. Early modern thinkers generally denied
the existence of the abrogation of one Qur’anic verse by a subsequent
Qur’anic verse.?* For example, Ahmad Khan argues that there is no abro-
gating verse (nasikh) and no abrogated verse (mansikh) in the Qur’an. No
verse in the Qur’an is abrogated by any other verse. For Khan, there is no
evidence regarding abrogation in the text.?® In this context, numerous
early modernists came to the conclusion that the classical theory of naskh
in the Qur’anic text is based on individual judgement (zjtibad), and that
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God’s words cannot be abrogated by human opinion.?® Let us then anal-
yse these modernists” approaches in response to the classical arguments
regarding the existence of abrogation in the Qur’an.

Firstly, in their refutation of abrogation, modern scholars attempt to
show that there is no question of the annulment by other verses in many
so-called abrogated cases. They reconcile so-called abrogated verses with
abrogating verses. Secondly, modern intellectuals interpret certain verses
that have been considered to show evidence of abrogation (naskh) in the
Qur’an in a different way. In their interpretation, for example, of Q. 2:106,
instead of relating the concept of naskh in question to Qur’anic verses,
they interpret it in terms either of the succession of natural phenomena or
of “abrogation” of the message of former prophets.?” For instance, in his
interpretation of Q. 2:106, Ahmad Khan thinks that the verse refers to
abrogation of rules in pre-Islamic legal codes, not to abrogation of
Qur’anic verses. The context of the verse demonstrates that the abroga-
tion in question is associated with the pre-Islamic religious laws.?® Khalifa
‘Abd al-Hakim (d. 1957) interprets the same verse as follows. In this verse,
God points out the world-order as the example of His omnipotence and
He asks: If you look at the alternations of day and night, is therein not
evidence of God’s omnipotence for you?* In addition to the application
of abrogation to something else, an evolutionary principle is found by
certain modernists at the root of naskh (abrogation). For example, Tantaw1
Jawhart underlines regarding nasikh and mansiskh that God has taught the
nations on earth by showing how night and day abrogate each other; then
they began to abolish old methods in order to embrace more modern
methods.?® As the examples above show, certain Muslim modernists do
not accept the abrogation of one Qur’anic verse by a subsequent Qur’anic
verse, interpreting certain verses related to abrogation in a different way.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that there are also certain modern
scholars who acknowledge abrogation (naskh) of the verses in the Qur’an.
M. ‘Abdubh is among those modern thinkers. He believes in abrogation of
one Qur’anic verse by a subsequent Qur’anic verse, and he refers to Q.
16:101 as Qur’anic evidence: “When We substitute one revelation for
another — and God knows best what He reveals — they say, ‘You are just
making it up,” but most of them have no knowledge.” Moreover, in line
with many modern scholars, he also reduces a great number of the abro-
gated verses accepted in the classical approach.®! It is clear from the above
that while the majority of the traditional scholars admit abrogation ( naskh)
of the verses in the Qur’an, numerous modern thinkers deny this type of
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abrogation. How does Nursi deal with the notion of naskh (abrogation)
and where does he stand in relation to the majority of modern Muslim
views which deny abrogation?

Nursi discusses the concept of naskh in a broad context, admitting it to
be a Qur’anic phenomenon.? He underlines that it is a fact that creation
has an innate inclination towards perfection, and it is through this reality
that creation is bound to the law of development. Human life also has a
tendency towards perfection. This tendency grows through views and
theories being built on one another throughout the centuries. Views and
theories become established by means of the results gained, as well as by
devising ways in order to carry out the principles learnt. Established facts
and principles are the seeds of sciences. Those seeds grow through experi-
ence and experimentation.®* Morcover, Nursi mentions “The Tablet of
Effacement and Reaffirmation” (lawh mabw wa ithbit) in relation to
God’s Supreme Preserved Tablet (lawhun mabfiiz). The Tablet of
Effacement and Reaffirmation is a slate for writing and erasing, and it is
the ever-changing notebook of the unchanging Supreme Preserved Tablet.
This is the reality of time. In Nursi’s view, what we call time has a reality
like everything else, and its reality is like the ink and pages of the writing
of Power on lawh malbw wa ithbat** In light of this approach, it can be
inferred that, while Nursi puts emphasis on abrogation, he perceives this
concept to be the very reality of humanity, human life and human history.

Secondly, Nursi does not discuss the famous Qur’anic verses related
to abrogation, namely Q. 2:106 and Q. 16:101. As stated earlier, Nursi
gives priority to the topics of the fundamentals of faith over technical
subjects such as abrogation (naskh). However, he provides his opinions
regarding abrogation in his writings, emphasizing that naskh means
abrogation of rules in pre-Islamic legal codes.?® For example, Nursi
highlights that the Qur’an does not bring any new fundamentals or cen-
tral beliefs, but it amends (mu‘addil) and perfects (mukammil) existing
principles (usil). The reason for this is that the Qur’an combines the
virtues of all the previous books and the essentials of all the former laws.
The Qur’an only establishes new rules in secondary matters (furi‘at,
literally, details), which are subject to change because of differences in
time and place. In Nursi’s view, just as with the change of seasons, food
and dress and numerous other things, the stages of a person’s life also
require changes in the manner of their education and pedagogy. Similarly,
as wisdom and need dictate, religious rules regarding secondary matters
(furi‘ at) change in accordance with the stages of human development.



140 H. CORUH

Many of these rules are beneficial at one time, but are harmful at another
time. Many medicines may have been effective in infancy, but they stop
being remedies in youth. For this reason, the Qur’an abrogated some of
its secondary rules (furi‘at). The Qur’an announced that the time of
these abrogated secondary rules had finished, and the turn had come for
other laws to take their place.?”

In another place, in his response to the reason of different outlooks of
the prophets, and their diverse ways of worship, Nursi reiterates that all
the prophets followed the principles of faith and essential rules because
these are fixed, timeless and unchanging. The difference among the
prophets is based on secondary rules (furi‘at), which are subject to
change in the course of time. Nursi explains this by rational argument.
The stages of the life of human beings necessitate differences in secondary
rules.®® As has been seen, Nursi clearly defends his view that naskh means
abrogation of the rules that obtained in pre-Islamic legal codes. Moreover,
he points out that, while the prophets are united in the fundamentals of
faith and essential rules, secondary rules (furi‘at) in the prophets’ ways
are subject to change in the course of time.

While Nursi acknowledges the concept of naskh to be a Qur’anic phe-
nomenon and sees it to be the reality of human history, he does not clearly
discuss abrogation (naskh) of the verses in the Qur’an.® It can be thought
that, because Nursi focused on the topic of the fundamentals of faith, he
did not want to discuss such disputed subjects.*® However, his views may
show us that he considers abrogation (naskh) to be a dynamic of legal,
sociological and progressive aspects of the Qur’an which are dependent
upon time and conditions.*! Nursi looks at the notion in terms of the
social aspect and human development. For him, abrogation is not a simple
interpretive method, and he connects this concept with human history.
Nursi’s approach is actually an original idea. He uses this notion as a
dynamic hermeneutical tool, while Muslim jurisprudence has a narrow
understanding of abrogation. As can be seen, while the modernists gener-
ally denied the existence of the abrogation in the Qur’an, Nursi does not
clearly seem to refuse the abrogation among Qur’anic verses. It is likely
that Nursi has no problem with the traditional understanding of abroga-
tion. The modernists’ denial of the classical theory of abrogation in the
Qur’an may result from their critical approach to the traditional reports
and from their textualism, since the field of naskh relies on the reports
from the earliest period of Islam.



NURSI’S APPROACH TO THE QUR’ANIC SCIENCES 141

6.3  MuHKAM AND MUTASHABIH (CLEAR
AND AMBIGUOUS VERSES)

The notion of mubkam and mutashibib is one of the primary fields of the
Qur’anic sciences. Two of the most important categories of Qur’anic
verses are clear and ambiguous verses. This division of Qur’anic verses is
based on the Qur’an itself, and the famous relevant verse runs as follows:
“It is He who has sent this Scripture (Qur’an) down to you (Prophet).
Some of its verses are definite in meaning — these are the cornerstone of
the Scripture — and others are ambiguous.”*? The first type of verse men-
tioned above is called mubkam (clear), while the second type is described
as mutashabih (ambiguous). The definitions of these notions have long
been discussed in Islamic scholarship and are still being refined. Some
scholars define mubkam as referring to those verses that can be compre-
hended without additional interpretation or reflection, while mutashabih
are those that require interpretation. Other scholars maintain that mauh-
kam verses have only one possible meaning, whereas mutashabib verses
have numerous possible meanings, from which the most “appropriate”
meaning must be derived. It is also argued that mubkam verses do not
need any interpretation because their meanings are clear to anyone who is
fluent in Arabic. As for mutashibib verses, they include verses whose
meanings are ambiguous and must generally be interpreted in order for
the meaning to be understood.*?

The relevant examples from the Qur’an enable us to understand the
notion of mubkam and mutashabih. In the Qur’an, those verses dealing
with balal and haram (permissible and prohibited), punishments, inheri-
tance, promise and threat and so on are considered to be mubkam, while
verses regarding the attributes of God, the nature of the resurrection,
judgement and hereafter and so on are regarded as mutashibih.** Among
the most important mutashiabih verses are references to God being on, or
ascending, “the Throne” or having “Hands” and a “Face”.*® These exam-
ples clarify the concepts of mubkam and mutashabih. Besides, Qur’anic
division of verses into these two categories reveals that the notion of clear
and ambiguous verses is of great significance for the Qur’anic text, and
also for Qur’anic exegesis. At this point, it is good to look at approaches
of early Muslim modernism to this notion.

The modernist intellectuals do not at all tend to view the Qur’an as an
unclear book; even they do not presume that the Qur’an might include
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superfluous parts. While it is mainly said that verses dealing with the
attributes and essence of God and the hereafter can be described as
mutashabih, Azad adds that these subjects are not anti-rational. Moreover,
the modern scholars have views that go beyond the scope of the tradi-
tional understanding of mubkam and mutashiabibh. For example, Tantaw1
Jawhart deals with the notion from a purely scientific perspective, and he
discusses the topic in the context of certain biological and zoological sci-
ences and theories. He relates the notion to the assumed connection
between Revelation, the Word of God, and Nature, the Work of God. In
his view, both categories can be observed in the animal world. Mubkam
might be ascribed to the many species occurring. Someone can indicate all
the disputes regarding Darwinian theories and define mutashabib as the
question of the order of these species and their lineage.*® Thus, scientific
interpretations can be seen even in the notion of clear and ambiguous
verses. Furthermore, like certain classical scholars, some modern scholars
emphasize that allegorical verses encourage further study. For example,
Ahmad al-Din states that verses telling the fact (hagiqat) are mubkam, and
those that are the object of investigation (tahqigat) are mutashibib verses.
In this context, al-Mashriqi perceives that a special duty of scientists is to
make the ambiguous verses clear. He mentions Q. 36:38, “The sun, too,
runs its determined course laid down for it”, arguing that this verse could
be added to mubkam verses after F. M. Herschel (d. 1822) had proved a
spherical motion of the sun.*” Al-Mashriq’s statement may indicate to us
the influence of modern science and positivism on the modern
Muslim scholars.

Finally, ‘Abduh holds the view that the righteous predecessors’ (Salaf)
worldly happiness mainly relies on their focus on mubkam verses.*s
‘Abduh’s Salafi approach can be seen in this example. He puts emphasis on
clear verses and their literal meanings, and understanding other verses
should be based on mubkam verses. As recognized, this notion is a main
sub-discipline in Qur’anic sciences, and a scholar’s approach to this notion
can reveal the nature of his hermeneutics in Qur’anic exegesis.

As for Nursi’s place in relation to diverse views on clear and ambiguous
verses, it can be stated that the notion of mubkam and mutashiabib is of
great importance in his writings, and plays a major role in his hermeneu-
tics. Regarding muhkam, Nursi emphasizes that Muslims should believe in
the literal and explicit truths of the Qur’an that have been expounded by
the righteous predecessors since belief in the certain and true realities
forming the essentials of the Qur’an and Islam is essential. He goes on to



NURSI’S APPROACH TO THE QUR’ANIC SCIENCES 143

clarify that the Qur’an clearly states that it was revealed in clear Arabic;
hence, its meaning is clear and understandable (mubkam). The divine
speech gives attention to, strengthens and expounds on these meanings.
Denying them means contradicting God and the Messenger’s comprehen-
sion. In his opinion, the explicit meanings forming the basic Qur’anic
truths come from the source of Messengership and have been transmitted
via established reliable means.* It can be inferred from this that the explicit
meanings (mubkam) forming the essential Qur’anic truths and the literal
and clear truths of the Qur’an that have been clarified by the righteous
predecessors are definite (ga¢7), primary principles (asis), that form the
cornerstone of the book. In addition, mutashibilb verses should be under-
stood in the light of these literal and explicit truths of the Qur’an.

It could be said that ambiguous verses are one of the subjects to which
Nursi gives most importance among Qur’anic sciences.®® He states that
the Qur’anic guidance is for all people, and most of the people are the
masses. In the question of guidance, the minority follows the majority of
the people, since when the masses are addressed, the educated people can
benefit from guidance. Now the masses cannot free their minds from what
is familiar to them and imaginary things. Therefore, they are not capable
of understanding complete truths and abstract ideas except through the
telescope of their imaginations and by illustrations of things that are famil-
iar to them. For this reason, in the Qur’an, mutashiabih verses are used
such as God being on, or ascending, “the Throne”, or having “Hands”.
However, when understanding complete truths through things that are
familiar to them, the ordinary people should not direct their attention
towards the apparent forms of those expressions and should not believe in
something impossible such as the physicality of divine attributes or the
Divine having “sides”; but they should look at these expressions as a means
in order to reach the truths behind them. Nursi clarifies his view with an
example. The ordinary people can comprehend the reality of divine dis-
posal over the universe in the form of a king seated on the throne of his
power. Therefore, the Qur’an uses a metonymy in Q. 20:5, “the Lord of
Mercy, established on the throne”. Because of the feelings of the ordinary
people, their understanding needs to be taken into account, and their feel-
ings and their intellects esteemed.®!

Nursi’s definition of mutashiabilh also needs to be discussed. Nursi
defines mutashabib as follows: The styles of the Qur’an, called mutashabib
(ambiguous verses), put the forms before the people’s eyes like telescopes
or powerful spectacles. Most of the masters of eloquence use figures of
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speech (al-isti* ara) in order to illustrate subtle meanings or depict different
views. Therefore, mutashabih verses are figures of speech of an abstruse
kind because they depict subtle truths.®? In other words, because of the
intellectual capacity of the ordinary people, the Qur’an depicts the subtle
truths in allegorical form (mutashiabibar), with metaphors (isti‘ ara) and
similes (zashbih).53 For example, regarding the use of Merciful (a/-Rahman)
and Compassionate (a/-Rabim) in reference to God, Nursi underlines that
both attributes are ambiguous forms (mutashiabibit), like God having a
“Hand”. This style is a divine condescension to human minds, and it
makes something familiar to the mind and causes the subtle truths to be
understood. This style is like one’s speech to a child, in terms that he is
familiar with. The ordinary people gather their information through their
senses, and they can only understand subtle truths in the mirror of what
they envisage them to be.**

Secondly, Nursi thinks that mutashabib verses constitute a greater part
of the Qur’an since the Qur’an speaks to a very wide spectrum, and it was
sent to guide humanity in every century.* In this context, Nursi notes that:

...underlying the explicit meaning are numerous layers or levels, one of
which is the allusive and symbolic meaning, and the allusive meaning is a
generality. Every century, this has particularities.... that element is inten-
tionally held in view and will perform an important function, and this does
not harm the verse of the Qur’an or its clear meaning, but serves its miracu-
lousness and eloquence.®®

It is clear from these statements that Nursi holds the view that, in addi-
tion to the clear meaning of Qur’anic verses, there are numerous layers of
meaning. One of the layers is the allusive meaning, and the allusive mean-
ing also has a general meaning. This general meaning in the allusive has
also particularities in every century. In line with this approach, he also
highlights that the people of truth state that the Qur’an is an unlimited
treasury. All people in every century receive their share from its comple-
mentary and implicit truths, while they admit primary principles and
explicit meanings (mubkam). Over time, the Qur’an becomes better com-
prehended in greater detail; its reality is clarified in its many aspects.””

In another place, Nursi emphasizes that each Qur’anic expression has a
universal content, and it addresses each level of understanding in all times.
For this reason, any particular interpretation indicates only one aspect of
that universal content. Every Qur’anic exegete and saintly scholar choose
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one aspect. At this point, Nursi provides the example of Q. 55:19-20:
“He released the two bodies of [fresh and salt] water. They meet, yet there
is a barrier between them they do not cross.” He refers to a great number
of'aspects of those verses, pointing out that all of those aspects are included
in the content, whether literally or figuratively.® Nursi’s approach to the
Qur’anic content in this manner shows that Qur’anic verses can address
each level of understanding across different times, and this feature is con-
nected with the notion of mutashabil verses. It should be noted here that
this approach above is unique, and we cannot see this view of mutashabib
among other modern scholars.

Thirdly, another topic in relation to mubkam and mutashiabib is the
place of the scholars who are “firmly grounded in knowledge”, which is
mentioned in Q. 3:7. The second part of this verse continues as follows:
“The perverse at heart eagerly pursue the ambiguities in their attempt to
make trouble and to pin down a specific meaning of their own: only God
knows the true meaning. Those firmly grounded in knowledge say, “‘We
believe in it: it is all from our Lord.”” With regard to this expression,
Muslim commentators have discussed to what extent the scholars who are
“firmly grounded in knowledge” may know the meaning of mutashabibiazt.>

In this context, Nursi believes that the scholars in question have a sig-
nificant duty to understand mutashabib verses.®® For example, he high-
lights that some prophetic traditions, like some Qur’anic verses, are
ambiguous (mutashiabih), and they have meanings that can be compre-
hended only by eminent scholars.®! In another place, he states that, like
ambiguous verses, some of the prophetic traditions regarding the events
which will take place towards the end of time have refined and deep mean-
ings. Those prophetic traditions cannot be clarified in the same way as
mubkam verses which are clear in meaning; therefore, not everyone can
understand them. They are interpreted (za’wil), rather than being
expounded (zafszr). Nursi refers to Q. 3:7: “Only God knows the true
meaning and those firmly grounded in knowledge”, maintaining that the
exact meaning of such events can only be understood after the events have
happened. Then those firmly grounded in knowledge say “We believe in
it: it is all from our Lord”, and they reveal those hidden truths.®? In addi-
tion, he also underlines that the Qur’an includes ambiguous verses which
arc in need of interpretation or require complete submission.®® His expres-
sion clearly indicates that there are two types of ambiguous verses: One
can be interpreted by the eminent scholars, and the other requires abso-
lute submission, like the “detached letters” at the beginning of some szras.*
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It could thus be said that Nursi draws attention to the fact that those
firmly grounded in knowledge have a responsibility to interpret mutashabih
verses. Moreover, he makes a distinction between interpretation (za’wil)
and explanation (zaf577). He underlines that certain prophetic traditions
regarding the events which will take place towards the end of time have
profound meanings, and they should be interpreted (za’wzl). It is to be
borne in mind that, in the later period of Islam, zafs7» came to be con-
nected with tradition and text, while za’wi/ was concerned with reason and
opinion.®

Finally, Nursi points the wisdom and benefits in the use of ambiguous
verses in the Qur’an. While most of them are indicated by other scholars,
Nursi has also his own original approaches to the wisdom of ambiguous
verses. Nursi’s instances of wisdom are as follows: (1) The Qur’an consid-
ers the intellectual capacity of the ordinary people in its guidance by using
ambiguous verses. (2) The Qur’an expresses what needs to be stated with-
out unnecessary words. (3) The Qur’an addresses all levels of people until
the end of time. (4) The notion of mutashiabih assists the Qur’an’s aim of
eloquence and inimitability. It makes scholars understand their powerless-
ness. (5) The Qur’an takes into account the external senses of human
beings because the masses gather their information through their senses.
(6) The subtle and deep meanings in ambiguous verses encourage scholars
to investigate. (7) The notion of mutashiabih assists in preserving the fresh-
ness and youthfulness of the Qur’an. It proves that translating the ambig-
uous verses and a true translation of the Qur’an are impossible.® In Nursi’s
view, the Qur’an addresses all levels of people in every age, and the state-
ments of the Qur’an are not restricted to a single meaning. The concept
of mutashibih provides this feature for the Qur’an, and mutashabib is a
very distinctive aspect of the universality of the Qur’an.

6.4  I94z AL-QUR’AN (INIMITABILITY OF THE QUR’AN)

It is noteworthy that 4z a/-Qur’an is a major field of Qur’anic sciences.
The word Az comes from “‘ajaza”, which has many meanings. Those
meanings are as follows: To be incapable, to make powerless, to be impos-
sible and to be inimitable. Iz al-Qu»’an is defined as the inimitable and
unique nature of the Qur’an that leaves the opponents of the Qur’an inca-
pable of meeting the challenge which the revelation poses to them. The
Islamic teaching emphasizes that the Qur’an is the miracle of the Prophet
Muhammad.®” For Muslims, the Qur’an is the most perfect expression of
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the Arabic language. As the Qur’an underlines, the Qur’an is a unique
piece of writing that is incomparable to any other thing and cannot be
matched by any human composition. This aspect of the Qur’an is called its
inimitability (#jaz al-Qur’an). Certain Qur’anic verses indicate the idea of
the inimitability of the Qur’an. Those verses challenge the Prophet
Muhammad’s opponents in Mecca to produce a literary collection similar
to the Qur’an. For example, Q. 17: 88 states that “Say, ‘Even if all man-
kind and jinn came together to produce something like this Qur’an, they
could not produce anything like it, however much they helped each
other.”” Then the Qur’an challenges people to produce ten chapters simi-
lar to the Qur’an. Later on, the Qur’an reduces the challenge to produc-
ing just one chapter like the Qur’an because the people of Mecca constantly
failed to meet the greater challenges.®® Based on the definition and rele-
vant Qur’anic verses above, it can be concluded that the inimitable nature
of the Qur’an is connected with the style of the Qur’an.

In Islamic tradition, the commentators discussed various aspects of the
Qur’an’s inimitability (iaz al-Qur’an). For example, al-Qurtubi (d.
656,/1258) in his commentary shows the ten aspects of the Qur’an’s
inimitability, which are expressed generally by other Muslim scholars.
Those aspects are as follows: Its language is superior to other Arabic lan-
guages, its style is superior to all other Arabic styles, the comprehensive-
ness of the Qur’an cannot be matched, its legislation cannot be outdone,
the narrations of the Qur’an regarding the unknown can only come from
revelation, its lack of contradiction with the valid natural sciences, its
achievement of all that it promises, both good news and threat. The
knowledge it includes (legal and about the creation), it fulfils human needs
and its influence on the hearts of men.® It should be noted that in general,
the majority of Muslims believe, regarding the basis for the Qur’an’s inim-
itability, that its inimitability is because of the Qur’an’s unique style and
content. The content of the Qur’an, especially its inclusion of historical
information regarding earlier prophets and their communities, and its
apparent lack of contradictions in the text are also seen as evidence of the
Qur’an’s inimitability.”

