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minority in any given society) is better relations with people of
other religious traditions.

According to him, Muhammad has provided a model for
Muslims' attitude to religious difference. The Prophet was said to

have once hosted a form of interreligious dialogue that served
mutual understanding of the religious diversity in Medina. "Four
hundred years ago the Prophet of Islam held in Medina a three­

religion conference-in modem terminology, a trialogue-to
exchange views on religious issues,,44 Here, we observe that

apparently, this historic gathering was not intended to mutually
explore the shared grounds where those traditions can meet each

other, but, most probably, to discuss on their different beliefs.45
Yet, the profound significance this and other prophet's example
hold, in Wahiduddin's perspective, is that under their inspiration,
Muslims can develop more positive models of intercultural and

interreligious relations.
Wahiduddin Khan expounds three main reasons for dialogue;

two of these are principles based on the Qur'an, and the third is
concerned with modern imperatives." Firstly, the mission of

interreligious dialogue today fulfils the quranic summon: "Say: 0

People of Book, Let us come to a word common to us and you that
we will worship none but God" (3:64). For Wahiduddin Khan, this
verse proposes to religious traditions to dialogue with one another
on the basis of their shared grounds ("word common to us").
Religions universally share common humanity, promotion of the
values of love, compassion, peace, and concern for the weak
members of our socicty-these are veritable common resources for

dialogue project. He admits that faith-communities usually have

difficulty in reaching agreement on religious mattters, since they
tend to stick to their respective visions. He is, nevertheless,

.�"
Khan, Islam and Peace, Ill.

I) Therefore, in my judgment, Muhammad has not given a model of response to

religious difference; he has only offered an inspiration which Muslims can

develop in the context of today.
16

Khan, Islam and Peace, 111-115.
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convinced that nothing less than continuous striving in the midst of
and despite failures and tensions is needed.

The second qur'anic principle comes as a result of this obvious
communities' strong attachment to their religious visions, and is
found in the following verse: "To you your religion and to me

mine" (109:6). Wahiduddin explains this verse to be the "formula
for religious harmony", or better still, the "principle of religious co­

existence".47 Within this context, Muslims are offered the workable

approach to living peacefully with others, and that consists in

understanding and respecting difference.48 As he points out, the
ethical motivations for this attitude is that Islam respects rights of

religious freedom of persons, for Muhammad is claimed to have

enjoined Muslims to respect every human being and "honour one

of 'another creed.,,49 In the light of these explanations, we see that

disagreement or abscnse of common grounds in religious matters

should not lead to conflict. Rather, all believers are invited to

affirm the respect and quality of those with whom they disagree.
Thirdly, he suggests that interreligious dialogue is necessitated

by the "spirit of the age." In our day, new forms of social
communication have continued to draw people closer together, the
isolation and barriers between different peoples and religions are

increasingly disappearing. He writes that "in the course of this
continuous and vast interaction, for the first time in human history,
people seem less Ii ke strangers to one another. A great gap has
been bridged ....

" l Ic, then, notes that the present efforts at shared

understanding have huge significance for inter-community
rclationships-v-in other words the "making concessions to one

another has become a need of the people themsel yes.
,,50 This

thinking sounds intelligible to Catholics, to whom Nostra Aetate's
articulation of the nature of human solidarity today is a familiar
terrain (Nostra Aetate, 1). He showed his optimism that the more

.r! Ibid., 112.
i�8 Sec Khan, Islam: Creator of the Modern Age, 120-122.
,�!) Khan, Islam and Peace, 122-123.
)0 Ibid.
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"closed" conditions are opened and interactions increased, the more

"informal" dialogue are transformed into friendly encounters.

What Wahiduddin Khan suggests is that mutual discovery of

religions' common values, respect for difference, the right to

religious freedom of all persons, concession and peace are at the
core of modem religious and civil life. Religious intolerance and
violent confrontations are not needed in our society today, and

religious peoples cannot allow them to flourish. For Muslims, this
task remains most urgent. In building bridges with other believers,
they counter Islam's reputation as a religion of violence, as well as

enjoy the benefits of modem globalised order. 'This mission
involves specially that they depart from excluding those outside the

Umma, and be committed to reinterpreting the Quran and Traditon
in the light of contemporary needs of interreligious dialogue and

peace.
Nevertheless, Wahiduddin stresses that interreligious meeting

on shared grounds does not mean that one religion is as valid as the

other, for, as he claims, Islam surpasses all others as the perfect
religion." Rather, interfaith relations promotes respect for the
valued convictions of other believers. It does not suspend Muslims'

duty to preach Islam, but offers new way of inviting to Islam

through friendly relations with others.52

Concerning the principle of separating religion from politics
Here, Wahiduddin adresses the principal attitude that fuels political
Islam, and that is, the coupling of religion and politics into the
mission of Islam. The real reason he promotes separating religion
from politics is found in his conviction that Islamic identity has to

)1 Khan, Islam Rediscovered, 101-105.
)�.