While in the classical period the inimitability of the Qur’an is recog-
nized in its excellent composition and high degree of eloquence, the early
modern Muslim scholars mainly do not give importance to the philologi-
cal inimitability of the Qur’an.”! The modernist scholars emphasize that
“not the heavenly speech but the divine guidance it grants is looked upon
as the most specific feature of the Qur’an”.”> For example, Ahmad Khan
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focuses on divine guidance as constituting the inimitable nature of the
Qur’an.”? While ‘Abduh underlines that the most important aspect of the
Qur’an’s inimitability is its divine guidance, he also recognizes the classical
approach to the Qur’an’s inimitability in terms of the high degree of elo-
quence, attempting to follow a moderate way between the classical and
modern approaches.”* It could be said that the modern thinkers mainly
put emphasis on the content and the meaning of the Qur’an rather than
on its eloquence and linguistic styles.

A number of reasons for the modernist approach above can be men-
tioned here. First of all, certain modern intellectuals such as ‘Abduh think
that Qur’anic commentaries must not include theoretical speculations,
grammatical monographs and learned quotations.”> Moreover, ‘Abduh
also believes that focusing on various aspects of tafs7r such as uslib (liter-
ary style), balaghat (cloquence), ma'ani (sub-discipline of rhetoric) and
#'7ab (the semantic grammar) serves to take people away from the primary
aim.”® It can be inferred from the above that Qur’an commentaries should
be open to the understanding of ordinary people, and that too much
emphasis on the jargon of previous commentaries and linguistic tools
could be an obstacle to the divine guidance received through the Qur’an.
Now our task is to look at Nursi’s approach to jaz al-Qur’an.

It is important to note that Nursi’s approach to tafs7r (Qur’anic exege-
sis) relies on the inimitability of the Qur’an (I94z al-Qur’an),”” and he
believes that this inimitability lies primarily in its eloquence. He notes that

It is an established fact that the most distinguishing feature of the revealed
Qur’an is the inimitability. Its inimitability primarily lies in the matchless
degree of its eloquence. Eloquence is founded upon certain elements of
style, including in particular metaphors, allegories, and other figures of
speech. One who does not look at the Qur’an through the binoculars of
these elements cannot see its merits.”®

In other words, Nursi highlights that the inimitable nature of the
Qur’an lies in its being so extraordinarily eloquent, and this is beyond
human power. The most subtle aspect of the Qur’an’s inimitability,
according to Nursi, is its reliance on the eloquence of its word-order
(nazm). His commentary deals extensively with this feature.” Thus, in
contrast to the modernist intellectuals who disregard specific references
to the inimitable linguistic nature of the Qur’an, Nursi certainly embraces
this classical method. For instance, Nursi’s exegetical writings frequently
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refer to numerous linguistic rules and structures in the interpretation of
the Qur’an, and analyse the implications of different language usages on
meaning, the qualities of nazm (word-order, composition) and balaghat
(rhetoric).%°

Nursi states that the Qur’an’s inimitable eloquence comes from the
beauty, order and composition of its words; its textual beauty and perfec-
tion; its stylistic originality and uniqueness; the superiority, excellence and
clarity of its clarifications; the power and truth of its meanings; as well as
linguistic purity and fluency. The eloquence of the Qur’an is so remarkable
that its eternal challenge to every person to produce something like it still
continues. Nursi draws attention to the fact that the people of Arabia were
mainly unlettered at that time, and thus preserved their tribal history and
pride in oral poetry. They put great emphasis on eloquence, and any
unique expression was memorized because of its poetical form and thus
transmitted to posterity. Eloquence and fluency were in a great demand at
that time. The odes of seven poets were inscribed in gold and hung on the
wall of the holy shrine Ka‘ba at Mecca. At a time when eloquence was in
such demand, the Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet. God had provided
Moses and Jesus with the miracles which were most suitable to their times.
As magic was common during Moses’ time, his miracles were of that
nature. Medicine was widespread during Jesus’ period, and therefore his
miracles were of that type. The Prophet Muhammad’s chief miracle was
the Qur’an, and God made eloquence the most important aspect of the
Qur’an. The Qur’an amazed people of eloquence as they listened to it in
total admiration.®!

Nursi underlines that there are two opinions regarding the reason why
humans are incapable of producing something like the Qur’an. The first
opinion is that some scholars believe that it would be possible to meet the
challenge of producing a chapter like the Qur’an, but that God prevents it
by a miracle of the Prophet. This view is known as sarfa, which teaches
that God prevents people from producing even a chapter. However, the
mainstream prevailing opinion emphasizes that the eloquence of the
Qur’an and its virtues are beyond human capacity. This opinion is claimed
by ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani (d. 471 /1078), al-Zamakhshari and al-Sakkaki
(d. 626,/1229). They state that composing the Qur’an’s elevated word-
order is beyond human capacity and power.3? It is clear that Nursi follows
the mainstream approach in this context.

Nursi follows al-Jurjani’s school regarding the possibility of compre-
hension of the Qur’an’s inimitability. Al-Jurjani holds that the Qur’an’s
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inimitability can be experienced and expressed. It is possible to express its
inimitability in words. However, the school of al-Sakkaki argues the oppo-
site that its inimitability can only be experienced and sensed, but cannot
be expressed.®® Nursi believes that all people, according to their different
levels, can comprehend and sense the Qur’an’s inimitability. He attempts
to clarify the inimitability to all levels of the people according to the
requirements of this age.®* It should be noted here that his approach
regarding comprehension of the inimitability is compatible with his aim,
for his purpose is to address the widest Islamic community.

Nursi highlights that the Qur’an challenges its opponents to produce
a literary collection similar to itself at nine levels. In his view, these levels
of challenge (Tabaqat al-tahaddr) are as follows: The first level of chal-
lenge states that “Produce the like of the entire Qur’an together with its
realities, sciences, predictions, and elevated word-order, all from one who
is illiterate”. The second level notes that “If you cannot do that, fabricate
something, but with similarly eloquent word-order.” The third level of
challenge points out that “If you cannot do either of them, produce
around ten chapters.” The fourth level requires that “If you are not able
to do that, just produce a long chapter equal to the Qur’an’s long chap-
ter.” The fifth level underlines that “If that is too difficult for you as well,
just bring one chapter even if it is very short.” The sixth level says that “If
it is not possible for you to produce it by someone illiterate, get a scholar
or professional writer to do it.” The seventh level of challenge states that
“If that is too hard for you as well, a number of you cooperate to produce
it.” The eighth level stresses that “if you cannot do that, seek the help of
all people and jinn, and the assistance of all the results of their common
knowledge from the time of Adam until the end of the world, and views
found in the books available to you regarding the Arabic language and its
styles.” The ninth level enjoins: “Do not complain saying that you do not
have any witnesses and supporters. Call your witnesses, and let them help
you. Will they be so brave about supporting what you claim disputing the
Qur’an?” Nursi draws attention to the fact that these levels of challenge
demonstrate how the Qur’an is inimitable.®® While many scholars men-
tion three or four levels of challenge, Nursi lists the levels of challenge in
detail 8 Nursi’s insistence on the many aspects of challenge regarding the
inimitability of the Qur’an is in close keeping with his aim to defend
Islamic faith and to revive Islamic theology. In order to strongly defend
Islamic faith, he needs to demonstrate the inimitable divine nature of the
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Qur’an since the Qur’an is the Prophet Muhammad’s greatest miracle
proving his prophecy.

Nursi indicates seven major aspects of this inimitability (wujith al-i‘jaz)
in his Qur’anic commentary Isharat al-Ijiz. He states that the seven
aspects of its inimitability have been confirmed for 13 centuries providing
proof of these claims.?” It should be noted that these seven aspects in his
commentary are primary aspects of the inimitability that have been
accepted by mainstream Muslim scholars throughout Islamic history.
Nursi mentions these comprehensive seven aspects in his commentary,
written in Arabic, addressed to Muslim scholars and dedicated to the inim-
itability of the Qur’an’s word-order (nazm).3® The seven major aspects of
inimitability noted by Nursi in his commentary are as follows: (1)
Eloquence in the composition (nagzm) of the Qur’an, which is the greatest
aspect of the inimitability and beyond human power. (2) Harmony among
the verses and chapters of the Qur’an (tandsub). (3) Predicting the future.
(4) Its bringing together of truths and sciences that are beyond human
power. (5) Its freedom from contradictions and defects. (6) The original-
ity of its styles and the singularity of the beginnings and ends of its verses
and chapters. (7) Its emergence from someone illiterate who could neither
read nor write.*¥ It may be concluded that Nursi in his Qur’anic commen-
tary acknowledges the seven major aspects of inimitability recognized by
mainstream Muslim scholars, particularly focusing on inimitability of the
Qur’an’s word-order (nagm).

In his later work, Treatise on the Qur’an’s Miraculousness, in The Words,
Nursi underlines 40 aspects of the inimitability of the Qur’an, and he
explains them in detail, giving examples from the Qur’anic text.”® He
notes that, out of countless aspects of the Qur’an’s inimitability, he has
chosen to point out about 40.7!

The greatest of the aspects of inimitability which Nursi clarifies is inimi-
tability of the Qur’an’s word-order (nagzm). He states that there is a
remarkable eloquence and stylistic purity in the Qur’an’s word-order or
composition (nazm). This aspect is explained in his commentary. Just as a
clock’s hands complete and are fitted to one another in exact orderliness,
so does each word and sentence—the entire Qur’an—complete every
other.”> Moreover, he emphasizes that the verses and their phrases and
parts are also like the hands of a clock in that they stand for the seconds,
the minutes and the hours. If one hand shows one thing, another hand
corroborates it in its own way, while also helping it as far as it can. Likewise,
if this one wants something, that one assists, and the other supports it in
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such a way as to invoke the recognition that: “Our phrases are diverse, but
your beauty is one. And all of us point to that beauty.” For this reason,
Nursi emphasizes, the Qur’an’s fluency, its greatest level and its fineness
reach the degree of the inimitability.?”® In other words, in Nursi’s view,
there is a great harmony and mutual support among the sentences, words
and letters in one verse. All the words in any verse look to the one purpose,
and there is a sublime harmony between verses and purposes.®* It is clear
from the above that the theory of word-order (nagzm) is connected with
the field of munasabi (the connection between verses and between sizras),
because the theory indicates the great harmony among verses and chapters.

On the whole, it should be noted that Nursi mainly examined the the-
ory of word-order (nazm) in his commentary. In this context, Muhsin
‘Abd al-Hamid (b. 1937) states

It seems to me that Ustad Nursi studied this theory of the word-order thor-
oughly and then it became clear to him that the earlier commentators like
al-Zamakhshari and al-Razi and Aba al-Su‘ad had not attempted to apply it
as a complete system treating all the sizras, verses, and words one after the
other, in all its details. So he wanted to emulate these great commentators
but to compose a commentary in which the theory was applied in detail and
comprehensively in respect of the structures and meanings, and the wording
and its related sciences both intellectual and intuitive, universal and particu-
lar. He relied on all these while disclosing the Qur’an’s systematic ordering,
through which its miraculousness and inimitability become apparent. He
disclosed too and elucidated the subtle qualities of the literary styles and
devices of the Qur’an, which when it first appeared opposed some current
usages of Arabic, and astounded the Arab orators and silenced their elo-
quent masters...It was not only to prove the Qur’an’s miraculousness in
respect of eloquence and rhetoric that Nursi directed his efforts towards
explicating the theory of its word-order; it was to penetrate into the mean-
ings of the verses.”

It is clear that Nursi mainly focused on the theory of word-order
(nagm), which is the greatest of the aspects of inimitability. While he fol-
lowed “Abd al-Qabhir al-Jurjant’s approach to the Qur’an’s composition
(nagm), he developed what the earlier exegetes and rhetoricians such as
al-Zamakhshari and al-Razi did. Nursi applied it as a complete system
treating all the chapters, verses and words one after the other, in all its
details. He produced a commentary in which the theory was applied in
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detail. The following example related to inimitability of the Qur’an’s
word-order (nagm) assists us in understanding the theory:

Q. 21: 46 states that “Wala’in massathum nafbatun min ‘azabi
Rabbika” (yet if a mere breath from your Lord’s punishment touches
them). In order to indicate the strictness of God’s punishment, this sen-
tence in the verse points to the least amount or slightest part of the pun-
ishment. As the whole clause expresses this slightness, all of'its parts should
support that meaning. The words yet if (Ia’in) indicate uncertainty and
thus imply slightness (of punishment). The verb massa means to touch
slightly. A mere breath (nafbatun) is merely a puff of air, and grammati-
cally the word nafhatun is a derived form of the word used to state single-
ness, which again points to the slightness. The double 7 (tanwin) at the
end of nafhatun shows indefiniteness and declares that it is slight and
unimportant. The partitive mn (from) implies a part or a piece, hence
again emphasizing something little. The word ‘adhbab (punishment) is less
severe in meaning compared to nakal (exemplary punishment) and ‘igab
(heavy penalty), and represents a light punishment. The use of Rabb
(Lord, Provider) implies affection and thus again expresses slightness,
instead of using Overwhelming, All-Compelling or Avenger.”®

The second aspect of inimitability, which Nursi notes, is that there is a
wonderful eloquence in the meanings of the Qur’an. For example, Q.
57:1 states that “Everything in the heavens and ecarth glorifies God—He
is the Almighty, the Wise.” In order to understand fully the eloquence in
meanings, people should imagine that they are living in the desert of pre-
Islamic Arabia. At a time when everything is surrounded by the darkness
of ignorance and heedlessness, and everything is enveloped in the lifeless
veils of nature, people hear from the Qur’an: “The seven heavens and the
earth and everyone in them glorify Him”, (Q. 17: 44) or similar verses. It
will be understood how, in people’s mind, those entities in the seven heav-
ens and the earth acquire a purposeful existence at the sound of:
“Everything in the heavens and earth glorifies God” and recite God’s
names.”” On this basis, it is reasonably concluded that there is an extraor-
dinary eloquence not only in the Qur’an’s word-order (n#azm), but also in
the meanings (content) of the Qur’an. Moreover, here Nursi connects
eloquence with the fundamentals of faith. Furthermore, he draws atten-
tion to the historical context of the Qur’an, the spiritual situation of the
first people who heard the Qur’an, and the influence of the Qur’an on
those people in that time in order to show us the eloquence in meanings.
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The third aspect of inimitability is inimitability in the style of the Qur’an
(Uslith al-Qur’an). The Qur’an has unique, original styles that are novel
and persuasive. The styles of the Qur’an still preserve their originality and
freshness, and its styles do not imitate and cannot be imitated. Nursi dis-
cusses the Qur’anic styles in disconnected, individual letters (al-hurif
al-mugatt‘a), chapters, aims, verses, sentences and phrases and words.
Nursi states that individual letters at the beginning of some Qur’anic
chapters (e.g., Alif-Lam-Mim, Alif-Lam-Ra) contain five or six gleams of
inimitability. For example, they comprise half of each category of the cat-
egories of letters—emphatic, whispered, stressed, soft, labio-linguals and
qalgale. Al-buriif al-muqatt‘a take more than half from the “light” letters
and less than half from the “heavy” letters, neither of which can be divided,
the Qur’an has halved every category.”® The example shows that prefer-
ence of letters in al-hurif al-muqatt‘a has an inimitable character. Nursi
explains five or six gleams of inimitability in individual letters in his one-
volume commentary. For example, individual letters are divine cyphers
addressed by God to his messenger; the human mind has not yet reached
it, and its key is at the hand of the Prophet.?® It should be noted that Nursi
analyses the style of the Qur’an in detail because it is connected with lin-
guistics, eloquence and inimitability.

Moreover, Nursi points to a number of characteristics of the style of the
Qur’an. The Qur’anic style is different from existing literary types. The
style of the Qur’an addresses different levels of people at the same time. It
is natural and free from artificiality. The style of the Qur’an resembles the
style of dialogue in human affairs because it is guidance for the people.
The style of the Qur’an addresses reason and emotion in a balanced way.
The themes of the Qur’an are mingled within each other, and the Qur’an’s
arrangement is not according to its themes. The style of the Qur’an is at
the top of fluency and harmony.!® It could be said that Nursi’s views on
the style of the Qur’an play a major role in his approach to Qur’anic exegesis.

A significant feature of the Qur’anic style is repetitions. Nursi discusses
this issue in detail. He emphasizes that some words and speech are reality
and fundamental sustenance; they reinforce the mind and feed the spirit.
The more they are repeated, the better they appear and the more familiar
they become, like sunlight. There are also other words like fruits and
embellishments, and they provide pleasure in their variety. In Nursi’s view,
as a whole, the Qur’an offers sustenance and strength for hearts, and its
repetition provides delight and pleasure. It does not cause boredom.
Likewise, in the Qur’an, there are parts that are the spirit of that sustenance
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and strength. The more they are repeated, the more they shine, spreading
lights of truth and reality. Among those repetitions are some like bismilinh
(In the name of God) that are fundamental principles, sources of life and
eternal lights. The story of Moses may be given as an example: In each
place (magam), it is repeated due to one of the aspects the story contains.
Repeated expressions are assumed to be repetitions because those expres-
sions resemble each other in words. In fact, those repeated expressions are
not repetitions. Nursi clarifies bzsmillah, underscoring that there are sev-
eral aspects to bismillah. Some express the seeking of help, while some
look to the aim of the particular chapter to follow. Other facets of bismil-
lah show that bismillah is an index to the basic points of the Qur’an.
Bismillah also includes different levels of meaning such as divine unity,
praise, divine glory (jalal) and beauty (jamail). It also indicates the four
main purposes of the Qur’an. In Nursi’s view, most chapters have one of
these aspects as its primary aim, while the other aspects of bismillah are
secondary.1%!

Nursi thus draws attention to the fact that repetition in the Qur’an
provides delight and pleasure, while it does not cause boredom. Besides,
in each place (magam), an expression is repeated for one of its aspects con-
nected with the theme of the chapter. In this context, the modern thinker,
Khalaf Allah, thinks that, in the Qur’an, the context and situation of one
and the same episode varies when repeated.!®> Ahmad Khan also indicates
that “the Qur’an has a quality of repetition. Just as when we talk about
something, on many occasions we need to repeat an earlier statement to
suit the demands of a new situation with the objective of reminding our
interlocutors of what has preceded. Some important subjects have to be
declared time after time. Sometimes also, allusion has to be made to a
story already told.”!% Thus, Nursi’s views on repetition in the Qur’an are
not entirely exceptional among modern scholars, and he clarifies this sig-
nificant element of Qur’anic style by similes and examples.

Other major aspects of inimitability are discussed by Nursi: The Qur’an
is remarkably fluent and pure in wording and word arrangement. The
Qur’an’s expressions include a supremacy, power, sublimity and magnifi-
cence. Its explanations are of the greatest degree of excellence in all cate-
gories of expression and speech, such as the category of exhorting and
urging good deeds, the category of threat, the category of praise, the
category of censure and restraint, the category of proving and demonstra-
tion, the category of guidance, the category of silencing and overcoming
and the category of teaching and explaining. The Qur’anic expressions are
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concise, but all-inclusive (7jaz al-Our’an). There are many categories of
predictions in the Qur’an. The Qur’an gives news of the past and the
future. The Qur’an also informs about the unseen, divine truths and the
realities of the hereafter. The Qur’an expresses all the divine truths in a
very balanced way. The Qur’an has inimitable qualities at the ends of many
Qur’anic verses. The Qur’an has miraculous features showed through its
summaries and original style of using God’s Beautiful Names in order to
conclude numerous of its verses. There is unity in explanation of the
Qur’an like the human body, and there is a precise fluency, an excellent
harmony, and a strong mutual support and connection in explanation of
the entire Qur’an.!%

The Qur’an’s freedom from contradictions and defects is another inim-
itable aspect. The Qur’an addresses all levels of people in every century at
the same time. There is also the scientific inimitable aspect of the Qur’an.
The Qur’an does not cause boredom. There is the Qur’an’s inimitability
in guidance and wisdom. Eloquence of the Qur’an is superior to human
eloquence and literature. The Qur’an affects the heart, reason and soul.
Another aspect of inimitability is that the Qur’an is always fresh. It is as if
it were revealed anew in every century. The Qur’anic civilization is also
inimitable. Human words and laws become old and thus need to be
changed. However, the laws and principles of the Qur’an are so estab-
lished and constant. Its emergence from someone illiterate is also another
aspect of inimitability. The Qur’an can be memorized easily. Qur’anic
verses please people and do not cause hardness and bother. Finally, the
Qur’an includes the greatest and most exalted expressions and clauses.'%®
As we have seen, Nursi expands on the aspects of the Qur’an’s inimitability
since he considers this field to be vital to Islamic theology. However,
because of the limited scope of this research, we mentioned briefly many
facets of the inimitability on the above. These aspects of inimitability are
significant because they show that this field plays a major role in Nursi’s
collection, and particularly in his commentary. Therefore, they contribute
to this research.

Another significant aspect of inimitability in Nursi is the Qur’an’s
extraordinary comprehensiveness (jami‘syya). Nursi indicates five main
areas in which the Qur’an shows such comprehensiveness: in wording or
expression; in meaning; in knowledge; in the different subjects dealt with;
and in style.!% Nursi clearly explicates in detail those five main areas, but
we shall focus only on the comprehensiveness in wording in the Qur’an.



NURSI’S APPROACH TO THE QUR’ANIC SCIENCES 157

With regard to comprehensiveness in wording or expression of the
Qur’an, Nursi highlights a prophetic tradition (hadith) regarding this sub-
ject. The hadith is as follows: “Each verse has outer and inner meanings,
limits and a point of comprehension, as well as boughs, branches, and
twigs.”1%” Nursi adds that cach phrase, word, letter and diacritical point
has numerous aspects. Each person who hears a particular verse receives
his share through a different door.'® In other words, Nursi states that the
wording of the Qur’an is such that all of its phrases, words and letters,
have many aspects, and give all of those whom the Qur’an addresses intel-
lectual and spiritual nourishment commensurate with people’s different
capacities. In his view, each verse speaks to different levels of people in
accordance not only with their capacity to comprehend generally, but also
in a way that addresses their special intellectual skill. Moreover, the word-
ing of the Qur’an indicates that it is comprehensive of all manners of
speech, while sensitive to the nuances of each particular manner. For
example, it speaks to scholars of the natural sciences in the same way that
it addresses poets, even though the Qur’an cannot be called a book of sci-
ence nor of poetry. Furthermore, Nursi underlines that in many places, the
Qur’an intentionally leaves the wording open to achieve generality so that
it may express numerous meanings. The Qur’an also keeps its verses brief
so that everyone can find his share.!®® Brevity is, in almost everything, a
virtue, and concision (7jiz) is a significant aspect of eloquence and pro-
vides comprehensiveness. In this context, Colin Turner emphasizes that
Nursi’s idea of comprehensiveness should be understood in terms of the
openness of Qur’anic verses to many interpretations rather than of the
concept maintained by numerous Muslims that the Qur’an is somehow
the repository of all knowledge.''® What can be inferred from Nursi’s
views above is that he embraces polyvalent readings when he interprets the
Qur’anic text. Nursi’s perspective on polyvalent readings indicates that the
nature of the Qur’anic text and its wording enable us to derive different
readings and numerous meanings.

In addition, regarding comprehensiveness in wording, Nursi states that
he uses Arabic grammatical rules, principles of rhetoric, semantics and elo-
quence in his commentary in order to prove that the words of the Qur’an
include and intend various meanings. According to the consensus of
Muslim jurists, exegetes and scholars of religious methodology, all aspects
and meanings understood from the Qur’anic text can be considered
among its authentic meanings if they agree with Arabic grammatical rules,
Islam’s basic principles and the sciences of rhetoric, semantics and
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eloquence. Thousands of Qur’anic commentaries prove comprehensive-
ness in wording or expression of the Qur’an.!™ It is clear that Nursi fol-
lows the way of polyvalent reading common in the classical period,
referring to the conditions of polyvalency according to Muslim scholars. It
seems that Nursi is respectful of the intellectual tradition and recognizes
its authority. In other words, he trusts the intellectual tradition of Islam
and the collective experience of the community. He also mainly admits
grammatical and rhetorical qualities in the Qur’an, underlining that these
characteristics function in such a way as to improve the possibilities of the
Qur’an and polyvalent reading.

Finally, another important aspect of inimitability in Nursi is legislative
inimitability (zashri7 ijaz).'? This aspect is of particular significance
because it is connected with the legal content of the Qur’an. Nursi holds
the view that Islamic religion and law are grounded in rational proof, and
that they are the sum of the branches of knowledge including the essence
of all the fundamental sciences such as the science of refining the spirit, the
legal sciences, the science of human relations, social behaviour. Moreover,
the Shari‘a clarifies where necessary, but it is concise and short where this
is not necessary or people’s minds are not ready or the times do not allow.
That is to say, the Shari‘a establishes principles that can be elaborated,
deduced and developed via consultation and the exercise of reason. Nursi
here emphasizes that not all these sciences, or even a third of them, could
be found in a single person in civilized places and among intelligent people
in the contemporary period. The Shari‘a is always beyond human power.!?
As has been seen, Nursi considers the inimitable nature of legislation in
the Qur’an and believes the universality of the legal content of the Qur’an.
Furthermore, he points out that the Shari‘a only provides primary princi-
ples. Based on these principles, the scholars and the jurisprudents derive
and deduce secondary rules through the exercise of reason.

In conclusion, Nursi’s approach to Qur’anic exegesis rests heavily on
the inimitability of the Qur’an (I9az al-Qur’an). While the early Muslim
modern scholars such as A. Khan focus on divine guidance as constituting
the inimitable nature of the Qur’an, they generally do not give importance
to philological inimitability. Nursi, on the other hand, highlights that the
inimitability of the Qur’an lies primarily in the matchless degree of its elo-
quence. He indicates seven major aspects of the inimitability (wujith
al-i7az) in his Qur’anic commentary. He points out about 40 aspects in
his later writings and thus expands on seven major aspects in his commen-
tary. The reason for Nursi’s emphasis on linguistics and eloquence in
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defining the inimitability of the Qur’an could be traced back to his educa-
tion in the Ottoman context as indicated in the previous chapter. It is also
safe to note that he wants to revive the respect of people to the wording
of the Qur’an and elevates the Qur’anic text to the highest level.

6.5  QUR’ANIC NARRATIVES ( QA4S AL-QUR’AN)

The Qur’an includes many narratives. Approximately one-fifth of the
Qur’an deals with narratives of past prophets, their messages and their
communities. These narratives differ in length and detail, and are spread
throughout the Qur’an. Muslim scholars emphasize that the primary
objective of these narratives related to prophetic figures is to highlight
particular teachings, rather than to present a full story of their lives.
Therefore, it could be seen that the majority of the Qur’an’s narratives do
not provide biographies of prophetic figures.!* Rather, their purposes
have been described as, for example, explaining the general message of
Islam, offering general guidance, reinforcing the belief in the Prophet and
in Muslims and providing a reminder of the previous prophets and their
struggle.!!® Qur’anic narratives constitute a significant part of the Qur’an,
and they are generally considered to be real stories in the traditional
approach. As with approaches to Biblical narratives, the modern era has
seen discussions in the Muslim world regarding the nature of the Qur’anic
narratives.

In the modern period, there has been discussion concerning the authen-
ticity and historical truthfulness of the Qur’anic narratives. For example,
the Egyptian scholar, Muhammad Khalaf Allah, maintains that the stories
that the Qur’an tells about the previous prophets are not necessarily his-
torically true, and that their value lies in the religious values these narra-
tives show rather than in the information they contain about what
happened in the past. The Qur’anic stories supported the Prophet emo-
tionally and made him feel better during his exhausting confrontation
with the unbelievers.!'® Morcover, some scholars use various ways to ratio-
nalize the contents of these narratives. While some eliminate all that is
supernatural in Qur’anic narratives, others attempt to minimize as much
as possible the miraculous elements of the story.!'’” For example, Ahmad
Khan argues against the traditional explanations and says that the seven
sleepers (The Companions of the Cave), mentioned in Q. 18:9-26 really
died.'® What can be inferred from these approaches is that certain mod-
ern intellectuals have been influenced by modern historical criticism and
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positivistic ideas. Now Nursi’s approach to Qur’anic narratives should be
examined as he lived at the same period when positivism was having a
great effect on the Muslim world.

It is important to note that Nursi acknowledges the authenticity and
historical truthfulness of the Qur’anic narratives. Firstly, sometimes Nursi
discusses details of the Qur’anic narratives. For example, he analyses who
is Dhul-Qarnayn:™® Where is the barrier of Dhul-Qarnayn: Who were
Gog and Magog (Yajuj and Ma’juj)? referring to the argumentation of
several interpretations made by the Qur’anic exegetes regarding these
events.!?? At this point, Nursi criticizes al-Baydawt’s interpretation regard-
ing the steep mountains in Dhul-Qarnayn’s story, mentioned in Q. 18:
96.121 In Nursi’s view, these narratives in the Qur’an are true histori-
cal events.

Secondly, in Nursi’s view, the Qur’anic narratives are clear proofs of the
prophethood of Muhammad. The purpose of the Qur’anic narratives is
instruction and admonition. Moreover, the stories of the Qur’an indicate
to humanity, the destination for which they should aim in their attempts
for progress and development. They are like summaries of human experi-
ence. Furthermore, the particular events in the Qur’anic narratives indi-
cate a great universal principle.? Nursi underlines that the Qur’an
includes many apparently unimportant events, each of which hide a uni-
versal principle and provide the tip of a general law. For example, regard-
ing the story of the Cow (a/-Bagara), mentioned in Q. 2: 67-71, Nursi
states that the Egyptians of Prophet Moses’ time really worshipped cows
and bulls, as can be seen by the Jews making a calf to worship years after
the Exodus. With the story of the Cow, the Qur’an clarifies that Moses
destroyed this ingrained concept by sacrificing a cow and via his
Messengership. Hence, this apparently unimportant event refers to a uni-
versal principle, and elaborates on it as a most fundamental lesson of wis-
dom for all people in every time. Nursi reiterates that certain small stories,
such as the story of Moses, indicated in the Qur’an as historical events, are
actually the tips of universal principles.!?> What we discern is that Nursi
attempts to find universal principles in the Qur’anic narratives. His
approach indicates his idea of the universality of the Qur’an. He also holds
the view that these narratives provide particular teachings, rather than pre-
senting full historical information.

Finally, Nursi grasped the inward aspect of the Qur’anic narratives and
discovered numerous meanings in them. In his method, he established an
interactive relation between the Qur’anic stories and man’s life, and he
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connected the past, present and future.’** In other words, he secks to

relate the Qur’anic stories to the modern reader’s life. For example, Nursi
points to the story of the Prophet Jonah, mentioned in Q. 21:87, where
Jonah was cast into the sea and a large fish swallowed him. The sea was
stormy; the night was turbulent and dark. There was no sign of hope from
anywhere. In that difficult time, the Prophet Jonah prayed as follows:
“There is no God but You, glory be to You, I was wrong.” After this story,
Nursi turns his readers’ attention to our situation now. We are in a situa-
tion one hundred times worse than the Prophet Jonah’s. Our night is the
future. When we look upon our future with the eye of heedlessness towards
our religious responsibilities, it is a hundred times darker and more terrify-
ing than Jonah’s night. Our sea is this moving earth. There are thousands
of dead bodies in each wave of this sea, and so it is a thousand times more
fearful than Jonah’s sea. Our fish is made up of the lusts and caprices of
our evil-commanding soul, which attempt to destroy our eternal life. Our
fish is therefore a thousand times more harmful than Jonah’s fish. Nursi
goes on state that because we are in this situation, we should do as Prophet
Jonah did. We should turn away from all terrifying means and take refuge
directly in our Lord.*?® In this example, an interactive relation between the
story of the Prophet Jonah and a believer’s life can readily be seen.
Through Nursi’s method, a Qur’anic story does not stay as a past event in
history; rather people can experience that story in their lives today. In
another example, Nursi relates the story of the Prophet Job, mentioned in
Q. 21: 834, to a believer’s situation. For example, similar to the physical
wounds and illnesses of the Prophet Job, we have inner and spiritual dis-
cascs and wounds due to our sins and doubts related to belief. Therefore,
we need the prayer of Job more than he did.??® It could be said that Nursi
attempts to approach Qur’anic narratives in such a way that readers may
feel that they experience a similar story. This method could be a reason for
the influence of Nursi’s writings on the people.

6.6  MUSHKIL AL-QUR’AN (THE APPARENTLY
CONTRADICTORY PASSAGES OF THE QUR’AN)

It is important to note that the field of mushkil al-Qur’an in the Qur’anic
sciences deals with certain difficult verses or passages which seem to be
inconsistent with one another. Muslim scholars emphasize the fact that
there certainly cannot be any real inconsistency in the Qur’an, referring to
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Q. 4:82: “Will they not think about this Qur’an? If it had been from any-
one other than God, they would have found much inconsistency in it.”
Therefore, this point deals with only apparent inconsistencies (zahiri ikhti-
laf) in the Qur’anic text which can all be solved through interpretive
methods.!'”” Muslim scholars have discussed such difficult verses or pas-
sages from the early period of Islam up to the present. Modern Muslim
scholars such as Nursi also attempt to clarify such passages.

In his response to the existence of apparent obscurities (mushkilat) in
the Qur’an, Nursi highlights that these are due to the subtlety and profun-
dity of what obscure (mushkil) passages indicate, and the conciseness and
loftiness of the style. In his view, these are the kinds of obscurities one
meets in the Qur’an.'?® Nursi discusses certain difficult verses and expounds
obscure passages. For example, some verses show that God is infinitely
near to us: “We are closer to him [i.e., man] than his jugular vein” (Q.
50:16), while other verses indicate that we are infinitely far from God: “by
which the angels and the Spirit ascend to Him, on a Day whose length is
fitty thousand years” (Q. 70:4). Nursi reconciles those verses by the exam-
ple of the sun. The sun’s unrestricted light and immaterial reflection makes
it nearer to us than the pupil of our eye, while our being bounded by
certain conditions keeps us far from the sun. Similarly, God is infinitely
near to us, while we are infinitely far from Him.'” Thus, Nursi makes
these seemingly incompatible verses understandable through evoking the
simile of people’s being very near to or very far from the sun.

Another good example is found in certain verses related to God’s cre-
ation of things. Some of these verses demonstrate that things happen
immediately and through God’s command. “When He wills something to
be, His way is to say, ‘Be’— and it is!” (Q. 36:82) and “It was just one
single blast and then — lo and behold! — they were all brought before Us”
(Q. 36:53) are such verses. Other verses, however, indicate that things
come into existence gradually via a great power on the basis of knowledge,
and that everything is a delicate work of art depending on wisdom. “The
handiwork of God who has perfected all things” (Q. 27:88) and “who
gave everything its perfect form” (Q. 32:7) are such verses. Nursi points
out that there is no contradiction between these verses. Some verses
announce the extremely fine artistry and enormous perfection of wisdom
in beings, and such verses point particularly to the start of their creation.
Other verses express the great ease, speed and great obedience, and such
verses indicate particularly repeating and renewing created things.!®°



NURSI’S APPROACH TO THE QUR’ANIC SCIENCES 163

Finally, Nursi also reconciles some verses connected with God’s cre-
ation of the seven heavens and the earth. Q. 2:29 states that “It was He
who created all that is on the earth for you, then turned to the sky and
made the seven heavens.” This verse indicates that the earth was created
before the heavens. Q. 79:30, however, declares that “And after that, the
earth, too, He spread out”, indicating that the heavens were created
before the earth. Q. 21:30 reads that “the heavens and the carth used to
be joined together and that We ripped them apart”, implying that they
were created together and then split apart as the same matter. Nursi solves
the apparent contradictions between these verses by using both the teach-
ings of the Shari‘a and modern scientific information. In Nursi’s view, as
we may correlate both the Shari‘a’s teaching and scientific information,
“the solar system and the earth were a sort of dough kneaded by the hand
of power out of a simple substance: ether. After the creation of the ether,
it received God’s first manifestation giving existence. That is, God created
the ether, then He made it into the essential atoms, then He made dense
some of these. He created the seven globes from these dense ones, one of
which is our earth. Then the earth solidified before all the rest and speedily
formed a crust, and the earth became the source of life over a long period
of time. For these reasons, the creation of the earth and its formation was
before that of the heavens. However, because uses of the earth, its benefits
and its being spread out were completed after the arrangement and order-
ing of the heavens, the creation of the heavens started before the earth. At
the beginning, the heavens and the earth were together. Therefore, the
three verses above look to the three aspects of the topic.”!® Through his
explanations, Nursi solves the apparent contradictions between the verses
related to the creation of the heavens and the earth.

6.7  MUNASABAT AL-QUR’AN ( TANAsUB, HARMONY
AMONG THE VERSES AND CHAPTERS OF THE QUR’AN)

The classical exegetical literature admits that the field of tandsub is the
most prestigious science in Qur’anic exegesis although Qur’anic commen-
taries have not paid it sufficient attention. Nonetheless, early modern
Muslim thinkers insistently emphasize this notion. There can be a number
of reasons behind this great interest. Even though it is said that the reason
for this modern interest in tandsub is a reaction to Western scholars’ criti-
cism of Qur’anic text in terms of its lack of thematic and chronological
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order, the primary reason may be that modern Muslim intellectuals con-
sider groups of chapters and verses as a whole, in contrast to the atomist
approach of the classical period. Their anti-atomist leaning enables them
to see various subtle points which can be brought to light by the notion of
tandsub.'?

For example, ‘Abduh thinks the Qur’an is coherent and reads it as a
continuous narrative. He believes that the primary reason for contradic-
tions in Qur’anic commentaries is the atomist approach. Therefore, firstly
we should consider the Qur’an as a whole. In his view, the notion of tand-
sub is of great importance for understanding the Qur’an. What makes
‘Abduh original compared to the classical exegetes is that he sees tandsub
is ascertained through a rational discovery, not only through textual refer-
ences such as the common themes in chapters.!® It is interesting to note
that ‘Abduh thinks the atomist approach in the classical commentaries led
to inconsistencies, and that focusing on harmony, Qur’anic unity and
intratextuality may enable us to properly understand the Qur’an. As Nursi
gives importance to linguistics and rhetoric, his approach to this notion
should be analysed.

As stated earlier, Nursi focused on the Qur’an’s word-order or compo-
sition (7#azm) in his commentary. Because the word-order (nagzm) empha-
sizes the great harmony between verses, it is connected with the field of
tandsub. In his commentary, he attempted to apply the word-order as a
complete system treating all the siras, verses and words one after the
other, in all its details.’** Morcover, Nursi states that “just as a clock’s
hands complete and are fitted to one another in exact orderliness, so does
every word and sentence — the entire Qur’an — complete each other.”!3
Furthermore, he also underlines that “it is as if cach Qur’anic verse has an
eye that sees most of the verses and a face that looks toward them. Given
this, it extends to them the immaterial threads of relationship to weave a
design of miraculousness.”?*¢ In addition, in his view, there is great har-
mony and mutual support among the sentences, words and letters in one
verse. All the words in any verse look to the one purpose, and there is a
sublime harmony between verses and purposes.’®” As a result, a great
number of references to the notion of tandsub are scen in his commentary.
Examples from his exegetical writings can help us to understand his view
on this notion.

When we look at Nursi’s commentary, it can be easily seen that he
always indicates the notion of tandsub in every verse he interprets, refer-
ring to the relationship of the verse with the preceding verse, and the
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harmony and the connection among the clauses and the words in one
verse. For example, regarding Q. 1:1-4, “In the name of God, the Lord
of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy. Praise belongs to God, Lord of the Worlds.
The Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy. Master of the Day of Judgement”,
he states that because “the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy” points to
the divine bounties, praise is essential for them. Therefore, he explains the
relationship between the first two verses. “The Lord of Mercy, the Giver
of Mercy” indicates the two essentials in education (tarbiya). The Lord of
Mercy (al-Rabman) refers to the attraction of benefits (jalb al-manafi')
because of its meaning of Provider (a/-Razzag). The Giver of Mercy
(al-Rabim), on account of its meaning of the most Forgiving (al-Ghaffir),
implies the repulsion of harm (daf* al-madarrat). These are two funda-
mental principles of education. For this reason, these two words are tied
to each other, and they have a connection with the word of “Lord” (Rabb)
in the previous verse. In his view, the relationship of “Master of the Day of
Judgement” with the preceding verse is as follows: This verse is the result
of the previous verse which expresses mercy because mercy is the greatest
proof of resurrection and eternal happiness. The reason for this is that real
mercy and bounty depend on the existence of resurrection and eternal
happiness. Otherwise, intellect would be a calamity for humanity when
they consider death to be eternal separation, and affection and compassion
would turn to very serious pain.’3® As has been seen, Nursi connects the
first four verses of the first Qur’anic chapter.

In his commentary, Nursi interprets the second chapter of the Qur’an
until verse 33, and he frequently indicates the notion of tandsub. For
example, Nursi states that chapter Bagara divides human beings into three
groups: the believers, the obdurate disbelievers and the hypocrites until its
verse 21. The first five verses are related to the believers, while the subse-
quent two verses are connected with the obdurate disbelievers and the
following 13 verses are concerned with the hypocrites. Having clarified
the categories of human beings, the Qur’an addresses all of them with Q.
2:21, “People, worship your Lord, who created you and those before you,
so that you may be mindful [of Him].” Nursi states that “It makes this the
result of what preceded it in the same way that a building follows the plan,
and commands and prohibitions related to actions follow knowledge, and
the divine decree (al-qada’) follows divine determining (al-gadar).” After
the Qur’an mentioned the three several groups and explains their charac-
teristics, Q. 2:21 orders action and worship in the context of the previous
verses.'¥ As has been recognized, here Nursi draws attention to the
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connection among several passages in the chapter, which seem as if they
are disconnected narratives.

Another useful example in Nursi’s writings is the relationship between
verses 21 and 23 of the second chapter: “People, worship your Lord”, and
“If you have doubts about the revelation We have sent down to Our ser-
vant, then produce a single sira like it.” He finds the harmony between
these verses as follows: Verse 21 is about divine unity (al-tawhid), the first
of the four main aims of the Qur’an, because Ibn ‘Abbas interprets wor-
ship in the verse as divine unity. Verse 23 is about proof of prophecy and
the prophethood of Muhammad, which is the second of main purposes of
the Qur’an. And the prophethood of Muhammad is also the most signifi-
cant proof of divine unity. Besides, proof of the prophethood is done
through miracles, and the Prophet Muhammad’s greatest miracle is the
Qur’an. Nursi points out the second aspect of the relationship between
these verses. When verse 21 orders worship, the listener asks: “How should
we worship?” The Qur’an responds: “As the Qur’an teaches you”. Then
the person asks: “How can we know that the Qur’an is the word of God?”
And verse 23 replies saying: “If you have doubts about the revelation We
have sent down to Our servant, then produce a single sizra like it.”140

In order to understand Nursi’s approach to intratextual hermeneutics,
another great example is his interpretation of Q. 2:25, “[Prophet], give
those who believe and do good the news that they will have Gardens
graced with flowing streams...” Nursi discusses the word-order of this
verse in terms of three aspects: The relationship of the verse as a whole
with the previous verses, relationships of the phrases in the verse and rela-
tionships of the parts of the phrases. In his view, there are numerous rela-
tions between the meaning of this verse and the previous verses, and
different lines from this verse extend to those verses. For example, the
Qur’an praises the believers at the beginning of the chapter because of
their belief and good deeds. Then the Qur’an, by this verse (Q. 2:25),
demonstrates the result of faith and the fruit of good deeds. In the same
way, the Qur’an mentioned the obdurate disbelievers and the hypocrites at
the beginning and depicted their way, and it points out with this verse the
light of eternal happiness and expresses them this great reward to increase
their sense of loss. Moreover, the Qur’an ordered the people to worship
with the previous verse (Q. 2:21) even though worship signifies hardship,
difficulty and the abandoning of immediate pleasures. Then with this
verse, the Qur’an promises them future pleasures in heaven and satisfies
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them. Furthermore, the previous verses verified divine unity, while this
verse declares the fruits of divine unity. What is more, the Qur’an estab-
lished prophethood through the inimitability of Q. 2:23. Then by this
verse, it indicates the duties of prophethood such as warning and giving
good news. In addition, while the previous verse warned and threatened,
this verse excites desire and delivers glad tiding. Therefore, there is the
relation between opposites. Finally, the previous verses indicated Hell, one
part of the hereafter. Then with this verse, the Qur’an points to the other
part of the hereafter, clearly referring to Paradise.!*! It is clear in this exam-
ple above that Nursi attempts to show the relationships and the harmony
among the different sections of the one chapter, and he successfully con-
nects them.