Obviously. Wahiduddin resorts to "exclusivist" claims here. He seems not to

realise that if Islam is the perfect religion, interreligious dialogue becomes a

mere "condescension". While his thinking stresses the harmony between
Muslims' identity and empathy for those of other believers as present in Islamic

tradition, he leaves little or no room for the possibility of the Muslim being
transformed by the other.
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be kept true to itself and dynamically alive, and what is central to

the din, distinguished from what is relative. This doctrine does not

mean a limitation to the prophetic role or influence of religion in

politics. lIe sees the key problem in the Islamists' interpretation of
the traditional vision of Islam as an all-comprehensive way of life,
as fundamentally the duty to establish an Islamic state.53

The problem here, and a striking contradiction for that matter,
is that since Mawdudi articulated his notion of ideal Islamic order,
promoters of Islamic State(s) have continued to reduce the "all­

comprehensive system of Islam" to political rule (hukumat) or to

Sharia. In other words, Islam as a belief system is made to settle
into political images, To insist that political rule or Shari'a defines
the Muslim faith is more about persona] agenda than quest for

community (jama 'a) interests and justice ('ad!).
Wahidduddin Khan refuses to endorse this vision. He shows

why Mawdiidis political Islam is a misplacement of true Islam,
and can only damage relations with people of other faiths and

cultures, rather than improve it. He explains the pervasive Muslim
view of Islam as an "al1-embracing scheme" to mean that it brings
all facets of life and activity of believers into a coherent unity; not

with the aim of dissolving them into political ascendency, but in

acknowledging its spiritual and ethical summons. Thus, he

highlights the following crucial considerations in the relationship
between Islam and politics: (1) Politics is "only a relative", and not

an "absolute" dimension of Islam; (2) Political power is entirely
gracious, not a matter of struggle; and (3) the establishment of
Islamic state belongs to the collective will; it is not a duty of the
i ndi vi dual.54

With regard to the first point, the accent is that what is central
to Islam-s-its spiritual dimension-may permit other dimensions,
including politics. Hence, he states as follows:

)3 1.1. Omar, "Islam and the Other," 429.
)., See Khan, Islam Rediscovered, 147-150.
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[Plolitics is only a relative and not the real part of Islam.
'This difference between a real and the relative feature is
that what is essential is relevant in all circumstances and at

all times, whereas the relative is required only in relation to

particular sets of circumstances. If such circumstance does
not exist, relative features lose their relevance and therefore
their dcsirability"

According to this explanation, the relationship between the

Qur'an's absolute and relative injunctions can be understood in the

prescription for Hajj, enjoining that "Pilgrimage to the House of
God is a duty to God for all who can make the journey" (3:97). By
putting side by side pilgrimage and capability, it is suggested that

being a Muslim does not necessarily make performing pilgrimage
compulsory; it is binding on only those whose resource and health

permit it.56 l Ie explains the role of this same principle in politics.

The same is true of politics. That is, if a group of Muslims
find themselves in a position to establish the political
system of Islam by peaceful methods, and without any
violence, then the Shariah will require them to do exactly
that. But those who do not find themselves in such a

position, it is not their. .. duty to establish an Islamic

political system, nor are they required to set in motion

political initiatives calculated to create opportunities to do
SO.57

The second reason is that political power can only be God's

gi ft to an Islamic society according to his own terms; it is not

'is .
"

lbid., 147.
56 This interpretation offered by Wahiduddin Khan, to our mind, clearly agrees
with reason and, above all, is in harmony with the spirit of the Qur'anic
injunction. This example is given in view of the relative injunctive on politics in
the Quran. Sec Khan, lslam Rediscovered, 148.
)/ Ibid.
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secured by struggle. \Vahiduddin showed the grounds for this

thinking to be found ill the Qur'an 24:55 and 24:41.58 In the third
consideration which places the task of the establishment of an

Islamic State on the community other than the individual, the

emphasis is on the willing acceptance of the people as its origin and
basis. Any imposition of Islamic political order is doomed to fail.