It could be reasonably concluded that like certain modern intellectuals,
Nursi puts emphasis on the notion of tandsub in his commentary, and he
frequently refers to this notion. Nursi believes that there is a great har-
mony and relationship among the Qur’anic verses, different passages, even
among the sentences, words and letters in one verse. Through his
approach, he attempts to points out that the several passages and verses of
the Qur’an are not disconnected narratives. It is evident from his emphasis
on the Qur’an’s word-order or composition (zagzm) that a major aim of
Nursi in his commentary is to develop the field of tandsub.

To sum up, in this chapter, we examined Nursi’s views on various
Qur’anic sciences such as occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuziil), abro-
gation (naskh), clear and ambiguous (mubkam wa-mutashibih), the
inimitability of the Qur’an (:4z al-Qur’an), Qur’anic narratives (gasas
al-Qur’an), difficult words and passages (mushkil al-Qur’an) and intra-
textual hermencutics (tandsub), pointing to certain modern intellectu-
als” more critical and rationalist approaches. This analysis enables us to
properly discover Nursi’s and the modernists’ hermeneutics in relation
to Qur’anic sciences and exegesis. Moreover, it may also refer to Nursi’s
major concerns in his reading of the Qur’an and his exegetical method-
ology. As can be seen, Nursi used these fields in Qur’anic sciences to
clarity various theological subjects. Benefiting from the opportunities of
Qur’anic sciences, he developed his theology. Therefore, as a whole, this
chapter fits within the argument of the book: kaldmisation of tafsir and
other disciplines. Our next chapter will focus on trends and tendencies
in Qur’anic exegesis such as theological exegesis, mystical exegesis and
scientific exegesis.
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It is important to note that the third AH /ninth century CE saw the matu-
ration of distinct trends or schools of thought within Islam. This process
was actually the result of heated debates among Muslims on religio-polit-
ical, legal and theological issues. While the origins of these schools trace
back to the middle of the first AH /seventh century CE, the establishment
of the schools took approximately one or two centuries. In addition to the
major religio-political groups such as the Sunnis, Shi‘ites and Kharijites,
there were also theologians, jurists and Sufis. Also, a number of trends
including theological, legal and mystical exegesis emerged. Therefore,
from the ninth century onwards, the body of exegetical works became
increasingly large and varied, and came to include theological, legal, reli-
gio-political and mystical works.!

After providing background information on the emergence of trends in
tafstr, this chapter will focus on the major exegetical trends comprising
theological, legal, mystical (Safi) and scientific exegesis. It will examine
the views of the modernist exegetes such as ‘Abduh on these exegetical
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tendencies, comparing them with Nursi’s approach. In the context of this
research, we will analyse where Nursi stands in relation to such exegeti-
cal trends.

7.1  THEOLOGICAL EXEGESIS

As previously noted, certain modern intellectuals such as Ahmad Khan
and ‘Abduh are proponents of the new kaldm movement.? They discussed
various theological subjects such as the unity of God, God’s attributes and
human freedom versus God’s power in their exegetical works. Moreover,
both Ahmad Khan and ‘Abduh were influenced by the early rationalist
theologians in carly Islam, such as the Mu‘tazilis.> For example, Ahmad
Khan’s new theological ideas are described as a revival of the doctrines of
the Mu‘tazilite school, the acceptance of the (Western) conceptions of
conscience and nature, and the re-establishment and reformulation of pure
tawhid and the whole of Islamic theology.* Furthermore, many early
twentieth-century scholars showed an interest in Mu‘tazili learning with
the renaissance (n#abda) in Arabic literature in the late nineteenth century.
‘Abduh, aware of the changes that had occurred in the Muslim world,
attempted to respond to the challenges by reviving some Mu‘tazili views.®
In addition, as previously stated, many modern scholars such as Ahmad
Khan and ‘Abduh placed Qur’anic commentary ahead of all other disci-
plines.® They attempted to establish a theology based on the Qur’an in the
confines of the discipline of zafs7r. Finally, “simplicities of faith” is the
motto of the modernist scholars. For instance, Ahmad Khan aimed to
eliminate from his creed and code of practice all the additional material
that had entered into Islam via the endeavours of Muslim jurists, com-
mentators, theologians (Akl al-Kalam) and Sifis. He confined himself
only to the Qur’an and a few authentic prophetic traditions, on condition
that they could pass the test of reason.”

In line with certain modernist intellectuals, Nursi was also a part of this
revitalization and the new kaldm movements among the last Ottoman
scholars.® Moreover, both ‘Abduh and Nursi were immersed in the Qur’an
and intended to reach the masses through their writing by articulating
Islamic theology and the essentials of faith in more popular form.® Nursi
also analysed numerous theological subjects such as the unity of God,
God’s attributes, human freedom as related to God’s power, and the here-
after in his exegetical writings. Therefore, while theological exegesis can
be frequently seen in Nursi’s works, unlike the modernist scholars, he
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generally follows the mainstream Sunni theological approach, in particular
mostly the Ash‘arite school.!®

Moreover, as this research highlights, Nursi’s approach can be described
as kalamisation of tafsir and other disciplines. What Nursi attempts to do
is to formulate an Islamic metaphysics and theology mainly based on the
Qur’an by drawing together multiple fields, a task whose importance has
been indicated by Fazlur Rahman.!! Nursi points out that the Qur’an
includes whatever is necessary for the complete affirmation of divine unity
and its related aspects and notes the balance among all exalted divine reali-
ties. The Qur’an observes whatever is required by the divine beautiful
names and maintains the harmony among them. The Qur’an also contains
the fundamental qualities of Lordship and Divinity with perfect balance.!?
In addition, in his one-volume Qur’anic commentary, Nursi examines sev-
eral major theological issues such as belief-unbelief, prophethood, Paradise
and the resurrection of the dead in the context of the interpretation of the
relevant Qur’anic verses.'® Therefore, it can be said that Nursi’s theologi-
cal concerns made a very great impact upon his zaf57. Examples taken
from Nursi’s exegetical writings will give us an opportunity to understand
his approach to theological exegesis.

‘Abduh holds the Mu‘tazilite view, defending human free will and the
occurrence of natural causes unlinked to God’s direct mediation. However,
the Ash‘arite school of classical Islamic theology stresses that God creates
the actions of people and that nature only works because God constantly
determines and regulates its processes.'* Nursi also prefers the mainstream
theological approach stating that, in the creation of actions, the middle
way is the Sunni School between the Jabriyya and the Mu‘tazila. In his
interpretation of Q. 2: 7, “God has sealed their hearts and their ears, and
their eyes are covered. They will have great torment”, Nursi critically anal-
yses major theological views on the creation of actions. He reiterates that
the Sunni School is the straight path and the others such as the Jabriyya
and Mu‘tazila are either excessive (ifrat) or deficient (zafr7t). He indicates
the established reality that there is no effective agent (ta’thir al-hagiqr)
other than God. For this reason, the Mu‘tazilite view that human beings
create their own actions is contrary to the truth. Moreover, it is God’s
practice that his universal will governs the special will of his servant. This
means that God’s will is manifested in accordance with the people’s will.*?

Furthermore, in Nursi’s view, human free will cannot cause something
to happen. God uses this particular will to bring his universal will into
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effect and to guide the people in whatever direction they wish.
Consequently, humankind is responsible for the results of its choice. He
expounds this subject through an example. If a child riding on one’s
shoulder asks to be taken up a high mountain, and this is done, the child
might catch a cold. This child cannot blame the carrier for that cold, since
he himself asked to go there. Nursi draws attention to the fact that God
has made his will somewhat dependent on human’s free will.1® As we dis-
cussed earlier, while ‘Abduh supports the Mu‘tazilite view and human free
will, Nursi embraces the Sunni School and emphasizes God’s universal
will. The modernist intellectuals believe that human will must have a scope
for action, and they searched for every available sign of a choice or deci-
sion given to human beings in the Qur’an.!”

Another interesting example is the relationship between cause and
effect. The Muslim modernists believe that the world is a system of causes
and effects. This worldview results either in a denial of miracles or in their
interpretation by reference to more or less rational concepts.!® For exam-
ple, ‘Abduh was greatly involved in showing that Islam does not reject the
principle of causality. He was therefore concerned to limit the extent of
the miraculous, reviving the Mu‘tazilis’ view of the world in preference to
the Ash‘arite Sunnis, who seemed to deny any automatic relationship
between cause and effect.!® In contrast, Nursi embraces the Ash‘arite view
in relation to the natural occurrences, emphasizing that causes do not have
any effective power to create an effect since the real effective factor is the
action of divine power. Like the Ash‘arite theologians, Nursi stresses that,
“The Causer of causes (musabbib al-asbab) creates all effects directly”, and
denies the existence of a necessary connection between cause and effect
independently of God.? It could be said that while ‘Abduh attempted to
respond to the Western critics of causality, Nursi tried to criticize the
materialist understanding of the relationship between cause and effect.
Besides, Nursi does not see any necessity to revive some Mu‘tazili views in
response to the challenges of modernity.

Miracles (mu'jiza) are another theological subject for a comparative
analysis. Certain modernist thinkers hold the view that Islam is a religion
without mystery, especially with regard to God. There is nothing secret
regarding God to be made known. The obviousness of God is certain, and
people can seek their conclusion through science and nature. Therefore,
there is no reason for miracles. For example, ‘Abduh says that a miracle
had an apologetic character that functioned to support the reliability of
revelation, arguing that the era of the miracle is now over. From the time
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of the Prophet Muhammad onwards, this has been the age of reason.
Miracles were essential at the time when humanity was still in its child-
hood. In ‘Abduh’s view, “Muslim faith stands on reason.”?! Nonetheless,
Nursi’s approach to miracles seems to follow the traditional lines. He
states that the biography of the Prophet (s77a2) and the works of history
also narrate many of the Prophet’s perceptible miracles and wonders which
he performed in the presence of the people. In his view, the Prophet’s
miracles consist of three categories. Firstly, the various miraculous events
which happened before his Prophecy such as the Zoroastrians’ fire being
extinguished. Secondly, the Prophet’s predictions of many future events
such as the defeat of the Byzantines and the conquest of Mecca. Thirdly,
the wonders that could be perceived by the physical senses. The Prophet
performed this category of wonders when he confronted the Quraysh and
made the call to Islam. Examples of such wonders are stones speaking,
trees moving, the splitting of the moon and water flowing from the
Prophet’s fingers. Nursi draws attention to al-Zamakhshari’s statement
that there were as many as a thousand wonders of this last category.?? As
we have seen, Nursi relies on the traditional sources regarding the miracles
and he does not intend to limit the extent of the miraculous in his theol-
ogy. He uses the books of the Prophet’s biography (sz7a) and their reports
in order to prove the prophethood of the Prophet Muhammad.

In his interpretation of Q. 2: 3,2 Nursi defines belief as follows: “Belief
is a light produced by affirming in detail all the essentials of religion
brought by the Prophet and affirming the rest of the religion in gen-
cral.”?* In this context, he quotes the famous Ash‘arite theologian
al-Taftazan?’s (d. 1390) definition of belief that it is a light God instils in
the hearts of his servants, which He wishes to give them after the servants
have used their will. Moreover, he also stresses that beliefis renewed via its
continued existence and the manifestation of inner and outer evidence.?®
Furthermore, Nursi analyses the relationship between belief and action. In
his interpretation of the phrase “believe and do good”, in Q. 2: 25,26 he
points out that the word “and” indicates both the connection and the
separation between belief and good deeds. Therefore, in contrast to the
Mu‘tazilis’ views, actions are not included in belief, but belief without
action is insufficient.?” This statement means that while a believer who
commits a grave sin cannot be considered to be excluded from Islam
because of the separation between belief and actions, his belief requires
good deeds for complete salvation in the hereafter. Here, Nursi analyses
the statement not only theologically and existentially, but also linguisti-
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cally. Furthermore, Nursi frequently presents the benefits of belief and the
dangers of unbelief in his exegetical writings. For example, he states that
all pain comes from misguidance and that belief is the source of all plea-
sure. Belief'is a light bestowed upon the human conscience from God and
it fully illuminates the inner face of conscience. Through this belief, it
reveals familiarity with the whole universe and establishes relations between
it and everything. A believer, through the moral strength in his heart, can
overcome every event and misfortune.?® Nursi examines numerous aspects
of belief and unbelief'in his works. However, analysis of all these aspects is
beyond the scope of this research.

With regard to the wisdom in the creation of evil, ugliness and misguid-
ance, Nursi stresses that what is good in creation is original, fundamental
and inclusive, whereas what is evil is derivative and dependent and of sec-
ond degree. He goes on to say that there is a branch of science that has
been developed for every kind of creation and every species has general
characteristics and general principles. The branch of science that studies
each species is made up of those general principles. The general principles
reveal the beauty of the order in the life of that species. This indicates that
all sciences bear witness to the beauty of that order. Therefore, in his view,
all of the natural sciences that are based on general rules or laws prove that
the basic and dominant purpose for the creation of the universe is good,
beauty and perfection. Evil, ugliness and falsehood are derivative, superfi-
cial and in the minority. Even if evil sometimes seems to have control, it is
only temporary.? It is interesting that Nursi finds evidence from the natu-
ral sciences and their principles to prove that good and beauty are domi-
nant in the universe. His approach may demonstrate his ability to find
solutions from the visible world.

In another place, Nursi notes that

Perfection, good, and beauty are essentially what are intended in the uni-
verse, and are in the majority. Relatively, defects, evil, and ugliness are in the
minority, and are insignificant, secondary, and trivial. Their Creator created
them interspersed among good and perfection not for their own sakes, but
as preliminaries and units of measurement for the appearance, or existence,
of the relative truths of good and perfection...A lesser evil may therefore be
forgiven, approved even, for the sake of the greater good. For to abandon
the greater good because it contains some lesser evil, is a greater evil. And in
the view of wisdom, if the lesser evil encounters the greater evil, the lesser
evil becomes a relative good, as has been established in principle in zakat
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and jibad, for example. As is well-known, “things are known through their
opposites,” which means that the existence of a thing’s opposite causes the
manifestation and existence of its relative truths. For example, if there were
no ugliness and it did not permeate beauty, the existence of beauty with its
infinite degrees would not be apparent.®

Moreover, Nursi highlights that the creation of evil is not an evil. What
is evil is the execution of evil. Hence, the creation of Satan and evil by God
is good because they cause good and universal results. For example, angels
do not rise to the higher spiritual ranks because they cannot deviate from
correct guidance. However, testing through good and evil in this world
provides human beings the opportunity to acquire higher ranks or stations
than angels. Therefore, it can be said that God’s creation of evil is not evil,
but all evil that happens to people is a result of their free will.3! In addition,
it is clear from the above that Nursi argues against the Mu‘tazilis’ view
regarding God as the creator of evil. Following the mainstream Sunni
school, Nursi emphasizes that God creates evil, but the creation of evil is
in order to complete the good. So evil can lead to good.??

Another significant theological topic and one of the fundamentals of
belief is resurrection and the hereafter. It is worth mentioning that even
though the Muslim modernists do not deny its existence, they are not
much involved with the life hereafter. The concept of the life hereafter
experiences a revaluation in modernist discourse. Via the right ordering of
worldly matters, they aim to foster a happier life in this world. For them,
the collective destiny of humanity is more significant than the future of the
individuals in the hereafter. A believer should also be interested in the
salvation of the whole of humanity. And this salvation can be achieved only
if the world order is rebuilt on true ethical lines and the Islamic teachings
are followed.? For example, Ahmad Khan criticizes the whole concept of
personal reward in the hereafter, instead identifying Islam with the affairs
of Muslims collectively. He therefore encourages the people to work for
the good of their nations rather than to be concerned only with one’s own
future life. Ahmad Khan points out that the power of Islam relies on the
power of Muslims, and Islam was admired at times when the Muslims
were strong and progressed in science and knowledge. Abul Kalam Azad
holds the view that the Qur’an, the noble reformatory work of Islam, is
involved with this world. However, Qur’anic exegetes neglect this fact and
refer everything to the hereafter.3*



180 H.CORUH

In this context, the Muslim modernists give priority to this worldly life
over the life hereafter in their interpretation of the Qur’an.?® For example,
Parwez interprets the word al-muddaththir, “You, wrapped in your
cloak”; in Q. 74: 1 as “world-reformer”.3® Morcover, metaphorical and
symbolical approaches to certain Qur’anic verses related to the hereafter
such as Paradise and Hell can be seen in their commentaries.?” For instance,
al-Mashriqi states that “heaven (jannat) is world-dominion and is unre-
lated to a hereafter.”®® It can be reasonably inferred that the modernist
intellectuals recognized the signs of stagnation in the Muslim world.
Hence, they emphasized in their exegetical writings that the Qur’an is also
a guide for worldly progress and the development of the Muslim world.
However, through their approach, they went beyond the traditional com-
mentaries and literal meaning of the Qur’an without any justification.

In contrast to the modernist discourse, Nursi frequently deals with
the reality of the hereafter in his exegetical works. As he emphasized, the
major themes of the Qur’an are divine unity (a/-tawhid), prophethood
(al-nubuwwwa), the resurrection (al-hashr) and justice-worship
(al-adila-al-ibadn).® Since resurrection and the hereafter are the cen-
tral subjects of the Qur’an, both are the significant key terms of Nursi’s
exegetical hermeneutics. Nursi focuses extensively on rational proofs of
the resurrection in his works. For example, in his interpretation of Q. 2:
4, “those who have firm faith in the Herecafter”, Nursi underlines that he
deduced ten proofs of the resurrection from the Qur’an, as summa-
rized below.

The resurrection is a reality because there is perfect and planned order
in the universe. There is complete wisdom in creation. There is nothing
useless in the world, and creation (al-fitra) includes nothing wasted.
Moreover, there are repeated resurrections in all species such as days and
years, and so on. Those indicate the resurrection of the dead. Humanity’s
innate disposition, inclinations and hopes point to the resurrection. God’s
mercy also hints at the resurrection, and the trustworthy messenger of
God clearly declares it. Finally, the Qur’an certainly proves the incidence
of the resurrection through such verses as “when He has created you stage
by stage?” (Q. 71: 14) and “your Lord is never unjust to His creatures”
(Q. 41: 46).%

Based on these ten proofs above, Nursi explicates the reality of eternal
happiness. Firstly, the perfect order in the universe can only be such if it
leads to eternal happiness. The fine points and aspects of the order will
only grow in the hereafter. And the power inherent in the order states that
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it will not be broken and wasted. Secondly, the complete wisdom in the
universe points to eternal happiness. Otherwise, we would have to deny
wisdom and benefit in every species and individual. In this case, each of
these benefits and wisdoms turns to its opposite, and the wisdom would
not be wisdom. In his view, the absence of futility and wastefulness in the
creation also elucidates the complete wisdom. Moreover, Nursi underlines
that God’s mercy also indicates the reality of eternal happiness, which is
ultimate mercy. The mercy of God will bestow eternal life upon humanity,
protect the universe from being the cause of suffering and save it and
humanity from eternal separation. If Divine Mercy did not bestow eternal
happiness, then all divine bounties in the world would become suffering
and it would necessitate the denial of Divine Mercy that is self-evidently
proved by the entire universe. Furthermore, in his view, the Qur’an’s
explanations on the bodily resurrection prove eternal happiness. Many
Qur’anic verses have opened up windows looking to the resurrection, pre-
senting its reality with all its contents and dimensions. For example, as the
Qur’an directs attention to humanity’s first creation in order to prove the
bodily resurrection,*! Nursi also claborates on this example in his works.
He highlights that whoever reflects on the first creation will not have any
doubts regarding the second creation. The second creation is for God just
the same or even easier than the first. The Qur’an reminds the people of
their progress from a sperm-drop to human form. Nursi supports this real-
ity with the prophetic tradition and states that a few cells from the coccyx
(‘agb al-dbanab) will be enough as a seed and material for the bodily
resurrection.*?

Taking into account the information above, it can be said that Nursi
attempted to respond to the positivist and materialist ideas about the major
fundamentals of belief such as faith in the hereafter in Islamic theology.
Moreover, it seems that for Nursi, belief in the hereafter through investiga-
tion (tahqiq) is a core value for spiritual development. In addition, Nursi
explicates the reality of the bodily resurrection and the hereafter in great
detail in his works. In this context, he draws attention to the fact that the
Qur’an examines the resurrection and Last Judgment with full emphasis
and in perfect detail. The previous prophets did not teach their somewhat
simple and primitive communities the resurrection at the greatest level and
with the most comprehensive detail when compared with the Qur’an and
the Prophet Muhammad. Nursi points out also that the resurrection and
Last Judgment will happen due to the most comprehensive manifestation
of God’s Greatest Name and some other names. Therefore, those who can-
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not reach the most comprehensive rank of God’s Names, such as the All-
Powerful (Qadir) and Life-Giver (Muhyi), believe in the resurrection
imitatively (zaqlidz) and argue that reason cannot comprehend it.*? Finally,
as can be seen, Nursi uses various rational arguments drawn from what we
see in the visible world, humanity’s innate nature, Qur’anic verses and the
Prophet in order to prove the reality of the resurrection.

Nursi discusses four major points in relation to the resurrection and the
hereafter: The possibility of the world’s ruin and its death, the occurrence
of destruction, the repair of the world and being raised to life, and the
possibility of its repair and its occurrence. Nursi emphasizes the law of
evolution (ganin al-takdmul) operative in the universe. If a thing is
dependent on this law, it experiences growth and development. Therefore,
it has also a natural life time and death. Most members of the species in the
universe are also subject to the law of evolution, thus the world cannot be
saved from destruction and death. If the Maker of the universe does not
destroy it earlier, then the world’s destruction will certainly come accord-
ing to scientific reckoning. Moreover, all the revealed religions agree with
its occurrence as the change, transformation and renewal of the universe
show the occurrence of periodic destruction. Furthermore, Nursi under-
lines that the resurrection of the dead can be proven by both rational argu-
ments and the Qur’an and the prophetic tradition, while the Qur’an
provides rational proofs for divine unity (tawhid) and prophethood (nubn-
wwa). The transmitted (nagl7) evidence for the resurrection is that the
Qur’an and all the prophets agree with the occurrence of the resurrection.
Nursi refers to al-Razr’s commentary for both the rational (‘a4/7) and the
transmitted (zagql7) evidence on the resurrection in Qur’anic verses that
set out this subject.**

The reality of Paradise and Hell, reward and punishment in the hereat-
ter are the major theological topics which have been discussed throughout
Islamic history. In his interpretation of Q. 2: 25, Nursi discusses the reality
of Paradise and Hell and stresses that they are two fruits which always
exist, from the tree of creation and throughout eternity. They are two
results of the chain of the universe, and they are like two pools that flow
into eternity. God created a world for examination and willed it to be the
place of change and transformation for numerous wisdoms. He mixed
there good and evil, harm and benefit, and ugliness and beauty to be seeds
of Paradise and Hell in the hereafter.*®

With regard to eternal happiness and Paradise, Nursi acknowledges that
eternal happiness consists of two types. The first is God’s pleasure, grace
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and nearness. The second is physical joy whose foundations are home,
food and marriage. Physical bliss varies according to the degrees of these
foundations. What makes this pleasure perfect is its continuation for all
eternity. If pleasure and bounty are eternal, they are the only real pleasure
and bounty. Nursi holds the view that the benefits of food and marriage
are not limited to maintaining life and reproduction, but are moreover a
source of great bliss in this painful life. There will be pleasure of a pure,
superior kind in Paradise. The pleasures and bounties in this world are
models and examples, and the origin and true form of these examples will
be bestowed in Paradise. Nursi highlights that the people of Paradise and
their wives and the pleasure of Paradise are eternal in the context of Q.
2:25.% For Nursi, “Paradise is the means of all spiritual and bodily plea-
sures.”” As we have seen here, unlike some modernist intellectuals, meta-
phorical and symbolical approaches to certain Qur’anic concepts connected
with the hereafter such as Paradise cannot be seen in Nursi’s interpretation
of the Qur’an. Besides, Nursi does not give priority to this worldly life
over the life hereafter in his works.

With regard to Hell, Nursi analyses a number of aspects of Hell and
punishment in the hereafter. First of all, he follows the mainstream Sunni
theological approach about the current existence of Hell. In his interpre-
tation of Q. 2:24, “...then beware of the Fire prepared for the disbeliev-
ers”, he points out that the word “prepared (#‘iddat)”, with the form of
the perfect tense, implies that Hell is created and in existence at present,
contrary to what the Mu‘tazilis argued.*® Secondly, in his commentary,
Nursi discusses where Hell is located. While he emphasizes that the Sunni
school believes in its current existence, the place of Hell cannot be stated.
However, the literal meanings of some prophetic traditions indicate that
Hell is under the earth. In his view, there is a minor Hell and a major Hell.
The minor Hell exists under the earth and in its centre, and the minor
Hell does many of the major Hell’s functions in this world and in the
intermediate world (‘alam al-barzakh). In the hereafter, the minor Hell
will be extended and transformed into the major Hell. The reason why
some Mu‘tazilis think Hell is not currently existent is that Hell is like an
egg at present and will be expanded fully to include its future contents in
the hereafter.*

Moreover, Nursi analyses the eternity of Hell and the eternal punish-
ment of the unbelievers in the hereafter. He agrees with most Muslim
theologians on the view that Hell will be eternal, and the punishment of
the unbelievers there will be also eternal.®® In his interpretation of Q. 2:7,
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“... They will have great torment”, Nursi provides his several arguments
for eternal punishment of the unbelievers in Hell. For example, unbelief'is
an infinite crime since it denies the entire universe which bears witness to
divine unity. Unbelief is ingratitude for infinite bounties. Unbelief is a
crime against the divine essence and attributes. In his view, for the unbe-
lievers, Hell is better than non-existence. As a punishment, non-existence
is real evil and the source of all misfortunes. Nevertheless, after some time,
God’s mercy will be manifested for the people of Hell. After the unbeliev-
ers pay their penalty for their deeds, they will in a way become accustomed
to Hell. In addition, God will show his mercy on them in a way because of
their good actions in this world.®! As can be seen, Nursi examines many
times the theological issues connected with the hereafter such as Hell in
his exegetical works. Nursi gives the opportunity of discussing the theo-
logical subjects in his zafszr work, because his aim is to explain the theol-
ogy of the Qur’an.

Signs of the end of the world (‘alamat al-qiyami) are also another
significant theological field in Islamic theology. In this context, Nursi
underlines that some hadiths with regard to the unusual events at the end
of time include several messages as ambiguous verses which contain vari-
ous meanings in the Qur’an. Thus, they should be interpreted (#a’wil).>?
For example, with regard to the return of Jesus, the prophetic tradition
states that Jesus Christ will come to the world a second time to judge with
justice, and will also kill the Antichrist (a#/-Dajjal).>® Nursi’s interpretation
of these hadiths is as follows: “Denying God will spread via the materialist
philosophy at the end of time. At that point, Christianity will join Islam.
As a result, Muslims and Christians will be able to defeat the atheistic cur-
rent in the world.”** In this example, it is interesting that Nursi interprets
the Antichrist (#/-Dajjal) in the hadith with the promotion of “materialist
philosophy”, which will lead to the total denial of God. Besides, Nursi
finds a religious basis for Muslim-Christian cooperation and states that
certain Christians will work with Muslims to defeat Dajjal at the
end of time.

7.2  LEGAL EXEGESIS

It is important to note that legal exegesis was one of the first forms of
exegesis. The reason for this is that there was an urgent need to under-
stand rulings, commandments and prohibitions of the Qur’an as they con-
nected with Muslims’ daily life after the death of the Prophet. Differences
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in opinions emerged and eventually led to the development of the differ-
ent classical schools of law such as the Hanafi or Shafite schools of law.
Jurists from several schools of law wrote a large number of works of legal
exegesis. Such commentators often concentrated on those texts of the
Qur’an pertinent to law, thereby producing exegesis in the form of legal
views.>®> Now let us analyse the modernist scholars’ approach to
legal exegesis.

First of all, it should be noted that almost all Muslim modernist intel-
lectuals aim to go back to the Qur’an and the Sunna, and they reject the
medieval Muslim jurisprudence developed by the famous four jurists. In
response to modern problems, the modernist scholars rely on jtibhad
(independent reasoning), taking the Qur’an and the Sunna as a starting
point. They accept that man-made laws change, and therefore argue that
the classical Muslim jurists’ zj¢zbads for their own times are not binding on
the modern day Muslims. Even though they think that the medieval
Muslim jurisprudence includes certain useful information, they regard this
material as requiring re-evaluation.*® Secondly, the modernist intellectuals
put more emphasis on the socio-historical context of the Qur’an in their
interpretation of legal texts in the Qur’an. They underline the point that a
number of Qur’anic orders should be considered and evaluated with refer-
ence to the socio-historical circumstances of revelation. In this context,
the caliph Umar b. al-Khattab’s (d. 23,/644) following practice is often
referenced: Q. 9:60 clearly states that “those whose hearts need winning
over” are also among the categories of recipients of zakat. However, Umar
refused to pay them zakat in his time because he thought that it was neces-
sary at the time of revelation due to the weak position of Islam, but when
Islam was established, there was no longer any need of giving a share to
the people, “whose hearts need winning over”. Umar’s view in question
went beyond the literal reading of the Qur’anic text because the context
changed, and the original aim of the text was no longer operative.*”

Moreover, they highlight a high degree of flexibility regarding their
interpretation of Qur’anic verses, in order to adapt Muslim life to the
needs of the modern age.’® For example, Asaf ‘Ali argues that while legal
regulations in the Qur’an are valid for a given space of time, moral regula-
tions are universal. He also underlines that any Qur’anic command does
not require strict obedience. While laws may change, the authority of reli-
gion pertains over a longer length of time than law. In his view, the divorce
rule on the basis of Q. 4:34 /38, “Husbands should take good care of
their wives, with [the bounties]| God has given to some more than others”,
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is no longer valid. In modern principles, a wife is not any more a toy, but
she is a mate of her husband.* In line with this approach, ‘Abduh became
aware of the great advantage to be found in exegetic flexibility, urging the
use of all schools of thought and the works of scholars as sources in order
to choose the most suitable law for any present problem. The obvious
contradiction between Islam and modern society comes from the rigidity
of Muslims. In his view, this rigidity in the rules of the Shari‘a results in
difficulties. However, in the days of true Islam (the early period), the
Shari‘a was tolerant to the extent that it embraced the whole world.®

Fazlur Rahman also holds the view that “the rigidity of the jurists’
interpretations, and their denial of a historical context to the revelation,
resulted in archaic laws that not only prevented Muslims from dealing
with modern problems, but also undermined the vibrancy of Islam itself.”%!
It is clear that the modernist intellectuals are highly critical of classical
Islamic law and its rules. In their view, “solely the Qur’an” is enough as
the source of Islam, whereas the classical Islamic Jurisprudence (figh) is a
great obstacle to understanding the Qur’an. As stated before, in the mod-
ern period, the normative disciplines such as kalam and particularly figh
largely lost their functions, and the functions of systematic theology and
Islamic law were given to Qur’anic exegesis.®? It is worth mentioning that
‘Abdubh states that the jurists made people stray from the Qur’an and the
Sunna, and they distorted the Qur’an and the Sunna more than the Jews
had distorted the Torah. In his view, the misguidance and loss of the reli-
gion was caused by the situation of the jurists.%® In this context, ‘Abduh
and his student Rashid Rida maintain that those prescripts of traditional
Islamic law that are inapplicable in a modern society are “additions” to the
command of God. The jurists of the past are responsible.* In addition, it
is interesting that ‘Abduh draws attention to the first period of Islam in
which the Shari‘a was tolerant, and he finds flexibility in that period to
embrace more liberal views.

Furthermore, certain modern scholars such as ‘Abduh put emphasis on
the changing nature of details of the Shari‘a and the interest of the public
in Muslim jurisprudence. For example, ‘Abduh states that the Shari‘a
consists of two major parts. One part includes clearly specified laws that all
the Muslims must obey. Individual independent juristic reasoning cannot
be used in this area. The second part is made up of rules not derived from
explicit texts nor supported by the consensus of the scholars. Thus, there
is room for independent thought in their interpretation. This type deals
with the details of the religion and the relationship between individuals
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(mu' amalar). In his view, mu'amalat, where there is no explicit text,
should depend on the interest of the public. ‘Abduh adopts the principle
of maslaba (public interest) in Maliki jurisprudence, giving it a more gen-
eral meaning. ‘Abduh and his school made this concept a rule for reaching
particular laws from general principles of social morality. The general wel-
fare of humanity (public benefit) is a guiding rule at any time.® It can be
said that while the views of the modernist scholars such as ‘Abduh’s prin-
ciple of magslaha are rooted in the classical Muslim jurisprudence, they
attempted to broaden the scope of such classical concepts. Now our task
is to focus on Nursi’s approach to legal exegesis.

Nursi deals with a number of the topics related to Islamic jurisprudence
and legal issues in his interpretation of the Qur’an. As stated before, his
collection can be described as a combination of tasawwuf, figh and kalam.%
First of all, he clarifies the importance and the meaning of worship and
Islamic life in a variety of places, providing philosophical grounds of wor-
ship in his exegetical writings.” For example, in his interpretation of Q.
2:21-22, “People, worship your Lord”, he highlights that worship makes
the principles of belief a part of the believers’ character (meleke). Worship
is a means for happiness in this world and the hereafter, helping to order
(tanzim) the life of both worlds and to gain individual and collective per-
fection (sabsi ve nev’i kemaldt). Worship is also a great relation (nisbet,
rabita) between God and his servants. Nursi provides several reasons with
regard to why worship is the cause of happiness in this world, as follows:
Since the intellects of members of society are unable to comprehend jus-
tice, humanity needs a universal intellect in order to establish justice. That
universal intellect and law (kanun) are the Shari‘a. The Prophet protects
the effectiveness of the Shari‘a and its implementation. In order to estab-
lish obedience to God’s commands and prohibitions, people need to
maintain the idea of God’s majesty (azamet), and this is possible via the
manifestation (zecelli) of the principles of beliet (abkdm-1 imaniye). The
tenets of belief are firmly strengthened (zakviye ve inkisaf) only through a
repeated and renewed act, and that act is worship.®®

Moreover, Nursi points out that worship aims to turn minds (fikir)
towards God. The servant’s turning (zevecciih) to God leads him to obedi-
ence and submission. This obedience incorporates worshippers in the per-
fect order (imtizam-1 ekmel) in the universe. Furthermore, through
obeying God’s commands and prohibitions, many connections are made
for a person with the numerous levels of society. In addition, through
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Islam and worship, a Muslim makes firm relations with all other Muslims
and forms strong bonds. These lead to brotherhood (#huvvet) and true
love (muhbabbet), which are the first steps for the development of social life
(hbeyet-i ictimaiye). In Nursi’s view, worship is also the means of personal
perfection (al-kamalat al-shakbsiyyn). Humankind has a very strange
nature, and he is created as if he is an index (fibriste) of all the species and
all the worlds. Worship raises (inbisat) the human spirit and value, and
human abilities develop (inkisaf) through worship. Worship also helps to
purify (temyiz ve tenzih) inclinations (meyiller), and it limits (bad) the
powers of appetite (Seheviye) and anger (gadabiye).® It is clear that Nursi,
in his interpretation, focuses on the meaning and wisdom of worship
rather than its jurisprudential details. Thus, he provides the foundations of
worship based on the Qur’an. It is interesting to note here that Rashid
Rida also highlights the need for returning to the spirit of Islamic laws and
for knowledge of the principles on which they are established. Today many
people know commands (abkam) and what is lawful and unlawful.
However, they do not know the reasons, purposes and wisdom (/sikmah)
behind these injunctions. What makes the companions of the Prophet suc-
cessful is their knowledge of the wisdom behind the commands.”®
Therefore, in this regard, a similar approach can be seen among certain
modern scholars.

Nursi specifically examines the notion of 4jtihad, arguing that while it is
open, there are some obstacles to its application today.”! Firstly, he states
that Muslims are faced with anti-Islamic beliefs, many religious innova-
tions and widespread misguidance in the modern period. People’s minds
are estranged from spiritual matters. In the name of zjzzbad, opening new
gaps and avenues of attack in the castle of Islam is a crime against Islam.
Secondly, the fundamentals of Islam (zaruriyit) are not open to ijtibad
since they are clearly stated and definite (kat’ ve muayyen). Today, people
abandon these essentials; therefore, we must attempt to revitalize them.
The early Muslims and jurists with pure intention deduced rules and zj¢z-
hads in Islam’s theoretical matters (nazariyat) from the major legal
sources. These ijtibads can be enough for all times and places. Leaving
these rules and attempting new zjtibads in an indulgent way (heveskiarine)
is a bad innovation. Nursi also draws attention to the fact that 90% of the
Shari‘a is comprised by the essentials of Islam, while only 10% are matters
subject to #jtihad, controversial and secondary. The matters which are
open to #jtibad, only 10%, must follow the essentials of Islam. Moreover,
if those who have entered the area of Islam via pure intention and being
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mindful of God and have obeyed the essentials of Islam engage in itibad,
such an zj¢zhad is a merit and perfection. However, if the desire to engage
in ijtihad comes from the people who would prefer worldly life to the
hereafter, and who have abandoned the essentials of Islam, dealing with
materialistic philosophy, such an #jzzbad damages the body of Islam.”?

Furthermore, in Nursi’s view, the law of Islam and #jtibad, which dis-
covers its hidden rules, are heavenly. However, the following three reasons
make #jtibad worldly in this time. The cause (‘Z//at) in order to establish a
rule is different from the wisdom that the rule has. The existence of a rule
depends on the cause (“//at), and the cause (“4/lat) requires the existence
of the rule. Today, nevertheless, people replace the cause (“4/lat) with wis-
dom and establish a rule based on wisdom. Such #jtibad, in his view, is
worldly. The second factor is that people today give precedence to worldly
happiness, while the Shari‘a gives absolute priority to eternal happiness in
the hereafter. Thus, the present viewpoint cannot use #jzzbad in the name
of the Shari‘a. The third factor is as follows:

The principle that “absolute necessity makes permissible what the Shari‘a
forbids” (inna ad-darirat tubihw’l-mabzirat) is not always valid, regardless
of time and place. If the necessity does not arise from a forbidden act, it may
be the cause for permission. But if it arises from a misuse of willpower and
unlawful acts, it cannot be the means for any dispensation. For example, if
someone becomes drunk and commits some crimes, he cannot be excused
for his actions...But if his drunkenness is due to force or threat, and not
from his own willpower, the divorce and the punishment are considered
non-binding. Thus a chronic drunkard cannot claim innocence by saying: “I
am forced to drink it, and so it is lawful for me.” These days, many things
that are not necessary for people’s life have become necessary and an addic-
tion because of people’s voluntary misuse of their will-power, unlawful incli-
nations, and forbidden acts. Thus they cannot be the means for a dispensation
or making the unlawful lawful. Those who favor exercising #jtihad in the
present circumstances build their reasoning on such “necessities,” and so
their éjtihad is worldly, the product of their fancies...”

Finally, another obstacle to do #jtihad today is that since eminent msuy-
tabids (miictehidin-i izdm) such as Abu Hanifa lived close to the time of
the Prophet and the companions, they got a pure (sdfi) light and exercised
ijtihad with pure intentions (balis). The Muslim jurists (ehl-i i¢tibad) of
the modern period look at the Qur’an from a great distance, and there are
so many veils between them and the first period.”
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Taking into account the information above, it can be concluded that
Nursi acknowledges the schools of medieval Muslim jurisprudence devel-
oped by the famous four jurists. Unlike certain modern scholars, he is not
critical of classical Islamic law and its rules, and he does not see the classi-
cal Islamic Jurisprudence (figh) as a great obstacle to an understanding of
the Qur’an. Besides, Nursi puts emphasis on the permanent nature of the
general principles of the Shari‘a, becoming aware of the need for their
revival. Nursi also identifies the great richness of the classical Muslim
jurists’ zjtzhads, arguing that these #jtzbads can be sufficient for all times
and places. For Nursi, only 10% of legal matters are open to #jtihad, but
the modernist thinkers tend to find a greater flexibility and broader scope
for ijtihad. Regarding the 10% in Nursi, it may be argued that he attempted
to raise the level of people’s religiosity because many people of his time
were uninterested in religion. Nursi himself also exercised numerous jt-
hads on various political and religious issues. Also, unlike the works of
some modern intellectuals, we cannot see in Nursi an emphasis on the
socio-historical context of the Qur’an in the interpretation of legal texts.
It could be said that Nursi does not deny the medieval Muslim jurispru-
dence, and he does not perceive any great challenge faced by the Muslims
of the modern period because of figh.

The obligation of zakat and prohibition of 726a and interest are signifi-
cant juristic topics. In his interpretation of Q. 2:3, “and give out of what
We have provided for them”, Nursi analyses the obligation of zakat and
the prohibition of 7iba. He underlines that zakat is a bridge of the reli-
gion, and Muslims help one another through this bridge. In his opinion,
the essential reasons for all the revolutions, corruption and the source of
all moral failings are only to be found in following two approaches: “Once
I’'m full, T do not care if others die of hunger”, and “You work so that I
can eat, and you struggle so that I can rest.” The Qur’an eradicates the
first saying and solves its problems through zakit, and the only remedy for
the second approach is the prohibition of 7ba. A peaceful social life
depends on the balance between the classes of people. The only means of
reconciliation between the upper classes (havas) and the lower classes
(avam), and the rich and the poor in the society is the obligation of zakat
and prohibition of 7iba. If the command of zakat and the prohibition of
7iba have been neglected, a great gap will emerge between the elite and
common people, and the connections between them will be lost. Nursi
points out that the Qur’an states “If you want to end social conflict and
struggle, do not engage in interest.””® As can be seen, Nursi provides the
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wisdom of the command of zakat and prohibition of 7iba, not dealing
with their jurisprudential details, or modern discussions. Nonetheless,
many modernist intellectuals particularly discussed 7264, allowing certain
types of 7iba according to the requirements of a modern economy. Many
of them believe that modern economic life today makes a necessity of
interest.”® For example, Abu Zayd argues that the Qur’anic prohibition of
7iba means only “exorbitant interest” (al-riba al-fihish), and it does not
include a fair payment for the use of borrowed money.”” Such discussions
on 7iba cannot be found in Nursi’s exegetical writings. The reason for this
may be that Nursi left such jurisprudential debates to the experts in that
field, and he attempted to focus on more urgent topics, such as the essen-
tials of faith, Islamic metaphysics and theology.

As stated before, the early modernist scholars confined the idea of “true
understanding of the Qur’an” mainly to a number of modern issues such
as gender equality, women’s testimony or monogamy-polygamy.”® Certain
modern intellectuals such as M. ‘Abduh argued several liberal ideas with
regard to women such as more education for women, showing of the face
and hands of women, the significance of abolishing women’s seclusion and
making both polygamy and divorce more difficult. In their interpretation
of'a range of Qur’anic texts connected with women, they put emphasis on
the socio-historical context of the Qur’an; justice, equality and fairness as
the entire Qur’anic message; non-patriarchal readings; focusing on the
language of the text; and approaching the Qur’an holistically and intra-
textually.” For example, in the interpretation of Q. 4:3, “If you fear that
you cannot be equitable [to them], then marry only one”, some modern
Muslims hold the view that because no man can be unbiased between
several women, this passage in question almost makes polygamy impossi-
ble.8 Polygamy is a temporary order to reach monogamy. In other words,
a long-term purpose of the Qur’an is monogamy.®! Let us turn to Nursi’s
views on polygamy, women’s inheritance and the veiling of women.

With regard to polygamy, Nursi addresses the modern criticism on this
subject. He underlines that

The rules of Islam are made up of two sorts: The first consists of those rules
on which the Shari‘a is based, and this type is pure good (hiisn-ii hakikt,
hayr-1 mahz); the other is modification of laws and customs through the
Shari‘a. In this type, the Shari‘a takes issues that are primitive and cruel, and
it corrects them and requires them to be practised and fulfilled with human
nature as the lesser of two evils (ehveniisser). Making it possible to transfer to
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pure good, the Shari‘a put such matters in a form that was compatible with
the time and place. Such rules were common practices during the revelation
of the Qur’an, and suddenly abolishing (7¢f”) such practices could mean
reversing human nature (tabint-1 beser). Slavery and polygamy (taaddiid-ii
zeveat) are such matters. The Shari‘a did not raise the number of wives from
one to four, but it reduced the number from eight or nine to four. Also,
polygamy is compatible with nature, reason and wisdom. The Shari‘a estab-
lished such conditions that polygamy does not lead to any harm (mazarrat).
Even if there is some bad (se7) in polygamy, this bad is considered to be the
lesser of two evils (abwan al-sharr). The lesser of two evils is also a relative
justice (al-‘adaln al-idafiyn). (Heyhat) every situation of this world cannot
be pure good (hayr-1 mahz).$

As can be seen here, Nursi followed the medieval Muslim jurisprudence
in his arguments on polygamy and used jurisprudential rules in this sub-
ject. After this, Nursi considered the socio-historical context of the Qur’an
in the interpretation of the polygamy verse. A number of customs such as
polygamy and slavery were common practices in the early seventh century
CE. The Qur’an took that context into account, reduced the number of
wives a man could marry to four and established rules to be practised in a
way that it can cause no harm. Next, Nursi believes that polygamy is con-
formable with nature, reason and wisdom, as indicated below his argu-
ments for this approach.