I�urthermorc, Wahiduddin justifies his assessment of Islam and

politics on the basis of the Prophet's example, notably resorting to

practical solution for the sake of the end result. Muhammad
showed by his acts that if the aspiration for Islam to gain upper
hand in any society may not be the best for the Muslim community,
then it will be in line with the spirit of Islam to focus on matters

relating to worship and let go those that are of political nature

(siyiisa). Wahiduddin recalls the-Prophet's example in separating
these two realms on three events during his life: (1) He changed the
direction of prayers towards the Ka 'ba in early 624, thus, making a

distinction between the building and the idols it contained; (2) He

observed his rutual prayer in al-Aqsa Mosque (when Jerusalem was

under the Persians) during his Night journey tisra) and Ascension

imi'riij), indicating that worship and political affairs have to be

kept apart from each other; and (3) He and his companions entered
Mecca and performed the rituals of umrah (the minor pilgrimage)
and circumambulation of the Ka'ba, without fear of his Meccan

59
tormentors.

58 Sura 24:25 makes it clear that God gives political authority to a Muslim

community for his cause: "God had promised those of you who believe and do

good works that he will make them masters in the land .. .in order to strengthen
the faith he has chosen for them, and to change their state of fear to a sense of

security ....

" The gracious character of an Islamic state also appears in Q. 22:41,
in the following way: "God is powerful and mighty: he will assuredly help those

who. once made masters in the land, will attend to their prayers and pay the alms

tax, enjoin justice and forbid evil." See Khan, 2001: 148-149.
59 See the details of these three episodes in the Sunna of the Prophets reported in
Bukhariand cited in Wahiduddin Khan, Islam and Peace, 79-81. Yet, it has to be
noted that the relevance of Wahiduddin's reflection on these Sunna in relation to

the principle of separating religion from politics is immediately given in the
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For Wahiduddin, Muhammad's model is relevant to the real
situation of today's world as Muslims seek to live out Islam as a

coherent unity. While they must believe in Islam as a

comprehcnsi ve way of life, they have got to fashion a harmonious
settlement for co-existence with others in our time. The Prophet's
model means that Islamic faith and the quest for political
domination must not be mixed. This is because efforts at

politicisation of religion under the shade of inseparable unity of

religion and politics only cause social tension, and detract from the

very goal of---peace. He insists that Islam has not provided the

blueprint for a political organisation of the society; rather, it has

only laid down (in the Quran) the general principles for engaging
in political activities. What the Muslim community is required to

do is to exercise ijtihiid, re-apply these general principles in the
context of the day, reconciling them with changing sociopolitical
realities, inorder to arrive at a suitable polity that meets the popular
will.

In the light of these clarifications, he argues that Muslims,
whether they live as majority or minority, can remain true to their

faith, with or without the political dominance of Islam. They only
need honest endeavour to reconcile their faith-commitment with

citizenship (their dual loyalty). In the context of his Indian Muslim

minority, he urges loyalty to the Muslim faith and the secular
structures. Ilc argues that since Islam's main target is the individual
hearts and not ideal society the prevailing secular system in India

today, which permits Muslims to order their personal lives

according to the Shari'a, while secular law controls in all other

aspects, is "perfectly in consonance with Islam.,,6o ,

context of achieving peace in Jerusalem, which is strategic to Christians,
Muslims and Jews.
oo This situation, as has been shown earlier, is the defining character of the

relationship of Islam in Nigeria and the secular constitution. To my mind, it
serves the real practice of Muslim faith in our plural context. See more on this
information in c.W. Troll, "Sharing Islamically in the Pluralistic Nation-State of
India: The Views of Some Contemporary Indian Muslim Leaders and Thinkers,"
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In short, Wahiduddin has urged a radical rethinking of the
notion of unity of religion and politics in Islam. Islamic history has
shown that this apparent inseparability has been utopic than real,
and efforts to reassert it distort and bend the basic message of Islam
to political ends. His view seems complemented by Nazih N.

-vyubi, an Arab Muslim writer, who asserts that Islam is not a

panicularl y "political" religion.