Nursi states that modern civilization condemns polygamy (taaddiid-ii
ezvic) as being unwise (muhalif-i hikmet) and opposed to (miindfi)
human’s benefit (masiabat-1 beseriye). If the wisdom of marriage were sex-
ual gratification, polygamy would be a lawful method to achieve it.
However, the aim and wisdom of marriage and sexual relations is repro-
duction (tanasul), as all animals and plants bear testimony to this reality.
In his view, sexual pleasure (kazd-yz sehvet) in the marriage is a small pay-
ment (zicret-i ciiz’iye) which is bestowed by Divine Mercy to fulfil this
duty. Then marriage is for reproduction and maintenance of the species.®
It is clear that unlike the modernist discourse, Nursi seems to follow the
traditional line in classical Qur’anic commentaries, not attempting to limit
polygamy in the Qur’anic text. Moreover, Nursi indicates the life of ani-
mals and plants and the nature of man and woman to give evidence on the
subject. In addition, Nursi highlights that the main purpose of marriage is
reproduction, and so the permission of polygamy can serve in this pur-
pose. Critically thinking, it could be stated that Nursi took the conditions
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of his time into account. While he did not ever marry in his life, as a
scholar from the eastern Anatolia, Nursi could not disregard completely
this common practice in the east of Turkey, where he was born and lived
for a while.

Inheritance law and Q. 4:11, “a son should have the equivalent share of
two daughters”, is other important topics discussed in the modern period.
Nursi declares that this topic demonstrates the superiority of the Qur’anic
commandments over modern civil law. Modern civilization criticizes the
Qur’an because it gives a woman half of her brother’s share in inheritance.
However, this Qur’anic rule is perfectly just and a mercy for women. In
general, a woman finds a man to look after her, while a man has to main-
tain someone else. According to the Islamic law, the husband is legally
responsible for providing for his wife and children, while the wife has no
legal obligation to contribute to her husband. In this case, a woman’s
husband will compensate for half of her brother’s inheritance. Her brother
will spend half of his share on his wife. Therefore, the inheritance of a
woman and her brother will be equal in this way. This is an example of
Qur’anic justice. Nursi indicates that inheritance law and its rules in the
Qur’an have psychological, social and economic reasons and meanings.®*
Nursi also criticizes modern civilization for depriving a mother of her
rightful share of her son’s wealth in inheritance, while Q. 4:11 underlines
“If he has brothers, his mother has a sixth.”%5 It is clear that Nursi acknowl-
edges that legal regulations in the Qur’an are valid for every time and
place. He also compares the laws of the Qur’an with modern civil law,
stressing the superiority of the legal text of the Qur’an. Nursi takes a holis-
tic approach to inheritance law and does not discuss it in great detail.

The veiling of women is another notable subject discussed in the con-
text of the modern period.®® Nursi also contributes to this debate in his
interpretation of Q. 33:59, “Prophet, tell your wives, your daughters, and
women believers to make their outer garments hang low over them.” He
declares that this verse commands the veiling of women. Even though
modern civilization disagrees with this injunction, considering it to be
unnatural and a form of slavery for women, veiling is wholly natural for
them. At this point, Nursi indicates that his understanding of Q. 33:59
relies on the traditional mainstream approach in the exegetical literature
by referring to his defence for the court. He notes that

I say to this court of law: If there is justice on the face of the earth, it will
surely quash the decision which has convicted a person who, based on the
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unanimous agreement of around three hundred and fifty thousand com-
mentaries of the Qur’an and the common belief of all our forefathers during
over one thousand, three hundred and fifty years, discussed a sacred, true
Divine principle, which every century, hundreds of millions of people have
followed in their social life during those one thousand, three hundred and
fifty years.?”

Nursi underlines that this Qur’anic order regarding the veiling is natu-
ral for women, providing four wisdoms of this command. For example,
veiling is natural, and the women’s innate character requires it. This order
also saves women from degeneration, baseness, spiritual slavery and low-
ness.®® In addition, with regard to the superiority of the Qur’anic orders
over modern civil law, Nursi points out that the Qur’an, as a mercy, com-
mands women to wear the veil of modesty in order to preserve respect for
themselves and to stop their transformation into objects of low desire or a
tool of lust. Modern civilization took women out of their homes, destroyed
their veils and led humanity astray. In Nursi’s opinion, while family life
relies on mutual love and respect between spouses, women’s immodest
dress destroyed sincere love and respect in family life. What Nursi expresses
is that the Shari‘a mercifully invites women back to their homes. In their
houses, they are respected and comfortable. Increased freedom for women
caused a sudden spread of bad morality in mankind. Unveiling of women
played a large role in leading modern men astray.® It can be concluded
that Nursi focuses more on the wisdom of such topics as the veiling rather
than jurisprudential discussions. As a result of his revival project, Nursi
emphasizes the superiority of the Qur’anic commands over other laws.
Moreover, with regard to women’s seclusion, Nursi seems to disagree with
the modernist views that attempt to seek its abolition. It may be argued
that Nursi did not disregard completely the practice of women’s seclusion
in eastern Anatolia, so his view can be considered to be a contextualist
approach. In addition, Nursi defends Qur’anic orders such as veiling
against the criticisms of his time, and his explanations regarding these mat-
ters are seen as the subjects of kalam. Therefore, these support the argu-
ment of this thesis.

In his commentary, Nursi also discussed lying and listening to music
from a juristic perspective. In his interpretation of Q. 2:10, “There is a
disease in their hearts, to which God has added more: agonizing torment
awaits them for their persistent lying”, Nursi responds to the question
that whether lying is permitted for some good benefit (maslabat). He



TRENDS AND EXEGETICAL TRADITIONS 195

emphasizes that lying can be legally permitted if its benefits are certain
and necessary. However, he believes that in fact what they call a good
benefit is usually a false excuse. As stated in the principles of the Shari‘a, a
matter that is not exact and whose quantity is not measured cannot be
made the cause (“//at) and the basis of rulings since such a matter is open
to abuse. Also, if the harm of a thing is greater than its benefits, that thing
becomes abrogated and benefit relies on its non-existence. The anarchy
and disorder in the world bear witness that the harm outweighs the ben-
efit that is regarded as an excuse. Nevertheless, he also points out that
allusion (kinaya) and hinting (z4°7id) are not lying.”® Regarding the rule
of music, Nursi indicates in the interpretation of Q. 2:7, “God has sealed
their hearts and their ears”, that the Shari‘a judges some sounds lawful
and some unlawful. Sounds which excite heavenly sorrows and divine
loves are lawful, while sounds that provoke the carnal appetites and cause
cries of mourning and sorrow based on disbelief are unlawful. In his view,
sounds that the Shari‘a does not give any rule should be judged according
to the effect, which those sounds have on our spirit and conscience.”!
While the verse is not clearly related to music, Nursi discusses the rule of
music from a legal perspective in its interpretation. In his approach, he has
a liberal view, considering the effect of music on people’s heart to give any
rule. Therefore, he takes people of his period and their situations into
account to judge listening to music.

7.3 MysTICAL EXEGESIS

It is important to note that the tradition of Qur’anic exegesis developed
between four general approaches: A Lnguistically dviven approach, reason-
based approach, tradition-based approach, mystically dviven approach (Sifi
interpretation). Siifi exegesis (zaf5ir ishar?) means a mystically oriented
reading of the Qur’an, looking for “hidden” meanings of the text.?? If this
trend in zafszr is briefly introduced, this form of exegesis is connected with
the development of the Stfi movement, tasawwuf, and it is based on views
of the Muslim mystics around the second AH/eighth century CE.
Proponents of mystical exegesis argued that the mystical allusions in the
Qur’anic text were related most closely to the human spiritual condition,
and those allusions and inner meanings could not be understood by super-
ficial readings or arguments about aspects of law and theology. Therefore,
mystical exegesis gives precedence to the spiritual and inner meanings of
the Qur’an.”?
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Sufis provide various arguments for mystical exegesis from the Qur’anic
text and the prophetic traditions. They often quote a number of verses
such as Q. 6:38, “We have missed nothing out of the Book”, and Q.
31:27, “If all the trees on earth were pens and all the seas, with seven more
seas besides, [were ink, ] still God’s words would not run out.” In the eyes
of the Sifis, the image of the Qur’an is considered to be the ocean of all
knowledge.”* The Sufis also emphasize that there are exoteric (z@hir) and
inner (batin) meanings of the Qur’an, and their approach is based on a
hadith attributed to ‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ad.”®

The messenger of God said, “The Qur’an was descended in seven letters
(abruf). Each letter (harf) has a back (zabr) and belly (batn). Each letter
(barf) has a limit (badd), and each limit (badd) has a point of comprehen-
sion (muttala®)”.%®

Consequently, most Stfis believe that the Qur’an has many levels of
meaning, thus the meaning of the Qur’an cannot be restricted only to the
transmitted meanings from the first generation. As there is the literal
aspect of the Qur’anic text, there are also other levels of meaning. The
interpretations of other levels of meaning are the result of Siifis’ spiritual
practices and divine grace since they believe that “knowledge cannot be
separated from spiritual practice”.®” At this point, it is worth mentioning
that in the classical period, the mainstream Sunni line accepted certain
torms of tafsir ishari by several conditions, as long as Siifi interpretations
did not (a) cause the derivation of laws and rulings or theological posi-
tions, (b) contradict other Qur’anic passages or hadith texts, (¢) contradict
the apparent meaning of the text. Also, the interpreter should not claim
that the meaning reached was the only meaning possible.”® As can be rec-
ognized, Siifi exegesis established from the early period of Islam, and the
mainstream Sunni approach allowed such forms of exegesis according to
the certain criteria. Now we shall look at the modern period because the
critical views on tafs7r ishart have emerged.

First of all, the revolt against Stfism is a general characteristic of Muslim
modernism. The Muslim modernists aimed to return to the Qur’an and
the Sunna, and they were interested in the reconstruction of their
socio-political order. Social order and its improvement were the motto of
many Muslim modernists. For them, the reconstruction of social order
was more important than the improvement of the individual. However,
according to them, Siifism is not interested in society, or history, or socio-
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political powers. It focuses on the reform of the individual and his or her
salvation in the hereafter. In their view, Stfism teaches docility, passivity
and contentment; and energy, bravery, nationalism, attempts to lofty and
active interest in material improvement decline through Sifism. Therefore,
the modernist intellectuals disagreed with such a philosophy of life since
their purpose was the reconstruction of their society. An individual’s salva-
tion does not lie in isolation, but it relies on the right ordering of his
society.”” However, when viewed critically, the modernist ideas about Sufi
teachings are open to question. As Itzchak Weismann argues, Stafism and
Sufi reformist brotherhoods played a leading role throughout the history
of Islam.' The Safi movement (zasawwunf) became a means of revival
many times in Islamic history. Examples make it easier to understand the
attitude of the modernist intellectuals towards Safism.

For example, Ahmad Khan uses the Shari‘a as a criterion in his approach
to Sifism. The validity of Stufism depends on its accord with the Shari‘a.
He emphasizes that following the companions of the Prophet on the way
to spiritual development is better than practising the innovations accepted
by the Sifis. Like many other modernists, Parwiz also rejects Safism and
aims instead to improve the social order. Fazlur Rahman is also another
proponent of this attitude. He is also critical of Safism because he argues
it prevents people from the effort to establish a moral-social order. He
draws attention to the social aspect of Islam, emphasizing that the com-
panions did not live a way of life independent of the society-building prin-
ciples of Islam. In his view, Stfism brought Messianism into Islam and
stressed the widespread feeling of hopelessness. However, the effort to
establish a moral-social order in the world is the significant feature of pure
Islam.1%! It is interesting that various modern thinkers make a distinction
between the original Islam and Islam’s present form or the historical
Islam,'%? and some such as Ahmad Khan and Fazlur Rahman put emphasis
on the way of the companions in their critical approach to Sifism and
Sufi ideas.

Secondly, the modernist thinkers who focus purely on the literal mean-
ing of the text are highly critical of Sufi (mystical) approaches to the
Qur’anic text refusing mystical (zsh277) interpretations, stated as richness
of meaning (or secondary-hidden meanings) besides primary-apparent
meanings of verses, and tasawwufin classical commentaries.!® While many
modernists express their dissatisfaction with zafsir ishari, there are also
certain exceptions. For example, even though his methodology normally
does not allow such a form of exegesis, ‘Abduh sometimes applies mystical
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(ishar?) interpretations to some Qur’anic verses such as the first verses of
the chapter, The Fig (al-Tin).'** It is important to bear in mind that three
distinct periods characterized ‘Abduh’s thought. ‘Abduh travelled from
Safism through rational liberalism to Salafism. Therefore, the elements of
these three trends can be discerned in his writings.!%°

Because Nursi’s approach to Stfism has been discussed in the first chap-
ter, now our task is to analyse his views on tafsir ishari. When we look at
Nursi’s exegetical writings, it is clear that he does not deny mystical (zshar7)
interpretations, indicated as secondary meanings and implications in addi-
tion to primary-apparent meanings of Qur’anic verses. As stated before,
regarding comprehensiveness in wording or expression of the Qur’an,
Nursi refers to the famous prophetic tradition (hadith): “Each verse has
outer (zabr) and inner meanings (batn), limits (badd) and a point of com-
prehension (muttalad), as well as each has twigs (shujiin-3,4), boughs
(ghusiin-3,2:) and branches (funin-3;).”"% Nursi also adds that each
phrase (keldm), word, letter and diacritical point (ssiksit) has numerous
aspects.!”” Moreover, he declares that in addition to the Qur’an’s explicit
meanings (mand-y: sarihi), there are numerous layers or levels (miiteaddit
tabakalar), one of which is the allusive and symbolic meaning (mdni-y:
isdri ve vemzi). The allusive meaning is also a generality (kx//z), and this
has particularities (csiz’iyat) in every century. Such levels of meaning do
not harm the Qur’anic verses or its explicit meanings, but they show its
miraculousness (7’caz).!% Furthermore, he also stresses that Qur’anic
expressions have a universal content because they address all levels of peo-
ple at all times. Therefore, Qur’anic clauses are not restricted to a single
meaning, and any interpretation indicates only one aspect of those univer-
sal meanings. Every exegete (miifessir) or saint (4rif) prefers one meaning,
depending on their spiritual discovery (kesf), their evidence (delil) or their
movements (mesreb).'% In order to make it clear, Nursi provides the inter-
pretation of Q. 55:19-20 as quoted below:

For example: He let forth the two seas that meet together, between them a bar-
rier they do not overpass (55: 19-20), which are repeated by saintly people
(ehl-i veldyet) in their daily recitations, indicates all pairs of “seas” or realms
(méandsindaks ciiz’iyatlar), spiritual or material, figurative or actual, from
the realms of Lordship (&abr-i Rububiyet) and servanthood (bahr-i ubidi-
yet) to the spheres of necessity (daire-i viicub) and contingency (daire-i
tmkan), from this world to the Hereafter, including the visible, corporeal
world and the Unseen World (dlem-i gayb ve dlem-i sehadet bahirleri), the
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Pacific and Atlantic oceans, the Mediterranean and Red seas ( Bahr-i Abmer),
and the Suez Canal, salt water and sweet water in the seas and underground,
and such mighty rivers as the Nile, the Euphrates and Tigris carrying sweet
water and salty seas to which they flow. All of these, together with many
others I do not deem it necessary to mention here, can be intended (murad)
and meant (maksud) in that expression’s content (parts from meanings), are
their literal (hakiki) and figurative (mecazi) meanings. Likewise, the expres-
sion: Praise be to God, the Lord of the Worlds includes many truths (hakaik).
And so people of illumination ( Ehl-i kesif) and truth (ebl-i hakikat), depend-
ing on their own insight and spiritual discovery, explain it differently.!1?

As we have seen, Nursi points out various layers or levels of the mean-
ings of two Qur’anic verses. He embraces the literal meaning of the verses
along with other levels of meaning. Of course, Qur’anic commentaries
include these meanings which are indicated by Nursi. His emphasis on the
interpretation through the saints’ spiritual discovery (kashf) clearly dem-
onstrates his attitude towards mystical (zsh477) interpretations. While many
intellectuals denied tasawwuf, Nursi sees it standing firmly within the
Islamic tradition. In order to understand Nursi’s attitude, his early educa-
tion should be taken into consideration. Nursi declares that al-Ghazzali,
Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi and ‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani are among his spiritual
masters. The works of these Stfi masters have an impact on Nursi’s intel-
lectual thoughts. Nursi is respectful of the intellectual Safi tradition of
Islam, admiring the richness of mystical interpretive thought.

In his certain examples, Nursi shows how people can understand several
verses according to their intellectual levels and capacities. For example, in
his interpretation of Q. 21:30, “the heavens and the ecarth used to be
joined together and that We ripped them apart”, he firstly clarifies the
ordinary people’s (tabaka-i avam) understanding of the verse: The heav-
ens were clean and had no clouds, could not send rain, while Earth was
dry and infertile. Then, God formed a relationship between them. As a
result, the heavens were able to send rain, and Earth began to produce its
plants. After this understanding above, there is a higher level of meaning:
The sun and planets were divided from the doughy matter (al-madda
al-ajiniya) that was created from the light of Muhammad (al-nir
al-Mubammadz) ! Nursi supports this level of understanding with the
famous prophetic tradition, cited frequently in Sufi literature that “What
God created firstly is my light, ##7.”112 Nursi considers the Sufi-centric
approach to the verse to be the higher level of understanding. Nursi does
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not disregard this rich mystical literature in the Islamic tradition, using this
intellectual thought in his formulation of Islamic metaphysics and theol-
ogy. Now we shall focus on several mystical (#sh477) interpretations in
Nursi’s one-volume commentary.

In his interpretation of Q. 1:2, “All praise (a/-Hamd)”, Nursi refers to
the Sufi interpretation, highlighting that the very famous meaning of
praise is to demonstrate the attributes of perfection (al-sifat al-kamiliya).
God created humanity as a comprehensive summary of the universe and
an index of eighteen thousand worlds. God put in humanity’s essence a
sample from each world, in which is manifested one of God’s names. If a
person applies all of his or her organs and abilities in the way of God, fulfils
thankfulness and obeys the Shari‘a, each of those samples in human nature
becomes a window showing his world. Humanity looks at that world from
this window, and he becomes a mirror reflecting it, a mirror of God’s attri-
bute manifested in cach world, and a mirror of God’s name that each
world shows. Through this way, humanity, both in spirit and body,
becomes a summary of the visible and invisible worlds. Human beings
display what is manifested in both worlds. When a human being carries
out the duty of praise, he or she becomes both a place of manifestation and
a manifestor of the attributes of perfection. In this context, Nursi indicates
the famous hadith qudsi (sacred hadith), cited frequently in Safi literature,
that “I was a hidden treasure, so I created creation that they might know
Me.”113 Also, he points to Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-‘Arabi’s interpretation of
this report. In Ibn al-‘Arab?’s view, badith qudsi means that “I created
creation to be a mirror in which I might observe My beauty.”''* Here,
Nursi uses a number of STfi concepts such as humanity’s essence, manifes-
tation (zayallz), God’s names and attributes (asma‘ and sifat), referring to
the famous Sufi Ibn al-‘Arabi.

Moreover, Nursi refers to numerous technical terms which are used in
Safi literature such as ma’iyyah (togetherness with God), wahidiyya (divine
unity) and ahbadiyya (Oneness), ‘ubidiyya (worshipfulness), ma‘rifat
Allah (knowledge of God), mubabbar Allah (1ove of God).!*® In his inter-
pretation of Q. 1:7, “those who incur no anger and who have not gone
astray”, Nursi expresses that this statement is a station of fear and fleeing
(kbawfand firar), and this station has a relationship with the previous sta-
tions. This station draws our attention in bewilderment and terror to the
station of dominicality (magam-i rubitbiyya), characterized by Glory and
Beauty, in seeking refuge to the station of worship (maqiam-i ‘ubidiyya) in
“we worship” (Q. 1:5), in impotence to the station of reliance (magam-i
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tawakkul) in “we ask for help” (Q. 1:5), in consolation to the station of
hope and relief (magam-i raja), which is its constant companion. In his
view, the reason for this is that one who sees something very frightening
experiences fear and bewilderment, then he tends to flee, then because of
his impotence he places all trust in God, and then he seeks the ways of
consolation.’® As can be scen, Nursi applies the spiritual stations to
Qur’anic verses. These spiritual stations are included in classical Safi litera-
ture, and Nursi does not hesitate to use such concepts. In his other works,
Nursi explicates in great detail such spiritual concepts.

Furthermore, mystical (ssha77) interpretations can be found in Nursi’s
exegeses of individual letters (al-hurif al-mugatt'a). For example, “Alf
Lam. Mim.” in Q. 2:1 alludes to the following successive precepts: Alif
means “this is the pre-eternal speech of God”, /am hints “Gabriel brought
down it” and mzm implies “to the Prophet Muhammad”. He also adds his
reason that the whole range of Qur’anic rules are expressed in summary in
a single long chapter; a long chapter is showed allusively in a short chapter;
a short chapter is contained in a single verse; a verse is seen in a single
sentence; a sentence is implied in a single word; and such a comprehensive
word may be hinted at in the disconnected letters like in Szn. Lam. Mim.1Y
Nursi holds the view that because of this mystical idea, “Alf. Lam. Mim.”
can hint at the above meanings. Secondly, he also stresses that the impor-
tance of individual letters does not lie only in their meanings. There are
natural mutual connections among letters like relationships between num-
bers, and the science of the secrets of letters (“ilm asrar al-hurif) has dis-
covered these connections. Nursi points out that this feature is also a
reflection of the Qur’an’s inimitability, and his collection has showed this
quality.!18

In addition, it is important to note that Nursi considers the science of
gafr (jifr),'* to be a source of knowledge. In his view, the origin of jaf7,
which is based on abjad reckoning, is the fourth khalif ‘Ali’s treatise
Jaljalutiyya. Nursi believes that jafr is one of the keys of the invisible
world and an aspect of the Qur’an’s inimitability. The Qur’anic verses have
numerous meanings in addition to their literal meanings, and these mean-
ings may be known through the science of jafr. In his writings, he says
that he obtained some knowledge of the unseen, attempting to explain
hidden truths in the future by means of jafr.!?° It is clear that Nursi’s
hermeneutics includes the science of jaf7, and the inner meanings may be
known through this source. For example, Nursi highlights that the Qur’an
is full of predictions for scholars of the Qur’an’s esoteric meanings (‘#lama
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al-batin). One category in predictions is particular to saints and spiritual
discovery (kashf). In this context, he mentions the two significant Safs.
Ibn al-‘Arabt discovered numerous predictions in chapter a/-Rum, and
Imam Rabbani discerned signs of various future events in the individual
letters (al-burif al-mugqatt‘a).*?' The following example explicitly illus-
trates how Nursi uses the science of jaf in his zshari approach.