On the contrary, Islam is a religion that stresses above all
the collecti ve enforcement of public morals. It is this
'collective' and 'public' nature of its conception of morality
that has induced many people, especially in Orientalist and
fundamentalist circles, mistakingly to attribute to Islam a

specifically political nature. But a distinction between the
two areas is absolutely basic to any understanding of the
nature of Islam as a belief system.?'

According to this explanation, it is certain that Islam directs its
ethical summon to the community, but to understand this
communal element in terms of political legitimacy may be a

mistake. Ilcrc; we can observe that Islam is safer, and more so in
the modem realities of existence, if it reconnects fully to its

spiritual and ethical core values.

A Reflection on the Lessons of the Spiritualist Islam for Islam
in Nigeria:
In our judgement, Wahiduddin Khan's discussions around the din

(religion) and politics, political Islam, peace and pluralism deserve
consideration. His worry about the shameful distortion of Islamic
faith by the growing politicisation within his faith is a genuine one

and should not be ignored by well-meaning Muslims, who want to

Christian-Muslim Encounters. eds. Y.Y. Haddad and W.Z. Haddad (Gainsville,
FL: University Press of Florida, 1995) 245-262.
61 Nazih N. Ayubi, Political Islam: Religion and Politics in the Arab World
(I .ondon/Ncw York: Routledge, 1991) 35.
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sec a more tolerant Islam. His concern about the challenge posed
by contemporary expression of belief should not only be addressed

.

by the umma, but be seen as capable of energising too. We can say
that he has developed a significant vision of religion and society
that can empower Muslims to stri ve together wi th other believers
for a more harmonious world intended by the Creator. His

presentation of Islam offers the Muslim people a new way of re­

examining their faith in its fundamental teaching. and application to

different spheres. In the light of this inclusive vision, how do
Muslims in northern Nigeria need to commit to their faith in the

way that reconcile with the challenges of our time, in the manner

that fulfil both true Islamic loyalty and patriotic vision?
For all we know, and as has been shown by Wahiduddin Khan,

the Qur'an and the prophetic traditions are at the heart of Muslim
life of faith. These sources of faith are supposed to inform and
nourish Muslim religious experience. This function is, however,
satisfied when all is done to update their message according to time
and contexts--when given a living status. Within this context,
Wahiduddin offers significant lesson to be learnt. Nigerian
Muslims are called upon to reinterprete their traditional beliefs in
the light of the need of concrete experience of living alongside
other peoples in Nigeria: religious integrity (being apolitical),
religious pluralism, interreligious dialogue and collaboration,
loyalty to citizenship, and peace. It seems to us that authentic

identity of Nigerian Islam lies in promoting better relations with

people of other faiths in order to jointly build a better society; it is
not in fashioning an exclusive Muslim political agenda.

This task will require committed significant reform

programme in Nigerian Islam. The northern Nigerian Muslims
must confront the political manipulation of Islam, rethink their faith
in the light of Nigeria's contextual experience, and seek the crucial

help of interreligious dialogue to deal with the critical questions
involved. Dismantling the pervasive political ideology in view of

transcending its violent and divisive repercussions, would also

require that the grievances of the extremist groups against the
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mainstream are thought through. On the part of the larger Nigeria
political community, it also demands a review of the larger Nigeria
polity. There is need for the political courage and will to work out a

fitting and sustainable postcolonial political structure that will win
the confidence of the multiple collective identities in Nigeria.

The Christians and other believers must take blame and

responsibility here also. The continuing secterian and ethnic strife
and violence are sometimes maintained by some Christians' quest
for competitive edge and stereotyping of Muslims. An example is
the case of the Evangelical exclusivist tendencies that have

preached hatred against Islam and Muslims and robbed their
followers of the opportunity to share genuine Christian spirit with
those who believe differently. The key to addressing the concern of

, provocation of Muslim rage is Christian community's resolve to

embrace a united attitude of willingness to dialogue. Christians
must be ready to meet the Muslims in a true and humble Christian

. discourse. It is, therefore, necessary that all believers and non­

believers should unite efforts in order to make a renewed religious
space possible in Nigeria.