In his interpretation of the chapter a/-Falag,'®* Nursi highlights that
this chapter points to all ages, and through its allusive meaning (zsharz
ma‘na) looks more to our strange age, even clearly, and invites believers
to seek refuge with God. Nursi notes that:

All the verses of this s#z7a have numerous meanings. Only in respect of its
allusive meaning, its repeating the word “evil” (;2) four times in five sen-
tences; and with a powerful relation (miinasebet-i maneviye) and in four
ways its pointing the finger with the same date to the four unparalleled,
ghastly, stormy evils, material and immaterial, of this age, with its revolu-
tions and clashes, and its implicitly giving the command: “withdraw from
these;” is certainly guidance from the Unseen (é7sad-2 gaybi) in a way befit-
ting the Qur’an’s miraculousness. For example, the sentence Say: I seek ref-
uge with the Sustainer of the dawn ‘coincides’ (tevafuk) with the date 1352
or 1354 according to abjad and jafr reckoning (hesab-1 ebeedi ve cifii), allud-
ing to the Second World War, which was brewing up then erupted due to
the prevalent ambition and greed of mankind and the First War, and in
effect saying to the community of Muhammad (PBUH): “Do not enter this
war, but seek refuge with your Sustainer.” With another of'its allusive mean-
ings (mdna-y remzi), as a special favour to the Risale-i Nur students, who
are servants of the Qur’an, it hints (7emzen) to them that they were to be
saved around the same date from Eskishehir Prison and an awesome evil,
and that the plans to eliminate them would come to nothing. It was as
though commanding them symbolically to seek refuge with God...!??

Having explained other allusive meanings, Nursi draws attention to the
fact that each verse has many meanings. Also, every meaning is universal,
and it has particularities (afrad) in every century. What Nursi mentions
above is only its level of allusive meaning which points to this century. This
century is one particular (fard) within that universal meaning. But, because
our century has gained a special character, this chapter points to it with its
date. Nursi also adds that this chapter can include numerous secrets and
allusions to this century and its wars.!?* These examples show us how
Nursi derives allusive meanings from Qur’anic verses through the science
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of jafr. In his view, according to abjad and jafr reckoning, the first verse
of the chapter a/-Falag provides the date of 1352 or 1354 AH, and this
date is around the same time as the Second World War and when his stu-
dents were saved from the prison. Then Nursi connects the verses with
those events in his interpretation.

Another example which illustrates Nursi’s Siif1 interpretation can be
seen in his explanation of tagwa. He points out that the Qur’an mentions
tagwa in three stages: Abandoning associating partners with God (shirk),
abandoning disobedience and sin and abandoning everything other than
God (masiwi Allak).**® We can come across the last stage of zagwa here in
classical Sufi literature such as al-Qushayri’s epistle.!?¢ After explanation of
the general meaning, Nursi indicates the higher level of meaning of this
concept. Finally, in his interpretation of Q. 2:3, “those who are mindful of
God keep up the prayer”, Nursi mentions secrets of the daily prayer. The
daily prayer (salat) is a great link and a supreme relationship between the
servants and God, and it is also an act of service. To charm and to attract
every spirit is a characteristic of the prayer. He emphasizes that the pillars
of the prayer (sa/at) include many mysteries and secrets, and those secrets
have been expanded in books such as Ibn al-‘Arabi’s al-Futihat al-
Muaklkiyn.'*” His emphasis on the mysteries of the prayer and his reference
to Ibn al-‘Arabi show us his attitude towards tafsir ishari.

7.4  ScCIENTIFIC EXEGESIS

As stated in the second chapter, the modernist exegesis is based on reason
and modern science. The power of reason has significantly affected Muslim
modernism.'?® In their interpretation of the Qur’anic text, the Muslim
modernists found the telegraph, telephone, tramway and microbes indi-
cated in the Qur’anic verses. As the results of modern research are re-
discovered in the Qur’an, they also pointed out that modern science can
make the Qur’anic passages clear.?* Many scientific commentators show
this form of exegesis as evidence that the Qur’an is the word of God, and
the Prophet is the true messenger, and it is considered to be one aspect of
the Qur’an’s inimitability.'*® They put more emphasis on the inimitability
of the scientific contents of the Qur’an than its linguistic and rhetoric
inimitability.’®! Let us turn to the views of Ahmad Khan and ‘Abduh with
regard to scientific exegesis.

Ahmad Khan believes that God’s word, the revelation, cannot contra-
dict his work, that is, nature. Any religion sent by God must necessarily be
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within the grasp of the human intellect because we can perceive the oblig-
atory character of a religion only by means of the intellect. Thus, in his
view, the Qur’anic revelation does not include anything contradicting sci-
entific reason. The violation of the law of nature, which God established,
is impossible so long as that law exists. There is nothing in the Qur’an
contradicting the law of nature. As a practical result of this approach, he
eliminated miraculous events from his approach to the Qur’anic text as
much as possible and all kinds of supranatural phenomena that were not
compatible with his own scientific opinion.'*? For example, Ahmad Khan
attempts to reconcile the theory of evolution with the Islamic principles of
creation and the fall of Adam.!3? He clarifies that the prophet’s night jour-
ney happened only in a dream, while the jinn are some kind of primitive
savages living in the forest.!** These examples clearly demonstrate Khan’s
naturalist interpretations of Qur’anic verses and concepts.

‘Abduh, in his commentary, demonstrates the importance of reason
and a positive approach to science in Islam. ‘Abduh underlines that many
Qur’anic verses call for reflection upon the signs of God in nature, and
these verses consist of approximately a half of the Qur’an. Basically, there
is no conflict between religion and science since both are based on reason,
and both examine the same occurrences to a certain extent. In this respect,
religion is a friend of science. He advocates for Muslims the duty of acqui-
sition of the sciences in which Western countries are proficient, in order to
be able to contend against these countries. In his view, God has given two
books: nature, which is created, and the Qur’an, which is revealed. The
Qur’an urges us to study nature through the intelligence. ‘Abduh believes
that the spirit of Islam, as truly comprehended, is tolerant of all scien-
tific study.!3®

In ‘Abduh’s view, because Islam is the religion of reason and progress,
the Qur’an fits in with the laws of nature, instructing people about the
laws involved in the historical development of nations and societies.
Consequently, ‘Abduh, in his commentary, attempts to see the discover-
ies of modern science into the Qur’anic text. For example, he thinks that
the jinn indicated in the Qur’an could be equal to microbes. He also
considers the flocks of birds, mentioned in Q. 105, to be swarms of flies
which, through their polluted legs, had transmitted a disease to the army
of the elephant. In this way, he interprets this miraculous content of the
Qur’an in a way that is acceptable to modern science.'®*® Morcover,
‘Abduh endeavours to make compatible the theory of evolution with the
story of Genesis in the Qur’an.?®” In his interpretation of Q. 4:1, “People,
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be mindful of your Lord, who created you from a single soul, and from
it created its mate, and from the pair of them spread countless men and
women far and wide”, ‘Abduh highlights that the address is general and
indefinite, and the text does not literally mean by “a single soul” a refer-
ence to Adam. Therefore, each group of people can interpret their own
origin according to their own beliefs. Those who state that all people
came from Adam can refer this single soul to him, and people who believe
that each race has its own ancestor can relate it to him. Because the
address is general and many people do not know about Adam and Eve, a
particular reference to Adam could not be meant. The origin of human
beings from Adam is a story that came from the Hebrews, while the
Chinese have a different tradition. He also holds the view that science
and study on the history of humanity have disputed the Hebrew tradi-
tion. Therefore, the Muslims are not required to believe the story of the
Jews because it is not certain whether the story authentically came to us
from the Books of Moses. Briefly, God left the text general, and so the
interpretation of “one soul” may include what European scientists argue
over the origin of humanity.!®® ‘Abduh disregards a number of authentic
hadiths with regard to the origin of human beings from Adam. Therefore,
his critical approach to the story of creation in Islamic tradition, based on
the sound hadiths and the Biblical story does not seem to be coherent.
In addition, ‘Abduh is heavily criticized by various Muslims scholars
because of his views on the jizn and the naturalist understanding of the
story of the elephant.

It should also be noted that ‘Abduh’s interpretations such as those
above do not have similarities to the proponents of scientific exegesis:
‘Abduh’s aim was to prove to his public that the Qur’anic passages in
question were not contrary to reason according to modern scientific stan-
dards. As for the supporters of scientific exegesis, they attempt to prove
that the Qur’an is many centuries ahead of Western scientists, and modern
scientific discoveries have been foreseen in the Qur’an.'® Based on the
examples just cited, it could be reasonably stated that ‘Abduh attempts to
rationalize various miraculous events in the Qur’an to make its teachings
compatible with modern science. Nevertheless, ‘Abduh’s attitude towards
the prophetic miracles is not only to rationalize them. He does not see the
miracles of the prophets to be impossible in terms of reason. For this rea-
son, ‘Abduh does not always attempt to make rational explanations for
every miraculous event, and he acknowledges many miraculous events of
the previous prophets. At the same time, he thinks that the era of the
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miracle is over with the coming of the Prophet Muhammad. Humanity
entered the time of maturity through Islam.? Critically thinking, Khan
and ‘Abduh’s readings of the Qur’an based on modern reason and science
are open to challenge. As Baljon indicated, while Muslim modernism has
over time been heavily influenced by the power of reason, rationalism had
given place to vitalism and existentialism in Europe long ago.'*! In addi-
tion, one could argue in favour of a way of harmonization between reli-
gion and science without disregarding the traditional understanding of
certain concepts. It can be recognized that modern reason and its scien-
tific discoveries have a huge influence on modern scholars. Let us now
turn to Nursi’s approach to the relation between religion and science and
the scientific exegesis.

Firstly, Nursi acknowledges that there is a union between the Qur’an
and the universe. In his opinion, the Qur’an comes directly from the ever-
lasting “speech” attribute (kalam) of God, and the universe and every-
thing in it is derived directly from His attribute of qudrah (power). The
Qur’an is made up of verses that are the manifestation of God’s attribute
of kalam (speech) as the universe is the reflection of His attribute of
qudrah (power). Nursi points out that if one of them is transformed into
the other, the transformed one will take the other’s form. At this point, he
also thinks that the Qur’an and the universe interpret cach other.'*? In this
context, he underlines that an established true scientific discovery cannot
be in contradiction with the Qur’an.!*3 In addition, he attempts to corre-
late between the Shari‘a’s teachings and scientific information and theo-
ries, sometimes criticizing ancient philosophy and modern science.!**
However, in this respect, Nursi’s approach does not drive him to rational-
ize various miraculous events in the Qur’an.

Secondly, Nursi emphasizes that the Qur’an’s approach to the universe
is different from the attitude of modern science. Nursi states that science
and materialistic philosophy have gone astray from the path of truth. The
Qur’an mentions creation and the universe to inform people about God
and His names. In order to make known the Creator, the Qur’an clarifies
the meaning of the Book of the Universe. Thus, the Qur’an examines
creation for the knowledge of'its Creator, but science looks to creation for
its own sake and particularly speaks to scientists. In other words, the
Qur’an looks at everything on account of God, not on its own account,
while philosophy looks at the universe in terms of itself or material
causes.'* For example, Nursi notes the following:
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The knowledge of the universe derived from the Qur’an is infinitely superior
to that taught by modern science and philosophy. For example, the Qur’an
says: He has made the sun as a lamp (71:16). What a broad, profound view
the Qur’an gives you to look at the series of the Divine Names’ manifesta-
tions. Despite its huge size, the sun serves as a light to illuminate your home,
a fire to ripen or cook your food, by the command of Him Who nurtures
you. You have such a powerful and compassionate Owner that the sun and
innumerable others like it are lamps in His guest-house. Science or philoso-
phy tells you that the sun is a huge mass of fire moving by itself. Our Earth
and other planets were detached from it and move in their orbits deter-
mined by their attraction to the sun and gravity. This information gives you
cither a sense of fright or wonder [bewilderment].14¢

Nursi here indicates that the Qur’an looks at the world and any creature
on behalf of God and the manifestation of his divine names, while science
or philosophy looks to the world on behalf of itself. In his view, therefore,
the Qur’anic worldview is more valuable than the scientific and philo-
sophical worldviews. Philosophy is outwardly (zdhiren) magnificent
(mutantan), but inwardly (&dtinen) worthless (kof).'*” Moreover, Nursi
also expresses that one who is far from something cannot comprehend it
in the same way as one who is close to it. European philosophers and sci-
entists (Avrupa feylesoflary) penetrated deeply (siddet-i tevaggul) into
material subjects (maddiyat), and they are very far from the truths of
belief, Islam and the Qur’an. Hence, it cannot be said that those who
made many scientific discoveries such as lightning and steam could also
discover the secrets of truth and of the Qur’an. Their minds are restricted
to their eyes, but eyes cannot see what heart and spirit perceive, especially
when hearts have died because heedlessness (ghaflat) causes them to decay
through absorption in naturalism.!#8

Based on the information above, it can be concluded that Nursi criti-
cizes any form of science or philosophy that disregards metaphysical reali-
ties such as the existence of God, but does not wholly dismiss philosophy
as a discipline. In addition, he believes that science and scientific wonders
may not be a sufficient proof for Islamic faith for certain people, and it
seems that Nursi alludes to religious experience as a proof for religious
faith because his emphasis on what the heart and spirit perceive can indi-
cate this reality.

As mentioned in the fourth chapter, in his Old Said period, Nursi was
maintaining modern philosophy (hikmat al-jadida) and the new scientific
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approach.' With regard to this approach, a development in his intellec-
tual thought can be seen after his transformation into the New Said. He
draws attention to this development by pointing out that the Old Said and
various other thinkers accept the principles of human philosophy and
Western thought to a certain degree, and they depend upon these princi-
ples in their response to Europe. However, Nursi believes that because
they acknowledge certain principles in advance, as if they were established
scientific principles, they cannot demonstrate the true value of Islam. They
think as if they reinforce Islam by grafting philosophy’s supposedly deep-
rooted branches onto the body of Islam. Nursi left this way later because
he believes that overcoming anti-Islamic tendencies through this way is
little and demeans Islam. Later on, he showed that the essentials of Islam
are so deep that philosophy’s principles cannot reach them. In this former
way, these thinkers regard human philosophy as deep and Islam’s pillars as
extrinsic (gahir?) and think that the pillars can be supported by grafting
them onto the principles of philosophy. But Nursi highlights that the prin-
ciples of philosophy cannot reach the pillars of Tslam.'*® Nursi’s attitude in
this regard can indicate to us the view that the essentials of Islam, as a
divine religion from Adam to the Prophet Muhammad, have an authority,
and they are the origin of any development and science.

Thirdly, as mentioned earlier, for Nursi, the major themes of the Qur’an
are divine unity (a/-tawhid), prophethood (al-nubuwwa), the resurrection
(al-hashr) and justice-worship (al-‘adala, al-‘ibada).*®' Tt is only the
Qur’an that can give the correct and certain answer to the questions asked
of the universe by philosophy. Those basic questions are the following: O
universe! From where and by whose command do you come into exis-
tence? Who is your sultan and guide? What is your purpose here? Where
will you go? In Nursi’s view, except when they are used to support these
fundamental themes, natural facts are indicated by the Qur’an only paren-
thetically and as secondary matters. The universe and the workings of the
cosmos are used in the Qur’an for purposes of deduction and to show
their Maker through revealing the order of the divine art in the universe.
In other words, the main purpose of the Qur’an in referring to the book
of the universe and the facts of creation such as its order is to prove God’s
existence and Oneness. Therefore, exactly how the universe was formulated
is not really the issue. In Nursi’s view, any cosmic occurrence that is men-
tioned in the Qur’an has four functions. Firstly, it announces the glory of
God through the voice of the order (intizam) and through being in per-
fect harmony with all other parts of creation. Secondly, because any cos-
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mic phenomenon is the subject of a particular science, it demonstrates that
Islam is the essence (z#bde) and the bedrock of all true sciences (fiinun-u
hakikiye). Thirdly, because a cosmic occurrence is representative of a whole
species, it clearly shows the harmony (tatbik ve mutabik) existing between
Islam and the divine laws (kavanin ve nevamis-i Ilahiye) in the universe.
Through understanding this harmony and the support of the divine laws,
Islam is better understood and develops. Finally, because every cosmic
phenomenon is a manifestation of the truth (bakikatin niimunes), it
directs and urges minds towards the truth.!® Nursi holds the fact that the
Qur’an is not a book of science, and it mentions cosmic and natural facts
parenthetically in order to indicate their Maker. The reason why Nursi
heavily embraces scientific exegesis, which is a common trend in the mod-
ern period, can be that he seeks to demonstrate that Islam is the essence of
all true sciences. Because the attacks of materialistic and positivistic ideas
on Muslims’ faith come from modern sciences, Nursi aims to defend the
Islamic faith through the Qur’anic worldview on nature and universe and
responds to positivistic movements.

Moreover, Nursi states that the Qur’an is obscure (mubbam) and gen-
eral (muting) regarding the truths of creation and the physical sciences. In
his response to the relevant question, he maintains that if the Qur’an had
taught modern sciences to the people living ten centuries ago, it would
have confused their minds and caused them to fall into error. If the Qur’an
had stated: “O people! Look at the stationary sun, rotation of the earth,
and the thousands of living beings in a drop of water, then comprehend
the Maker’s grandeur!” it would have driven the people of that time to
denial. Because sciences ten centuries ago were not as advanced as in the
modern period, this statement was contrary to their external senses. For
them, such scientific discoveries were outside the bounds of possibility and
probability. It is good to remember that sciences are born only as the
result of many experiments, and the scientific discoveries developed as the
result of a meeting of minds and the conjunction of thousands of ideas.
Therefore, in his view, confusing people throughout the period of ten
centuries and satistfying only the people who have come after the emer-
gence of the modern sciences are contrary to wise guidance and the spirit
of eloquence. Eloquence required that the scientific discoveries should be
mentioned in obscure and general terms by respecting those people’s feel-
ings and not confusing their minds.'*® Nursi points out that the Qur’an
does not provide specific details about the truths of creation and sciences.
Through this method, it takes pre-modern people and their knowledge
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into account. At the same time, the Qur’an also alludes to modern sci-
ences through its obscure and general terms. Nursi also stresses that incor-
rect information and matters related to the natural sciences in classical
Qur’anic commentaries should not be considered to be the real meanings
and interpretations of the Qur’an.!®*

Furthermore, Nursi also responds to another doubt, which is that some
of the literal meanings of verses seem to be contrary to rational evidence
and scientific discoveries. He reiterates that the Qur’an mentions the uni-
verse and the workings of the cosmos in order to show their Maker. Since
their evidence has to be known before the thesis, and that the evidence,
which the Qur’an provides for the people in the seventh century CE, has
to be clear, the Qur’an reasonably inclines towards their emotions and
literary knowledge through some of its literal meanings. Nevertheless, he
points out that such literal meanings are not deliberately expressed for
affirming or indicating their knowledge and feelings, but they are allusive
or associative statements. Since the literal meanings of such verses inclin-
ing towards their feelings are allusive and indirect expressions (min qabil
al-kindyn), their literal meanings are not considered to be the subject of
either true or false. As a result, Qur’anic verses are not really contrary to
rational evidence and scientific discoveries. In this context, Nursi draws
attention to his understanding of scientific exegesis that the Qur’an con-
tains signs (amara) and indications (garina) on any occasion in order to
point to the truth for the authorities (ahl al-tabqgiq). He also emphasizes
that the Qur’an, by taking the scientists of the modern period into account,
indicates, implies and alludes to the truths of creation, modern sciences
and scientific discoveries through signs and associated meanings
(gara’in).t>

As can be seen, Nursi believes that on the one hand the Qur’an directly
addresses the people in the seventh century CE, taking their feelings and
literary knowledge into account through some of its literal meanings.
Hence, today these literal meanings seem to contradict science. However,
in his view, these literal meanings are allusive, and the Qur’an does not
intentionally incline towards their feelings to indicate their knowledge. On
the other hand, the Qur’an also addresses the people in every century
through its universal messages, including indications about the truths of
creation and the universe. For example, for the modern period, the Qur’an
implies the realities of creation, certain modern sciences and scientific
findings through signs (amara) and indications (garina), which point to
the truth and can be discovered by the experts.
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In addition, as noted above, Nursi stresses the importance of the rela-
tionship between religion and science and scientific exegesis, which is an
influential tendency in the modern period. The motive behind Nursi’s
approach here can be that he shows an interest in providing the religious
foundations of these issues. In his view, human beings will turn towards
knowledge and the natural sciences in the contemporary period and sub-
sequent periods. Authority and power will be at the hand of knowledge
and science. The future age will be an age of reason, knowledge and sci-
ence. Since the Qur’an relies on the rational evidence, the future will be
the age of the Qur’an.!®® Therefore, Nursi discusses scientific exegesis in
great detail. As he defines the Qur’an as “an eternal translation of the great
Book of the Universe”,'™ he clarifies the Qur’anic worldview on the uni-
verse, nature and the natural sciences. Various Muslim scholars such as
‘Abdubh believe that “The world will not come to an end, until the promise
of God to make His light complete will have been fulfilled, and religion
will take science by the hand, and they will aid one another in rectifying
both the intellect and the heart.”!®® In line with this approach, it seems
that Nursi saw the necessity of elucidating these subjects.

It is important to note that Nursi is one of the great proponents of
scientific exegesis. As noted before, his one-volume commentary can be
considered to be a kind of scientific and literary exegesis.!'® Based on Q.
6:59, “nor anything fresh or withered, that is not written in a clear record”,
Nursi argues that according to one interpretation, the clear record is the
Qur’an. This verse declares that everything, fresh and dry, is found in the
Qur’an. While this is true, things are included at difterent levels (mubtelif
derecelerde). Therefore, not everyone can see everything in the Qur’an.
They are presented sometimes as seeds, sometimes as nuclei (zzve), some-
times summarics (Zcmal), sometimes principles (diistur) or signs (aldmet),
as well as explicitly (sarabaten) or implicitly (gsareten), allusively (remzen),
obscurely (ibbdmen) or suggestively (ihtar). According to the need and
occasion, one of these is preferred in a way compatible with the purposes
of the Qur’an (maksad-1 Kur’dn) and in connection with the context’s
requirements (zktizd-y: makam miinasebeti).'® Nursi emphasizes that
what he understands from the Qur’an’s indications in the stories of the
prophets and their miracles is that there are two purposes and wisdoms in
the miracles of the prophets in the Qur’an: One is to prove their prophecy
and the other is to show to humanity examples for the material progress
and to encourage them to attain similar achievements. It is as if through
these stories, the Qur’an points to the main foundations and final results
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of progress which humankind will attempt in the future.!! Nursi relies on
one interpretation of Q. 6:59 for his scientific exegesis and embraces poly-
valent reading of the Qur’an. Unlike the opponents of this form of exege-
sis, Nursi follows the line of scientific exegesis in the classical period, such
as Ghazzali and al-Razi.

Nursi also thinks that as the result of progress in science and industry,
many wonders of science and technology have been produced such as the
airplane, electricity, railways and the telegraph. Such things take an impor-
tant position in people’s daily lives. Since the Qur’an addresses all the
people in every century, it does not neglect these discoveries. In his view,
the Qur’an indicates them in two ways: Through the miracles of the
Prophets (Mu’cizit-1 enbiya) and certain historical events (hddisit-1 tari-
hiye). For example, the stories in Q. 85: 4-8 and Q. 36: 4142, “damned
were the makers of the trench, the makers of the fuel-stoked fire! They sat
down to watch what they were doing to the believers. Their only grievance
against them was their faith in God, the Mighty, the Praiseworthy”, and
“Another sign for them is that We carried their seed in the laden Ark, and
We have made similar things for them to ride in”, refer to the railway.
Nursi provides another example that the light verse (Q. 24:35), in addi-
tion to its many other connotations and mysteries (envdr, esrdar), alludes
to (remz) electricity.'®* While Nursi’s such approaches seem to be in line
with the views of the modernists, Nursi does not argue that these indica-
tions are the only possible meanings.

Nursi focuses more on the miracles of the Prophets in relation to scien-
tific exegesis. He holds the view that as God sent the prophets as the lead-
ers of spiritual progress (terakkiyit-1 maneviye); he also made them the
masters of humanity’s material progress (terakkiyit-1 maddiye) by bestow-
ing upon them certain miracles. Through showing the prophets’ miracles,
the Qur’an encourages people to achieve similar things (nazire) via sci-
ence. He also believes it could even be said that material achievements and
wonders (maddi kemalit ve harikalar) were first bestowed upon humanity
as a gift through the hand of prophetic miracles such as Noah’s ship.
Moreover, Nursi maintains that since investigative scholars (ebl-i tabkik)
and the science of eloquence (#lm-i beldjat) agree that cach Qur’anic verse
includes many aspects of guidance (viicuh-u irsadi) and instruction
(miiteaddit cibit-1 bidayet), the verses of the prophets’ miracles are not
mere historical stories, but rather contain numerous meanings of guidance
(madni-yi irsidiye). Through presenting these prophetic miracles, the
Qur’an traces the final limit (#ébayet hudud) of science and industry (fen



TRENDS AND EXEGETICAL TRADITIONS 213

ve san’at-1 beseriye), states their furthest aims (gayit) and specifies their
final goals, urging humanity for this purpose.'®* Nursi’s scientific interpre-
tations on various prophetic miracles in the Qur’an are as follows:

Combined human thought produced the thousands of rational sci-
ences, and therefore humanity has come to display Adam’s miracle, indi-
cated in Q. 2:31, “He taught Adam all the names [of things].” By means
of smelting iron, which is the crucial factor of all wonders of art, humanity
made many achievements and showed the Prophet David’s miracle: “We
softened iron for him” (Q. 34:10). Through combined human thought,
humankind produced aerial achievements like the airplane and has come
too close to the Prophet Solomon’s miracle: “And [We subjected] the
wind for Solomon. Its outward journey took a month, and its return jour-
ney likewise” (Q. 34:12). Humanity invented staffs to strike very dry des-
erts and sandy wastes, causing waters to flow out, and manifested the
Prophet Moses’s miracle: “Strike the rock with your staft” (Q. 2:60).
Humanity achieved the wonders of medicine by experiments and com-
bined human thought, and these medical achievements are an inspiration
of the Prophet Jesus’s miracle: “I will heal the blind and the leper, and
bring the dead back to life with God’s permission” (Q. 3:39). The Prophet
Abraham’s following miracle has also an indication for the scientific dis-
coveries related to fire: “Fire, be cool and safe for Abraham” (Q. 21:69).
The Prophet Solomon’s miracle, “we have been taught the speech of
birds” (Q. 27:16), is a source of speaking machines such as the radio and
some species of birds’ speech such as the pigeon and their employment.
Solomon’s other miracle, “I will bring it to you in the twinkling of an eye”
(Q. 27:40), is an indication of humanity’s invention of means of bringing
images and sounds to you instantaneously from far away.!** Regarding this
miracle, Nursi notes that

In order to attract Bilqis’ throne (taht-1 Belkis) to him, one of Solomon’s
(Peace be upon him) ministers who was versed in the science of attraction
(alim-i ilm-i celp) said: “T’ll have the throne here before you can blink your
eyes.” The verse suggests then that it is possible to bring either things them-
selves (aynen) or their images (sureten) to one instantaneously from far away,
and it is a fact that Almighty God bestowed this ability on Solomon (PBH)
in the form of a miracle, to establish his innocence and justice. For being
honoured with rulership as well as his Messengership, Solomon could in this
way himself be informed of events in all the regions of his extensive domin-
ions, and see the condition of his subjects and hear of their ills. That means,
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if man relies on Almighty God, and asks it of Him with the tongue of his
innate capacity (/isan-i istidad), like Solomon (PBH) asked for it with the
tongue of his chastity (Zisan-1 ismet), and if he conforms to His laws of wis-
dom (kavinin-i ddet ve indyet) in the universe, the world may become like
a town for him. That is to say, while Bilqis’ throne was in Yemen, it was
instantaneously present (aynzyla) in Damascus, or its image (suretiyle) was,
and it was seen. The images of the men around the throne were also cer-
tainly conveyed there, and their voices heard. This therefore indicates splen-
didly the attraction of images and sounds (celb-i suret ve savt) from long
distances.'%®

In this context, it is worth mentioning that Nursi believes that the
verses related to the prophetic miracles allude to numerous future won-
ders which have not yet been discovered by modern scientific studies.!
Based on the information above, it could be inferred that while certain
modern intellectuals seek to rationalize various miraculous events in the
Qur’an, Nursi finds in these stories an inspiration and indication for many
scientific discoveries and inventions. For him, the miracles of the Prophets
and their stories in the Qur’an should not be regarded as mere historical
events, they imply and indicate modern discoveries and state their final
limits. Nursi urges modern thinkers to pay attention to the miracles of
Prophets in the Qur’an, and to be inspired by them to conduct further
scientific research. Nursi’s logical argument for his scientific exegesis is as
follows: Because the Qur’an is the word of God and addresses all the
people at every time, the Qur’an does not neglect this modern age and its
scientific discoveries. Therefore, Nursi’s views on scientific exegesis are
also connected with his theological approach to the Qur’an.

Finally, Nursi argues that scientific exegesis of the Qur’an is beyond the
limited understanding of individuals in the modern period. Therefore, he
calls for a collective study to accomplish a scientific exegesis. He states that
the Qur’an includes numerous sciences and fields connected with the
physical aspects of the world, whose knowledge is beyond the capacity of
a single person or small group. Hence, a single individual’s commentary
cannot truly clarify the Qur’an since his comprehension is very limited
with regard to time, place and specialization. He suggests that a commen-
tary should be written by a great committee of authorities, each of them
an expert in a number of sciences. After studies and researches, they should
present the Qur’an’s subtle meanings and its fine points in other commen-
taries, along with its truths which become manifest by experience of time
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through the discoveries of science.'” Nursi believes that the Qur’an has
many truths which will be discovered by science. Therefore, it can be rea-
sonably concluded that he is one of the great proponents of scien-
tific exegesis.

In conclusion, Nursi embraces a number of exegetical trends in both
the classical and modern periods. First of all, he examines many theologi-
cal subjects in his exegetical writings, and these themes can be frequently
recognized in Nursi’s works. However, unlike the modernist scholars, he
generally follows the mainstream Sunni theological approach. As this book
proved, Nursi’s approach can be described as kalamisation of tafsir and
other disciplines. It seems that he seeks to formulate an Islamic metaphys-
ics and theology primarily based on the Qur’an by using multiple fields.
Moreover, Nursi analyses a number of the topics connected with Islamic
jurisprudence and legal issues in his interpretation of the Qur’an such as
the meaning and wisdoms of worship, and the notion of éj¢zihad. He admits
the medieval Muslim jurisprudence. Unlike certain modern scholars, he
embraces classical Islamic law and its rules, and he does not consider the
classical Islamic Jurisprudence (figh) to be a great obstacle to an under-
standing of the Qur’an. Furthermore, Nursi accepts mystical (ishari)
interpretations, presented as secondary meanings and implications in addi-
tion to primary-apparent meanings of Qur’anic verses. There are numer-
ous layers or levels of meanings besides the Qur’an’s explicit meanings. He
indicates the interpretation through the saints’ spiritual discovery (kashf),
respecting the intellectual Safi tradition of Islam. People can understand
Qur’anic verses according to their intellectual levels and capacities. Nursi
explicates many technical terms used in Sufi literature. Finally, Nursi reads
the Qur’an from the scientific perspective, but he does not seek to ratio-
nalize various miraculous stories in the Qur’an.
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CHAPTER 8

Discussion and Conclusions

The Qur’an played a major role in modern period in response to concerns
of modernity. Modernist exegesis emerged under the impact of the West
in India and Egypt in the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Muhammad ‘Abduh are two important intellec-
tuals of the modern exegesis. Scientific exegesis, literary-historical exege-
sis, thematic exegesis and feminist exegesis are other types of modern
exegeses. Bediuzzaman Said Nursi is also another influential scholar, who
is not necessarily labelled a “modernist”, from this period. These scholars
and their ideas have been influential in the modern Muslim world. In the
context of the modernist approach, this book has attempted to analyse
Nursi’s methodology of Qur’anic exegesis in his whole collection gener-
ally, and particularly in his usizl al-tafsirbook, Mubakamat ( The Reasonings)
and his one-volume commentary, Isharat al-I14z ( Signs of Miraculousness).
The work has aimed to explore the difference between Nursi’s re-reading
of the Qur’an and that of his counterparts and where Nursi stands in rela-
tion to various modern Muslim scholarship on the Qur’an.

The book emphasizes that Said Nursi’s approach can be described as
the kalamisation of tafsir and other disciplines. To demonstrate this argu-
ment, I firstly focused on Nursi’s intellectual career. As his life demon-
strates, Nursi’s main concerns have been Islamic theology, which deals
with the proof of fundamentals of faith, and the Qur’an. In his view, a
successful Zhya’ (revival) work should be based on Islamic theology (kalam)
as indicated in the classical literature. Description of the collection as a
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combination of kalam, tasawwufand figh indicates Nursi’s use of multiple
disciplines in his writings. It should be noted that Nursi discusses numer-
ous subjects related to other Islamic disciplines such as hadith and szra
(biography of the Prophet) in terms of Islamic theology, relating these
issues to theological discussions. For example, he focused on some hadiths
in regard to the unusual events at the end of time, while signs of the end
of the world (‘alamat al-giyama) are a theological field in Islamic theol-
ogy. He also connected various sz7a reports with Islamic theology to
prove the prophethood of the Prophet Muhammad in his famous The
Nineteenth Letter. Moreover, since Nursi’s major concerns are the pillars
of Islamic faith, his approach seems to be compatible with early Muslim
scholars’ understanding of ‘al-figh al-akbar’ such as Abu Hanifa.
Furthermore, because the primary theme of tasawwuf is faith, it can be
reasonably connected with Islamic theology. Nursi’s references from cer-
tain Sufis advocate the combination of kalam and tasawwuf. Ahmad
Sirhind’s emphasis on “the full perception of the truths of beliet” is a
good example in this regard. In addition, his criticism of philosophy when
it is separated from prophecy is also another supporting evidence of the
argument of this book. He criticizes any philosophy when it is separated
from Islamic theology.

As analysed in Chap. 3, in general, Nursi defines his collection as a kind
of ma‘nawi tafsir, a commentary on the Qur’an’s meanings. He also
describes it as “a work of kaladm” in some parts. Nursi’s other notable
description for his collection is “tafsir shubid?” (transempirical exegesis).
Nursi sought to produce a work of kalam by employing exegetical devices
of tafstr and other disciplines, while under the influence of the notion of
soln scriptura, the so-called modernist exegetes gave more importance to
tafsir and attempted to give the task of figh and kalam to tafsir. But Nursi
combined kalam and tafsir, and made Qur’anic commentary a kalam.
The natures of these disciplines allowed this combination since Qur’anic
exegesis was a flexible discipline, and kalam and figh were binding disci-
plines in the classical period. On the other hand, it should be noted that
the main books of the collection may also be considered as a kind of the-
matic exegesis. In addition, his commentary Isharat al-I4z is a reason-
based exegesis, and he primarily developed the theory of the word-order
(nazm) in his work. While modern thinkers mainly attribute the inimita-
bility of the Qur’an to its content and meaning, Nursi stresses both the
Qur’an’s rhetorical and linguistic nature and its meaning as inimitable
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aspects of the Qur’an. This approach is an important distinctive feature of
Nursi’s methodology.

Nursi’s analysis of the notion of revelation is of paramount importance
for his methodology because it is one of the significant subjects in Islamic
theology and Qur’anic exegesis. As illustrated in Chap. 4, Nursi’s approach
to the notion of revelation and the nature of the Qur’an follows the estab-
lished mainstream theological tradition. However, while his writings show
his ability to maintain a level of traditionalism, he expresses the classical
teaching in a very different style and language that is distinctive of his
approach. He clarifies what he perceives as the needs of his time in a way
accessible to the modern mind. Moreover, with regard to the nature of the
Qur’an, his definition of the Qur’an indicates the relationship between
kalam and tafsir in his methodology. Furthermore, Nursi’s major themes
of the Qur’an and his approach to the Meccan and Medinan chapters also
demonstrate that his major interest was ‘agaid and kaldm issues.

In Chap. 5, I attempted to analyse natures and functions of Islamic
disciplines in the classical period, focusing on what happened to these
disciplines in the modern period. In the Islamic tradition, while zaf377 only
deals with the meaning of the Qur’an, figh and kalam become the norma-
tive disciplines. Modernist thinkers produced their views in the light of the
Qur’an and tafs7r and considered tafsir to be solely a resource and disci-
pline. The functions of Islamic disciplines have been considered under the
general title of zaf577. However, Nursi has great respect for the traditional
division of Islamic disciplines. While Nursi combines a number of Islamic
disciplines, and various readings connected with the major disciplines can
be seen in his writings, he does not give any normative function to tafsir,
not placing Qur’anic commentary before all other disciplines. Moreover,
Nursi does not produce any normative rule in relation to modern issues
solely through the Qur’anic text and zafs7r discipline, and he does not
disregard the traditional understanding. Furthermore, Nursi’s revival of
Islam and his renewal (zajdid) are based on systematic theology (kalam).
Actually, his methodology seems to be compatible with the traditional
division of Islamic disciplines. According to Ghazzali, the discipline of
kalam is the most comprehensive science. Tafsir, hadith, figh and usil al-
figh disciplines share and examine areas that kalam deals with entirely. In
addition, Nursi acknowledges the authority and validity of z4f37 traditions
and the reports from the earlier generations of Muslims, accepting their
relevance to Qur’anic interpretation. Therefore, it could be said that the
nature of zafsir did not change in Nursi’s methodology. Finally, Nursi’s
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one-volume commentary and his overall exegetical endeavour are primar-
ily considered to be tafsir bi-al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis), and he can be
seen as a modern representative of the Ottoman exegetical school. Besides,
linguistic and rhetorical interpretations in Nursi’s hermeneutics are a sine
qua non of Qur’anic exegesis. Hence, Nursi follows the established exe-
getical tradition.

While some modernist scholars have expressed their dissatistaction with
the classical Qur’anic sciences, Nursi does not have a problem with the her-
meneutical devices in the sciences of the Qur’an, as illustrated in Chap. 6.
As noted earlier, the main concerns of the Qur’anic sciences (‘ Ulim al-
QOur’an) are two areas, linguistics and history, and Nursi is respectful of
these fields. Moreover, Nursi discusses a number of topics in the Qur’anic
sciences in connection with their theological aspects. For example, Nursi
thinks that while the Qur’an was revealed on various occasions, it has a
thematic unity. For him, this aspect is a sign of the inimitability of the
Qur’an. Occasions in seventh-century Arabia did not determine the inci-
dence of revelation. Also, he considers abrogation (naskh) to be a dynamic
of the legal, sociological and progressive aspects of the Qur’an, which is
dependent upon the time and conditions. The Qur’an does not teach any
new fundamentals or central beliefs, but it amends and perfects existent
precepts. Due to differences in time and place, the Qur’an only establishes
new rules in secondary matters. Mutashabib verses are of particular signifi-
cance for Nursi. Qur’anic verses can address each level of understanding at
all times, and this aspect is related to the notion of mutashabib verses. Nursi
considers verses connected with God’s attributes such as God having
“hand” to be “ambiguous” and clarifies them in his exegetical works. In his
view, some of the prophetic traditions regarding the events at the end of
time are ambiguous and they should be interpreted (#a’wil). Nursi stresses
that mutashiabih is a very distinctive aspect of universality of the Qur’an, and
it supports the Qur’an’s aim of eloquence and inimitability.

Furthermore, Nursi’s approach to tafsir relies on the view that the
inimitability of the Qur’an (I74z al-Qur’an), and the miraculousness of
the Qur’anic text are directly connected with Islamic theology (kalam). In
any aspect of its inimitability, Nursi directs his efforts towards explicating
the fundamentals of faith. Nursi elaborates on the aspects of the Qur’an’s
inimitability because he thinks this science to be vital to the Islamic theol-
ogy. What is more, Nursi holds the fact that Qur’anic narratives are clear
proofs of the prophethood of Muhammad. In addition, Nursi discusses
certain difficult verses, clarifies obscure passages and sometimes reconciles
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those verses. He firmly supports the Islamic tradition in the age of
positivism.

As examined in Chap. 7, Nursi embraces a number of exegetical trends.
First of all, theological exegesis can be frequently recognized in Nursi’s
works; his theological concerns made a great impact upon his tafs7r.
However, unlike the modernist scholars, he generally follows the main-
stream Sunni theological approach. It seems that Nursi seeks to formulate
an Islamic metaphysics and theology primarily based on the Qur’an by
using multiple fields. Moreover, Nursi analyses a number of the topics
connected with Islamic jurisprudence and legal issues in his interpretation
of the Qur’an such as the meaning and wisdoms of worship, and the
notion of #j¢ihad. His analysis on the importance and the meaning of wor-
ship and Islamic life indicates that he examines certain jurisprudential
issues in connection with Islamic theology. He acknowledges the medieval
Muslim jurisprudence. Unlike certain modern scholars, he embraces clas-
sical Islamic law and its rules, and he does not consider the classical Islamic
Jurisprudence (figh) to be a great obstacle to the understanding of
the Qur’an.

Furthermore, Nursi accepts mystical (zsh277) interpretations, presented
as secondary meanings and implications in addition to primary-apparent
meanings of Qur’anic verses. There are numerous layers or levels of mean-
ings besides the Qur’an’s explicit meanings. People can understand
Qur’anic verses according to their intellectual level and capacities. In addi-
tion, he indicates the interpretation through the saints’ spiritual discovery
(kashf), respecting the intellectual Sifi tradition of Islam. Nursi recognizes
that tasawwuf became a means of revival many times throughout the his-
tory of Islam. Nursi also explicates many technical terms used in Safi lit-
erature. Finally, Nursi reads the Qur’an from the scientific perspective, but
he does not seck to rationalize various miraculous stories in the Qur’an.
He attempts to provide the religious foundations of the relationship
between religion and science since he believes that the future will be an
age of reason and science. In his approach to the science and scientific
exegesis, he relies on the Qur’an and Islamic theology. Nursi’s views on
scientific exegesis are also concerned with his theological approach to the
Qur’an. In his response to positivistic understandings, Nursi seeks to
defend Islamic faith through the Qur’anic worldview on nature and
the universe.

This study can indicate to us a number of points. Firstly, our modern
Muslim scholars have recognized that various changes such as scientific
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developments, materialism and positivism, globalization, the emergence
of nation-states and greater inter-faith relations affected the Muslim world
in the modern period. The modern context was very different from the
classical period. The modern age had its specific characteristics and con-
cerns. They attempted to address these modern issues in their writings and
aimed to make the Qur’an and its interpretation accessible to modern
Muslims. They thought that certain aspects and principles of the religion
are more important than others because of the modern context. Nursi
gave more importance to the essentials of Islamic faith and %alam. Today
new challenges may also appear and need responses due to the contempo-
rary context.

Secondly, modern Muslim scholars have used multiple disciplines in
their methodology. While zafs7r has been a central discipline for the mod-
ernists in order to arrive at flexible interpretations, kalam has become a
major discipline for Nursi in order to defend Islamic faith. Moreover,
Nursi’s influence on many Muslims and non-Muslims in the world shows
his success in his methodology. However, certain modernist intellectuals
such as ‘Abduh have been also influential in academic and intellectual cir-
cles and the masses through their liberal ideas. At the same time, many
people have criticized various modernists because they ignored the tradi-
tion and went beyond the boundaries of traditional understanding.
Therefore, it could be said that modernist ideas may not be widely and
easily welcomed by the masses. Nursi, becoming aware of this fact, does
not seem to embrace modernist approaches. For example, he criticizes
Masa Jar Allah and describes his modernist ideas as excessive (zf7at).

Furthermore, a work that addresses all the aspects of humankind such
as minds, hearts and souls can be a very effective for contemporary people.
Also, presenting the classical teaching in a very unique style and language
will have an influence on modern readers. Moreover, the intellectual tradi-
tion of Islam and the accumulated experience of the community are
important and Islamic tradition and disciplines can be developed on the
basis of the tradition in the contemporary period. In addition, close inter-
actions between the East and the West can lead to new approaches, meth-
odologies and re-evaluation of the tradition. Such interactions can allow
the exchange of ideas and experience. Ahmad Khan and ‘Abduh went to
Europe; their European experience had an impact on their ideas.

Before I conclude, I’d like to summarize the main points of this book.
Main argument of this book emphasizes that Said Nursi’s approach can be
described as kalamisation of tafsir and other Islamic disciplines. Nursi



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 229

defines his collection as a kind of spiritual tafstr (ma‘nawi tafsir), a com-
mentary on the Qur’an’s meanings. He also describes it as “a work of
kaldm (Islamic theology)” in some parts. Nursi’s main concerns are kaliam
subjects and the Qur’anic approach to them. Therefore, he combined
kaldm and tafsir. Nursi seeks to formulate an Islamic metaphysics and
theology primarily based on the Qur’an by using multiple fields.
Furthermore, the main books of the collection can also be considered as a
kind of thematic exegesis. In addition, his one-volume commentary is a
reason-based exegesis, and he primarily developed the theory of the word-
order (nagm) in his work. Unlike the modernist exegesis, Nursi stands on
a middle way between classical and modern approaches.
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