Yet, for the Muslim community, an understanding of the true

mission of Islam and the deviations in politicised religion is a

precondition for renewed faith-commitment. Efforts should be
made to reconstruct new meanings, and in Wahiduddin' s term "re­

apply" the status of the Qur' an and Haditn to serve spiritual growth
of the Muslims and positive· relations with others. It is only urgent
that the Muslims' view of the status of the Shari'a be reconsidered,
for, perhaps, nothing can be substracted from Wahiduddin's
evaluation of the current limitation of Sharia to covering Muslim's

personal matters in India, while the secular law takes care of other

aspects as harmonious with Islamic vision.
This fits· into the current picture of co-existence of

.
secularisation and islamisation in Nigeria, in which Muslims have
the Shari'a to control their personal lives, while they remain loyal
to the secular law 'of the land in other dimensions. In this respect,
one finds it difficult to justify the adoption of Shari'a penal codes



,
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by 12 northern states-'all executed by serving governors, other
than motivated by personal political agenda.

It must be, however, noted that the theoretical framework
which Wahiduddin Khan has presented, and thus analysed is not a

perfect vision. it has its own difficulties. He shows himself very

optimistic and idealistic in his quest to reconcile Islam with modem
times. These anitudcs come clear as he tries to construct a bridge
between the sufliC(cnt foundational sources of Islam and re­

application to modern contexts without assigning any significant
role to the traditional heritages. Again this ideal vision seems not to

have grappled deeply with the challenges posed to authentic
Muslim witness by concrete realities of failure of democratic

structures, conditions of inequity, deprivation, and even

discrimination. Moreover, his understanding of interreligious
dialogue appears to ask Muslims to merely tolerate other believers.
In setting Islam as the perfect religion, he has not accommodated
the possibility of Muslims being changed by encounters with
others.

Despite these difficulties, Wahiduddin Khan has formulated a

vision of Islam that can serve as a resource for dealing with

political abuse of Islam and inspire interreligious and intercultural
discourse. Concrete tasks are needed in the areas of educational

project for disempowered youths who are easily lured into

violence, and in creating economic opportunites, bearing in mind

that, apart from political Islam, other forces contribute 'to

secretarian crises in Nigeria, particularly the socio-economic. Other
areas honest responsibility is needed include political participation,
rule of law and public accountability, support for Human rights,
including collective minority rights (to resolve the tensions that
exist between minority and majority populations in different

states). Would it be possible for a serious re-examination of Islamic
tradition be undertaken by Nigerian Muslims, in view of

rediscovering the spirit of Islam? The fact is that there are many
willing and capable persons within the Muslim fold who could
reflect through this proposal, as shown by sincere commitment of
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some Muslim clerics involved with their Christian counterparts in
the Interfaith Mediation Centre, Kaduna, Nigeria.62

It is our convinction that the task of tackling political Islam in

Nigeria is difficult, but not an impossible one. The first step is for
the Muslims to be aware of the sad twist it makes of their faith.
Wahiduddin Khan has been quite resourceful in this. The truth is
that to rout the faces of political �slam is as indispensable for peace
and security, as it is in the interest of the integrity of Islam and

Muslims, who identify themselves as peace-seekers.

Conclusion
There is an urgent need to eradicate the menacing political Islam in

Nigeria. The community of Muslims in northern Nigeria has a

serious duty to tackle this anomaly. Yet its effort will need the

support of their compatriots in the Southwest and other believers

through dialogue. Maulana Wahiduddin Khan's presentation of
Islam may prove capable of reconciling Muslim faith with modem
challenges, including the peripheral position of politics in Islam.
The lessons we have learnt from him are mainly two-fold: one,
Islam is essentially spiritual and ethical, it is not a political
resource; and, two, Muslims must give Islam a living status, by
rendering anew its principles according to the times. This

presentation, we hope, contributes to raising of awareness and

gaining important insight about how to disable the political
manipulations of Islam.

62 The Imams, Muhammad Sani Isah and Muhammad N. Ashafa of the Jama'atu
Nasril Islam (JNI), Kaduna Chapter, have been actively engaged in seeking an

entrenchment of a culture of dialogue and peace between Christians and
Muslims. They are currently involved in the Muslim-Christian Dialogue Forum
carried on by the Interfaith Mediation Centre, Kaduna. For a short introduction
on this project, see Muhammad N. Ashafa and James N. Wuye, The Pastor & the
Imam: Responding to Conflict (Kaduna: Muslim/Christian Dialogue Forum,
1999).




